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Abstract

Discrepancies in partners’ commitment have been emphasized as a key factor involved

in relationship instability. We tested the contributions of multiple types of commit-

ment asymmetry (discrepancies between partners at one time point) and asynchrony

(discrepancies in the progression of commitment over time) to relationship satisfac-

tion and break-up. In three studies (N = 6960 couples) spanning months (Study 1),

days (Study 2) and years (Study 3), commitment asymmetry and asynchrony consis-

tently didnotpredict satisfactionor break-upwhen controlling for individuals and their

partners’ commitment. Only one’s own commitment and proportion of downturns in

commitment (reporting lower commitment than the previous time point) consistently

predicted satisfaction.Women’s (but notmen’s) commitment and proportion of down-

turns were associated (negatively and positively, respectively) with break-up. Thus,

contrary to some significant previous findings, commitment asymmetry and asyn-

chrony are not indicative of future relationship outcomes. Our findings have important

implications for theoretical models of commitment and couples’ practical issues in

relationships over time.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Romantic relationships play an important role in physical and men-

tal health (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2008), and both positive and negative

relationship experiences can influence personal and partnerwell-being

(e.g., Antonucci et al., 2001; Stanton et al., 2020). An integral and

common marker of the state of a romantic relationship is each part-

ner’s commitment. According to the investment model (Rusbult, 1980,

1983), commitment stems from relationship satisfaction, quality of

alternatives and investments in the relationship. Commitment, in turn,

influences partners’ stay-leave decisions and how satisfying and stable

the relationship is over time (e.g., Machia & Ogolsky, 2021). How-
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ever, it is common for one partner to be more committed than the

other at any given point in a relationship. This commitment asymmetry

is associated with lower relationship stability, adjustment, and sat-

isfaction, and higher conflict and aggression (Sprecher et al., 2006;

Stanley et al., 2017). Notably, in previous research asymmetry has

been measured in a variety of ways, each with empirical and practi-

cal limitations.Measurement and replication issues have recently been

highlighted in relationship science and psychology more broadly (e.g.,

Schimmack, 2020). These issues have major implications for theoret-

ical models of relationship commitment, as well as practical issues

couples face as their relationships develop and change over time. In

the current research, we aim to resolve prior measurement issues by
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(1) comparing different ways of measuring commitment asymmetry

and (2) introducing a new method, examining commitment asynchrony

(i.e., discrepancies between partners in their progression of commit-

ment over time). We also test whether commitment asymmetry and

asynchrony predict relationship satisfaction and break-up over days,

months and years.

Asymmetry in romantic partners’ relationship evaluations has been

operationalized in several different ways. Some research has cate-

gorized romantic partners into symmetrical or asymmetrical groups

based on participants’ own responses and their partners’ responses

to the same sets of questions (e.g., Stanley et al., 2017; Weiser et al.,

2018). For example, Stanley et al. (2017) examined asymmetrical com-

mitment by coding relationships inwhich partners’ commitment scores

differed by 1 SD or more as asymmetrical. This categorical asymmetry

was then used as a predictor of relationship outcomes, revealing that

asymmetrical (vs symmetrical) commitment was associatedwith lower

relationship adjustment, more conflict and more aggression. However,

there are several problems associated with categorizing continuous

variables (e.g., van Walraven & Hart, 2008), including a loss of sta-

tistical power, residual confounding and biased results often due to

data-derived or arbitrary cut-off points. Using this approach, it is also

unclear what asymmetry means for couples at a practical level. For

example, a couple that differs by 0.90 SDwill be categorized differently

fromone that differs by 1.1 SD, but it is unlikely that these couples have

markedly different lived experiences. Thus, categorizingmaynot be the

best methodological or practical approach to examining asymmetry in

romantic relationships.

Other researchers have relied on relationship partners themselves

to identify whether the relationship is asymmetrical using a perceived

asymmetry approach. That is, researchers have asked participants

to indicate who, between themselves and their partner, is the more

involved partner. For example, Sprecher et al. (2006) asked partici-

pants to rate “Who would you say is more emotionally involved in

the relationship?” on a 7-point scale with equal involvement as the

midpoint and the opposite ends of the scale representing greater

involvement by one partner versus the other. Equal involvement in this

study (i.e., selecting the midpoint) was associated with greater rela-

tionship satisfaction and stability. Perceptions of asymmetry have also

beenmeasuredbyparticipants reporting their perceptionsof their own

and their partner’s level of the variable of interest (e.g., Tan et al., 2020).

However,measuring asymmetry in thiswaydoes not necessarily assess

true asymmetry between partners as it assumes participants’ percep-

tions accurately reflect their partners’ experiences. Thus, theperceived

asymmetry approach is interesting and potentially important but it is

not the focus of the current research, nor were data available to test

this question directly.

A final approach to measuring asymmetry involves calculating the

absolute value of the difference between partners’ scores on the

same scale (e.g., Mark & Murray, 2012). This continuous asymmetry

approach accounts for the difference between the partners but fails to

account for each partner’s individual score on the variable. Thus, cou-

pleswho are highly committed but differ slightlywould be assigned the

same value as those who have low commitment but differ by the same

amount. These couples are likely to have very different lived experi-

ences and therefore this method may not effectively capture distinct

types of asymmetric relationships. To adjust for this, some researchers

have included the absolute difference score and each partner’s score

in their models (e.g., Hadden et al., 2014), arguing that controlling for

individual main effects provides greater confidence that it is the dis-

crepancy between partners that is driving the effect, rather than each

partner’s score for that variable (Hadden et al., 2014). This addition

allows for a more accurate representation of the impact of asymme-

try specifically; however, a major limitation of this approach (and the

other approaches described above) is that it does not consider how

commitment develops or changes over time. That is, these methods

generally rely on examining asymmetry at a single time point, rather

than examining how relationships may progress at different rates for

each partner.

Romantic partners’ commitment fluctuates over time, and these

fluctuations are associated with relationship quality and dissolution

(e.g., Knopp et al., 2014; Ogolsky et al., 2016). Fluctuations in commit-

ment may not always occur simultaneously between partners, giving

rise to the potential for asymmetry to also fluctuate over time. Our

research involves multiple reports of partners’ commitment over time,

allowing us to examine the effects of commitment asymmetry at spe-

cific time points but also how differences in the progression of the

relationship can differ between partners (asynchrony). As far as we are

aware, only one studyhas examineddifferences in couples’ progression

of commitment over time: Finn et al. (2020) found that couples who

eventually broke up had a stronger within-couple correlation in their

changes in commitment over time than those who stayed together,

likely due to partners’ rapidly decreasing levels of commitment as they

approached break-up. These findings were inconsistent with both pre-

vious research on asymmetry in commitment and with the authors’

own hypotheses and thus would benefit from replication. In the cur-

rent research, we examinedwhether differences in partners’ change in

commitment over time (i.e., asynchrony in slopes)were associatedwith

later satisfaction and break-up.

Finally, we assessed an additional method of examining differences

in partners’ progression of commitment over time, namely differences

in the proportion of downturns in commitment. Instability in com-

mitment in general is bad for relationships (Knopp et al., 2014), but

downturns, or decreases in commitment from previous levels, may be

especially detrimental. Awide variety of psychological findings demon-

strate that negative experiences have a remarkably profound impact

on people, including having a greater impact than positive experiences

(for reviews, see Baumeister et al., 2001; Rozin & Royzman, 2001).

Downturns in commitment, in particular, have been shown to predict

lower passion and a higher likelihood of break-up (Niehuis et al., 2016;

Ogolsky et al., 2016). Thus, discrepancies between partners in such a

significant areamaybeassociatedwithparticularly negativeoutcomes.

However, it could also be argued that if at least one partner is not

experiencing these downturns, thismay be a protective factor for one’s

relationship even if the other partner is experiencing downturns (and is

thus discrepant). Thus, we examined differences between partners in

the frequency of downturns in commitment over time (i.e., asynchrony

in downturns), determining how this may contribute to relationship

quality and dissolution for the first time.
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In the current research, we aimed to resolve some important mea-

surement issues in relationship science by attempting to replicate

and extend past research examining the links between romantic part-

ners’ commitment asymmetry and asynchrony and their relationship

satisfaction and likelihood of break-up. We included multiple opera-

tionalizations of asymmetry and asynchrony to compare results across

each methodological approach. Specifically, we (1) categorized rela-

tionships as symmetrical or asymmetrical (categorical asymmetry;

Model 1a); (2) calculated the absolute value of the difference between

partners’ scores (continuous asymmetry;Model 2a); (3) added themain

effects of each partner’s commitment to the previous models allowing

for greater confidence that it is the discrepancy between the partners

that is driving the effect (Models 1b and 2b); (4) examined differ-

ences in partners’ proportion of downturns in commitment over time

(asynchrony in downturns; Model 3a) and accounted for each part-

ner’s number of downturns (Model 3b); and (5) examined differences

in partners’ progression of commitment over time by calculating dif-

ferences in their slopes (asynchrony in slopes; Model 4a), accounting

for each partner’s slopes (Model 4b), and accounting for the differ-

ence between partners’ intercepts and each partner’s intercept (Model

4c). Establishing clarity in commitment discrepancy measurement and

replicating effects across multiple timeframes will enhance theoretical

precision (e.g., of the investment model and other influential theories

of commitment; Rusbult, 1980, 1983).

We predicted that, in general, partners’ levels of asymmetry and

asynchrony would be negatively associated with their future relation-

ship satisfaction and positively associatedwith break-up. To determine

whether asymmetry and asynchrony are pervasive issues in roman-

tic relationships, we also described the typical level of asymmetry and

asynchrony in partners’ commitment using each method described

above. The hypotheses, methods,1 and analytic plan of all three stud-

ies were preregistered, and the materials, data,2 output and code are

publicly available (Study 1: https://osf.io/9ts3u/; Study 2: https://osf.

io/7wp4c/; Study 3: https://osf.io/sbjwk/).We report all manipulations,

measures and exclusions in these studies.

2 STUDY 1

2.1 Methods

2.1.1 Participants

Participants were recruited by random digit dialing of approximately

36,000households in an urban area of the southwesternUnited States.

To be eligible, participantswere required to be in a heterosexual dating

relationship, nevermarried, between 19 and 35 years old and available

1 All three studies involved secondary data analysis using a subset of a large, previously col-

lected dataset. Thus, some of the language used in the preregistrations (particularly relating to

methods and data collection) is in the past tense. The hypotheses and analytic plans were gen-

erated and preregistered prior to accessing the data in all three studies.We also preregistered

which subset of available scales and/or itemswould be used for these tests.
2 Study 3 data belong to the German Family Panel Study and are available upon request

through its website (https://www.pairfam.de/en/).

over a 9-month continuous period. Initial calls identified 861 eligible

individuals, 232 of whom consented to participate and whose part-

ner also consented. Thus, 464 individuals (232 couples) completed the

first interview. On average, participants were in their mid-twenties

(Mmen = 24.80, SDmen = 3.86; Mwomen = 23.26, SDwomen = 3.58) and

had been in their relationship for about 2 years (M = 26.30 months,

SD=21.77).Our samplewas ethnically representative of the local pop-

ulation, with 70% White, 16% Hispanic, 8% African-American/Black

and 6%Asian.

2.1.2 Procedure

Study 1was part of a larger three-phase study conducted in theUnited

States from 1993 to 1995, mapping changes in romantic partners’

commitment to wed over a 9 month period.3 Phase 1 consisted of a

1–3-hour baseline interview. Phase 2 began approximately 1 month

after Phase 1, and involved shorter, 15–30-minmonthly interviews for

7 consecutive months. During months 1 and 7, participants also com-

pleted two10daydaily diaries, indicating their engagement in a variety

of behaviours (e.g., leisure activities, chores). Finally, Phase 3 occurred

approximately 1 month after Phase 2 and involved a 1–3-hour final

interview.

2.1.3 Measures

Commitment to wed

During the Phase 1 interview, participants constructed a graph of

changes in their perceived chance of marriage over the course of their

current relationship. Although not identical to global commitment,

partners’ commitment to wed captures unique components of com-

mitment that have been shown to be particularly relevant for those in

dating relationships; specifically, a long-term orientation and stability

in expectations of long-term relationship quality (Ogolsky et al., 2016).

Interviewers showed participants a blank graph that had the chance

of marriage, which ranged from 0% (certain they would never marry

their partner or had never thought about marriage) to 100% (certain

they would eventually marry their partner), on the y-axis and time in

months on the x-axis (Surra &Gray, 2000). Interviewersmarked impor-

tant dates (e.g., date of relationship onset) on the bottom of the graph

and then asked about and marked the chance of marriage today and

at the beginning of the relationship. Participants indicated when they

had first become aware of a change in the chance of marriage from the

initial value. Interviewers plotted that value on the graph and asked

participants to explain the shapeof the line that should connect the two

points. They then repeated this procedure for each reported change

in the chance of marriage until the graph reached “today”. If partici-

pants stated that they were philosophically opposed to marriage and

3 Data from this study were previously used in Ogolsky et al.’s (2016) examination of common

patterns of commitment towed andOgolsky and Surra’s (2014) examination of the differences

between concurrent and retrospective trajectories of commitment to wed.
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would never marry, they were given the opportunity to graph lifelong

commitment to each other rather than chance of marriage. The partic-

ipants who chose this option (N = 7) were excluded from analyses. An

additional 17 participants were excluded from analyses because their

graphs showed no change in the chance ofmarriage (N= 13), hadmiss-

ing transcripts because of equipment failure (N = 3), or were extreme

outliers (reported a 100% change in the chance of marriage in one day;

N= 1).

At each of the seven monthly interviews in Phase 2, respondents

indicated whether they were dating the same partner and completed

a graph of the chance of marriage from the date of the prior interview

until the date of the current interview. Of the participants retained for

the study, the average number of Phase 2 surveys completed was high

(Range= 0–8,M= 6.44, SD= 2.24).

The Phase 3 interview took place approximately 9 months after the

first interview and consisted of the same procedure. Participants first

made a monthly update of the graph. They then constructed a retro-

spective graph of the chance of marriage from the beginning of the

relationship until the day of the Phase 3 interview and completed a

series of relational measures (e.g., satisfaction). Graphing portions of

all interviews were audiotaped. Phase 3 was completed by 322 par-

ticipants. In all studies if participants reported a break-up they did not

complete any additionalmeasures of commitment or relationship satis-

faction. Thus, these scores are a reflection of pre-break-up experiences

only.

Global commitment

Global commitment was measured in Phases 1, 2.4 (the fourth Phase 2

monthly interview), and 3with three items from Rusbult’s (1980) mea-

sure of commitment and satisfaction (e.g., “For how much longer do

you want your relationship to last?”), rated on a 9-point scale. Items

were scored andmean aggregated such that higher scores represented

higher commitment (Phase 1: α = .85; Phase 2.4: α = .87; Phase 3:

α= .90).

Relationship satisfaction

Relationship satisfaction was measured in Phases 1, 2.4 and 3 using

Huston and Vangelisti’s (1991) Marital Opinion Questionnaire. Par-

ticipants rated their relationship over the past month on ten 7-point

bipolar scales (e.g., “miserable-enjoyable”), as well as a single-item

global measure of satisfaction (“All things considered, how satisfied or

dissatisfied have you been with your relationship over the last month

or so?”) rated on a 7-point scale (1= completely satisfied, 7= completely

dissatisfied). Items were scored and mean aggregated such that higher

scores represented higher satisfaction (Phase 1: α = .90; Phase 2.4:

α= .92; Phase 3: α= .93).

Break-up

Throughout Phases 2 and 3, participants reported if they were in a

romantic relationship and, if so, if it was with the same partner they

started the study with. Break-up was coded (1 = broken up, 0 = still

together) if participants or their partners ever indicated they were no

longer in a relationship or were in a relationship with a new partner.

TABLE 1 Correlations between partners on key variables across
studies.

Study 1 Study 2 Study 3

Commitment .339*** .494*** .210***

Satisfaction .288*** .438*** .216***

Proportion of

downturns

.408*** .248*** .246***

Note: Correlations are presented for Phase 1 commitment and satisfaction

in Studies 1–2, andWave 1 commitment and satisfaction in Study 3.

***p< .001

Overall, 58 out of 232 couples (25.0%) confirmed they had broken-up

by Phase 3.

3 RESULTS

3.1 Frequency of asymmetry

Correlations between partners on key study variables across studies

are presented in Table 1. All difference scores in all studies reflect an

absolute difference between partners; the terms “difference” or “dif-

ference score” are used for brevity. For asymmetry, we calculated the

difference between partners’ global commitment scores (continuous

asymmetry). Consistent with previous research (Stanley et al., 2017),

couples inwhich partners’ global commitment differed by 1 SDormore

were also coded as categorically asymmetrical.

For asynchrony,wewere unable to use global commitment scores as

global commitmentwas notmeasured enough times to generate slopes

and intercepts using growth curve analyses. Instead, we used partic-

ipants’ commitment to wed from the graphing procedure in Phase 2.

First, we tallied the total number of “turning points”, or instanceswhere

commitment to wed changed across all 7 months in Phase 2, as well

as how frequently these changes were decreases in commitment to

wed. We then divided the number of times participants reported a

decrease in commitment to wed by the total number of instances in

which they reported a change in commitment to wed to create the

proportion of downturns. We then calculated the difference between

relationship partners’ proportion of downturns (i.e., asynchrony in

downturns).

Next, we calculated participants’ average commitment towed score

each month in Phase 2 (seven scores per person). We then conducted

an unconditional two-intercept growth model (separated by sex), with

Time (0 = Phase 2.1) entered as a Level 1 predictor and monthly com-

mitment to wed as the outcome. We then extracted the transformed

residual scores from the unconditional growth model. We calculated

the absolute value of the difference between partners’ residuals for

both the intercept and slope, representing differences in partners’ per-

ceptionsof the trajectoryof their relationship (i.e., asynchrony in slopes

and intercepts).Overall, commitment asymmetry andasynchronywere

common in this sample (see Table 2), with 32.8%of couples categorized

as asymmetrical at Phase 1.
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TABLE 2 Descriptive information regarding asymmetry and
asynchrony in romantic relationships.

Asymmetry/

asynchrony type Study 1 Study 2 Study 3

Categorical asymmetry

N asymmetrical

(proportion of total

sample asymmetrical)

76 (32.8%) 64 (36.0%) 5778 (18.4%)

Difference between

partners’ global

commitment scores

M (SD)

1.37 (1.36) 0.89 (0.68) 0.34 (0.60)

Difference in proportion

of downturns

M (SD)

0.17 (0.19) 0.11 (0.10) 0.09 (0.15)

Difference in slopes

M (SD)

2.10 (2.22) 0.03 (0.04) 0.004 (0.01)

Difference in intercepts

M (SD)

14.07 (14.74) 0.47 (0.55) 0.16 (0.22)

Note: Global commitment scores could range from0 to 8 in Study 1, 1 to 9 in

Study 2, and 1 to 5 in Study 3. Commitment scores used to calculate slopes

and intercepts could range from 0 to 100 in Study 1, 1 to 7 in Study 2, and 1

to 5 in Study 3.

3.2 Association of asymmetry and asynchrony
with satisfaction

To test whether asymmetry in global commitment at Phase 1 predicted

relationship satisfaction 9 months later (Phase 3), we used multilevel

modelling guided by the actor-partner interdependence model (APIM)

(Kenny et al., 2006), where individuals were nested within couples.

We used a model-building approach, where the effects of differences

between partners (categorical or continuous) were first included in

their respective basemodels, followedby additionalmodels controlling

for actors’ and partners’ global commitment scores. In the results sec-

tion of each study we include the effects of these base models so that

theymaybe contrastedwith those that control for actors’ andpartners’

global scores, demonstrating the impact of failing to take this broader

context into consideration. However, our interpretation of the results

in our general discussion focuses solely on themodels including actors’

and partners’ scores, as this provides the most accurate estimate of

the effects of asymmetry and asynchrony specifically. In all models we

predicted Phase 3 satisfaction controlling for satisfaction at Phase 1.

We also differentiated between effects for males4 and females to be

comparablewith theasynchronyanalyses (detailedbelow).As shown in

Table 3, neither categorical nor continuous asymmetry at Phase 1 pre-

dicted differences in romantic partners’ satisfaction at Phase 3, either

in the base models (Models 1a and 2a) or in subsequent models con-

trolling for actors’ and partners’ global commitment scores (Models

1b and 2b). Actors’ commitment was associated with higher relation-

4 We use sex (male/female) or gender (man/woman) to differentiate partners based on how

participants identified themselves in the demographic questionnaire of each study (sex in Stud-

ies 1 and 3, gender in Study 2).When comparing across studies (e.g., in the discussion), we treat

men as synonymous withmales, andwomen as synonymous with females.

ship satisfaction 9months later formales in the categorical asymmetry

model.

For asynchrony, we first entered the difference in partners’ pro-

portion of downturns as a predictor of Phase 3 satisfaction in an

APIM (Kenny et al., 2006). We then ran an additional model control-

ling for actors’ and partners’ proportion of downturns. The results of

the base model (Model 3a) indicated that differences between part-

ners in their proportion of downturns over a 7month period predicted

males’ and females’ relationship satisfaction; however, these effects

were nonsignificant when controlling for actors’ and partners’ propor-

tions of downturns (Model 3b). Instead, only the actors’ proportion of

downturns significantly predictedmales’ and females’ satisfaction.

Next we ran APIMs with differences in slopes and intercepts

predicting Phase 3 satisfaction. The base model included only the dif-

ference between partners’ slopes, or overall trajectories (Model 4a).

We then ran an additionalmodelwhere each partner’s slopewas added

(Model 4b). Finally, we added the difference between partners’ inter-

cepts (to account for initial asymmetry at Time 0) and each partner’s

intercept to the model (Model 4c). Results in all three models revealed

that differences between partners in their trajectories of commitment

over a 7-month period did not predict males’ and females’ relationship

satisfaction over time. The actors’ slope significantly predicted later

relationship satisfaction for males in Model 4b (accounting for each

partner’s slope), and significantly predicted satisfaction for females in

Model 4c (accounting for intercepts).

In sum, although commitment asymmetry and asynchrony pre-

dicted relationship satisfaction in some of the base models, no effects

remained robust when controlling for individuals’ own and their part-

ner’s commitment or commitment trajectories. Thus, couple-level

asymmetry and asynchrony did not explain meaningful variation in

relationship satisfaction over and above individual levels of commit-

ment.

3.3 Association of asymmetry and asynchrony
with break-up

To test whether asymmetry and asynchronywere associatedwith rela-

tionship break-up over the next 9 months, we used logistic regression.

Base models with only the difference variables (categorical or con-

tinuous asymmetry, difference in proportion of downturns, difference

in slopes) were simple logistic regressions as both the predictor and

outcome were at the couple level. However, when individual level pre-

dictors (e.g., each partner’s commitment) were added these became

two-level models, with individuals nested within couples. We followed

the specifications of Loeys et al. (2014) for conducting APIMs with

categorical dyadic data using generalized estimating equations (GEEs),

which are an extension of the logistic regression model that accounts

for nonindependence.

As seen in Table 4, every type of asymmetry and asynchrony sig-

nificantly predicted break-up in the respective base models (Models

1a, 2a, 3a and 4a). However, when individual scores were accounted

for, no asymmetry or asynchrony effects remained significant (Mod-
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TABLE 3 Study 1: effects of asymmetry and asynchrony predicting relationship satisfaction.

Male Female

Model Variable b SE p R2 b SE p R2

Model 1a Categorical asymmetry 0.19 0.21 .376 0.005 −0.03 0.19 .894 <0.001

Model 1b Categorical asymmetry −0.07 0.22 .753 0.001 −0.10 0.22 .641 0.001

Actor commitment 0.15 0.07 .033 0.027 0.11 0.07 .121 0.015

Partner commitment 0.14 0.06 .027 0.030 −0.005 0.06 .941 <0.001

Model 2a Difference in global

commitment

−0.10 0.07 .164 0.011 −0.07 0.06 .295 0.007

Model 2b Difference in global

commitment

−0.001 0.08 .992 <0.001 −0.08 0.08 .297 0.007

Actor commitment 0.14 0.07 .059 0.021 0.09 0.07 .177 0.011

Partner commitment 0.13 0.06 .032 0.028 −0.06 0.07 .401 0.005

Model 3a Asynchrony in downturns −1.61 0.56 .005 0.051 −1.41 0.44 .002 0.061

Model 3b Asynchrony in downturns −0.62 0.55 .263 0.008 −0.44 0.48 .361 0.005

Actor’s proportion of

downturns

−2.56 0.43 <.001 0.188 −2.05 0.44 <.001 0.125

Partner’s proportion of

downturns

−0.30 0.47 .521 0.003 0.23 0.39 .559 0.002

Model 4a Asynchrony in slopes −0.04 0.04 .367 0.005 −0.02 0.04 .540 0.002

Model 4b Asynchrony in slopes −0.06 0.04 .184 0.011 −0.02 0.04 .656 0.001

Actor’s slope 0.09 0.04 .008 0.045 0.06 0.03 .054 0.024

Partner’s slope −0.02 0.03 .608 0.002 0.02 0.03 .576 0.002

Model 4c Asynchrony in slopes −0.03 0.05 .491 0.003 0.01 0.04 .815 <0.001

Actor’s slope 0.07 0.04 .067 0.022 0.10 0.04 .008 0.044

Partner’s slope 0.02 0.04 .533 0.003 −0.01 0.04 .829 <0.001

Difference in intercepts −0.002 0.01 .829 <0.001 −0.01 0.01 .268 0.008

Actor’s intercept −0.002 0.01 .749 0.001 0.01 0.01 .059 0.023

Partner’s intercept 0.01 0.01 .060 0.023 −0.01 0.01 .272 0.008

Note: Eachmodel includedan intercept formales, an intercept for females, andactor’s Phase1 satisfaction (grandmean centred). Estimatesof these additional

effects can be found in our online supplemental material at https://osf.io/9ts3u/. Effects of interest (differences between partners) are bolded. Approximate

effect sizes were computed using the formula R2 =
(dfNumerator∕dfDenominator )∗F

1+((dfNumerator∕dfDenominator )∗F)
(Edwards et al., 2008).

els 1b, 2b, 3b, 4b and 4c). Instead, females’ (but not males’) baseline

commitment and slope were negatively associated with break-up.

Females’ proportion of downturns was positively associated with

break-up.

In sum, although commitment asymmetry and asynchrony pre-

dicted break-up in the base models, none of these effects significantly

predicted break-up when controlling for individuals’ own and their

partner’s commitment or commitment trajectories. Thus, couple-level

asymmetry and asynchrony did not explain meaningful variation in the

likelihood of break-up over and above individual levels and trajectories

of commitment.

4 STUDY 2

In Study 1, contrary to our initial hypotheses, we found that no type

of commitment asymmetry or asynchrony predicted relationship sat-

isfaction or break-up when controlling for individuals’ own and their

partner’s commitment or commitment trajectories. However, given

that the Study1datawere collectedmore than25years ago,we sought

to replicate our findings in a new, contemporary sample of romantic

couples. As in Study 1, we describe the typical levels of asymmetry

and asynchrony between partners’ global commitment and examine

their links with relationship satisfaction.5 We again measured asym-

metry and asynchrony in multiple ways to compare results across each

methodological approach. In general, we anticipated that, consistent

with Study 1, commitment asymmetry and asynchrony would not pre-

dict partners’ future satisfaction. Instead,we expected that individuals’

scores would better predict their future satisfaction.

5 Study 2 spanned 2.5 months, and there were very few instances of relationship dissolution

(N= 2 couples). Thus, we examine only effects for satisfaction in Study 2.
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TABLE 4 Study 1: effects of asymmetry and asynchrony predicting break-up.

Couple level variable Male Female

Model Variable b SE p OR b SE p OR b SE p OR

Model 1a Categorical asymmetry 1.14 0.32 <.001 3.13

Model 1b Categorical asymmetry −0.11 0.41 .787 .90

Actor commitment −0.15 0.11 .172 0.86 −0.33 0.10 .001 0.72

Model 2a Difference in global

commitment

0.41 0.11 <.001 1.51

Model 2b Difference in global

commitment

−0.14 0.14 .340 0.87

Actor commitment −0.18 0.12 .141 0.84 −0.35 0.10 .001 0.70

Model 3a Asynchrony in downturns 2.73 0.86 .001 15.33

Model 3b Asynchrony in downturns 0.60 1.07 .577 1.82

Actor’s proportion of

downturns

1.25 0.87 .148 3.49 2.20 0.91 .016 9.03

Model 4a Asynchrony in slopes 0.24 0.07 <.001 1.27

Model 4b Asynchrony in slopes 0.11 0.09 .209 1.12

Actor’s slope 0.01 0.07 .912 1.01 −0.18 0.08 .028 0.84

Model 4c Asynchrony in slopes 0.06 0.11 .603 1.06

Actor’s slope 0.05 0.08 .524 1.05 −0.27 0.08 .001 0.76

Difference in intercepts 0.01 0.01 .418 1.01

Actor’s intercept −0.01 0.01 .574 0.99 −0.03 0.01 .021 0.97

Note: Sincewe are predicting a couple-level outcome and all couples are different-sex, the actor effect formales is equal to the partner effect for females, and

vice versa. Thus, we present only the actor effects. Effects of interest (differences between partners) are bolded. OR is odds ratio, which is an exponentiated

b.

4.1 Methods

4.1.1 Participants

The sample comprised 100 romantic couples (87 heterosexual, nine

lesbian, one gay, three other nonbinary) recruited in the United

Kingdom in 2020 via social media posts, magazine advertisements

and wedding fair flyers. This sample size was based on an a

priori APIMPowerR analysis (https://robert-ackerman.shinyapps.io/

APIMPowerR/) suggesting that 100 coupleswould provide 84%power

for small-to-medium cross-sectional effects. To conduct our two-

intercept growthmodels to extract slopes and intercepts, partners had

to be distinguishable, and thus only data from different-gender cou-

ples (N = 89) were analysed. Participants were 18–64 years of age

(Myears = 24.43, SDyears = 6.89) and were in relationships lasting 3

months to 35.50 years (Myears = 2.98, SDyears = 4.57). Approximately

84.27%of participantswere casually or exclusively dating their current

partner, and 15.73%were common-law, engaged, in a civil partnership

or married.

4.1.2 Procedure

Data were taken from a larger longitudinal study of couples’ rela-

tionship experiences. The study involved an initial 2 hour lab session

(Phase 1), a 14 day diary period (Phase 2), and a follow-up survey 2

months later (Phase 3). For Phase 1, couples attended a lab session,

provided informed consent, and then completed several tasks includ-

ing a survey that contained relationship satisfaction and commitment

measures.

During Phase 2, participants completed a 15 minute online survey

each day for 14 consecutive days, which included a measure of com-

mitment. Unique survey links were emailed to participants at 4:00 PM

each day, and partners were asked to complete their survey separately

and privately before 11:59 PM. Survey links were individual and set

to expire at midnight the following day to ensure that partners could

not complete multiple surveys at once. The average number of daily

surveys completed was high (range= 1–14,M= 12.96, SD= 2.01).

Phase 3 occurred 2 months after Phase 2: 157 participants com-

pleted a final 45 minute online survey, which included satisfaction

and commitment measures. After finishing Phase 3, participants were

debriefed and compensated with up to £50.00 each, based on how

many parts of the study they completed.

4.1.3 Measures

Phase 1 and 3measures

To measure relationship satisfaction, participants completed the sat-

isfaction subscale of the Investment Model Scale (IMS; Rusbult et al.,
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1998), a 5-item measure rated on a 9-point scale (1 = completely dis-

agree, 9 = completely agree), which assesses how content individuals

are in their current relationship (e.g., “Our relationship makes me very

happy”). Participants also completed the commitment subscale of the

IMS, a 7-itemmeasure rated on a 9-point scale (1= completely disagree,

9 = completely agree), which assesses how dedicated individuals are to

their current relationship (e.g., “I want our relationship to last for a very

long time”). Scores were calculated by averaging responses across the

subscale items, with higher scores indicating greater satisfaction and

commitment, respectively.

Phase 2measures

Participants completed a 1-item measure of global commitment (i.e.,

“How committed are you to your relationship today?”) taken from

the Perceived Relationship Quality Components Inventory (Fletcher

et al., 2000). This item was rated on a 7-point scale (1 = not

at all, 7 = extremely), with higher scores indicating greater daily

commitment.

4.2 RESULTS

4.2.1 Frequency of asymmetry

Categorical and continuous asymmetry were calculated using Phase

1 commitment in accordance with Study 1. Consistent with Study 1,

asymmetry and asynchrony in commitment were common in this sam-

ple (see Table 2). At Phase 1, 36.0% of couples were categorized as

asymmetrical.

4.2.2 Association of asymmetry and asynchrony
with satisfaction

To test whether commitment asymmetry was associated with later

relationship satisfaction, we used models that were comparable with

those in Study 1, with couples’ categorical or continuous asymme-

try at Phase 1 predicting their later satisfaction. As in Study 1, in all

models we predicted Phase 3 satisfaction controlling for satisfaction

at Phase 1 (see Table 5). Both categorical and continuous asymme-

try were negatively associated with women’s satisfaction 2.5 months

later in the base model (Models 1a and 2a), which was inconsis-

tent with Study 1. When accounting for each partner’s commitment

score (Models 1b and 2b), this effect was significant only for categor-

ical asymmetry. Thus, women’s satisfaction was significantly lower at

Phase 3 if their relationship was categorized as asymmetrical at Phase

1. No asymmetry effects were significant for men, which was consis-

tent with Study 1. Actors’ commitment was associated with men and

women having higher satisfaction 2.5 months later in the categorical

and continuous asymmetrymodels,whichwas partially consistentwith

Study 1.

To test whether commitment asynchrony was associated with later

relationship satisfaction, we again compared partners’ proportion of

downturns, slopes and intercepts.We recorded a downturn in commit-

ment when participants reported lower commitment on a given day

in Phase 2 relative to their commitment the previous day. We then

divided the frequency of a participant’s downturns by the total num-

ber of surveys they could have had a downturn recorded (i.e., number

of times they completed two surveys in a row) to give the proportion of

days where a downturn occurred, and calculated differences between

partners’ proportions.6 We found that differences in partners’ pro-

portion of downturns over Phase 2 did not predict either partner’s

satisfaction at Phase 3 in the base model (Model 3a; this was inconsis-

tent with Study 1) or when controlling for each partner’s proportion

of downturns (Model 3b; this was consistent with Study 1). Actors’

proportion of downturns predicted men’s and women’s lower Phase 3

satisfaction, which was consistent with Study 1.

To examine differences in partners’ trajectories of commitment

over Phase 2 (14 days), we again performed an unconditional two-

intercept growth model (separated by gender), with time (0 = Phase

2, Day 1) entered as a Level 1 predictor and daily commitment as

the outcome.We then extracted the transformed residual scores from

the unconditional growth model and calculated differences between

partners’ slopes and intercepts. Although there were no significant

effects for differences in partners’ slopes in Study 1, these differ-

ences significantly predicted women’s later satisfaction in Study 2

in the base model (Model 4a) and controlling for each partner’s

slope (Model 4b), but not when controlling for differences in base-

line commitment (intercepts) and each partner’s baseline commit-

ment (Model 4c). The actors’ slopes did not predict satisfaction for

men or women in any of the models, which was inconsistent with

Study 1.

Overall, we replicated the significance level of 30 out of 44

effects from Study 1 in Study 2 when predicting relationship satis-

faction. There were six significant effects in Study 1 that were not

in Study 2, and eight significant effects in Study 2 that were not in

Study 1.

5 STUDY 3

Across Studies 1 and 2, only categorical asymmetry in Study 2 sig-

nificantly predicted satisfaction when controlling for individuals’ own

and their partners’ commitment or their commitment trajectories; all

other effects were not significant. Thus, our first two studies provided

growing evidence that couple-level asymmetry and asynchrony may

6 Note that the denominator when calculating the proportion of downturns is different in

Study 1 from Studies 2 and 3 due to differences in measures across studies. Because Study

1 involved participants graphing changes in their commitment to wed over the past month as

a continuous line, there were no distinct cut-off points that could be used as indicators of the

number of times they could have reported a downturn. Instead, we used the total number of

times they reported a change in commitment as the denominator. For Studies 2 and 3, we used

the total number of time points (days orwaves) that a downturn could have been recorded (i.e.,

two consecutive time points were completed by the participant) as the denominator. We felt

that this gave a more accurate picture of people’s overall experiences, rather than focusing on

which direction change typically seemed to occur. Thus, for Study 1 the proportion of down-

turns is specifically the proportion of changes in commitment that were downturns, whereas

for Studies 2 and 3 it is the proportion of time points where a downturn occurred.
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898 DOBSON ET AL.

TABLE 5 Study 2: effects of asymmetry and asynchrony predicting relationship satisfaction.

Man Woman

Model Variable b SE p R2 b SE p R2

Model 1a Categorical asymmetry 0.10 0.25 .688 0.001 0.69 0.23 .003 0.069

Model 1b Categorical asymmetry −0.20 0.25 .430 0.005 0.49 0.23 .038 0.036

Actor commitment 0.47 0.14 .001 0.078 0.28 0.13 .033 0.034

Partner commitment −0.002 0.12 .989 <0.001 0.11 0.11 .334 0.007

Model 2a Difference in global

commitment

−0.06 0.18 .747 0.001 −0.36 0.17 .036 0.032

Model 2b Difference in global

commitment

0.09 0.17 .584 0.002 −0.24 0.18 .162 0.015

Actor commitment 0.45 0.14 .001 0.075 0.31 0.13 .018 0.041

Partner commitment −0.01 0.11 .917 <0.001 0.12 0.12 .326 0.007

Model 3a Asynchrony in downturns −1.24 0.96 .196 0.012 −1.04 0.92 .262 0.010

Model 3b Asynchrony in downturns −0.68 1.04 .514 0.003 0.56 1.01 .581 0.002

Actor’s proportion of

downturns

−2.80 0.93 .003 0.059 −2.64 0.85 .002 0.074

Partner’s proportion of

downturns

0.97 0.86 .260 0.010 −1.07 0.80 .182 0.012

Model 4a Asynchrony in slopes −2.63 3.04 .388 0.006 −8.49 2.90 .004 0.067

Model 4b Asynchrony in slopes −2.86 3.13 .362 0.007 −7.30 2.98 .016 0.050

Actor’s slope 3.46 3.38 .307 0.008 5.34 2.86 .064 0.024

Partner’s slope −0.67 3.04 .827 <0.001 0.35 3.08 .910 <0.001

Model 4c Asynchrony in slopes 2.35 4.14 .571 0.002 −5.38 3.62 .139 0.017

Actor’s slope 4.90 3.95 .217 0.012 2.69 3.56 .452 0.004

Partner’s slope −0.49 3.62 .892 <0.001 1.01 3.38 .766 0.001

Difference in intercepts −0.16 0.31 .611 0.002 0.35 0.28 .214 0.011

Actor’s intercept 0.18 0.28 .518 0.003 0.24 0.23 .289 0.008

Partner’s intercept 0.28 0.25 .269 0.008 0.37 0.24 .120 0.017

Note: Eachmodel included an intercept formen, an intercept for women, and actor’s Phase 1 satisfaction (grandmean centred). Estimates of these additional

effects can be found in our online supplemental material at https://osf.io/7wp4c/. Effects of interest (differences between partners) are bolded. Approximate

effect sizes were computed using the formula R2 =
(dfNumerator∕dfDenominator )∗F

1+((dfNumerator∕dfDenominator )∗F)
(Edwards et al., 2008).

not explain meaningful variation in relationship satisfaction over and

above individual levels of commitment. However, given that therewere

some inconsistencies between the results of Studies 1 and 2 and that

these studies had some sample limitations (Study 1 data were approx-

imately 25 years old and Study 2 occurred over a shorter time period

during which there may have been relatively few fluctuations in global

commitment), we sought to test our results in an additional study.

Study 3 captured differences in partners’ trajectories of commitment,

with surveys completed each year for 12 years. In general, we antici-

pated that Study 3 would replicate the consistent findings of Studies 1

and 2 and resolve inconsistencies between the two.We again describe

the typical levels of asymmetry and asynchrony between partners’

global commitment, and hypothesized that asymmetry and asynchrony

would not consistently predict partners’ future satisfaction and break-

up. Instead, we expected that individuals’ scores would better predict

satisfaction and break-up.

5.1 Methods

5.1.1 Participants

We used data from the first 12 waves of the German Family Panel

Study (pairfam), release 12.0 (Brüderl et al., 2020).7 Pairfam is a nation-

wide, randomly selected sample of private households in Germany,

with the first 12 waves collected from 2008 to 2020. The panel con-

ducts annual interviews with individuals, couples and families; see

7 Data from the first seven waves of the pairfam were used in Finn et al.’s (2020) examination

of the co-development of romantic partners (including the co-development of commitment),

comparing across relationships that stayed together versus those that dissolved. Although

our sample and measures include those from this prior work, their study was restricted to

those who were in a relationship at Wave 1 and were in the two older age cohorts, whereas

our study included all first partnerships and all age groups. We also include data from all 12

waves rather than restricting to only the first seven. Thus, in combination with our additional

datasets, anymethodological similarities between the current andpriorwork donot constitute

an overlapping publication.
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Huinink et al., 2011 or the pairfam website (https://www.pairfam.de/

en/) for more details. Approximately 12,402 anchors were recruited at

Wave1, and this totalwas fairly evenly split between three age cohorts:

15–17, 25–27, and 35–37 years old. AtWave 11 a refreshment sample

of approximately 5000 anchors was added. We restricted our sam-

ple to couples with at least two consecutive waves of relevant data to

test our hypotheses. The sample for the models with slopes and inter-

cepts as predictors was further limited, as the growth-curve analyses

involved in this process required at least three time points of data. It

is also possible that anchors were involved in relationships with differ-

ent partners over this 12-year period. We thus restricted our sample

to the first couple partnership in which both partners completed mea-

sures. That is, if an anchor reported being in a relationshipwith Partner

A at Waves 1 and 2, but Partner B at Wave 3, even if both Partners

A and B completed measures, we only used data from the anchor and

Partner A. To avoid conflating break-up with being widowed (because

in both cases the relationship ended), we also excluded caseswhere the

partner died over the course of the 12-year study. Finally, we used data

only from different-sex couples, as our two-intercept models require

differentiation between partners based on sex.

There were 6639 couples who met these criteria, and they com-

pleted an average of 4.71 waves (SD = 3.79) per person for a total

of 62,584 unique data points. Additionally, 4814 participants com-

pleted measures at Wave 12 (used as the outcome for the asynchrony

models). Of those who were in a relationship at Wave 1, most were

cohabitating with their current partner (78.3%) and were married

(56.6%). The average monthly net household income was €2702.48
(SD= 1383.40).

5.1.2 Procedure

Anchor participants were guided through a 1 hour computer-assisted

interview at Wave 1. Anchors received €10 in compensation for each

interview completed. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, at Wave 12

some interviews were conducted via telephone, rather than in person.

If an anchor was in a relationship at the time of an interview, they

were asked if their partner could be contacted for an interview as well.

If consent was given, a paper and pencil questionnaire was given to the

anchor to relay to the partner or provided directly to the partner by the

interviewer. A return envelope was provided, but partners could also

have their responses collected by an interviewer. Partners received a

€5 ticket for a charity lottery as compensation.

5.1.3 Measures

Global commitment

Ameasure of global commitment was provided to all participants who

reported being in a relationship, and was included at Waves 1–3, 5,

7, 9, and 11. Scores were the average of participants’ responses to a

two-itemmeasure based onGrau et al. (2001; “I would like for our part-

nership to last for a long time” and “I’m counting on a long-term future

together withmy partner”). Possible responses were on a 5-point scale

(1= not at all, 5= absolutely).

Relationship satisfaction

Relationship satisfactionwas assessed in eachwave for all respondents

who reported being in a relationship, with one item from the Ger-

man version of the Relationship Assessment Scale (Sander & Böcker,

1993; “All in all, how satisfied are you with your relationship?”). Possi-

ble responses were on an 11-point scale (0= very dissatisfied, 10= very

satisfied).

Break-up

At Wave 1, anchors completed questions regarding their relationship

history. At each subsequentwave, they completed an updated relation-

ship event history calendar. If an anchor ever reported they were in a

relationship with a particular partner at one wave but were not in a

relationship with that partner at the subsequent wave, break-up was

coded (1 = broken up, 0 = still together). Overall, 1463 out of 6639

couples (34.2%) reported a break-up byWave 12.

5.2 Results

5.2.1 Frequency of asymmetry

The relatively longer time frame between waves in Study 3 necessi-

tated a slightly different approach to analyses. For asymmetry, rather

than using initial scores to predict final scores as in Studies 1–2 (i.e.,

commitment asymmetry at Phase 1 predicting outcomes at Phase 3)

in Study 3 we calculated asymmetry at each wave where commit-

ment was measured and used it to predict outcomes at the next wave.

For example, because commitment was measured at Wave 1, differ-

ences between partners’ scores at this time were calculated and then

categorized as symmetrical or asymmetrical. These categorical and

continuous asymmetry scores were then used as predictors of sat-

isfaction and break-up by the following year at Wave 2. It is thus

possible that a couple could be categorized as asymmetrical at Waves

1 and 2, then categorized as symmetrical at Wave 3, and categorized

as asymmetrical again by Wave 5. Within each wave, categorical and

continuous asymmetry were calculated in accordance with Studies 1

and 2. Commitment asymmetry and asynchrony were less common in

this sample (see Table 2), with 18.4% of all differences in commitment

scores categorized as asymmetrical across couples andwaves.

5.2.2 Association of asymmetry and asynchrony
with satisfaction

As mentioned above, in Study 3 categorical and continuous asymme-

try at one wave were used to predict relationship satisfaction at the

next wave. This required a small adjustment to the previous mod-

elling approach, with satisfaction models in Study 3 run as two-level

crossed models with individuals nested within couples crossed with
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TABLE 6 Study 3: effects of asymmetry and asynchrony predicting relationship satisfaction.

Male Female

Model Variable b SE p R2 b SE p R2

Model 1a Categorical asymmetry 0.57 0.04 <.001 0.014 0.53 0.04 <.001 0.011

Model 1b Categorical asymmetry 0.04 0.05 .424 <0.001 0.04 0.06 .461 <0.001

Actor commitment 0.55 0.04 <.001 0.017 0.57 0.04 <.001 0.019

Partner commitment 0.25 0.03 <.001 0.005 0.19 0.04 <.001 0.002

Model 2a Difference in global

commitment

−0.43 0.03 <.001 0.017 −0.43 0.03 <.001 0.017

Model 2b Difference in global

commitment

−0.01 0.04 .783 <0.001 −0.06 0.04 .136 <0.001

Actor commitment 0.56 0.04 <.001 0.016 0.55 0.04 <.001 0.015

Partner commitment 0.25 0.04 <.001 0.004 0.17 0.04 <.001 0.002

Model 3a Asynchrony in downturns −0.91 0.22 <.001 0.015 −0.51 0.22 .019 0.004

Model 3b Asynchrony in downturns 0.01 0.26 .962 <0.001 0.22 0.26 .397 0.001

Actor’s proportion of

downturns

−1.60 0.26 <.001 0.031 −1.14 0.25 <.001 0.017

Partner’s proportion of

downturns

−0.57 0.23 .016 0.005 −0.61 0.24 .010 0.005

Model 4a Asynchrony in slopes −33.16 6.45 <.001 0.014 −29.87 6.44 <.001 0.010

Model 4b Asynchrony in slopes −18.40 6.62 .006 0.004 −16.93 6.66 .011 0.003

Actor’s slope 17.94 4.77 <.001 0.008 6.51 5.18 .209 0.001

Partner’s slope −6.45 5.05 .202 0.001 4.67 4.75 .325 <0.001

Model 4c Asynchrony in slopes −7.43 7.77 .339 <0.001 −1.39 7.77 .858 <0.001

Actor’s slope 14.13 4.86 .004 0.005 9.96 5.47 .069 0.002

Partner’s slope −0.06 5.34 .991 <0.001 2.53 4.85 .602 <0.001

Difference in intercepts 0.03 0.32 .918 <0.001 −0.28 0.30 .344 <0.001

Actor’s intercept 0.79 0.23 .001 0.006 1.05 0.22 <.001 0.011

Partner’s intercept 0.04 0.22 .854 <0.001 0.07 0.22 .742 <0.001

Note: Eachmodel included an intercept for men, an intercept for women, and actor’s satisfaction the previous wave (grandmean centred). Estimates of these

additional effects can be found in our online supplemental material at https://osf.io/sbjwk/. Effects of interest (differences between partners) are bolded.

Approximate effect sizes were computed using the formula R2 =
(dfNumerator∕dfDenominator )∗F

1+((dfNumerator∕dfDenominator )∗F)
(Edwards et al., 2008).

time to account for the fact that partners answered surveys at the

same wave. Other than this change, the analytic approach we used

was consistent with that of the prior studies, including using a model-

building approach and controlling for prior satisfaction in allmodels. As

seen in Table 6, although categorical and continuous asymmetry pre-

dicted males’ and females’ relationship satisfaction at the next wave

in the base models (Models 1a and 2a; partially consistent with Study

2), effects were nonsignificant when accounting for each partner’s

commitment scores (Models 1b and 2b). Instead, actor and partner

commitment scores significantly predicted males’ and females’ rela-

tionship satisfaction 1 year later. These effects are largely consistent

with Studies 1 and 2.

For commitment asynchrony over time, we first calculated the pro-

portion of downturns in partners’ commitment. Commitment was not

measured at consistent intervals across this study (it was measured

every year for the first 3 years, then every other year after that).

Thus, for consistency, it was necessary to calculate the frequency of

downturns by comparing data from each wave to its corresponding

score two waves earlier (essentially dropping the scores from Wave

2 while still providing the highest possible number of consistently-

spaced data points). We determined the total number of times that

commitment decreased from 2 years prior and divided this by the total

number of possible downturn waves (i.e., they completed the commit-

ment measure in two consecutive odd waves) to obtain the proportion

of downturns. Study 3 did not have a separate follow-up phase, as in

Studies 1 and 2, so we used satisfaction at the last available time point

for our outcome. That is, we used differences in partners’ proportion

of downturns from Waves 1–12 to predict their relationship satisfac-

tion at Wave 12. Consistent with Study 1 but inconsistent with Study

2, the difference between partners’ proportion of downturns was a

significant predictor of males’ and females’Wave 12 relationship satis-

faction in the basemodel (Model 3a), but not when controlling for each
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SOWHEREDOYOU SEE THIS GOING? 901

partners’ proportion of downturns. Instead, consistent with Stud-

ies 1 and 2, actors’ proportion of downturns significantly predicted

males’ and females’ satisfaction. Inconsistent with both prior studies,

partners’ proportion of downturns also predicted males’ and females’

satisfaction in Study 3.

To examine the effects of differences in partners’ trajectories of

commitment over time,weagain ran a two-intercept growthmodel and

extracted the slopes and intercepts for each partner, entering these

values and the difference between partners on these values to predict

Wave 12 satisfaction. Differences between partners’ slopes negatively

predicted relationship satisfaction in thebasemodel andwhen control-

ling for each partner’s slope (Models 4a and 4b), which was previously

significant only for women in Study 2. Consistent with Studies 1–

2, when controlling for differences in intercepts and each partner’s

intercept (Model 4c), differences in slopes no longer predicted males’

or females’ satisfaction. Actors’ slopes were a significant predictor of

males’ Wave 12 relationship satisfaction in Models 4b and 4c, which

was inconsistent with both prior studies.

Overall, 19 out of 44 effectswere consistent across all three studies,

with 16 of these being null effects. Males’ commitment was associ-

ated with their own later relationship satisfaction in five out of six

models across studies, and this effect was also significant in four out

of six models across studies for females. Males’ and females’ propor-

tion of downturnswas also associatedwith their own later relationship

satisfaction across all studies.

5.2.3 Association of asymmetry and asynchrony
with break-up

In Study 3, we examined effects for categorical and continuous asym-

metry in a similar way to those for satisfaction, as asymmetry at one

wave was used to predict whether the couple had broken up by the

nextwave (see Table 7). Thus, we ran thesemodels as two-level crossed

models with individuals nestedwithin couples crossedwith time. How-

ever, consistent with Study 1, we followed the specifications of Loeys

et al. (2014) for conducting APIMs for categorical dyadic data given

that break-up is a binary outcome. Consistent with Study 1, categori-

cal and continuous asymmetry were significant predictors of break-up

in the base models (Models 1a and 2a) but were nonsignificant when

controlling for each partner’s commitment score (Models 1b and 2b).

Instead, males’ and females’ commitment were negatively associated

with break-up 1 year later. This is partially consistent with Study 1,

where these effects were significant only for females.

For asynchrony, we used differences in partners’ proportion of

downturns and slopes to predict whether they ever broke up across

all 12 waves. We again ran APIMs for categorical dyadic data using

GEEs, but in this case the models were simply two-level models

(individuals nested within couples). Partially consistent with Study 1,

differences between partners’ proportion of downturns positively pre-

dicted whether they broke up in both the basemodel (Model 3a, which

was consistent with Study 1) and when controlling for each partner’s

proportion of downturns (Model 3b,whichwas inconsistentwith Study

1). Although significant only for females in Study 1, in Study 3 both

males’ and females’ proportions of downturns significantly predicted

break-up. Finally, the effect for differences in partners’ slopes was

significant in the base model (Model 4a), when controlling for each

partner’s slope (Model 4b), and when controlling for each partner’s

slope, baseline commitment (intercept), and the difference between

partners’ baseline commitment (Model 4c), but effects were in the

opposite direction to that which one might expect. That is, differences

between partners’ slopes were negatively associated with break-up in

all cases.Males’ slopes andbaseline commitmentwerenegatively asso-

ciated with break-up, which was inconsistent with Study 1. Females’

slopes were positively associated with break-up in Model 4b, which

is in the opposite direction to Study 1; however, this effect was null

when controlling for differences in partners’ intercepts and each part-

ner’s intercept (Model 4c). Consistent with Study 1, females’ baseline

commitment was negatively associated with break-up.

Overall, 10 out of 22 effects for break-up were consistent across

Studies 1 and 3, with two of these being null effects. Females’ commit-

ment, proportion of downturns, and baseline commitment (intercept)

were consistently associatedwith break-up across studies. Categorical

asymmetry, continuous asymmetry, asynchrony as differences in pro-

portion of downturns, and asynchrony as differences in slopes were

consistently associated with break-up in the base models. However,

asymmetry consistently failed to predict break-up when controlling

for each partner’s commitment and asynchrony was inconsistently

associated with break-up when controlling for actors’ scores.

6 GENERAL DISCUSSION

Across three longitudinal, dyadic studies spanning timeframes of

months (Study 1), days (Study 2), and years (Study 3), we examined

the associations of partners’ commitment asymmetry (cross-sectional

differences between partners) and asynchrony (differences in the

trajectory of commitment over time) with their later relationship sat-

isfaction and break-up. Overall, no type of commitment asymmetry

or asynchrony consistently predicted satisfaction or break-up when

controlling for each partner’s commitment or commitment trajectory.

These null findings have important implications for theoretical mod-

els emphasizing the role of commitment (e.g., Rusbult, 1980, 1983)

and future empirical research, as they demonstrate that the empha-

sis placed on a discrepancy-based measurement approaches used in

prior studies may not be an effective means of examining the factors

that contribute to relationship success. Instead, actors’ commitment

and proportion of downturns were most consistently associated with

later satisfaction experiences, and women’s commitment, proportion

of downturns, and baseline commitment were consistently associated

with later break-up.

We propose three potential reasons for our null results regarding

commitment asymmetry and asynchrony when each partner’s scores

(i.e., commitment, proportion of downturns, slope and intercept) were

accounted for. The first and perhaps most likely reason is that any dif-

ferences between partners have little impact on relationships when
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TABLE 7 Study 3: effects of asymmetry and asynchrony predicting break-up.

Couple level variable Male Female

Model Variable b SE p OR b SE p OR b SE p OR

Model 1a Categorical asymmetry 1.08 0.08 <.001 2.94

Model 1b Categorical asymmetry 0.10 0.10 .334 1.11

Actor commitment −0.55 0.05 <.001 0.58 −0.65 0.05 <.001 0.52

Model 2a Difference in global

commitment

0.73 0.04 <.001 2.08

Model 2b Difference in global

commitment

0.07 0.06 .253 1.07

Actor commitment −0.55 0.05 <.001 0.58 −0.64 0.05 <.001 0.53

Model 3a Asynchrony in downturns 2.18 0.22 <.001 8.85

Model 3b Asynchrony in downturns 1.01 0.23 <.001 2.75

Actor’s proportion of

downturns

1.40 0.21 <.001 4.06 1.91 0.21 <.001 6.75

Model 4a Asynchrony in slopes −24.63 6.86 <.001 2.01E-11

Model 4b Asynchrony in slopes −63.89 11.33 <.001 1.79E-28

Actor’s slope −52.33 7.65 <.001 1.88E-23 43.07 7.59 <.001 5.07E18

Model 4c Asynchrony in slopes −162.30 14.97 <.001 3.27E-71

Actor’s slope −24.66 7.14 .001 1.95E-11 2.98 7.83 .704 19.69

Difference in intercepts 0.85 0.38 .026 2.34

Actor’s intercept −1.89 0.23 <.001 0.15 −1.77 0.21 <.001 0.17

Note: As we are predicting a couple-level outcome and all couples are different sex, the actor effect for males is equal to the partner effect for females, and

vice versa. Thus,we only present the actor effects. Effects of interest (differences between partners) are bolded.OR is odds ratio, which is an exponentiated b.

considered in the context of commitment more generally. The differ-

ences found between partners’ commitment in the current research

were small (∼1 scale point), which is consistent with prior research

demonstrating that partners tend to be very similar in their com-

mitment (Weigel, 2010). Thus, partners in intact relationships may

simply be more similar than they are different when it comes to their

long-term orientation towards their relationship, resulting in little to

no effect of differences between partners on relational outcomes.

Another explanation could be that actual differences betweenpartners

may not always be an ideal means of examining the impact of discrep-

ancies. Instead, perhaps researchers should focus on the differences

that partners perceive to exist between them. Indeed, perceived dif-

ferences in commitment predict relationship satisfaction and stability

(Sprecher et al., 2006; Tan et al., 2020). Relationship research more

broadly has demonstrated that actors’ relationship-specific experi-

ences influence relationship quality to a greater extent than individual

differences or partners’ experiences (Joel et al., 2020), and that per-

ceptions may be more strongly associated with relational well-being

than actual behaviour (Dobson et al., 2021). On the other hand, roman-

tic partners are fairly accurate in their perceptions of their partners’

commitment, and actual (but not perceived) similarity in commitment

is associated with relationship satisfaction (see Weigel, 2010). Thus,

there is mixed evidence for this potential explanation, and future work

exploring the comparative impact of perceived and actual differences

in commitmentmay prove fruitful. Finally, it is possible that asymmetry

and asynchrony between partners impact relationships, but have only

immediate (i.e., cross-sectional) effects when considering the broader

relationship context and thus were not illuminated in the current lon-

gitudinal research. Although we view this as a plausible explanation

for the differences between the current null results and the significant

findings of prior work, if true, it begs the question of how meaning-

ful these effects are for the long-term success of relationships if the

effects of discrepancies betweenpartners do not accumulate or persist

over time.

Interestingly, the most consistent predictor of men’s and women’s

satisfaction across studies was their own experiences of downturns

in commitment (i.e., lower commitment than previously reported).

Women’s proportion of downturns was also consistently associated

with break-up. These findings are consistent with prior research

demonstrating the deleterious effects of commitment fluctuations

(Knopp et al., 2014) and the profound impact of negative experiences

(for reviews, see Baumeister et al., 2001; Rozin & Royzman, 2001).

The effects for break-up are also consistent with prior research on

heterosexual relationships, demonstrating that women’s commitment

in particular is associated with break-up, with 54% of relationships

breaking-up within 2 years when the female partner has lower com-

mitment than the male partner (Stanley et al., 2017). Thus, partners’

experiences of downturns in commitment, andwomen’s experiences in

particular, are important predictors of future relationship quality and

stability that deserve greater attention in future research.
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Perhaps unsurprisingly, actors’ commitment was the second most

consistent predictor of relationship satisfaction and break-up, predict-

ing males’ satisfaction in Study 1, men’s and women’s satisfaction in

Study 2, and males’ and females’ satisfaction and break-up in Study

3. This is broadly consistent with the investment model, where com-

mitment is argued to develop based on satisfaction, and quality of

alternatives and investments in the relationship (Rusbult, 1980, 1983),

and replicates myriad prior studies demonstrating sizeable correla-

tions between commitment and relationship satisfaction (e.g., Rusbult,

1983). However, this prior research has largely tested satisfaction

as a predictor of commitment, rather than vice versa, as in the cur-

rent research. Thus, the current research adds to existing theory by

providing novel evidence that commitment predicts later relation-

ship satisfaction, and in combination with prior work suggests the

possibility of a feedback loop between satisfaction and commitment

where each contributes to the other. A meta-analysis of various pre-

dictors of relationship dissolution also found that lower commitment

is the second strongest predictor of break-up (Le et al., 2010), further

demonstrating the importance of commitment in relationships.

Given that effects of asymmetry and asynchrony were largely null

when controlling for each partner’s scores, even across four different

ways of measuring these effects, our findings suggest that differences

in commitment between partners may not be indicative of future rela-

tionship success. However, if future research continues examining such

differences, our findings suggest that they may be more likely to find

meaningful effects over time if examining asynchrony versus asym-

metry. When controlling for actor and partner effects, there were

consistently null results for both categorical and continuous asymme-

try, with one exception (categorical asymmetry in Study 2 for women’s

satisfaction). For asynchrony, however, although results for satisfaction

were also largely null when controlling for actor and partner effects,

there were some inconsistent effects for break-up regarding couples’

differences in their proportion of downturns and slopes. It is possible

that because Study 1 was conducted over a comparatively short 9-

month timeframe (whereas Study 3 spanned 12 years), theremay have

been couples who were together at the end of Study 1 but eventually

broke up, and these experiences were not captured in the data. Given

the longer timeframe covered by Study 3, the significant effects asso-

ciatedwith break-up for this studymay bemore representative of true

break-up experiences. Thus, our results suggest examining differences

in couples’ trajectories of commitment over time (vs at a single time

point) is themore promising avenue for future research in this area.

There were limitations to the current research that may have influ-

enced the consistency of the effects. First, data for each study were

part of larger studies, and thus we did not have control over the mea-

sures used. This resulted in slightly different measures of commitment

across studies, with themostmarked difference being that asynchrony

was measured using commitment to wed rather than global commit-

ment in Study1 (seeOgolsky et al., 2016, for a discussion of the relative

merits of each operationalization of commitment). Each study was

also conducted over a different timeframe, both in the dates the data

were collected and the timespan over which the study was conducted.

Finally, the data for each study were collected in different countries.

Although these factors may have influenced the consistency of some

of the effects across studies, they also greatly strengthen our confi-

dence in the results thatwere consistent. That is,we found consistently

null results for the impact of differences in partners’ commitment on

future relationship satisfaction across measures of commitment, date

and time span of the study, and across three different countries. Differ-

ences across studies also allowed for the limitations of a single study

to be addressed in the others. For example, it could be argued that

the short time span of Study 2 (particularly the 14-day diary portion

used for the asynchrony analyses) may not have allowed for significant

change in commitment to occur. This limitation was addressed in Stud-

ies 1 and 3, where commitment was measured over months and years,

offering ample opportunity for fluctuations to occur. Similarly, it could

be argued that the data for Study1maybe less relevant to current rela-

tionship experiences, as they were collected about 25 years ago. But

the final phases of data collection for Studies 2 and 3 occurred over the

past 2 years (at the time of article submission).

An additional limitation of this work stems from the nature of

how the data must be collected to examine differences between part-

ners: couples who choose to participate in research together are less

likely to break up than couples in which only one partner participates

(Park et al., 2021). Thus, the samples of couples recruited in the cur-

rent research may have been more committed and satisfied in their

relationships than the general public and may not be fully represen-

tative of diverse relationship experiences. This limitation is partially

addressed in Study 3, as this study did not actively recruit couples but

instead recruited anchors and later requested that their partners par-

ticipate. Additionally, Study 1 used a measure of commitment to wed

for the asynchrony analyses, which focuses on a particular facet of

global commitment (i.e., partners’ future orientation: the belief that the

relationship will continue into the future). It is possible that although

partners’ intention to persist in their relationships (another compo-

nent of commitment; their motivation to stay in the relationship) may

beparticularly high in coupleswho choose to participate in longitudinal

research together, by instead focusing on partners’ future orientation

in Study 1 we may have received more variable responses in commit-

ment to wed that are more representative of the general population. It

is also worth noting that we operationalized downturns as any down-

ward change in commitment. Thus, some people may have reported

relatively small downturns (e.g., 1 scale point)whereas othersmayhave

reported large downturns (e.g., from the maximum to minimum scale

points). It is possible that downturns may be more or less impactful

depending upon their magnitude, but we had no empirical evidence to

support an a priori cut point for what should or should not be classi-

fied as a downturn. Finally, the generalizability of our results is further

limited by our samples. We analysed data from different-sex/gender

couples only, and the vastmajority of participants across sampleswere

White. Thus, an exciting opportunity for future research lies in estab-

lishing the generalizability of our findings in more diverse samples.

In conclusion, we found little evidence that either asymmetry or

asynchrony in romantic partners’ commitment is an effective indicator

of partners’ future satisfaction and break-up. Instead, actors’ propor-

tion of downturns in commitment and global commitment scores more
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consistently predicted these relationship outcomes. Our findings con-

tribute to ongoing debates in the literature regarding the validity of

different measures and construct operationalizations in psychology in

general and relationship science in particular, and lend insight into the

most fruitful avenues for future work wishing to compare partners’

relationship experiences. Although there may be many ways to test

how partners’ commitment predicts satisfaction and break-up over

time, there appears to be nothing as robust as their own experiences

of relationship decline and their individual desire for the relationship

to last.
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