NSF White Paper: How and Why Do Close Relationships Shape Human Behavior ? Page 1

October, 2010

NSF White Paper:
How and Why Do Close Relationships Shape Human Behavior ?

Grand Challenge Question: What are the mechanisms and underlying principles by
which human close relationships structure behavior and experience such that close
relationships are a very major influence on individual and societal well being?

Arthur Aron, Ph.D.
State University of New York at Stony Brook

Margaret S. Clark, Ph.D.
Yale University

Harry Reis, Ph.D.
University of Rochester

With the helpful consultation of John Holmes, PhlDniversity of Waterloo

Abstract [199 wor ds]

Human close interpersonal relationships have beamwigcingly demonstrated to have very large
(often the largest effects of any variables studagdvirtually all aspects of life, including well-
being, health, and diverse social phenomena rarfging crime and prejudice to workplace
productivity and education. Findings are alsorcéal compelling that virtually all aspects of
individual experience (e.g., emotion, cognitiorgttehape behavior are created or molded by
relationships. Research, especially in the lastezhs, in a variety of disciplines and using
widely diverse methods, has made tremendous preogredentifying the underlying
mechanisms behind these various effects, and muiating theoretical models about their
operation. However, the central importance oftr@heships for all facets of human life
(including for understanding basic behavioral peses), and the demonstrated ability of
scientists to study these phenomena systematiga#gjsely, and successfully, has only begun
to be appreciated in the various major disciplindsvertheless, it is now clear that the scientific
study of close relationships to date has laid tie@igdwork for the social and behavioral
sciences to make enormous, unprecedented advanibethibasic knowledge of human
behavior and the application of that knowledgen®most significant social issues facing
humankind.
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Grand Challenge Question: What are the mechanisms and underlying principles by
which human close relationships structure behavior and experience such that close
relationships are a very major influence on individual and societal well being?

Text [exactly 2,000 words]
I ntroduction/over view

Human close relationships, such as family, roncafiiendship, teacher-student, and
close coworkers, are characterized by interdepargjdérequency and diversity of interaction,
and strong mutual influence. Here we briefly @)iew the substantial literature on the immense
impact of relationships on virtually all aspectdradividual and social life; (b) summarize some
of the multi-disciplinary advances of the last Z&as in understanding basic processes
accounting for this impact; then (c) describe hbis tvork has only begun to realize the
enormous opportunity such research promises ftindring our fundamental understanding of
human behavior and the application of that knowdefdyg addressing the major social issues of
our time.

Central importance of close relationshipsfor all facets of human life

Well being. The existence of significant close relationshipgs feing socially isolated)
and the quality of those relationships have beenastrated to be theost important factor in
individual psychological well being (satisfactioithvlife, sense of meaningfulness vs. distress,
despair), both as a stable tendency and as a detamof short-term fluctuations. At the
extreme, for example, relationship problems arenthgr cause of suicide. Like most of the
effects noted in this White Paper, the effect ofi-imeing has been shown in a vast array of
different kinds of studies including controlled taatory experiments, representative one-time
and longitudinal surveys, daily-diary and randonpenence studies, qualitative interviews,
neuroimaging and other biomarker studies, and wattk nonhuman primates and rodents.

Health. Relationships play a key (often principle) rolaliness susceptibility, intensity,
and speed and likelihood of recovery. Effect sibeselationship influences on mortality are of
the same magnitude as obesity and smoking. Indeextent meta-analysis reported in the
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences demonstrated that being alone versus having
successful significant relationships makes one abdutimes more likely to die prematurely.
These effects span virtually every disease (eegrthdisease, cancer) and cause of death that has
been studied. Direct effects of relationships @ntal health are even stronger. For example,
almost half of those seeking psychotherapy do sause of relationship problems.

Broader social impact. Most violent crimes occur between people in cladationships
(e.g., Americans are 3.67 times more likely to eigmee homicidal violence from a known other
than from a stranger). A particularly promisingeaue for reducing prejudice towards another
group is turning out to be friendship—and not merguaintance or frequent interaction—with
an individual in that group. (This has been denraied in controlled laboratory and field
experiments and representative surveys, and iregtmtanging from ethnicity to religious
conflict to police-community relations.) Nearlyexy review ever done of research on worker
satisfaction and productivity concludes that thesmmportant factor (more important than
salary or physical working conditions) is relatibis with coworkers and managers. Similarly,
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the quality of teacher-student and student-studdationships plays a critical and large role in
shaping attitudes towards school and in determihowg much is learned. Further, all these
examples are superseded by the long-term effedtsroly relationships (parent-parent, parent-
child, sibling, extended families). One’s childldoenvironment powerfully shapes adult well-
being, health, crime and violence, prejudice, ecansuccess (e.g., children of unmarried or
divorced parents are much more likely to be paadycation, and of course the parenting of
one’s own children.

Basic behavioral and social processes. Reflecting both evolutionary and cultural
forces, every facet of basic human experience ahdwor is heavily shaped and even
constructed by the close relationship context.h&gs this is most obvious for emotions—
virtually all of which are responses to relatioaaénts (e.g., separations; arguments; felt
expressions of caring; intense love, hate, angesgive to convey social needs (e.g., expressions
of grief or despair). Regarding language, the wagbrity of language use (from the early
evolutionary environment through modern urban sesgoccurs among family, friends, and
close co-workers. Many scholars believe that lagguevolved to facilitate communication
within families and groups of close associates.r@tan, including what we think about, how
we think about it, what we recall and don’t, whetonscious and what is not, how we organize
cognitive elements, and so forth, have all beendadio be significantly shaped by relationship-
relevant motivations and experiences. It is beognmcreasingly plausible that much of what is
unique about human (and all primate) cognitioissale in the context of effective social
functioning with relationship partners. This is@akeen for physiological experiences. For
example, physical pain (both experienced and nendadators) is less when holding a spouse’s
hand or when viewing an image of a loved one. ¢A¢®me data suggest social pain evokes the
same neural response as physical pain.) Even pasieptual processes are turning out to be
fashioned at least in part by relationship contdsxdr example, one recent study found that hills
look less steep, drop less far when with a close part@écourse the neural processes (shown in
an increasing array of fMRI, ERP, and various bidmaastudies) and behaviors associated with
these emotions, cognitions, and so forth, are rdeessarily a function of the influence of
relationships. In short, there are few if any éastthat have as pervasive or influential effects o
human activity as do close relationships.

Immense progressin thelast 25 years

There have been longstanding small (but persisstr@ams of relevant work in fields
such as family sociology, the social psychologyntérpersonal attraction, and the biology of
mate selection, Yet, these streams were typicaign as secondary to major research trends in
these disciplines. However, the last 25 years hatreessed a dramatic explosion of new and
empirically rigorous relationship research andlibginning of a wider appreciation of the
importance of this work throughout the various ghibeary mainstreams. There are, for
example, two major social science journals devesadusively to relationship research;
numerous handbooks, edited books, and even a regeytlopedia; a large, influential
international organization of researchers; anduesd) smaller conferences (e.g., “relationship
preconferences” at major disciplinary meetings3ydhology, communication, and sociology
departments at most research universities incleieréd faculty whose primary focus is
relationships. It is also increasingly commonftaulty in a range of other departments (e.qg.,
neuroscience, economics, political science, phi/aied cultural anthropology, animal behavior)
to have relationships as a major part of theiraede Simultaneously, it is increasingly
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common for the research published in the majomalgracross these fields (and in prestigious
general journals such &sience andNature) to include relationship studies. Most major
universities now offer both undergraduate and gasslaourses on the scientific study of
relationships.

This research effort has been enormously prodeictive have learned about a great
diversity of important processes and are begintorigtegrate these contributions into the
traditional disciplines. We know much, for exam@bout the underlying principles behind
relationship processes that are either benefieigl (processes that allow people to go out and
explore and accomplish things) or detrimental tdl iseing (e.g., processes that explain why
abused spouses return to abusers), and about pesd@sd the underlying reasons) that can be
constructive in one setting or set of circumstarases destructive in another (e.g., forgiveness).
Increasingly, we know also about how these prosesisape and are shaped by evolution,
genetics, associated neural and hormonal funcgpmaividual and cultural environment, and
specific long-term and momentary situational cot#ex hat is, we are coming to understand not
just that relationships have huge effects on alii&iof things, buivhy and how those effects
operate.

This progress has been multi-disciplinary and leggoa great diversity of
complementary methods. There has also been signifprogress in developing fundamental
theory, much of which is guided by a few widelylirgintial and well supported conceptual
frameworks, such as interdependence theory, tiiesgeansion model, the communal-exchange
approach, the intimacy model, and the recent egkH#ation model from social psychology;
attachment theory originally from developmentalghsyogy; precise conceptual frameworks
based on evolutionary models; and applications athematical models from economics,
network analysis, and other disciplines. Impoltante are beginning to see integration of
different relationship theories and integratiomrelationship theories with models developed in
non-relationship contexts.

What now?

Although there has been tremendous progress in recent years, this has only opened up
even greater opportunities for advancing knowledge (and application to addressing social
problems). The direct research by those focusing on relatipssargely has been done in a
scientific climate that emphasized individual, rmetational processes, often treating
relationships as epiphenomena. Only recently babavioral scientists begun to see close
relationships as central factors in the constractibindividual processes such as social attitudes,
emotion, motivation, and self-regulation, and oedgn more recently in cognition, memory,
language, and perception. Also, only very receaté/behavioral scientists beginning to
consider the possibility that relationships aresehwnits in social and individual life. Finally,
only in the last decade have neuroscientists taddationships seriously and relationship
researchers have begun to make substantial usuodstience methods and to integrate their
work with animal research.

In short, we have begun to identify and precisiggcribe important beneficial and
harmful processes, as well as the individual dafifiees and situational factors that can predict
who engages in which of them to what extent anceumdhat conditions. But the most important
guestions remain. What we have accomplished demades that this is a field that can be
studied successfully and there is a solid groun&warwhich future work can be based.
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Key directionsfor the coming years

1. As new methods become available, many of whicleapensive to implement, resources
are needed for them to be made widely accessiliteeteesearch community. Methods
already proven successful include representatingbag, cross-cultural, longitudinal,
neuroimaging and biomarkers, ambulatory assessmemnsfudent samples, animal
models, eye-tracking, precise assessment of nooicussautomatic associations, and
mathematical modeling. Even more important willthe ability to take advantage of
additional new methods likely to be developed.

2. A major almost untapped area is how relationshpgeate as psychological and social
entities over and above the individuals that cosgpthem.

3. Social and behavioral science disciplines histdliggnored or gave peripheral status to
relationships. Yet, as noted, increasingly iuming out that phenomena once thought to
be individually based or purely a function of largecial structure are not only
moderated and mediated by relationship phenomenaften relationship variables play
the primary causal role. As these phenomena argd®red within varying relationship
contexts, the very nature of what had been thotogbé established general findings are
sometimes turned on their heads.

4. Collaboration: Relationship research clearly Wwéhefit greatly from expanded
collaboration and extension to the entire diversitgocial and behavioral sciences—and
beyond. As Harold Kelley remarked, "Basic knowledgthin the social, behavioral, and
biological sciences is essential to an understgnairnuman relationships. Here we wish
to make a case for the opposite point, that basieviedge of close relationships is
essential to the other disciplines ... (s)ince many humaaratteristics are determined by
the nature of social relationships, the knowledgetributed by a science of relationships
... Is indispensable for the full development oftbpsychological science and social
science.” (p. 486, italics from the original)

Summary, conclusion

This Grand Challenge Question is foundational taaaisformative. It focuses on basic
phenomena throughout the social and behaviorahcege At the same time, it challenges the
for-too-long overarching implicit assumption thiaése can be understood while treating as
secondary human beings’ central nature as embedddolse interpersonal relationships.
Moreover, focus on this question has shown itsetiessarily interdisciplinary.

In sum, (a) although it is now well establishedtttlose relationships are fundamental to
all areas of human life and (b) a great deal has lbearned to date (especially recently), (c)
these advances only lay the groundwork for thead@eid behavioral sciences to make
enormous, unprecedented advances in both basiclédgevof human behavior and the
application of that knowledge to the most significaocial issues facing humankind.

Three references (sour ces of grand overviews)

Berscheid, E. (1999). The greening of relationsuignce American Psychologist, 54 , 260 —
266. [Foundational, ahead-of-its-time argumerthe top psychology journal for points
made in this White Paper]



NSF White Paper: How and Why Do Close Relationships Shape Human Behavior ? Page 6

Clark, M. S., & Lemay, E. I. (2010). Close relaships. InS. T. Fiske, D. T. Gilbert & G.

Lindsey (Eds.)Handbook of social psychology (5 ed., Vol. 2, pp. 898-940). New York: Wiley.
[Recent overview of the relationship fieldtihe most influential handbook in social psychology]

Vangelisti & D. Perlman (2006 ambridge handbook of personal relationships. New York:
Cambridge University PresgMost influential interdisciplinary handbook in thelationship
field; chapters summarize the key findingd tgears ago]

* k¥ % % k¥ k% % *x * k% *k *x * % %k * * * % % * % % * % *x * % *

This work is licensed under the Creative CommonslAttion-ShareAlike 3.0 Unported
License. To view a copy of this license, visit bffpreativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
or send a letter to Creative Commons, 171 Secare@iSSuite 300, San Francisco,
California, 94105, USA.



