
Communication Research
2014, Vol. 41(3) 311–332

© The Author(s) 2012
Reprints and permissions:  

sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav 
DOI: 10.1177/0093650212440445

crx.sagepub.com

440445 CRX41310.1177/0093650212440445Weig
el and Ballard-ReischCommunication Research
© The Author(s) 2011

Reprints and permissions: 
sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav

1University of Nevada, Reno, NV, USA
2Wichita State University, Wichita, KS, USA

Corresponding Author:
Daniel J. Weigel, University of Nevada Cooperative Extension, 4955 Energy Way, Reno, NV 89502, USA. 
Email: weigeld@unce.unr.edu

Constructing 
Commitment in Intimate 
Relationships:  Mapping 
Interdependence in the 
Everyday Expressions of 
Commitment

Daniel J. Weigel1 and Deborah S. Ballard-Reisch2

Abstract

By its very nature, relationship commitment is generated in the context of a relationship 
and becomes relational when it is communicated in some way to the other. This study 
investigated how expressions of commitment and commitment-related perceptions are 
interdependently connected among romantic partners. The authors derived and tested 
a dyadic cyclical model of the everyday expressions of commitment with a sample of 
189 romantically involved couples. Results revealed that individual’s level of commitment 
are associated with her or his own expressions of commitment, those expressions of 
commitment are noticed by the partners, and the partner’s level of commitment is 
associated with those perceptions of the other’s expressions of commitment. The research 
sheds light on the complex ways intimate couples experience and express commitment 
in their everyday lives.
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When romantically involved couples are asked the secret to their success, they often point 
to their commitment to each other (Clements & Swensen, 2003; Robinson & Blanton, 
1993). Commitment is what sustains them through the ups and downs and the good times 
and the bad times. In fact, commitment helps explain why one relationship ends and 
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another does not (Adams & Jones, 1999). Those individuals with stronger commitment 
tend to experience higher relationship quality, have greater relational adjustment, and be in 
more stable relationships (Rusbult, Martz, & Agnew, 1998). Commitment also is a hall-
mark of long-term, enduring relationships (Clements & Swensen, 2003) and high levels of 
commitment predict relationship stability over 5-year (Sprecher, 2001), 7-year (Kurdek, 
2000), and 15-year time periods (Bui, Peplau, & Hill, 1996).

When asked how they sustain that commitment, couples often point to the everyday 
things they do to express and reinforce their commitment to each other (Weigel, 2008; 
Weigel & Ballard-Reisch, 2002). They mention using a variety of behaviors—direct and 
indirect—to communicate their commitment to their partners, such as telling each other 
how they feel, providing affection and support, remaining faithful, and working together 
on relationship problems (e.g., Knapp & Taylor, 1994; Marston, Hecht, Manke, McDaniel, 
& Reeder, 1998; Weigel, 2008). In this way, the day-to-day manifestations of commitment 
in ongoing romantic relationships can be found in the everyday behaviors partners use to 
communicate their commitment to each other.

By its very nature, however, relationship commitment is generated in the context of a 
relationship and becomes relational when it is conveyed in some way to the other (Knapp 
& Taylor, 1994). As partners grow increasingly interdependent, they not only develop per-
ceptions of their own commitment but also develop perceptions of their partner’s commit-
ment (Drigotas, Rusbult, & Verette, 1999; Weigel, 2010). Yet we know very little about the 
nature of this interdependence. For instance, to what degree are partners aware of each 
other’s expressions of commitment? Is this awareness associated in some way with their 
feelings of commitment? In what way is the expression of commitment connected with the 
partner’s level and expressions of commitment? It is important for researchers to move 
beyond the individual to study the interdependent nature of the expression of commitment 
in romantic relationships to generate a much more powerful and robust picture of how 
couples construct and sustain commitment.

The present research has three primary objectives. First, based on an interdependence 
framework, we investigate a dyadic, cyclical model of the everyday expressions of com-
mitment. Specifically, we examine how the commitment-related perceptions and expres-
sions of one partner are interdependently connected with the perceptions and expressions 
of the other. Second, we test predictions from the cyclical model in a sample of romanti-
cally involved couples. Third, we discuss how the findings shed light on the various ways 
in which commitment is expressed and experienced in the everyday lives of intimate 
couples.

Our study is useful for several reasons. First, it advances our understanding of the com-
munication of commitment in romantic relationships. Although a tremendous amount of 
research has been conducted on relationship commitment over the past two decades, sur-
prisingly little of it has looked at the role everyday expressions of commitment plays in 
creating and sustaining perceptions of commitment. Second, the study confirms the various 
ways partners communicate their commitment to each other. It is through communication, 
both direct and indirect, by which couples construct their realities of commitment, and it 
is through these displays of commitment, or lack of displays, that partners’ ongoing 
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commitment is sustained or changed (Weigel, 2008). Third, it expands our understanding 
of the nature of interdependence in the communication of commitment. Rather than view-
ing the communication of commitment in isolation, this article investigates the complex 
and intricate ways the perceptions and behaviors of one partner are comingled with the 
perceptions and behaviors of the other. Such an investigation should yield a more nuanced 
and complete picture of how couples construct commitment through their everyday 
relating.

Interdependence Theory and Commitment
Our study is guided by the logic of interdependence theory (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; 
Rusbult & Arriaga, 1997; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). Interdependence theory was developed 
to create a better understanding of the nature of behaviors, feelings, and interactions in 
social relationships. The theory emerged out of an exchange perspective and is based on 
the notion that people act to maximize rewards and minimize costs. When rewards out-
weigh costs, individuals tend to be more satisfied with their relationships and more willing 
to remain in them; when costs outweigh rewards, individuals tend to be less satisfied with 
their relationships and more willing to leave them. However, satisfaction is not enough to 
produce a stable, committed relationship. Thibaut and Kelley also stressed the importance 
of dependence. Dependence can be seen as the degree to which a person relies on a partner 
and relationship for fulfilling important needs when those needs cannot be met elsewhere. 
In fact, commitment is the subjective experience of this growing dependence (Rusbult & 
Arriaga, 1997).

It is important to emphasize, however, that interdependence theory goes beyond charac-
terizing relationships as a simple tallying of pros and cons. More important to the study of 
communication, interdependence theory focuses on the interaction between partners as the 
essence of close relationships (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). Interaction 
yields outcomes for partners in the form of rewards, costs, dependence, and commitment. 
In this way, commitment becomes a dynamic process in which couples continually con-
struct their relationships through their everyday communication (Ballard-Reisch & Weigel, 
1999). Furthermore, interdependence theory makes the argument that to truly understand 
behavior and feelings in relationships requires knowledge of the nature of interdependence 
between partners (Rusbult & Arriaga, 1997). The existence of interdependence implies that 
partners “influence one another’s experiences and need each other to obtain valued rela-
tionship outcomes” (Rusbult & Buunk, 1993, pp. 178-179). These two tenets of interde-
pendence theory—the centrality of dyadic interaction and the interdependent nature of 
close relationships—are especially germane to the present study.

Expanding interdependence theory, Rusbult and her colleagues (e.g., Rusbult, 1983; 
Rusbult & Buunk, 1993; Rusbult, Wieselquist, Foster, & Witcher, 1999) developed the 
investment model of commitment. In the investment model, commitment is seen as a prod-
uct of people’s satisfaction with the relationship, the availability of relationship alterna-
tives, and the degree of investment they have in the relationship. As with interdependence 
theory, in the investment model satisfaction emerges out of a comparison of the perceived 
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costs and rewards in the relationship; a person feels satisfied with a relationship to the 
extent that it provides higher rewards than costs. Relationship alternatives might include 
another relationship, spending time with friends or in leisure activities, or even solitude. 
People compare these alternatives to the current relationship and when such alternatives 
are seen more favorably, a person is more likely to leave the relationship. Investments 
include elements such as the time, emotion, and shared material possessions linked to the 
relationship. The more investments a person has in a relationship, the more difficult it is to 
leave it. Thus, persons who are more highly committed to a relationship are satisfied with 
the relationship, see few appealing alternatives, and are heavily invested in the relation-
ship. In addition, people develop increasingly stronger commitment (i.e., intentions to 
persist in the relationship, having a long-term orientation, and feeling attached to the 
person and relationship) as they become more interdependent (Rusbult & Arriaga, 1997).

Although the investment model has not explicitly included communication, one can see 
a role for it. In terms of communication, because committed individuals are typically highly 
invested in their relationships (Rusbult, 1983), they should engage in behaviors to ensure 
that their partners are aware of their commitment so as not to incur the costs of losing that 
investment by having the relationship end. In fact, Rusbult and colleagues (Rusbult, Olsen, 
Davis, & Hannon, 2001) maintained that commitment fosters the use of specific strategies 
in times of relationship stress—what they called interdependence dilemmas. Those research-
ers identified six pro-relationship strategies that people use when confronted with such rela-
tionship dilemmas: (a) tendencies to accommodate to the partner, (b) willingness to sacrifice 
one’s self-interest for the good of the relationship, (c) ability to forgive betrayal, (d) shifting 
from an individual to collective orientation, (e) creating positive illusions about one’s rela-
tionship in comparison with the relationships of others, and (f) devaluing potential alterna-
tive partners and situations. Hence, in times of relationship stress, people with higher 
commitment tend to engage in specific behaviors to safeguard the relationship.

Everyday Expressions of Commitment
Although much can be learned about commitment in times of relationship stress, Duck 
argued that the true reality and meaning of relationships is constructed and sustained 
through everyday relating. In fact, it is “the everyday interactions and conversations that 
make the relationship what it is” (Duck, 1994, p. 46). In this way, the essence of relation-
ships emerges and is sustained through the everyday relating of partners (Masuda & Duck, 
2002). For most couples, the vast amount of relationship time is spent in mundane, every-
day interaction—sometimes strategic, more often routine. For instance, Dainton (1998) 
had couples complete interaction logs over a 7-day period and found that they spent most 
of their time in conversations around activities such as eating dinner, watching TV, or 
catching up on the day’s events. Hence, to truly understand how intimate relationships 
function, Duck contended that greater attention needs to be given to understanding the 
everyday relating and interaction of couples.

In terms of commitment, the everyday expression of commitment can be seen as the 
things people regularly say or do to reveal their level of commitment to their partners 
(Weigel & Ballard-Reisch, 2002). These everyday expressions of commitment can occur in 
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direct conversations around topics such as anticipated future rewards, family and friends, 
affection and caring, sacrifice, and desirability of alternatives (O’Riordan, 2007). However, 
rather than through direct conversations about commitment, Knapp and Taylor (1994) 
found that most communication of commitment occurred indirectly through the things 
people did and said that conveyed their levels of commitment. In other words, commitment 
was implied through the routine, everyday interaction of couples. For example, a husband 
in a study by Weigel (2003) indicated that he expressed his commitment to his wife by 
making her feel important (i.e., “Treating her like a queen”), giving her respect, asking how 
her day went, and getting her a glass of milk before bed. His wife reported that she indi-
cated her commitment by regularly leaving her husband notes and messages, showing 
affection with hugs and holding hands, and starting each day with a goodbye kiss as they 
go their separate ways to work. Thus, even though there is no direct interaction regarding 
commitment, it is implied by the nature of the behavior in the context of the relationship.

In this vein, Weigel (2008) identified six general types of indicators that people report 
using to convey their commitment to their partners. These indicators include reassuring 
partner of feelings, which involves stating one’s feelings about the partner, asserting one’s 
commitment, and showing feelings. Being supportive includes behaviors related to listen-
ing to partners, encouraging them, treating them with common courtesy, helping them feel 
better about themselves, and paying attention to their partner’s needs and interests. Offering 
tangible reminders refers to behaviors such as giving gifts, leaving notes, and doing little 
things to help partners. Creating a relationship future includes making plans together with 
the future of the relationship in mind, celebrating relationship milestones and anniversa-
ries, and spending time together. Working on the relationship involves behaviors such as 
letting a partner know of one’s willingness to work out problems, talking out problems, and 
working hard to communicate every day. Finally, behaving with integrity captures behav-
iors such as being honest with one’s partner, keeping promises, and remaining faithful to 
the relationship. Although these indicators do not always directly deal with commitment, 
they communicate an underlying message of commitment and partners often interpret the 
level of commitment from such indicators (Weigel & Ballard-Reisch, 2002).

Although the commitment indictors identified by Weigel (2008) were generated within 
the context of expressing commitment, they share some similarity with Canary and 
Stafford’s (1992) relationship maintenance strategies. Behaviors such as offering relational 
assurances, talking about and working on the relationship, and showing oneself to be faith-
ful should not only express commitment but also act as overall relational maintenance 
behaviors. As such, both commitment indicators and relationship maintenance strategies 
are necessary to sustain healthy, committed relationships.

Interdependence and the Everyday Expressions  
of Commitment
So far, our focus has been on describing everyday behaviors that partners can use to 
communicate their commitment to one another. Yet to create a more accurate picture of 
commitment in relationships, it is important to elaborate on the interdependent nature of 
the expression of commitment in romantic relationships. Although commitment is felt 
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individually, it is also a relational phenomenon (Knapp & Taylor, 1994). Because everyday 
expressions of commitment occur in the context of a relationship, it is important to identify 
the connections among behaviors and perceptions of both partners. Merely verifying that 
people use a variety of everyday behaviors to express their commitment to their part-
ners does not tell us much about the role such behaviors play in romantic relationships. 
What matters more is how partners’ commitment-related behaviors and perceptions are 
interrelated.

Interdependence theory provides a framework for understanding the presence of inter-
dependence in close relationships (Kelley, 1979; Kelley & Thibaut, 1978). Interdependence 
theory focuses on the interrelationships among partners, and the existence of interdepen-
dence implies that partners in a close relationship perceive and influence one another’s 
perceptions and behaviors. In other words, the perceptions and behaviors of one partner are 
not independent of the partner; rather they are associated with the perceptions and behav-
iors of the other (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978). Interdependence is revealed in the variety of 
activities individuals do together, the amount of time they spend together, the degree to 
which their future plans and goals are intertwined, and how much they rely on one another 
for love and support (Rusbult & Arriaga, 1997).

Wieselquist, Rusbult, Foster, and Agnew (1999) proposed a dyadic cyclical model to 
represent the interdependence of commitment-related perceptions and behavior within 
close relationships. Their mutual cyclical model involved a sequence of steps linking part-
ners’ perceptions and behavior. These steps included (a) Partner A’s commitment, which 
motivates Partner A’s pro-relationship behavior; (b) Partner B’s observation of Partner A’s 
pro-relationship behavior, which increases Partner B’s level of commitment; (c) Partner 
B’s commitment, which motivates Partner B’s pro-relationship behavior; and (d) Partner 
A’s observation of Partner B’s pro-relationship behavior, which increases Partner A’s com-
mitment. Wieselquist et al. focused on two of the relationship strategies identified by 
Rusbult et al. (2001) as salient in times of relationship stress—the tendency to accommo-
date rather than retaliate when a partner behaves poorly and a willingness to sacrifice. In 
testing their model, Wieselquist et al. indeed found that commitment promoted the use of 
accommodation and willingness to sacrifice, accommodation and willingness to sacrifice 
were perceived by the partner, and the perception of those behaviors eventually related to 
higher levels of heightened commitment. Thus, their cyclical model appears to hold prom-
ise as an approach for documenting relationship interdependence.

In the present research we expanded upon Wieselquist et al.’s (1999) work by testing a 
mutual cyclical model in the use of everyday expressions of commitment. Specifically, we 
tested the connections between partners’ perceptions of commitment, self-expressions of 
commitment, and perceptions of partner’s expressions of commitment. Figure 1 presents a 
schematic representation of the model. We focused on the six everyday expressions of 
commitment identified by Weigel (2008): reassuring partner of feelings, offering tangible 
reminders, being supportive, creating a relationship future, behaving with integrity, and 
regularly working on the relationship. Specifically, we expected that

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Partner A’s commitment motivates her or his expressions of com-
mitment.
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Hypothesis 2 (H2): Partner B perceives Partner A’s expressions of commitment.
Hypothesis 3 (H3): Partner B’s observation of Partner A’s expressions of commit-

ment relates to Partner B’s level of commitment.
Hypothesis 4 (H4): Partner B’s commitment motivates her or his expressions of 

commitment.
Hypothesis 5 (H5): Partner A perceives Partner B’s expressions of commitment.
Hypothesis 6 (H6): Partner A’s observation of Partner B’s expressions of commit-

ment relates to Partner A’s commitment.

Such an investigation is important because Wieselquist et al. (1999) tested their model 
in the context of relationship dilemmas; however, it is unknown whether such a process 
also occurs in the day-to-day relating and communication of commitment. Furthermore, 
rather than viewing the communication of commitment in isolation, this article investigates 
the various avenues through which the perceptions and behaviors of partners are inter-
twined. As such, the investigation should yield a more nuanced and complete picture of 
how couples interdependently construct their commitment through their everyday expres-
sions of commitment.

Method
Sample

The sample consisted of 189 heterosexual romantically involved couples. Couples were 
recruited by students enrolled in a graduate-level quantitative research methods class at a 
Midwestern university. As part of a class project, students solicited dating or married 

Figure 1. Everyday expression of commitment within a mutual cyclical model.
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couples to complete a questionnaire. Students were instructed that couples should consider 
themselves to have been in a committed romantic relationship for at least 1 month. 
Questionnaires were distributed to students in sealed packets; students invited couples to 
complete the packets that included separate envelopes of questionnaires for women and 
men. Directions instructed partners to sign informed consent forms and complete their 
questionnaires separately, and questionnaires were returned to the researchers in sealed 
envelopes. Surveys were distributed to 220 couples; usable surveys were returned by 189 
couples (85.9%). The study was approved and conducted in accordance with the Human 
Subjects Institutional Review Board.

The average age of female participants was 35 (ranging from 18 to 86) and 37 for men 
(also ranging from 18 to 86). The majority of respondents were married (60.3%), followed 
by dating exclusively but not cohabitating (18.0%), cohabitating (13.2%), engaged (6.3%), 
and dating casually (1.6%). Couples had been together for a mean of 9.1 years. Only 4.2% 
of the participants had not completed high school, while 12.4% had completed high school 
only, 43.7% had some college, and 39.7% had a 4-year college degree or higher. Most of 
the participants were Caucasian (85.7%), while 4.8% were Asian, 3.2% were African 
American, 3.2% were Hispanic, and 1.6% chose multiethnic/multiracial to indicate their 
ethnic background.

Measures
In addition to demographic information, the questionnaire included measures of everyday 
indicators of commitment and perceptions of relationship commitment. Table 1 presents 
the means, standard deviations, and reliability coefficients for the measures.

Indicators of commitment. The everyday expressions of commitment were measured by 
the Indicators of Commitment Measure (Weigel, 2008). This 29-item measure taps six 
general classes of everyday expressions of commitment: reassuring partner of feelings 
(e.g., “Tell my partner how I feel about him/her,” six items), offering tangible reminders 
(e.g., “Give my partner gifts and surprises,” six items), being supportive (e.g., “Treat my 
partner with common courtesy,” six items), creating a relationship future (e.g., “Plan day-
to-day activities around our relationship,” four items), behaving with integrity (e.g., “Keep 
my promises to my partner,” four items), and regularly working on the relationship (e.g., 
“Let my partner know I am willing to work out problems,” four items). Participants rated 
each item on a scale from 1 = never to 6 = always to indicate how often they did each 
behavior to communicate commitment to their partner. Participants completed the measure 
first for how strongly they believed they used the indicators and again for how strongly 
they believed their partners used the indicators.1

Relationship commitment level. Rusbult et al.’s (1998) Commitment Scale was used to 
assess participants’ global level of commitment (i.e., their intent to persist in their relation-
ship for the long term). This 7-item scale included questions such as, “I want our relation-
ship to last forever” and “I am oriented toward the long-term future of my relationship (for 
example, I imagine being with my partner several years from now).” Participants responded 
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to these questions on a Likert-type scale with response options ranging from 1 (do not 
agree at all) to 8 (agree completely). Scores were summed across all seven items, with 
higher scores indicating higher levels of commitment.2

It is important to note that Rusbult et al.’s (1998) scale is a measure of global commit-
ment. However, partners remain committed to their relationships for a variety of reasons, 
including personal (e.g., attraction to partner, wanting to stay in the relationship), moral 
(e.g., feelings of obligation), and structural (e.g., few alternatives, greater investments, 
social pressure) reasons (Johnson, Caughlin, & Huston, 1999). However, to make our ini-
tial test of the dyadic cyclical model more manageable, we chose to focus on global com-
mitment in the present study because of the sheer volume and complexity of testing the 
various models using additional measures of personal, moral, and structural reasons for 
commitment.

Results
Preliminary Analyses

Before exploring the proposed model, simple differences between women and men in the 
reported frequency of use of the six indicators of commitment were examined using a 
repeated measures MANOVA (Multivariate Analysis of Variance) with sex as the within-
subjects variable and the six commitment indicators as the dependent variables. Results 
revealed an overall main effect for sex, Wilks’ λ = .90, F(6, 179) = 3.23, p < .01, η2 = .10. 
Univariate differences emerged with women reporting reassuring their partners, offering 
tangible reminders, creating relationship future, behaving with integrity, and regularly 
working on the relationship more frequently than did men (see Table 1). A similar 
repeated-measures MANOVA with perceptions of partner’s use of the six commitment 
indicators as the dependent variables revealed that men tended to see their partners using 
reassurances and tangible reminders more often than did women, Wilks’ λ = .91, F(6, 179) 
= 2.84, p < .05, η2 = .09.

We also examined differences in reported levels of commitment between women and 
men, but no significant gender differences emerged. In addition, no significant differences 
were found for relationship status on reported level of commitment, as well as self or part-
ner use of the commitment indicators.

Next, we examined the correlations among participants’ reported use of the commit-
ment indicators (Table 1). Correlations for women are reported above the diagonal, and 
correlations for men are reported below the diagonal. Significant correlations were 
obtained within all six women’s self-reported indicators as well as within all six men’s 
indicators. This finding suggests that when both women and men reported a higher use 
of one indicator, they reported similar high use of the other five indicators. The same was 
true for perceptions of partner’s use; when respondents reported that their partners used 
one type of indicator more often, they tended to report that their partners used the other 
indicators often as well. Furthermore, women’s and men’s levels of commitment were 
positively correlated with their respective reported self-use of the indicators, so that the 
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greater their commitment, the more likely they were to report using the commitment 
indicators. Likewise, women’s and men’s perceptions of their partner’s use of all six 
indicators were positively associated with perceptions of commitment. Respondents 
reported greater commitment the more often they reported that their partners used the 
commitment indicators.3

Of particular relevance to the current study, evidence for dyadic interdependence also 
was checked. As seen in italics along the diagonal in Table 1, between-partner correlations 
in partners’ reported self-use of each indicator ranged from .37 to .51, with all correlations 
being statistically significant. Correlations among partner’s perceptions of each other’s use 
of the indicators ranged from .45 to .57, again with all correlations being statistically sig-
nificant. Thus, the presence of significant cross-partner correlations indicates a degree of 
interdependence between women and men in terms of reported use of the indicators of 
commitment.

Testing the Dyadic Cyclical Model
We used structural equation modeling (SEM; AMOS 7.0) to test the model illustrated in 
Figure 1. We employed the following criteria to evaluate the goodness of fit for the mod-
els: χ2/df less than 3.00, CFI (comparative fit index) greater than 0.90, and RMSEA (root 
mean square error of approximation) less than 0.10. Scale scores were used as observed 
indicators of latent variables, with the values of the paths from the latent constructs to their 
observed indicators fixed to equal the square root of the reliability and the measurement 
error in the observed variable fixed to (1 – α)(σ2) (Loehlin, 2004). We arbitrarily began 
testing the model with women’s perceptions of commitment; however, since the model is 
cyclical, one could start at any point in the model. Also, we allowed the error terms for 
women’s commitment, self-reported use of an indicator, and perception of their partner’s 
use to covary with their respective male variables. It is important to note that in construct-
ing structural models, one must propose causal links among the variables; however, the 
causal arrows in Figure 1 follow the Wieselquist et al. (1999) model and are only hypo-
thetical. The cross-sectional data from this study can index the magnitude of the hypoth-
esized paths, but they cannot test any causal assumptions that had to be made in 
constructing the model. Separate models were conducted for each indicator with the 
goodness-of-fit results presented in Table 2 and path results in Table 3.

The first hypothesis predicted that women’s perceptions of commitment would be posi-
tively associated with their reported use of the commitment indicators. The results demon-
strate that in every instance, the relationship between women’s level of commitment and 
their use of the specific indicators was positive and statistically significant. The path coef-
ficients ranged from .15 for creating a relationship future to .39 for behaving with integrity. 
Therefore, H1 was supported in every case.

H2 stated that women’s use of commitment indicators would be positively associated 
with men’s perceptions of women’s use of the indictors. In other words, men would notice 
their partner’s everyday expressions of commitment. Results in Table 3 show a positive 
association between women’s use of commitment indicators and men’s perceptions of that 
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use. All of the paths were significant and moderate to strong, ranging from .53 for being 
supportive and working on the relationship to .64 for providing reassurance. H2 was sup-
ported in that men tended to perceive their partner’s use of the commitment indicators.

The third group of associations concerned men’s perceptions of their partner’s use of 
indicators and men’s commitment level. Specifically, it was predicted that the more often 
men believed that women were using the commitment indicators, the higher men’s com-
mitment (H3). The results support this prediction. As seen in Table 3, all paths were statisti-
cally significant and ranged from .25 for offering tangible reminders to .36 for behaving 
with integrity and working on the relationship. Thus, men tended to report higher commit-
ment the more often they believed that their partners were expressing commitment through 
the commitment indicators.

The fourth hypothesis predicted that the higher men’s level of commitment, the more 
likely they would be to report using the commitment indicators. With the exception of 
creating a relationship future, the results support this hypothesis; men tended to report 
using the commitment indicators more often when they had higher levels of commitment. 
The path coefficients ranged from .10 for creating a relationship future to .36 for reassuring 
partner of feelings.

The next set of paths pertained to the associations between men’s use of commitment 
indicators and women’s perceptions of that use. Specifically, H5 predicted that a positive 
association would exist between men’s use of commitment indicators and women’s percep-
tion of those indicators; that is, women would have a degree of recognition in viewing their 
partner’s everyday expressions of commitment. The results support H5 (see Table 3). In all 
cases, the more frequently men reported their use of the commitment indicators the more 
likely women were to report their partners using those indicators. Path coefficients ranged 
from .46 for behaving with integrity to .69 for reassuring partner of feelings.

The final hypothesis predicted that the greater women’s perceptions of their partner’s 
use of the commitment indicators, the higher their overall level of commitment (H6). 
Indeed, the results demonstrate that in every instance the path between women’s percep-
tions of men’s use of the commitment indicators and women’s level of commitment indica-
tors was positive and statistically significant. The path coefficients ranged from .15 for 

Table 2. Fit Statistics for Dyadic Cyclical Models.

Model χ2 df p χ2/df CFI RMSEA

Support 2.58 5 .76 0.52 1.00 0.000
Reassurance 14.24 5 .01 2.85 0.98 0.099
Reminders 4.48 5 .48 0.90 1.00 0.000
Future 8.05 5 .15 1.61 0.99 0.057
Integrity 7.54 5 .18 1.51 0.99 0.052
Working 11.58 5 .04 2.37 0.99 0.085

Note: CFI = comparative fit index; RMSEA = Root mean square error of approximation.
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Table 3. Results of the Path Analyses Testing Hypotheses 1 Through 6 (H1 to H6).

Support Reassure Remind Future Integrity Work

H1: Female commitment 
→ female commitment 
indicator

.29*** .32*** .25*** .15* .39*** .33***

H2: Female commitment 
indicator → male 
perception of female 
commitment indicator

.53*** .64*** .58*** .59*** .56*** .53***

H3: Male perception of 
female commitment 
indicator → male 
commitment

.28*** .27*** .25*** .27*** .36*** .36***

H4: Male commitment 
→ male commitment 
indicator

.25*** .36*** .25*** .10 .27*** .23***

H5: Male commitment 
indicator → female 
perception of male 
commitment indicator

.55*** .69*** .56*** .56*** .46*** .56***

H6: Female perception 
of male commitment 
indicator → female 
commitment

.17** .16** .15* .29*** .32*** .24***

Note: Support = being supportive; reassure = reassuring partner of feelings; remind = offering tangible 
reminders; future = creating relationship future; integrity = behaving with integrity; work = working on 
the relationship.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

offering tangible reminders, to .32 for behaving with integrity. Therefore, H6 was 
supported with every indicator.

Alternate Models
Although the cyclical model exhibited good fit in nearly all cases and appears to be a use-
ful depiction of couple interdependence in the communication of commitment, due to the 
correlational nature of the data, other models are possible. For instance, a matching model 
may exist, whereby one partner tends to match the commitment indicators of the other, 
such as when one partner expresses commitment via the use of reminders, the other partner 
reciprocates in kind. Research has shown that couples regularly match and reciprocate 
communication behaviors and styles (Burgoon, Dillman, & Stern, 1993). In this way, we 
would expect a direct effect of an individual’s commitment indicators on the partner’s 
commitment indicators. Therefore, we tested an alternate model in which we specified a 
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direct link between both partners reported use of each commitment indicator, in addition 
to a sequence linking an individual’s level of commitment, expression of commitment, and 
perception of partner’s commitment. None of the models achieved an acceptable fit for any 
of the commitment indicators.

A second alternate model of interdependence could be termed a dissonance explanation, 
whereby a partner’s expression of commitment feeds into her or his own commitment 
level, such that those partners who use specific behaviors to indicate their commitment 
actually become more committed. Then, their own level of commitment to the relationship 
would lead them to see positive behaviors on the part of their partners (whether they existed 
to that extent or not), which then have them rate their partners highly on their use of com-
mitment indicators. Therefore, we tested a model in which a person’s use of a communica-
tion indicator leads to her or his level of commitment, which in turn leads to perceptions of 
the partner’s use of the indicator. Once again, none of the models for any commitment 
indicator achieved an acceptable fit. However, when we added a path from women’s per-
ception of their partners’ indicator to men’s reported use of the indicator and vice versa, the 
model achieved an adequate fit for offering tangible reminders (χ2 = 8.17, df = 5, p = .147, 
χ2/df = 1.64, CFI = 0.991, RMSEA = 0.058), though not as strongly as the cyclical model. 
In addition, the model for behaving with integrity (χ2 = 5.14, df = 5, p = .399, χ2/df = 1.03, 
CFI = 1.000, RMSEA = 0.012) exhibited a slightly better fit than the cyclical model. Thus, 
even though the cyclical model tended to fit the data better than the alternate models in 
most cases, in a couple of instances the dissonance model proved to be satisfactory.

Discussion
In this study, we drew upon interdependence theory to create a more detailed understand-
ing of how couples construct commitment in their relationships through their everyday 
expressions of commitment. Previous research has shown that commitment is a critical 
element in healthy, enduring relationships (Bui et al., 1996; Clements & Swensen, 2003; 
Kurdek, 2000) and people use a variety of everyday behaviors to express that commitment 
to their partners (e.g., Knapp & Taylor, 1994; Marston et al., 1998; Weigel, 2008). The 
present study extends this literature by testing a dyadic cyclical model documenting the 
interdependent nature of the everyday expressions of commitment in romantic relation-
ships. In general, our findings reveal that individual’s level of commitment is associated 
with her or his own expressions of commitment (H1, H4), those expressions of commit-
ment are noticed by their partners (H2, H5), and their partner’s level of commitment is 
associated with those perceptions of the other’s expressions of commitment (H3, H6). We 
discuss the implications of the findings in the following sections.

Implications for Understanding Everyday Expressions of 
Commitment
This study complements and extends existing work on the communication of commitment 
through everyday expressions of commitment. Our study confirms that people’s perceptions 
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of commitment are associated with their reported use of commitment indicators. When 
both women and men had greater commitment, they were more inclined to report using 
the commitment indicators. This finding is in accordance with prior research (Weigel, 
2008; Wieselquist et al., 1999) and might be explained by the fact that highly committed 
individuals are dependent upon their partners and literally need their relationships (Kelley 
& Thibaut, 1978; Rusbult et al., 1999). Because of this need, they should use behaviors to 
make sure their partners are aware of their level of commitment. Also, because committed 
individuals are typically highly invested in their relationships, they should engage in 
behaviors to ensure that their partners are aware of their commitment so as not to incur the 
costs of losing that investment by having the relationship end. Thus, the use of everyday 
expressions of commitment, or the lack of use, is one way people can ensure that their 
partners are aware of their commitment.

In addition, it is important to remember that interdependence theory is based on the 
notion that people act to maximize rewards and minimize costs. When rewards outweigh 
costs, individuals tend to be more willing to remain in their relationships; when costs 
outweigh rewards, individuals tend to be more willing to leave them. Many of the expres-
sions of commitment are likely rewarding in themselves, for example, showing affection, 
spending time together, and giving and receiving reminders. However, some may entail 
costs (e.g., foregoing other desirable activities or relationships, willingness to defer to 
partner’s interests, and talking through relationship difficulties) and partners must be will-
ing to incur these costs for the sake of the relationship. For example, Sally is willing to 
forego activities she would rather do to do things with John, not only because she does not 
want him to end the relationship, but because she is committed to him and wants to dem-
onstrate that through her willingness to sacrifice her wishes. Beyond merely communicat-
ing commitment, it is likely that expressions of commitment also are enacted because 
people are making the necessary investments and sacrifices to keep their relationships 
functioning.

The study also expands the landscape on the role of communication in relationship 
commitment. Little prior research has examined the communication side of relationship 
commitment. Our results demonstrate that partners do indeed report using a variety of 
behaviors to communicate their commitment. Even so, the everyday expressions of com-
mitment studied in this investigation are only one piece of the communication of commit-
ment story. We cannot forget that couples do have direct conversations about commitment 
in which they talk about affection and caring, relationship threats and alternatives, pres-
sures from family and friends, making sacrifices for the relationship, and the future 
(Knapp & Taylor, 1994; O’Riordan, 2007). Couples also have ordinary conversations on 
things other than the relationship itself, through which underlying messages of commit-
ment are implied (Knapp & Taylor, 1994). For instance, partners might talk about how a 
couple in a movie is interacting without ever talking about their own relationship, but their 
conversation might be informative about their views of commitment in their own relation-
ship. Thus, it is likely that couples construct and sustain their commitment through a 
combination of direct and indirect commitment conversations and everyday expressions 
of commitment.

 at Harvard Libraries on October 25, 2015crx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://crx.sagepub.com/


326		  Communication Research 41(3) 

Implications for Understanding Interdependence in Everyday 
Expressions of Commitment

This study also contributes to our understanding of the interdependent nature of the com-
munication of commitment in romantic relationships, by identifying unique pathways of 
interdependence. For example, we observed a strong degree of correspondence between 
people’s ratings of their own use of commitment indicators and their partner’s perceptions 
of the use of those indicators. In other words, when one partner expressed commitment by 
using the indicators, the other partner tended to notice it. This type of finding is at the heart 
of interdependence theory. The existence of interdependence means that partners perceive 
and influence one another’s perceptions and behaviors (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978). 
Obviously, when one partner expresses her or his commitment, either directly or indirectly, 
it is important the other person detects this message.

This finding reinforces the importance of recognition and understanding in the com-
munication of commitment. Since partners do not agree on everything, recognition and 
understanding become crucial because they can allow more constructive interaction 
(Acitelli, Kenny, & Weiner, 2001). In such situations, partners should be motivated to infer 
their partner’s thoughts and behaviors more precisely. Valid perceptions likely reduce rela-
tionship uncertainty (Knobloch & Solomon, 1999) and lead to better predictions of the 
other (Swann, 1984). In this way, recognition of a partner’s expressions of commitment is 
likely a strong motive in close relationships; indeed, in this study, the strongest path coef-
ficients tended to be in these partner perceptions. Furthermore, only when this path was 
added to the alternate dissonance model did it achieve an acceptable fit for the use of 
reminders and behaving with integrity.

We also found that an individual’s perceptions of her or his partner’s expressions of 
commitment were associated with her or his own perceptions of commitment. Women and 
men expressed greater commitment when they reported that their partners used everyday 
behaviors to express their commitment. Individuals infer their partner’s level of commit-
ment through the everyday things those partners do (Marston et al., 1998; Weigel & 
Ballard-Reisch, 2002). If a partner is affectionate, leaves little reminders, or jointly makes 
plans for the future, this likely reinforces the committed state of the relationship in the eyes 
of the beholder. But if the partner is cold and unaffectionate, never leaves reminders, or 
does not include the other in future plans, these dynamics likely create a sense of uncer-
tainty and doubt about the future of the relationship. Individuals who are more uncertain of 
their relationships and their partners’ commitment are more likely to report using fewer 
commitment indicators, have less positive feelings about the quality of their relationships 
over time, and be in relationships that end than are individuals who are less uncertain 
(Arriaga, Reed, Goodfriend, & Agnew, 2006; Weigel, Brown, & O’Riordan, 2011).

Although we tested a cyclical model in this study, it is likely that, in reality, expressions of 
commitment are both cause and consequence of perceptions of commitment. For example, 
when John leaves an “I Love You” card for Sally as an expression of his commitment, the 
gesture likely reinforces and strengthens his level of commitment, as well. When Sally sees 
the card, she likely interprets it as a gesture of John’s commitment, but her current level of 
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commitment might help her better make that interpretation. In this way, commitment levels, 
use of everyday expressions of commitment, and perceptions of partner’s use are intertwined 
as instigators and outcomes as couples construct and sustain their commitment.

Gender and Everyday Expressions of Commitment
Our results also identified sex differences in the reported use of everyday expressions of 
commitment. Women tended to report using reassuring partner of feelings, offering tangible 
reminders, creating relationship future, behaving with integrity, and working on relation-
ship more frequently than did men. Such findings are consistent with the research that has 
shown that women tend to be more relationship oriented than men. As a group, women’s 
self-identities are oriented toward their connections with others (e.g., Cross & Madson, 
1997). Women tend to focus on, talk about, and attend to relationship issues more fre-
quently than do men (Acitelli, 1992). Given that a woman’s sense of self is more oriented 
toward her personal relationships than is a man’s (Cross & Madson), when women are in 
relationships with others, their identity is at stake, and thus, they may be more inclined to 
engage in expressions of commitment. Consequently, women may be more motivated than 
men to engage in behaviors that benefit the best interests of the relationship.

In contrast, men tended to perceive their partner’s use of the commitment indicators, 
particularly the use of assurances and tangible reminders, more often than women. These 
results may suggest an evolutionary aspect to the communication of commitment. Research 
by Haselton and Buss (2000) has shown that women tend to infer less commitment intent 
in men than is actually present while men tend to infer more sexual intent in women than 
is actually present. Applying this argument to the present study, it is possible that women 
would be less likely to notice or interpret men’s use of commitment indicators because they 
would be less likely to infer commitment from those behaviors. In contrast, men would be 
more likely to notice or interpret women’s use of the commitment indicators because they 
would be more likely to infer commitment (or sexual intent) from those behaviors. Indeed, 
in the present study, men tended to report noticing their partners using reassurances and 
tangible reminders more often than did women. It is possible that men may be more 
inclined to report noticing the use of these indicators because the indicators may more 
strongly imply commitment or sexual intent to them. Additional research is needed to 
explore gender differences in the day-to-day expression of commitment in romantic cou-
ples and the role of socialization and evolutionary factors.

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions
The study has several strengths, limitations, and avenues for future research. One 
strength is that the study broadens the focus of research on relationship commitment to 
include communication. Much of the research on commitment has looked to explain 
why people choose to stay or leave relationships. Yet, although commitment is often 
seen as a desired relational state, as in being in a “committed” relationship, the presence 
of everyday expressions of commitment implies that commitment is something we do 
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rather than just a state we achieve. In other words, commitment is a process, one that is 
forged and sustained in the everyday communication and behaviors shared between 
partners. The present study goes beyond reasons for staying or leaving relationships, to 
explore how couples actively sustain commitment and the role of everyday communica-
tion of commitment.

A second strength of this study is the use of dyadic data. The vast majority of research 
on relationship commitment has focused on the individual rather than both members of the 
dyad, so this study marks an important contribution to the literature by considering the 
interdependence that exists within couples. In this way, the study creates a more complete 
picture of the communication of commitment in romantic relationships. A third, related 
strength is that we employed SEM techniques to test the model in Figure 1. An advantage 
of SEM is that a specific association identified in Figure 1 can be estimated while simulta-
neously controlling for the other associations depicted in the model (Kenny, 1996).

Despite the strengths of this study, some limitations need to be noted. First, the mea-
surement of the use of the commitment indicators was self-report rather than observation 
of actual use of the indicators. People may overestimate or underestimate both their own 
and their partner’s actual use of the commitment indicators. Second, we only measured 
people’s reports of overall frequency of use of the commitment indicators. It is possible 
that people use only a few indictors on a regular basis (e.g., giving emotional support or 
behaving with integrity), while using others on important but less common occasions 
(e.g., celebrating relationship milestones and anniversaries). Third, although the sample 
has the advantages of a large size for this type of study, both partners being surveyed, and 
the inclusion of nonstudent couples, still it is a nonrepresentative sample, which limits the 
generalizability of the findings. Additional couples from community-generated samples 
might exhibit different patterns than those found in the present sample.

The results of the study suggest several avenues for future research on the communica-
tion of commitment. First, although the study relied on a global measure of commitment, 
it would be useful to replicate the procedures using multidimensional measures, such as 
Johnson et al.’s (1999) tripartite measure of personal, structural, and moral commitment. 
Partners might express their commitment differently depending on whether they wanted to 
stay in the relationship, felt obligated, experienced social pressure to remain, or viewed 
few alternatives.

Second, although the patterns obtained in our cross-sectional data are encouraging, the 
study does not verify cause and effect. To establish cause and effect relationships between 
perceptions of commitment and everyday expressions of commitment would necessitate 
measuring the use of commitment indicators and commitment over time. Longitudinal or 
daily diary methods would allow a better test of the cyclical and causal relationships 
between everyday expressions of commitment and commitment level.

Third, future research should examine the role of other key elements of interdependence 
and investment theory, such as satisfaction, investments, and alternatives. For instance, 
with the inclusion of satisfaction, investments, and alternatives, researchers could address 
whether the relationship between observations of a partner’s use of commitment indicators 
is directly related to commitment, or whether the indicators influence satisfaction, invest-
ments, or alternatives, which then are related to commitment.
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Lastly, it is interesting to note that the weakest link between commitment level and use 
of a commitment indicator, for both women and men, was for creating a relationship future. 
Making plans together with the future of the relationship in mind or celebrating relation-
ship milestones and anniversaries likely do not take place as often as other expressions of 
commitment, and it is possible that people may not see this type of expression as common 
or as strong an indicator of commitment as the other indicators. Also, celebrating relation-
ship milestones and making plans for the future might take more calculated effort than the 
other indicators. Future research exploring reasons and attributes people make for using the 
various expressions would be of value.

Conclusion
Communication and relationship scholars have devoted considerable attention to generat-
ing a better understanding of commitment in romantic relationships. Very little research, 
however, has explored the ways partners communicate their commitment to each other. 
Even less research has investigated the interdependence in the use of commitment indica-
tors and perceptions of commitment between partners. Our results fill this void by reveal-
ing a pattern of interdependence in which an individual’s level of commitment is associated 
with her or his own expressions of commitment, those expressions of commitment are 
noticed by their partners, and the partner’s level of commitment is associated with those 
perceptions of the other’s expressions of commitment. In this way, our findings add to a 
growing understanding of how couples construct and sustain their commitment through 
the everyday expression and communication of commitment.
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Notes

1.	 CFA (confirmatory factor analysis) on the six-subscale measure was conducted to verify its adequacy 

with the current sample. The results revealed that all items were significant indicators of their respective 

subscales and the overall fit for the model was good (χ2 = 721.93, p < .000, χ2/df = 2.33, CFI = 0.98, and 

RMSEA [root mean square error of approximation] = 0.059).
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2.	 CFA was conducted to ensure that Rusbult et al.’s (Rusbult, Wieselquist, Foster, & Witcher, 1999) 

measure of commitment had an adequate fit in the present sample. Results indicated excellent fit  

(χ2 = 9.41, p = .423, χ2/df = 1.18, CFI = 0.998, RMSEA = 0.025).

3.	 We considered whether relationship length might impact the findings. Relationship length was weakly 

correlated with women’s self-reported use of assurances (r = .16, p < .05) and reminders (r = .24,  

p < .01) and no significant correlations were found with perception of partner use. When included in 

tests of the models, all significant associations for relationship length disappeared and the subsequent 

models resulted in weaker fit to the data.
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