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A. Research Plan Part A: Specific Aims

Psychologists have long been aware of the importance of relationships for psychological and physical well-being. In particular, it has been found that the quality of a person’s relationships significantly impacts the occurrence of depressive symptoms. Until recently, the focus of research in both the study of depression and the study of relationships had been the individual. However, both fields are currently attempting to understand the dyadic and systems influences on the relationship quality and, in turn, individual well-being.  This “systems approach” to understanding relationship dynamics seeks to understand the inter-workings of networks of relationships. For example, this approach requires not only examining how relationships affect the individual, but also examining the influence one type of relationship (e.g. a peer friendship) has on another type of relationship (e.g. a romantic relationship).  The absence of appropriate and reliable methodology is a challenge to the study of relationship networks. This study will examine the influence of the social network on the quality of a dyadic relationship and will pilot a methodology that can be used to examine, and potentially utilize and/or intervene in, the influence these social forces have on a relationship. 

The proposed study has three primary aims: 
Specific Aim 1: The first aim of this project is to examine the extent to which social forces (i.e. close others) influence the quality of a dyadic relationship.

Specific Aim 2: The second aim of this project is to develop a structured observational methodology to examine how these third-parties influence the members of the dyad.

Specific Aim 3: The third aim of this project is to test an intervention that would utilize the potential influence of a third-party to benefit relationship satisfaction, and thereby decrease individual risk for depression. 

Both scientists and practitioners could use findings from this study.  For researchers, if successful, the piloted methodology would provide a much needed means to study relationship networks that could be adapted to experimental designs and networks exceeding three members.  For practitioners, the findings would yield important information about the sources of maladaptive cognitive patterns that harm relationships and individuals alike, and would be a first step to test a means of curtailing that potentially harmful source and turning it into a beneficial one.  

B. Research Plan Part B: Background and Significance

Relationships and Health

In 1995, Baumeister and Leary synthesized existing literature to support their thesis that human beings possess a fundamental need to belong. That is, humans have a basic need to form frequent, pleasant, and on-going relational bonds.  Obtaining these relationships has psychological, social and physical benefits for individuals.  Conversely, failure to form these interpersonal connections has a multitude of serious consequences.  Beyond being denied the benefits of attaining relational bonds, individuals with deficient attachments have been found to exhibit an array of negative outcomes ranging from temporarily lowered self-esteem to an increased risk of death.  In particular, considerable evidence shows that the quality of one’s relationships has a significant impact on the occurrence of depressive symptoms in both men and women (Beach, 1996; Beach & O’Mahen, 2000).  Burgeoning evidence led psychologists to call for more research investigating the consequences of the relationship context for the individual (Cooper, 2002; Kerr & Bowen, 1988; Milardo & Helms-Erikson, 2000; Reis et al., 2000; Sandmaier, 1995; Simon, 1995).

Evidence confirming a connection between the quality of one’s close relationships and the symptoms of depression has accumulated across a range of disciplines (for review, see Beach, 1996).  As noted by Beach & O’Mahen (2000), “with regard to various close relationships, there is a strong inverse relationship between the quality of close relationships and the level of depression” (p. 346).  A number of studies point to relationships as the primary source of both positive and negative affect (Berscheid & Reis, 1998; Guerrero & Anderson, 1999), and identify relationship quality as the predictor moreso than the outcome (Beach et al., 1995, Burns, Sayers & Moras, 1994; Fincham, et al., 1997; Kurdek, 1998).  In adult populations, Schwartz and Shaver (1987) found that 90% of respondents point to relationship issues as the cause of their negative affect.  Other evidence highlights that the connection between relationship quality and depression is even stronger for adolescents and young adults. For example, Harter (1999) had adolescents list their most depressing event in the past year.  Of the eight categories cited by participants, seven were relational in nature (i.e., acute rejection, loneliness/chronic exclusion, psychological or physical harm done by others, interpersonal conflict, separation from or death of close other).  Also, the tribulations associated with romantic relationships, in particular, are considered the leading cause of depression in young adults, men and women alike (Beach & O’Mahen, 2000; Choo, et al., 1996; Helgeson, 1994; Hill, Rubin & Peplau, 1976; Larson, Clore & Wood, 1999).

From this evidence, it is apparent that relationship quality is a significant factor in predicting depressed affect in men and women alike, especially when examining younger men and women and focusing on the impact of romantic relationship quality.  Accordingly, it is important to investigate factors that influence relationship quality, particularly romantic relationship quality.  An aim of this study is to examine an important factor in determining relationship quality that has, heretofore, been under-studied.  Namely, the proposed project will investigate sources of social influence on relationship outcomes.

The Effects of Relationship Networks

There are a number of factors that can influence the quality of a romantic relationship (for review see Berscheid & Reis, 1998).  Relationship researchers have often focused on individual difference variables (e.g. personality, relationship history) to predict romantic relationship outcomes (Sarason, Sarason, & Pierce, 1995).  However, it is important to realize that a relationship is not merely the sum of its parts, but rather a relationship is characterized by the interaction between, at least, two individuals.  Also, these interactions between dyad members do not exist in a vacuum.  Accordingly, researchers have been urged to adopt more of a systems perspective for the study of close relationships (see Reis, Berscheid & Collins, 2000, for review).  This systems perspective, originally proposed by family therapist Murray Bowen (1978), would require acknowledging that each relationship is embedded within a social network of relationships.  So, for an example, adopting the systems perspective would require a study of how one’s relationships with close others (e.g. friends, parents) affected one’s relationship with one’s romantic partner. 

Generally, there are three ways in which a third party can influence an existing couple.  The outside observer can contribute to bringing the couple closer together, can contribute to pulling the couple apart, or can have no influence.  It might seem logical to conclude that support from friends and/or family would serve to strengthen a romantic relationship and that disapproval from third-parties would serve to weaken a romantic relationship.  However, such conclusions are not necessarily valid.  

There has been support for the former half of the argument - that social support from family and, in particular, peers, is instrumental to the stability of a romantic relationship (Felmlee, 2001; Harrison, 1998; Oliker, 1989; Rubin, 1985).  It is the impact of disapproval that is less clear.  There are conflicting findings.  First, work by Felmlee (2001; see also Sprecher & Felmlee, 1992) found that couples experiencing social opposition, particularly from peers, resulted in the eventual demise of the relationship.  In contrast, research by Driscoll and colleagues (1972) found that opposition from a third-party, especially one’s parents, can increase love for one’s partner.  Accordingly, it appears that there may be a route through which social opposition to one’s romantic relationship could strengthen the bond between a couple.  Thus, the question may not be whether there is an effect, but, rather, how do third-parties exert influence.      

Theoretical Rationale: Attribution Theory

Drawing on attribution theory (Heider, 1958), it has been found that couples who attribute their problems to external factors (e.g. such as the “in-laws” or work stress) and attribute their successes to internal factors (e.g. caring partner, good conflict negotiation) are more satisfied than couples who identify the majority of the problems in their relationship as characteristic of the relationship or the individuals within the relationship (Fincham, 2000).  Interestingly, similar attributional differences exist between the perceptions of depressed and non-depressed individuals (Peters et al., 1983).  With regard to relationships, it may be that the extent to which opposition from third-parties enables couple members to place the blame for their troubles on external factors, namely the third-party, the more likely such opposition is likely to bring the couple together.  Blaming the pesky mother-in-law, for example, facilitates the “good” types of attributions for relationship difficulties (e.g. “it’s not us, it’s them”), which can further enhances couple solidarity (e.g. “it’s us against them”).    

In fact, it may be that attribution theory could help explain the underlying mechanism by which social support, not just social opposition, works to facilitate relationship closeness.  For instance, supportive third-parties likely aid couple members in attributing relationship, and even individual, successes to traits inherent in the relationship or its members.  So when a graduate student is informing his mother about the completion of his dissertation, and his mother points out that he should dedicate the publication to his wife who supported him throughout five years of training, the mother is aiding her son in making an internal attribution for success that will strengthen the relationship.  

Investigating attribution facilitation may help explain not just whether third-parties influence the quality of a romantic relationship, but will also illuminate sources of social influence on attribution patterns.  Further expanding our understanding of social influences on attributions will help to answer a question that has been nagging relationship researchers, family therapists and the community concerned with rocketing divorce rates.  That question is: how does a satisfied couple become dissatisfied? While the difference between satisfied and unsatisfied couple in relationship cognition has been well-documented, we know little about how couples who start off satisfied end up exhibiting the dissatisfied couple’s attribution patterns (Fincham, 2000).  Third-parties may provide an important key to understanding this transition.

When asking participants why they had broken up with their partners, Felmlee (2001) asked participants how members of their social network had affected the breakup.  Of the responses provided, it was evident that third-parties played a significant role in changing the perceptions of the romantic partner with whom the third-party was acquainted.  For instance, participants responded “my friends finally helped me to see what he was really like” and “most of them knew she was wrong…, it just took me awhile” (pg. 1279).  Accordingly, qualitative evidence exists supporting that third-parties affect cognitions about the relationship and relationship partner.  In particular, it seems the role of third-parties is to shatter, or maintain, the rose-colored glasses through which we see a partner.

On a related note, it has been documented that outside observers can make a more accurate prediction of the likelihood of a relationship surviving than can members of the romantic relationship (Cox et al., 1997).  This has generally been attributed romantic partners having an overly positive view of their relationship (Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 1996), while outsiders, including friends and family, have a more realistic a view.  However, a competing alternative may be that the opinions of the third-party regarding relationship quality becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.  Whereby, if individuals perceive a relationship as doomed to failure, it seems logical that this opinion would influence the feedback they give their friends/family whenever that person seeks them out for relationship advice.    

Romantic relationship members often seek out third-parties, especially friends, as important and frequent sources of disclosure with whom relationship members feel comfortable discussing their relationship (Milardo & Helms-Erikson, 2000).  Further, evidence supports that third-parties develop their own opinions of the relationship and its members, that are distinct from the relationship member confiding in them (Felmlee, 2001).   What we don’t know is what influence these third-party opinions have on making or breaking a comrade’s/child’s romantic relationship.  As observed by Reis and colleagues (2000), and others (e.g. Milardo & Helms-Erikson, 2000), the current research that exists on the influences of social networks on romantic relationships is limited, methodologically unsound and/or conflicting.  According to these authors, psychology’s failure to move to a systems perspective is primarily due to a dearth of methodology to enable the study of systems.  After all, psychology’s focus has been on the individual, and, thus, most of the methods are individualistic in nature.  Only recently, have methodologies for studying dyads emerged.  Still, Reis and colleagues, as well as others (see Milardo & Helms-Erikson, 2000), have issued a challenge to researchers to develop methods that facilitate the study of relationship networks.  By building off of and integrating current methods, an aim of this project is to develop a methodology for the study of, at minimum, relationship triads. 

Unique Contributions 

In summary, the unique contributions of this project include:

· Filling in a methodological gap in relationships research by developing an observational method that could be used to study sources and directions of influence in interdependent relationship networks. 

· Addressing an under-studied area by expanding the research available examining the effects of social influence on relationship quality.

· Going beyond simply examining whether social networks affect romantic relationship quality to understand the underlying mechanism (e.g. attribution facilitation) by which third-party influence can impact relationship quality variables (e.g. love, stability, satisfaction).

· Expanding our knowledge, more broadly, of how attributions are made.  Attribution research is often conducted with an individualistic focus.  In this proposal, the focus will be on examining social influences.  Specifically, how couples may transition from making relationship-serving attributions (i.e. internal for relationship successes, and external for relationship failures) to attribution patterns associated with dissatisfied couples.

Clinical Implications


As noted above, considerable evidence has linked relationship turmoil, particularly within romantic relationships, to depression.  “As we continue to develop more powerful models of the…relationship between [couple] problems and depression, we are likely to find additional points of clinical intervention and to substantially enhance the effectiveness of…interventions for depression” (Beach & O’Mahen, 2000, p. 355-6).  Already, we have evidence that using Behavioral Marital Therapy (BMT) is as effective for the treatment of depression as cognitive therapy (CT), with BMT having the additional benefit of increasing relationship satisfaction (Jacobson et al., 1991; O’Leary & Beach, 1992).  This highlights the importance of moving beyond individualistic approaches to more relationally-oriented methods.  It remains to be seen whether systems therapy, which was originated by integrating social psychological and family therapy research, would be equally as effective as BMT or CT.  Results from this project would help determine whether the systems approach should be attempted for the treatment of depression.  

If this project reveals that close others outside the relationship dyad play a significant role in romantic relationship dynamics, particularly with regard to influencing cognition, it would be important for practitioners to be aware of and address this heretofore under-acknowledged source of influence.  “Although the areas of structural influence and third-party influence are new and emerging, they suggest rich avenues for understanding fundamental relationship processes with potentially important applications for those working directly with families” (Milardo & Helms-Erikson, 2000, p.45).  In fact, already, therapists are urging practitioners to give more attention to extrafamilial influences, such as partners’ friends, when conducting couples therapy (Sandmaier, 1995).  Accordingly, in both basic and applied arenas, individuals working with relationships are encouraging the integration of a systems perspective.  As of yet, few have taken up the charge.  This study will provide an important step toward addressing the effect of systems on relationship outcomes relevant to mental well-being.
C. Research Plan Part C: Preliminary Studies



To facilitate this proposal, over the past five months, self-report data has been collected from 87 participants to assess the frequency of peer and parental disapproval of the romantic relationships of close others, and to begin to assess the impact of that disapproval.  In addition to providing some initial insights, this research has resulted in the development of a reliable (( = .84) Degree of Disapproval Scale (DDS), as well as a Susceptibility to Social Influences scale ((( = .83).  

Turning to the findings, it is revealed that approximately 47.9% of respondents are involved in a relationship facing disapproval from friends, family or both.  Within this sample, it was found that disapproval from parents was related to enhanced relationship quality (as measured by the Relationship Rating Form developed by Davis & Todd, 1982), greater interdependence within the romantic relationship (as measured by the influence sub-scales of the Relationship Closeness Inventory developed by Berscheid et al., 1989), and significant increases in closeness between partners between the early months of relationship to current (avg. 19 months later).  In contrast, the disapproval of friend, alone or when coupled with parental disapproval, decreased relationship quality and satisfaction, and increased likelihood of break-up.  These effects were moderated by perceived closeness with the opposing party.

This survey work will continue, but, from these findings, it is evident that not all third-party influence is created equal.  These results are consistent with the developmental literature where it has been noted that over the lifespan the importance of peers in one’s life eventually supersedes the importance of one’s parents in influencing one’s thoughts and behaviors.  This is not to say that parents become unimportant, but rather that the role of peers increases (Vanzetti & Duck, 1996).  Recent literature has highlighted that the peer network is instrumental with regard to building romantic relationships (Furman, 1999).  After all, it is through the peer network that adolescents find romantic partners.  Further, there is some evidence that the peer network also plays a role in identifying appropriate partners and censuring inappropriate partners for members of their in-group (Brown, 1999).  Accordingly, in order to examine how third-parties contribute to the demise of a relationship (whether through attribution facilitation or another mechanism), it appears important to study peer influence when examining the relationships of adolescents.  Given late adolescents will make up the anticipated sample in this proposal, the focus, for the observational pilot, will be on the role of third-party peers.  If the pilot is successful, later studies could be conducted to examine the way parents may affect attributions.  It seems quite possible that peer disapproval leads individuals to eventually “come around” and match the attributions of the peer(s).  Whereas, parental disapproval might have the inverse effect, such that adolescents trying to individuate themselves from their parents will make the opposite attributions of those their parents offer.
D. Research Plan Part D: Research Design and Methods 

This study employs a two-part methodology.  The first half relies on traditional self-report measures to explore hypotheses that test the strength and directionality of third-party influence.  The second half pilots an internet interaction paradigm that will examine how triads interact, and influence, specifically, relationship attributions.  Within this paradigm, naturalistic observations of attribution patterns will be recorded and, for half, an experimental intervention will be attempted to use third-party influence to facilitate the making of beneficial attributions. 

Participants

Forty-eight triads (one participant, his/her romantic partner, and his/her close friend) will be recruited across the University of Missouri – Columbia campus.  The University of Missouri provides an ideal location for the recruitment of young adult triads as Columbia is primarily a college town wherein individuals live near campus and, often, near/with their friends and partners.  Couples will need to have been dating for a period of six months or more.

Procedure

To review, the first aim of this project is to examine the extent to which social forces (i.e. close others) influence the quality of the romantic relationship.  Past research offers conflicting results regarding the potential impact of third parties.  While no published study has found that third-parties have no impact, there are discrepancies as to whether disapproval from third-parties can help or hurt a romantic relationship.  
Building off of our earlier findings, hypotheses are as follows:
H1:
Perceptions of third party opinion will impact the romantic relationship quality of close others (friends, family members), such that

H1a:  Support from both friends and family members, or from friends alone, will help maintain a romantic relationship.

H1b: Opposition from friends will be related to a decrease romantic relationship quality

H1c:  In contrast, opposition from parents will be related to increases in romantic relationship quality.

H1d:  These effects will be moderated by how close the romantic relationship members feel to the opposing party.

To test these hypotheses we will build off of and expanding the survey dataset (current n = 87).  Data from the survey will also be used in the observational portion of the procedure.  First, all couples will be administered a relationships survey.  This survey will include the following:

Relationships Survey:  

PREDICTOR VARIABLES: Perceptions of relationship opposition

· Couples are asked whether their relationship faces disapproval from parents, friends, both, or neither.

· Couples are given a questionnaire developed for the purposes of this study to assess the degree to which the couple faces disapproval from two closest friends and two closest family members (Degree of Disapproval scale filled out for each friend and caregiver), with collateral reports provided by friends.

· Sample items include: “My ________ tells me I can do better,” “My _______ makes me choose between him/her and my partner.”  

· An open-ended questionnaire was also developed to assess the sources of any disapproval (e.g. the reasons the disapproving others provide for their opposition).

· For each reason, couples indicate the degree of impact this opposition has had on their relationship.

OUTCOME VARIABLES: Romantic relationship quality

· Love (as measured by the Hatfield & Sprecher [1986] Passionate Love Scale)

· Closeness (as measured by both the Aron, Aron & Smollan [1992] Inclusion of Other in Self scale)

· Interdependence (as measured by the Berscheid, Snyder & Omoto [1989] Relationship Closeness Inventory)

· Satisfaction (as measured by the Hendrick [1988] Relationship Assessment Scale)

· Overall quality (as measured by the Davis & Todd [1982/5] Relationship Rating Form – including measures of viability, intimacy, passion, caring, conflict and satisfaction)

MODERATING VARIABLES: Closeness to friends and family

· Relationship Closeness Inventories and Inclusion of Other in Self Inventories will be given to all participants to assess closeness between respondent and his/her two closest friends and his/her two closest family members.

· Couple members will receive an additional measure assessing the degree to which they value the opinions of their peers (Susceptibility to Social Influence scale).

The second aim of this study is to examine underlying mechanisms that might illuminate how third-parties affect the relationship quality of others.  It is argued that third-parties affect relationship quality by way of influencing the types of attributions couple members make for relationship difficulties and successes.  This argument will be examined in two ways.  First, in the relationships survey, participants will be asked about the extent to which they believe relationship difficulties are due to third-party interference or other factors.  It is expected that: 

H2:  Disapproving third-parties, especially parents, can serve as attributional “scapegoats,” giving couple members someone else they can blame relationship turmoil on (instead of blame themselves).  Accordingly, assignment of “blame” for relationship failures to third-parties should be higher in couples facing disapproval.  

This hypothesis will be explored with following additional scales in the survey:

OUTCOME VARIABLES: Attributions for romantic relationship successes and failures 

· Modeled after the Attributional Style Questionnaire (Petersen et al., 1982), participants are asked to complete a Relationship Attributions Questionnaire:

· List 5 things that are working and 5 that are not working in their relationship

· For each problem/success listed, participants are asked to provide the major cause for the relationship issue.

· For each problem/success, participant rate, on a 7 point scale, 

· Whether the cause is inherent to the relationship (and the individuals in the relationship) or external to the relationship,

· Whether the issue will always have the same cause,

· Whether the cause is specific to this issue, or is the cause of other relationship issues, and

· Whether the issue is important to the relationship

· For each problem/success, participants also rate, specifically, on a 7 point scale (0 = not at all, 6 = completely) the extent to which the relationship issue was due to him/her, to his/her partner, to both, to 3rd party, to family, friend, or societal disapproval, or to other external stressors.

Friends will also be given additional measures to assess the degree of their disapproval, the reasons for their disapproval, what they perceive as the causes for relationship successes/failures identified by the couple members.

Pilot Observational Paradigm.  Included within the second aim is a goal to develop an observational coding scheme to further examine how third-parties affect relationship attributions.  This observational paradigm will allow for an examination of on-line attributions being made by triad members on a common issue.  These attributions can then be coded for changes internality-externality across the course of the discussion.  It is expected that:
H3:  Disapproving peers will facilitate negative attribution patterns in their friend (external for good relationship events, internal for relationship problems) while approving peers will influence their friends to make beneficial attributions (internal for positive relationship events, external for relationship difficulties).  
H4: In both cases, third-parties influence couple member perceptions by bringing the couple member’s perceptions into accordance with those of the third-party. 

The third aim is to pilot an intervention intended to facilitate positive attribution patterns.  This aim is tested within this paradigm, where an experimental manipulation will be introduced for half of the triad sets that limits the attributions the third-party can make to those that are beneficial for the relationship.  The effect of these beneficial attributions on couple quality and individual well-being will be examined.  It is expected that:

H5: Couples that experience the experimental manipulation will evince higher rates of relationship satisfaction (within couple and friend dyad), and lower rates of depressed affect.

A week after completing the relationships survey, triads will be called back to the laboratory to participate in a study of “Networking Relationships.” Participants (P1) will bring with them their romantic partner (P2) and one close friend (P3).  Noting that friends, as confidantes, are important sources of “relationship work,” the cover story will be that we are interested in studying how friends provide advice to couple members, and if the advice given is influenced by the virtual context. 

Upon entering the lab, individuals will be dispersed to separate computer pod rooms.  Building off of their earlier responses to the adapted Relationship Attributions Questionnaire, couples will be told that they will engage in five 20 minute on-line discussion of either: 

1) something they would like to change in their present relationship (relationship problem discussion), 

2) something they feel is going well in their relationship (relationship success discussion),

3) something the participant (P1) feels is not going right for him/her (individual problem), and 

4) something the participant (P1) feels is going right for him/her (individual success discussion).  

The order of the discussions will be randomly determined, but the fifth discussion will always be of a relationship success wherein participants will be coached (as part of an “advice-giving training session”) to make internal attributions for the success to the relationship.  This condition is included as one way to help ameliorate any potential ill-effects from discussing relationship problems.

For each discussion, they are to engage in a 20 minute on-line instant messaging session.  The instant-messaging context is chosen for a number of reasons: 1) for convenience, as the use of instant messaging will provide a time-stamped transcript of the interactions, 2) for a convenient cover story, where we can claim to be interested in how the internet influences communication, 3) to allow the participant to interact, easily, with both partner and friend simultaneously without the partner being privy of the discussion between friends. 

During each interaction triads are to focus on what they believe the causes are of the problem or success.  They will all be asked to talk about why the problem or success occurs, and to focus on those reasons so they might be able to intervene in a problematic cause or replicate a successful cause.   Couples will also be informed that participant has the option of using his/her friend as a “help-line” to advise them during the chat.  Half of the friends in the study will be in the control condition, and given no direction on how to advise their friends.  In the experimental condition, friends will be asked to first complete an exercise wherein they think of all the external stressors that could have contributed to the problem at hand or to think of all the relationship and individual level factors that could have contributed to the success being discussed.  They will then be limited to using these pre-constructed explanations in their advice to their friend.  

Throughout the interaction, unbeknownst to the romantic partner (P2 – though, warned of the possibility), the friend will be logged-in in “stealth” mode, which makes his/her presence invisible to the members of the interaction.  This “eavesdropping” is used: 1) to cut down on the time it would take for the participant to relay information to the friend, 2) to be able to observe the attributions made at relatively simultaneous intervals. 

During the couple chat, the participant (P1) will have an interaction window open with his/her romantic partner (P2) as well as with his/her friend (P3).   The interaction between partners will be observed by P3 so that s/he can advise his/her friend.  Figure One includes a depiction of the anticipated layout.
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Each sentence typed by the subjects will be time-stamped to the second.  After the sessions are complete, participants (P1-P3) will be re-administered a version of the adapted Attribution Styles Questionnaire mentioned above as a final assessment of any shifts in attributions pre and post discussions. Participants will also be given relationship quality measures, a depression inventory and a mood scale, to assess whether any shifts in attributions were accompanied by affective outcomes.  Couple members will then also be asked to write lists of everything they like about their partners, and to imagine three ways their partner has helped or might help them in their lives.  This is an additional step to reduce any negative impact of being exposed to potentially negative attributions about the relationship or one’s partner.  Participants will then be debriefed and informed of research regarding attribution patterns in close relationships.

Coding Procedure.  Each pair of transcripts (A & B) from each interaction (1-4) will be printed for each triad, and coded by two independent coders, blind to hypotheses, who are advanced students in psychology.  While data is being collected, coders will begin training to learn how to code the transcripts.  Specifically, coders will be trained to 1) identify attributional statements (statements that state or imply causes for behavior, often statements that assign blame or provide explanation), 2) identify source of statement (the focus of this project will be on P1 and P3’s attributions), and 3) rate on a 7 (1 = completely internal, 7 = completely external) point scale the degree to which the attribution is Internal  – External to the participant (P1), to the partner (P2), or to the relationship (i.e., is a function of how P1 and P2 interact with one another, as opposed to P1 or P2 alone).  Reverse scoring will be used so that the “positive” attribution for the issue at hand will always be a higher score.  Training will be done by taking two months at the project’s start to have meetings between the primary investigator, the coders and the research lab members to build the criteria for what constitutes an internal and external attribution, as well as what constitutes an attribution to an individual in the relationship as opposed to the relationship itself.  Weekly lab meetings will be used to review the transcripts.  Cohen’s kappa will be used to determine inter-rater reliability.

Analysis/Evaluation Plan

	Hypothesis
	Predictor(s)
	Outcome
	Analysis

	H1:  Perceptions of third party disapproval will impact the romantic relationship quality of close others.  But direction of impact will depend on source of disapproval
	Categorical: Source of Approval/Disapproval (Friends, Parents, Both Disapproving, Both Approving)

Continuous Covariates: Degree of Disapproval, Closeness with Friends/Parents,

Susceptibility to Social Influence 
	Continuous: Multiple inventories to assess relationship quality (love, closeness, satisfaction, etc.)
	Both a MANCOVA and Multiple regression with Source of (Dis)Approval dummy coded will be used for analyses

	H2:  Attributions of blame for relationship difficulties will be made to disapproving third-parties, especially parents. 
	SAME AS ABOVE
	Continuous: Amount of attribution assigned externally, amount of attribution assigned to third-parties.
	SAME AS ABOVE.  Also, attribution to third-parties will be tested as a mediating variable between the PV and OV in H1.

	H3: Disapproving peers will facilitate negative attribution patterns in their friend while approving peers will facilitate beneficial attributions.
	Peer’s Degree of Disapproval score & P3’s initial attribution for relationship issue cause, controlling for initial correlation between P1 and P3 attributions on relationship issues.
	P1’s post-discussion attribution for relationship issue cause
	Multiple regression

	H4:  A third-party (P3) influences couple member (P1) perceptions by bringing the couple member’s attributions into accordance with those of the third-party.
	· Time Invariant Predictor: Initial P3 attribution treated as constant

· Time Variant Predictor: Strength of relationship between P1 and P3 attributions

Additional predictors (e.g. length of relationship may also be introduced)
	Direction of change over time of P1’s attribution (Toward or away from P3’s perception, scored such that positive movement is coded as concordance, negative as away and neutral as no change) over the interaction
	Growth/time trend modeling will be used to observe change over time and capture richness of the data.



	H5: Those assigned to give/receive beneficial attributional advice will exhibit better relationship satisfaction and mood than those in the control condition
	Categorical IV: Attribution condition
	Continuous DVs: Multiple inventories to assess romantic and friendship relationship quality and individual level mood.
	Combination of MANOVAs and ANOVAs.


All analyses will be conducted with the aid of the University of Missouri Social Sciences Statistical Consulting Center, lead by Dr. Lori Thombs as well as with the input of Dr. Jennifer Krull who is available for consulting within the Department of Psychology.

Project Timeline

The project is estimated to take a year to complete, with the majority of the time being spent on the training of coders and the coding of transcripts.  Recruiting will begin mid-August with the start of the school semester.  Data collection is anticipated to begin in early to mid-September of the school year and to run through December.  Couples will complete the survey first, then friends, then a week to two weeks later, the triad will be brought into the lab.  We anticipate that it will take two hours to run each discussion.  It takes 45 minutes to complete the initial survey.  The plan is to run 5-6 triads per week.  Meanwhile, coding training will begin in October, and coding will run concurrently with data collection and, post-collection, into March.  Data entry will also run concurrently with collection, with data being entered into both SPSS and SAS (PROC MIXED).  Statistical consulting will be obtained at outset of coding training, prior to entry, at set intervals through data entry for preliminary analysis, and at the conclusion of entry in March.  Final analyses will be run for the remainder of the school year.  The precise timeline is depicted in Figure Two.

Figure Two: Timeline of Proposed Research
	Research Activity

  Recruitment 

  Collect Survey Data

  Collect Observational Data & Develop Coding Scheme

  Data entry and analysis

  Write-up & Dissemination
	Months

0-1     1-3       3-6       6-8     8-10    10-12   

  


Strengths and Limitations of the Approach
The primary advantage of the new design is that it will provide a rich data set from a relatively small sample that could be mined for further insights into underlying mechanisms that would help explain how third-parties, particularly friends, serve as resources for “marriage work” or, in this case, simply couple work.  It also has the potential to explain the different effects of third-party support versus opposition, and to help understand a source of influence in shifts in relationship attribution patterns.


Though some would argue that more natural observational paradigms allow for a better understanding of social interaction (see Ickes, 1983), in keeping the relatively natural design for the discussion, however, it may be that attributional statements are rare, especially in control conditions.  Accordingly, it may be necessary to introduce more experimenter prompting to increase the occurrence of attributional statements.  As this is the pilot of the observational method, adjustments will be made along the way if we find that the frequency of attributional statements is low.  In addition, it is expected that different sets of participants will differ from other sets in number of observations over the 20 minute discussion, this will be addressed through choice of statistical analysis.

Also, it may be that friend pairs start off in close accordance in perspectives on a particular issue.  In which case, there would be little room to move in order to see convergence of attributions.  During the survey stage, attempts will be made to identify relationship events upon which there is some degree of difference between couple member and friend (while also selecting those wherein couple members have some divergence).

Lastly, moving to the internet setting is advantageous for a number of reasons (see above), including that with the internet setting more people could be added with more interaction windows (e.g. in future studies each partner could bring a friend) and participants could even be involved from remote (e.g. long-distance romantic relationships, friends and family from afar).  Further, this study would provide some insight into the effectiveness of internet-based interventions.  At the same time, it could be that the context is limiting, in that there are fewer social cues in the virtual world than the real world.  Existing research on the social world of the internet, however, identify it as a social environment with interpersonal goals and rules similar to those of the real-world (see McKenna & Bargh, 2002 for review).  That being said, the internet setting is acknowledged as both a bonus and a drawback.

Dissemination of Results

A successful pilot will result in both presentations and publications of the work in appropriate interdisciplinary journals (e.g. the Journal of Social and Personal Relationships) to ensure access to findings by those across psychological disciplines.  Further, the primary investigator has experience conducting community outreach presentations to familiarize practitioners with research in areas pertinent to their clientele.  It is the intent to similarly seek out receptive audiences with Counseling and Family Studies to familiarize them with relationship cognition research and the impact of third parties.  The Counseling program at the University of Missouri has seminars on Enhancing Romantic Relationships wherein this work would be appropriate to present. Lastly, any research conducted is shared both with the students within the lab, graduate students in Brownbags, and students in research methods courses taught by the Primary Investigator.
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Previous studies concerning the antecedents and treatment of depression have primarily focused on the individual.  Yet, across a range of disciplines, evidence confirming a strong inverse connection between the quality of one’s close relationships and the symptoms of depression has accumulated.  Increasingly, practitioners are discovering the effectiveness of couple therapy and systems therapy for the treatment of depression.  In order to facilitate such interventions, it is important to examine the factors that influence the maintenance and quality of close relationships. The goal of this project is to examine sources of social influence on relationship quality – an under-studied source of influence.  Focusing on the quality of a romantic relationship, this study aims to examine the effect relationships with close others (e.g. friends, family) have on development of a close relationship (i.e. a romantic relationship). The specific objectives include investigating 1) if the opinions of close others influence aspects of the quality of the romantic relationship, 2) if so, how do these 3rd-parties influence the members of the romantic dyad, and 3.) how might this source of influence be used to benefit the relationship, and, thus, the individual.  Integrating attribution theory, it is hypothesized that 3rd-parties influence relationship quality by affecting the causes couple members use to explain relationship events.  In the proposed pilot of a new internet-based observational paradigm, social interactions between triads (a couple, and a couple member’s friend) will be first examined for the natural occurrence of 3rd-party influence on perception.  Then, an intervention will be introduced whereby the influence of the 3rd-party is used to facilitate healthy attributions (e.g. crediting partner/relationship for successes, acknowledging external stressors for relationship difficulties).  It is expected that training 3rd-parties to use their influence to support instead of denigrate the relationship, will lead to healthier relationships across the triad, enhancing relationship satisfaction, and individual well-being.  Across disciplines, our means to examine relationship networks are limited, and consequently our knowledge of social influences on relationship dynamics is minimal. Expanding what is known about 3rd-party influence is fundamental to understanding relationship processes, with potentially important applications for those working directly with individuals, couples and families. 





Interaction 1A: Couple discusses relationship issue


(Friend eavesdrops)





Interaction 1B: Friend advises Participant


(Romantic Partner unaware)
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