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Abstract
This study sought to explore whether relationship satisfaction moderated the relationship
between affection and individual health (i.e., depression and stress) and affection and relational
well-being (i.e., trust and closeness). The sample (N = 631) was comprised of predominantly
female non-married Southwestern college students. Relationship satisfaction did not interact with
the relationship between affection and trust, affection and closeness, and affection and
depression. However, relationship satisfaction moderated the relationship between affection and
stress such that affection was significantly and negative related to stress only for highly satisfied
relationships. Dissatisfied participants were affectionately deprived, and their frequency of
affectionate behaviors varied. Implications and directions for future research are discussed.
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Examining the Moderating Influence of Relationship Satisfaction on Affection and
Trust, Closeness, Stress, and Depression

A formidable empirical literature attests to the individual and relational benefits of
affectionate communication (see Floyd, 2019). Like much relational research conducted in the
field of interpersonal and family communication, however, the research on affectionate
communication has tended to suffer from a form of positivity bias, wherein most participants
represent moderately to highly satisfying relationships (Floyd et al., 2009; van Raalte et al.,
2019). With respect to affectionate communication, this has created a dearth of knowledge
regarding the exchange of affection among dissatisfied relational partners.

Overlooking the experiences of dissatisfying romantic relationships is consequential,
given high and increasing rates of relational dissatisfaction and dissolution over the last 50 years,
particularly in the Western world (Rgsand et al., 2014). It may seem reasonable to expect that
people are less affectionate in dissatisfying than satisfying relationships, and previous research
has documented such a difference (e.g., Floyd, 2002), but little is known about how dissatisfied
couples communicate affection. The ways in which dissatisfied couples communicate affection
may be systematically different as compared to satisfied couples. Consequently, the pathways
through which communicative behavior (i.e., affection) influence relational and health outcomes
may change depending on relationship satisfaction. Put another way, affectionate behavior may
covary with individual and relational benefits differently for satisfied and dissatisfied couples.

Examining how dissatisfied couples communicate affection is also important for
informing future intervention work. Recommendations for relational improvements may be
limited to what is gleaned from satisfied participants in research studies. Investigating the merit

of affection across a range of relationship satisfaction levels provides a clearer picture of how
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future experimental work may test causal claims for unhappy couples. This work may have
particular value for relationship therapy, which—unlike relationship research—commonly
involves dissatisfied partners (see Duba et al., 2012).

This study explores how affectionate communication differs for satisfied and dissatisfied
romantic couples and whether the magnitude of the associations observed for affectionate
behavior with relational and individual well-being is moderated by relationship satisfaction. This
review begins by defining affectionate communication and explaining its effects from the
perspective of Affection Exchange Theory (Floyd, 2006). Research on relational and individual
benefits is then described, and research questions are advanced with respect to affectionate
behavior and its relational and individual benefits for satisfied and dissatisfied romantic couples.
Finally, the experience of dissatisfying relationships is explored, and research questions are
offered.

Affection Exchange Theory

Floyd and Morman (1998) defined affectionate communication as “an individual’s
intentional and overt enactment or expression of feelings of closeness, care, and fondness for
another” (p. 145). This definition casts affectionate communication as a social behavior,
distinguishing it from the purely emotional experience of feeling affection for someone. In the
last two decades, most research on affectionate communication has been grounded in Affection
Exchange Theory (AET; Floyd, 2001, 2019). Reflecting a neo-Darwinian perspective, AET
asserts that giving and receiving affection are innate drives that evolved and persist in the human
species due to their advantages for survival and reproduction (see postulate 3, specifically).

To the extent that tendencies toward affectionate behavior are evolutionarily adaptive in

the manner that AET suggests, it is logical to predict that exchanging affection is advantageous
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both to individuals and their relationships. AET specifically suggests that individual wellness
benefits derive from the ability of affectionate behavior to modulate the body’s stress response
and promote relaxation and reward (subpostulate 3d) and that affectionate communication
contributes to both viability (subpostulate 3a) and fertility (subpostulate 3b) by contributing to
the establishment and maintenance of reproductive pair bonds. AET does recognize that
tolerances for affectionate behavior vary (postulate 4), such that some individuals and
relationships are inclined toward greater affection displays than others, and that receiving either
too little (Floyd, 2014) or too much (Hesse et al., 2018) affectionate communication is aversive.
That exception aside, however, AET strongly suggests that giving and receiving affection are
psychologically, physiologically, and relationally beneficial (for reviews, see Floyd, 2019; Hesse
etal., 2020).
Relational benefits of affectionate communication

Affection has been connected to a wide range of relational benefits. In romantic pair
bonds, specifically, affectionate communication covaries with several relational quality markers
such as relationship satisfaction (Floyd et al., 2009), closeness (Bell et al., 1987), liking (Dainton
et al., 1994), sexual satisfaction (Muise et al., 2014), and ease of conflict resolution (Gulledge et
al., 2003). Trust, an important relational quality marker that represents feelings of honesty and
dependability in a partner (Simpson, 2007; Wheeless, 1978), has had a positive correlational
relationship with affection across several studies (Mansson, 2014; Hesse & Rauscher, 2019). In a
romantic setting, those individuals with high trait affection reported higher trust with a partner
after pretending to orgasm (Denes et al., 2019).

Another relational quality indicator often used in conjunction with affection and

relationship satisfaction is closeness. Relational closeness represents a sense of
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interconnectedness with another person, or an overlapping of selves (Aron et al., 1992). In
father-son relationships, affectionate communication has been positively connected to closeness
(Morman & Floyd, 1999) and affectionate disclosures after sexual activity have been positively
correlated with closeness, trust, and relationship satisfaction (Denes, 2012).

Ample evidence supports AET’s (Floyd, 2006) contention that affectionate behavior is
good for close, particularly romantic, relationships. However, previous intervention work
documenting improved relational quality from increases in kissing (Floyd et al., 2009) and
cuddling (van Raalte, 2017) were limited by their already satisfied participant pool.
Consequently, any conclusions that affection interventions for dissatisfied couples would be
beneficial is inconclusive. Previous work has not tested whether the strength of the relationship
between affection and relational quality would still hold when a relationship is dissatisfying.
Thus, the following research question is offered:

RQ1: Does relationship satisfaction moderate the association between affectionate

communication and (a) trust and (b) closeness?
Individual benefits of affectionate communication

Affectionate behavior has also been particularly influential on individual physical and
psychological health. For example, interpersonal hugging has been inversely related to the
inflammatory markers interleukin 1- and TNF-a (van Raalte & Floyd, 2020) and resting blood
pressure and heart rate (Light et al., 2005), as well as with susceptibility to upper respiratory
infection following a viral challenge (Cohen et al., 2015). Intimate touches such as a shoulder
and neck massage from a romantic partner have been connected to lower cortisol reactivity and
heart rate for women (Ditzen et al., 2007) and increases in passionate kissing have been linked to

decreases in blood lipids (Floyd et al., 2009).
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AET contends that giving and receiving affection has stress buffering effects (see
postulate 3d, specifically), thereby contributing to one’s viability goals (Floyd, 2019). Ongoing
stress, or the perception that one cannot cope with environmental threats (Cohen et al., 1983),
can significantly compromise individual mental and physiological health. Intervention work has
indicated that hugging and handholding buffers against the harmful effects of a laboratory
stressor on participants’ blood pressure (Grewen et al., 2003). Even a simple touch on a shoulder
from a romantic partner can help reduce experiences of physical pain (Floyd et al., 2018).

Through the promotion of pair bonds, affectionate and satisfying relationships can also
help prevent mental health disorders such as depression. Several symptoms characterize
depression such as feelings of hopelessness and lethargy, inability to concentrate, weight
fluctuations, low self-worth, and weight changes (Comer, 2017). Depression is particularly
important as it is a common mental disorder affecting more than 264 million people worldwide
(World Health Organization, 2021). Much like its relationship to stress, affection has been
inversely related to depression across several relational types (Floyd et al., 2005; Jorm et al.,
2003). Again, we question whether the strength of the relationship between affection and
individual health would still hold when a relationship is dissatisfying. Thus, the following
research question is offered:

RQ2: Does relationship satisfaction moderate the association between affectionate

communication and (a) stress and (b) depression?
Affection in dissatisfying relationships

One of the characteristics of a dissatisfying relationship might be affection deprivation.
Affection deprivation is defined as desiring more affection than one is receiving (Floyd, 2014)

and is conceptually and operationally distinct from loneliness (Floyd & Hesse, 2017), although
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these experiences can overlap. Affection deprivation is positively related to depression and
stress, and inversely related to relationship satisfaction and happiness (Floyd, 2014). As it
pertains to romantic relationships, affectionate deprivation is damaging for relationship
satisfaction, closeness, emotional intimacy, depression, and loneliness (Hesse & Mikkelson,
2017; Hesse & Tian, 2020). Given that affection is strongly connected to satisfying relationships
(Floyd, 2019; Punyanunt-Carter, 2004; van Raalte et al., 2020), we expect dissatisfying
relationships to have greater levels of affection deprivation and communicate significantly less
affection as compared to satisfying relationships. In separate predications, we offer the following
hypotheses:

H1: Individuals in dissatisfying relationships report greater affection deprivation as

compared to individuals in satisfying relationships.

H2: Individuals in dissatisfying relationships report fewer affectionate behaviors with

their romantic partner as compared to those in satisfying relationships.

Identifying specific affectionate behaviors that are communicated in dissatisfying
relationships is advantageous for informing future intervention work. For example, if dissatisfied
couples frequently say “I love you™ as a routine rather than strategic form of affection (Dainton
& Stafford, 1993), but communicate little nonverbal affection such as cuddling (van Raalte et al.,
2019) or kissing (Floyd et al., 2009), marriage counselors or therapists may recommend
increased affectionate touch. Affectionate communication is often conceptually defined
according to Floyd and Morman’s (1998) tripartite model, which distinguishes verbal affection
(the use of words, such as “I love you,” to convey affectionate feelings); direct nonverbal
affection (the use of gestures, such as kissing or handholding, that are readily interpreted as

affectionate); and socially supportive affection (the use of supportive behaviors, such as helping
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with a project, that convey affectionate feelings by implication). To help provide a clearer picture
of affectionate behaviors in dissatisfying relationships, specifically, we ask in the following
research question how these forms of affection vary in dissatisfied relationships:

RQ3: Which forms of affection are most prevalent in dissatisfied relationships?

Method

Participants

A total of 631 adults currently in a romantic relationship participated in the study, with
516 women, 112 men, one participant identifying as transgender, and two participants failing to
report their sex. The sample had a mean age of 23.75 years (SD = 7.03) and included 199
participants who identified as Hispanic, 431 participants identified as non-Hispanic, and one
person who did not report on ethnicity. The sample was 56% white, 24% Latino/a, 14%
Black/African American, 2% Asian, and 1% Native American (the remaining participants
reported mixed ethnicities or other ethnicities).! In terms of sexual orientation, the sample
included 507 heterosexual, 83 bisexual, 29 gay, and eight pansexual participants, with four
participants indicating another orientation. The sample included 248 individuals living with their
romantic partner and 383 individuals not cohabitating with their partner. The sample comprised
93 married, 47 engaged, and 491 non-married individuals. Those who were married reported an
average marital duration of 2.99 years (SD = 5.47). Most participants (88%) did not have
children, whereas 12% reported having at least one child. Participants reported an average
relational duration of 3.45 years (SD = 4.75) and those participants who indicated living together
had cohabited for an average of 4.27 years (SD = 5.94). See Table 1 for relationship length and
study variable means separated by relationship status.

[Insert Table 1 about here]
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Procedures

After approval from the university’s institutional review board, an online questionnaire
was shared with communication and psychology students at a large university in the
southwestern United States. To qualify, participants had to currently be in a romantic
relationship, be at least 18 years of age, and be able to read and write in English; those
participants who did not qualify were asked to share the survey with someone who did. Extra
credit or research participation credit was provided to all participants. The initial recruitment
generated mostly satisfied individuals, thus resulting in a relatively homogenous sample. To
recruit more individuals dissatisfied with their relationship, and to diversify the sample, the first
author coordinated with the counseling center on campus who shared the online questionnaire
with their clients with no incentive. The counseling center serves both undergraduate and
graduate students and provides both individual and couple therapy. Recruiting through the
counseling center was successful in considerably increasing the number of dissatisfied
participants in the sample.
Measures

Variable means, standard deviations, reliability estimates, and intercorrelations appear in
Table 2.

[Insert Table 2 about here]

Affectionate communication

Participants’ reports of their affection with a romantic partner were measured using Floyd
and Morman’s (1998) Affectionate Communication Index (ACI). This scale included five items
to assess verbal affection (e.g., saying “I love you” or “I care about you”), eight items to assess

direct nonverbal affection (e.g., kissing, hugging), and five items to assess socially supportive
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affection (e.g., helping with a favor). Items were measured on a frequency scale ranging from 1
(never to almost never do this) to 7 (always or almost always do this). Higher scores indicated
more frequent levels of expressed affection. The scale was deemed reliable for the verbal (o =
.80), nonverbal (w = .84), and social support (o = .79) items.
Affection deprivation

Affection deprivation was measured using Floyd’s (2016) Affection Deprivation Scale.
The scale included eight items wherein higher scores indicated greater affection deprivation
(e.g., “I don’t get enough affection from others”). The items were measured on a scale ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The scale was deemed reliable (o = .93).
Relationship satisfaction

Participants’ relationship satisfaction with their romantic partner was measured using the
relationship satisfaction sub-scale from the Investment Model (Rusbult et al., 1998). The scale
included five items wherein higher scores indicated greater levels of relationship satisfaction
(e.g., “I feel satisfied with our relationship”). The items were measured on a scale ranging from 1
(disagree completely) to 7 (agree completely). The scale was deemed reliable (o = .95).
Trust

Participants’ trust with their romantic partner was measured using Larzelere and Huston’s
(1980) Dyadic Trust Scale. The scale included eight items wherein higher scores indicated
greater trust (e.g., “I feel that I can trust my partner completely”). This widely used scale has
been successfully tested for its factor structure and reliability within the last decade (Gabbay et
al., 2012). Items were measured on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree). The scale was deemed reliable (o = .91).

Stress
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Participants’ perceptions of their current life stress were measured using the 10-item
Perceived Stress Scale (Cohen et al., 1983). The scale asked participants to reflect on their past
week while responding to the items; higher scores indicated higher levels of stress (e.g., “How
often have you felt nervous and stressed?”’). Typically, the scale uses a 5-point frequency but was
adjusted to a 7-point frequency for survey uniformity. The endpoints of the scale were 1 (never)
to 7 (very often). The scale was deemed reliable (o = .87).

Closeness

Closeness was measured using the Inclusion of Other in the Self scale by Aron et al.
(1992), which was developed as a Venn diagram. The measure depicted one circle which
indicated the “self” (i.e., the participant) and a second circle to indicate the “other” (i.e., a
representation of a romantic partner). Seven depictions of the Venn diagram were provided,
beginning with no overlap of the circles and each subsequent depiction overlapping each other
increasingly. Participants were instructed to “Please select the picture that best reflects your
relationship with your romantic partner (in which "self" refers to you and "other" refers to your
partner).” No reliability estimates can be calculated, but the measure has been evaluated to be a
meaningful and reliable assessment of interpersonal closeness (Géachter et al., 2015).
Depression

Depression was measured using a 10-item short-form (Mohebbi et al., 2018) of the
Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression (CES-D) scale (Radloff, 1977). Frequency of
each item (e.g., “I felt fearful,” I felt depressed’) was rated across a four-point scale: 0 = rarely
or none of the time (less than 1 day), 1 = some or a little of the time (1-2 days), 2 = occasionally
or a moderate amount of time (3-4 days), and 3 = most or all of the time (5-7 days). The scale

was deemed reliable (w = .86).
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Data analysis

All statistical analyses were conducted using the software program IBM SPSS Statistics
version 25. Preliminary analyses were conducted to determine if control variables needed to be
included in the hypothesis tests. Potential control variables included nine demographic or
relational items: participant age, partner age, participant sex, participant race, partner race,
participant ethnicity, partner ethnicity, sexual orientation, and whether the couple had children.
Only the control variables significantly related to the dependent variables for each hypothesis
test were included in the analyses. For ease of interpretation, control variables are listed in the
description of the analyses, but the statistics associated with the control variables are available by
contacting the first author.

Results

Research question one

The first research question asked whether the magnitude of the association between
affectionate communication and relational well-being (i.e., trust and closeness) varies according
to satisfaction level. To explore this question, a regression was constructed using model 1 of
Hayes’ (2018) PROCESS. This model specified affectionate communication as the independent
variable, satisfaction as the moderator variable, and trust and closeness alternatively as the
dependent variable. We used the continuous satisfaction and overall affection scores in this
analysis (KMO = .73; Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity ¢? (3) = 753.22, p < .001)."
Trust

Participant age and partner age were added as covariates and the regression was
significant, R = .77, R = .59, F(5, 625) = 179.51, p < .0001 (see Table 3 for complete regression

results). Affectionate communication interacted with satisfaction to predict trust, B = .05, p =
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.03, R? change = .003. We probed this interaction using the Johnson-Neyman technique (Hayes,
2018) which identifies the point at which the moderator (i.e., relationship satisfaction)
significantly moderates the relationship between the predictor variable (i.e., affectionate
communication) and the outcome variable (i.e., trust). The Johnson-Neyman technique did not
reveal a significant interaction, thus, the magnitude of the association between affectionate
communication and trust did not vary according to satisfaction level.
[Insert Table 3 about here]

Closeness

Participant age and partner age were added as covariates and the regression was
significant, R = .59, R? = .35, F(5, 625) = 67.16, p < .0001). Affectionate communication did not
interact with satisfaction to predict closeness, B = -.02, p = .53, R? change = .0004. The
Johnson-Neyman technique did not reveal a significant interaction, thus, the magnitude of the
association between affectionate communication and closeness did not vary according to
satisfaction level.
Research question two

The second research question asked whether the magnitude of the association between
affectionate communication and individual well-being (i.e., stress and depression) varies
according to satisfaction level. To explore this question, a regression was again constructed using
model 1 of Hayes (2018) PROCESS. The model specified affectionate communication as the
independent variable, satisfaction as the moderator variable, and stress and depression
alternatively as the dependent variable. We used the continuous satisfaction and overall affection
scores in this analysis.

Stress
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Participant sex (dummy coded as 0 = male, 1 = female) was added as a covariate and the
regression was significant, R = .41, R? = .17, F(5, 623) = 32.06, p < .0001. Affectionate
communication interacted with satisfaction to predict stress, B = -.07, p = .005, R? change = .01.
The significant interaction was probed using the Johnson-Neyman technique. At high levels of
satisfaction (84th percentile), the effect of affectionate communication on stress is negative and
significant, B =-.21, p = .01, 95% CI [-0.39, -0.04]. The Johnson-Neyman technique showed
that the relationship between affectionate communication and stress was negative and significant
when satisfaction was 5.68 or higher on a 7-point scale. For participants within this upper range
of satisfaction, individuals who reported higher satisfaction had a stronger negative relationship
between affectionate communication and stress. For individuals with satisfaction below 5.68, the
relationship between affection communication and stress was not statistically significant.
Depression

Participant sex (dummy coded as 0 = male, 1 = female), participant age, and partner’s
ethnicity (dummy coded as 0 = non-Hispanic, 1 = Hispanic) were added as covariates and the
regression was significant, R = .52, R? = .27, F(5, 621) = 39.24, p < .0001. Affectionate
communication interacted with satisfaction to predict depression, B = -.04, p = .006, R? change =
.009. The Johnson-Neyman technique did not reveal a significant interaction, thus, the magnitude
of the association between affectionate communication and depression did not vary according to
satisfaction level.

Classification of satisfied and dissatisfied individuals

Because remaining analyses required a nominal variable to represent either satisfied or

dissatisfied participants, participants were categorized as representing either satisfied or

dissatisfied couples based on whether they scored above or below the theoretic median value of 4
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on the relationship satisfaction measure. This procedure resulted in 213 participants representing
dissatisfied couples and 418 participants representing satisfied couples. As expected, those
participants representing satisfied couples had a higher average value on relationship satisfaction
(M =6.09, SD = 0.76) than those participants representing dissatisfied couples (M = 3.02, SD =
1.03), Welch’s t (338.49) = -38.46, p <.001, Cohen’s d = 3.36.
Hypothesis one

The first hypothesis proposed that people in dissatisfying relationships experience more
affection deprivation than people in satisfying relationships. The hypothesis was tested in an
ANCOVA in which satisfaction level was the independent factor and participant and partner age
were the covariates. The ANCOVA produced a significant main effect of satisfaction level, F (1,
627) = 162.29, p <.001, n2 = .20. As predicted, affection deprivation was significantly higher for
dissatisfied individuals (M = 4.50, SD = 1.65) than for satisfied individuals (M = 2.89, SD =
1.33). The first hypothesis was supported.
Hypothesis two

The second hypothesis proposed that people in dissatisfying relationships report lower
frequencies of affectionate communication with their romantic partners than do people in
satisfying relationships. The hypothesis was tested by examining verbal, nonverbal, and socially
supportive forms of affectionate communication. Potential covariates were examined with
respect to their associations with demographic and relational characteristics. Only significant
covariates were included in the analyses. To test the hypothesis, verbal, nonverbal, and
supportive forms of affectionate communication were entered as dependent measures (average r
= .64, KMO = .73, Bartlett’s 2 = 753.22, df = 3, p < .001) in a multivariate analysis of

covariance (MANCOVA), with satisfaction level (high vs. low), participant sex, participant race,
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and whether couple has children as independent factors, and partner age as the covariates. The
MANCOVA produced significant multivariate main effects for satisfaction, A = .92, F (3, 588) =
16.25, p < .003, partial n2 = .08.Vv

At the univariate level, satisfaction produced a significant main effect for verbal
affection, F (1, 590) = 16.21, p < .001, partial n2 = .03. Satisfied individuals reported a higher
average score of verbal affection (M = 6.06, SD = 0.97) than did dissatisfied individuals (M =
4.80, SD = 1.42), in support of H2.

At the univariate level, satisfaction produced a significant main effect for nonverbal
affection, F (1, 590) = 44.18, p < .001, partial n2 = .07. For nonverbal affection, satisfaction was
implicated in a three-way interaction with race and children, F (3, 590) = 2.68, p = .046, partial
n? = .01. The satisfaction-by-race-by-children interaction was examined and found to be ordinal,
with satisfied individuals consistently scoring higher in nonverbal affection than dissatisfied
individuals.” A single-df planned contrast was fitted to the cells of the interaction, with
coefficients of -1 for all cells with a dissatisfied individual and 1 for all cells with a satisfied
individual. The contrast was significant, t (605) = 7.01, p <.001, in support of hypothesis two.

At the univariate level, satisfaction produced a significant main effect for supportive
affection, F (1, 590) = 28.90, p < .001, partial n? = .05. For supportive affection, satisfaction was
implicated in a two-way interaction with sex, F (1, 590) = 3.96, p = .047, partial n?> = .01. The
satisfaction-by-sex interaction was examined and found to be entirely ordinal, with satisfied cells
scoring consistently higher in supportive affection than dissatisfied cells."' A planned contrast
with coefficients of -1 for the dissatisfied cells and 1 for the satisfied cells was significant, t
(621) = 11.04, p <.001, in support of hypothesis two.

Research question three
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The third research question asked how the frequency of various forms of affectionate
communication varied for people in dissatisfying relationships. A within-subjects ANOVA, with
affection form (verbal, nonverbal, and supportive) as the independent variable, was conducted
for people in dissatisfying relationships only. The ANOVA, which employed Hunyh-Feldt-
corrected degrees of freedom due to violation of compound symmetry assumptions, produced a
significant within-subjects effect, F (1.967, 416.909) = 106.31, p <.001, n? = .50.

Only for people in dissatisfying relationships, paired-samples t-tests revealed that
supportive affection (M = 5.81, SD = 0.99) was significantly more common than verbal affection
(M =4.80,SD =1.42),1(212) = -12.54, p < .001, and nonverbal affection (M = 4.71, SD = 1.29),
t (212) =-13.74, p < .001. Verbal and nonverbal affection means did not differ from each other.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to explore whether relationship satisfaction moderated the
associations between affection and well-being, and to explore the affectionate behaviors of
dissatisfied couples. Given that negative social relationships can be particularly impactful on
acute physical health (Wood & Stuart, 2021), examining affectionate behaviors in dissatisfying
relationships is informative for couple/marriage therapy and relational interventionists. The
results produced three primary conclusions regarding the affectionate behaviors in dissatisfying
relationships and how affection impacts individual health (i.e., depression and stress) and
relational quality (i.e., trust and closeness) across satisfied and dissatisfied relationships.
Primary conclusions

The first conclusion, as informed by the results of the first two research questions, is that
relationship satisfaction does not impact the correlation between affectionate communication and

trust, closeness, or depression. As reflected in previous work, regardless of an individual’s
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satisfaction level, affectionate communication seems to hold a positive relationship with both
trust (Denes et al., 2019), and closeness (Floyd & Mikkelson, 2002), but holds a negative
relationship with depression (Floyd et al., 2005; Jorm et al., 2003). These findings add to the
growing list of supportive results for AET’s (Floyd, 2006) assertion that affection is adaptive to
people’s health and relationships.

An interesting distinction, however, appeared when examining the moderation effect of
relationship satisfaction of affection and stress. Subpostulate 3d AET (Floyd, 2006) asserts that
affection has a stress-buffering impact on one’s health and previous work has supported this
notion (Coan et al., 2006; Floyd et al., 2009). The results obtained in this study, however,
revealed that at low levels of relationship satisfaction, the effect of affectionate communication
on stress was nonsignificant. This finding does not necessarily mean that when a person is
relationally dissatisfied, affection is harmful to their stress, but rather it may not have an effect at
all. A tentative conclusion, then, might be that being dissatisfied with a partner may inhibit any
stress-buffering benefits of affection. This conclusion warrants retesting but could indicate a
necessary caveat to AET’s subpostulate 3d (Floyd, 2006).

At high levels of relationship satisfaction (5.68/7.00), however, affectionate
communication had a significant and negative impact on stress. To be clear, the effect size of the
moderation was small, which should temper interpretation of the moderating effect. Nonetheless,
this finding may suggest that a couple would have to be very satisfied in their relationship to
garner the benefits of affection on their stress levels. From our knowledge, this is the first study
to reveal the potentially systematic difference between satisfied and dissatisfied couples on the
impact of affection as a stress-buffer; thus, future replication work is needed. In summary,

relationship satisfaction, an integral component of relational longevity (Le & Agnew, 2003), was
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discovered to be a potential influencing agent on the benefits of affectionate communication as it
relates to stress.

The second conclusion, as supported by the two hypotheses, is that relationally
dissatisfied individuals are significantly deprived of affection and have significantly fewer
affectionate encounters with their romantic partner as compared to relationally satisfied
individuals. These findings are unsurprising given previous work conducted on affectionate
deprivation (Hesse & Mikkelson, 2017; Hesse & Tian, 2020). Dissatisfied couples may be
intentionally reducing their breath and depth (Altman & Taylor, 1973) of communication—
including affection—potentially in preparation for relational dissolution (Knapp, 1978; Knapp &
Vangelisti, 2005). Instead of examining affection cross-sectionally, it would be informative to
track affectionate behaviors longitudinally to assess how variations in affectionate behavior is
linked to relationship change, or vice versa (Cava-Tadik et al., 2020; Gass et al., 2007).

The third conclusion, based on the findings of the third research question, is that for
dissatisfied individuals only, social support affection was significantly more common than verbal
and nonverbal affection, two behaviors that are markedly impactful on relational experiences
(Schrage et al., 2020). Verbal and nonverbal affection did not significantly differ in frequency.
This finding illuminates the specific affectionate acts that may be severely lacking for
dissatisfied couples. For long-term relationships, such as the married and engaged couples
included in this study, social support affection may covary with relational maintenance behaviors
or function as a relational maintenance behavior itself (Myers et al., 2011). If this is the case, the
intent behind the act may be less affectionate but rather monotonous or mundane.

Taken together, these results begin to shape a clearer understanding of how affection is

enacted and the importance of it in dissatisfied relationships. These results suggest that (a)
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dissatisfied couples communicate affection primarily through socially supportive behaviors (as
opposed to verbal or nonverbal affection) and (b) the impact of affection on relationship well-
being (i.e., closeness and trust) is not dependent on relationship satisfaction. Thus, advising
dissatisfied couples to increase their affectionate behaviors to increase relational well-being
could be an informed strategy to relational repair.
Translational Section

The findings in this study may be useful in the practical sense as marriage and family
therapists and other practitioners might benefit by understanding why the strength of the
association between affection and health is important for informing marital interventions. The
results suggest that affectionate communication has no beneficial impact on stress until the
relationship is highly satisfying. Knowing this, therapists may encourage self-reliance techniques
to reduce stress until the relational bond is strong enough to reap the stress-buffering benefits of
affection. We temper this recommendation with the acknowledgement that this effect was small
and future replication studies would help capture and clarify this finding. Additionally, knowing
that dissatisfied couples communicate significantly more supportive affection than verbal or
nonverbal affection, marriage counselors may forgo recommendations for increasing supportive
affection—a routine behavior that may be occurring anyway—and instead focus their
intervention on increased verbal and nonverbal affection. For example, promoting nonverbal
affection in the form of hugs, handholding, caressing, or participating in cafuné (a Brazilian-
Portuguese noun for describing the act of running fingers through someone’s hair in a nurturing
and loving nature) may be a gateway to engaging in increased enjoyable physical acts (van
Raalte, 2017; van Raalte et al., 2016) and subsequently increasing relationship satisfaction

(Sprecher & Cate, 2004).
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In a non-romantic setting, hugging or cuddling interventions may stand as an effective
way to increase relationship satisfaction and quality for parents and their children. Single parent
families or families transitioning through divorce are undoubtedly riddled with stress for parents
(Sbarra, 2015) and children (Amato, 2001). Cuddling as a family for 10-20 minutes daily for two
weeks may improve familial bonds (see, L’ Abate, 2001) and serve as a stress-buffering
technique (Grewen et al., 2003). As previous studies indicate, highly affectionate individuals are
relationally, cognitively, and physiologically benefited (Floyd, 2019), and because relationship
satisfaction does not moderate most outcomes as found in this study, affection interventions for
families during times of transition or turmoil may be considerably helpful.

Limitations & future directions

Several limitations of the current study are worth noting, especially to inform future
scholarship. Doubling efforts in the recruiting strategy to gain more dissatisfied participants from
a counseling center may have introduced unique variance into the data that was not accounted
for. In the dataset, we did not track whether participants were attending therapy (individually or
as a couple) or not and could not control for it in the analyses. Individuals who are voluntarily in
therapy may have distinctive qualities that impacts our generalizable conclusions.

This study was limited by using self-report measures of depression and stress. Although
the scales have been validated in previous work (see Cohen et al., 1983; Mohebbi et al., 2018;
Radlof, 1977), more contemporary scholarship on affectionate communication has adopted
psychophysiological methods (Floyd et al., 2020; Hesse et al., 2020; van Raalte & Floyd, 2020)
that may improve the accuracy of health measurement. Tracking individual diurnal cortisol
through saliva (Floyd, 2006) can provide a more objective measure of one’s stress, for example,

than can a self-report assessment. Clinicians’ professional evaluation of one’s mental state,
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including depression, may also provide a more accurate assessment of a person’s psychological
well-being. Future work may also test AET’s assertion that affection covaries with other
important health markers such as immunocompetence, body mass index, resting heart rate, or
cholesterol (Cohen et al., 2015; Ditzen et al., 2007; Floyd, 2019).

Additionally, we adopted a cross-sectional design and collected data from only one
person in a romantic relationship. These methodological limitations impede our understanding of
the affectionate nuances between romantic partners. A recent study by Hesse and Tian (2020)
met these limitations by exploring actor and partner effects of affection on individual and
relational well-being for married couples. Moreover, experimental work where specific
affectionate acts are manipulated, particularly for dissatisfied couples, can provide important
insight into how to improve relationship satisfaction for long-term couples.

Conclusion

The influence of affectionate communication on individual and relational well-being is
well documented, yet relational research may be limited by its reliance on reports only from
relationally satisfied individuals (Floyd et al., 2009; van Raalte et al., 2019). This study is the
first known effort to extend knowledge about the wellness correlates of affectionate behavior
specifically to individuals in dissatisfying relationships. Relationship satisfaction moderated the
association between affection and stress, a finding which helps marriage therapists and other
practitioners better understand when to encourage romantic affectionate behavior in couples and

when its value may be tempered.
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Table 1

Descriptive Statistics of Study Variables Across Relationship Status

Relationship Status LérTTngf)d Iir?gia%;i (I\r/]la:rré%c;

M SD M SD M SD
Relationship length in years 2.03 2.23 3.73 3.34 10.82 7.53
Cohabitating length in years 1.47 1.79 2.95 3.79 9.11 7.54
Verbal affection 5.70 1.23 5.47 1.49 5.38 1.45
Nonverbal affection 5.64 1.10 5.23 1.15 4.96 1.37
Social support affection 6.34 0.80 6.24 0.86 6.22 0.83
Trust 5.27 1.39 5.11 1.50 5.00 1.59
Closeness 4.32 1.65 4.28 1.90 4.43 2.02
Stress 4.04 1.18 4.28 0.93 3.96 1.25
Depression 1.12 0.64 1.32 0.60 1.22 0.70
Affection deprivation 3.37 1.55 3.50 1.64 3.75 1.97
Relationship satisfaction 4.55 1.98 4.99 1.76 5.16 1.62

Note. The descriptive statistics for cohabitating length in years reflects only those participants who reported living with a romantic
partner.
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Variable M D 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
Y sw am -

T e -

' S}E’f‘éﬁ'i;‘:ppo” 632 08 65 61 -

' ?a‘i:gg‘g?f’ohr:p 506 169 54 57 49 -

. Trust 5.22 1.43 A2 .39 .36 .76 --

. Closeness 4.33 1.72 40 40 .36 .58 46 --

. Stress 4.05 1.18 -.19 -.22 -.15 -.34 -31 -21 --

. Depression 115 065 -23 -28 -24 -49 -43 -32 72 -
ﬁef;?fvtﬁ.non 344 163 -27 -34 -20 -57 -55 -40 29 35 -
10. Total ACI 577 097 8 92 8 62 .45 44  -22  -29 -33

Note. All correlations are one-tailed significant p < .001.
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Moderating Effects of Satisfaction on Associations with Affectionate Communication

Trust Closeness Stress Depression

Covariates

Participant age .01 .03 -.01

Partner age .01 -.02

Participant sex H9** A7**

Partner ethnicity .05
Predictors

Affection (X) -.01 23%* -.09 -.02

Satisfaction (W) .68** S1** -.24%* -.20%*
Interaction

X xW .05* -.02 -.07* -.04**

Note. Values in table are unstandardized regression coefficients from PROCESS model 1. "p <

.05; “p <.01.
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Footnotes

' Participant partner demographics included 133 females and 493 males (two partners
were identified as transgender, and three participants failed to report their partner’s sex). Partners
had a mean age of 24.94 years (SD = 7.85) and 144 were identified as Hispanic. In terms of race,
partners were 59% white, 19% Latino/a, 16% Black/African American, 3% “other” and 1%
Asian (the remaining participants reported mixed ethnicities or other ethnicities). Partner
sexuality was not collected.

It A between-subjects ANOVA was conducted with relationship status (i.e., unmarried,
engaged, or married) as the independent factor, and the combined affectionate communication
score, affection deprivation, trust, closeness, depression, and stress as the set of dependent
variables. Only the affectionate communication score produced a significant result, F (6, 628) =
8.61, p <.001, n? = .03. Tukey B post hoc analysis showed that the unmarried sample reported
engaging in significantly more affection (M = 5.85) as compared to the married sample (M =
4.43) but did not differ from the engaged sample (M = 5.58). The married and engaged sample
did not significantly differ on reported affection.

i For the first and second research questions, we used the combined affectionate
communication score instead of individual scores for verbal, nonverbal, and socially supportive
affectionate communication so that the results would be more comparable with previous research
on the benefits of affectionate behavior and so as not to inflate alpha error unnecessarily.

v The MANCOVA also produced significant multivariate effects for partner age and the
presence of children in the household. Several multivariate interactions effects were also

significant. Contact the first author for comprehensive statistical report.
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vV Contact the first author for a table depicting the means and standard deviations for
nonverbal affection by satisfaction x race x children (N = 628)
vi Contact the first author for a table depicting the means and standard deviations for

supportive affection by satisfaction x sex (N = 628).
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