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ABSTRACT

Risk in intimacy (RII) is a construct that represents that some people are more 

sensitive to the possible dangers associated with romantic relationships (Pilkington & 

Richardson, 1988), Past research on RII has demonstrated that individuals who score 

high in RII possess a chronically accessible risk schema (Pilkington & Woods, 1999). 

Based on the findings of Pilkington and Woods (1999) the current study proposed 

that the relationship schemata of high-RII individuals is characterized by a differing, 

more negative set of expectations regarding the occurrence certain relationship events 

as compared to individuals low in RII. The current study examined this possibility 

based on research which has demonstrated variations in patterns of cognition in 

response to contradiction of relationship expectations (e.g. Planalp & Honeycutt, 

1985). Contradiction of relationship expectations was operationalized in terms of an 

individual reaching certain stage in the course of a relationship. The Retrospective 

Interview Technique (Fitzgerald & Surra, 1981) was used to assess past failed 

relationships. The main hypothesis that cognitions would vary as a function of stage 

and RII was not supported. However, there were RII effects with regard to the 

entirety of the relationship, as well as one relationship stage in particular. Future 

directions are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

Arguably one of the great joys of life is to love and be loved by another. Love 

has been demonstrated not only to be a great joy, but in many ways beneficial to one’s 

overall health and well being (e.g., Fehr & Perlman, 1985). However, despite the 

benefits that a loving relationship can offer, there is a negative side to love as well. 

Inherent in the less-than-fairytale view of close relationships is the possibility of getting 

hurt (e.g. via rejection or betrayal). No matter how strong or committed one’s 

relationship is, the possibility of being hurt by one’s partner is there. It has been 

demonstrated that people do in fact recognize this danger with regard to close 

relationships (e.g. Guerrero, 2000). However, research shows there are some people are 

more thin-skinned than others with respect to these potential dangers (Pilkington & 

Richardson, 1988).

Pilkington and Richardson (1988) have developed a scale that is aimed 

specifically at measuring the extent to which people are sensitive to the dangers 

associated with close relationships (Pilkington & Richardson, 1988). An individual who 

scores high in perceived risk in intimacy (RII) tends to report fewer close relationships, 

being less assertive and extraverted, and a general distrust in intimacy altogether 

(Pilkington & Richardson, 1988). High-RII individuals also tend to have less rewarding 

social lives and are involved in fewer social interactions than low-RII people (Nezlek & 

Pilkington, 1994). Moreover, when it comes to the social interaction they do engage in,
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high-RII individuals tend to enjoy those interactions less, feel less confident in them, rate 

them as less intimate, and perceive other people to be less responsive to them relative to 

low-RII people (Nezlek & Pilkington, 1994). It has also been found that high-RII 

individuals report less comfort with self-disclosure and report that they self-disclose at a 

more superficial level than do low-RII people (Pilkington, 1993).

Recently, research has been conducted to investigate the cognitive basis of 

perceptions of risk in intimacy. Guerrero (2000) investigated the individual differences in 

the cognitive representation of people’s relationship schemata, specifically their 

relationship-risks and relationship-benefits schemata. It was hypothesized that both high- 

and low-RII people would exhibit knowledge of the risks and benefits in intimate 

relationships, but high-RII individuals were expected to have a more complex risks- 

schema and a less complex benefits-schema than low-RII individuals. In order to 

investigate this hypothesis, participants were asked to write down as many risks or 

benefits in relationships that they could think of on index cards. They were then 

instructed to sort these relationship aspects into groups. Results supported the 

expectation that both high-RII and low-RII individuals were able to generate risks and 

benefits. However, low-RII people had significantly more complex benefits-schemata 

than high-RII people did (Guerrero, 2000).

Pilkington and Woods (1999) also investigated the cognitive processes underlying 

perceptions of risk in intimacy. In particular, they investigated the chronic accessibility 

of the risk-in-intimacy schema in memory. It was hypothesized that risk-in-intimacy 

schemata would be more accessible to high-RII individuals than to low-RII individuals. 

Indeed, it was found that those high in RII responded to relationship events more quickly
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and rated relationships events as representing greater risk than did people low in RII 

(Pilkington & Woods, 1999). In addition, even when faced with ambiguous social 

situations, high-RII people interpreted these scenarios more negatively and did so more 

quickly than low-RII people.

Together the results of Guerrero (2000) and Pilkington and Woods (1999) suggest 

that high-RII and low-RII individuals exhibit certain expectations or schemata regarding 

relationships and relationship outcomes. Guerrero’s (2000) finding that high- and low- 

RII people were equivalent with respect to their ability to generate both relationship risks 

and benefits reflects the normative information that people have regarding close 

relationships. The findings of Pilkington and Woods (1999), however, indicate that while 

both high- and low-RII individuals may be equally aware of the risks and benefits 

associated with relationships (Guerrero, 2000), high-RII individuals possess a chronically 

accessible risk schema, whereby their “relationships are risky” frame of reference tends 

to guide their way of thinking about self, partner and relationships.

The purpose of the current study was to gain a better understanding of the 

chronically accessible risk-schema high-RII individuals appear to possess. Given the 

findings of Pilkington and Woods (1999) the current study posits that the nature of a 

high-RII person’s relationship schemata can be characterized by a differing set of 

expectations regarding the course of a relationship as compared to individuals low in RII. 

If the high-RII individual’s relationship schema is indeed comprised of different 

expectations for the course of relationships, his/her pattern of thinking in response to the 

occurrence of certain relationship events should vary as compared to a low-RII 

individual. This proposal is based on the notion that when a person holds certain
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expectations and those expectations are contradicted in some way, his/her pattern of 

thought will vary in response to that contradiction (e.g. Wong & Weiner, 1981; 

Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 1981).

Violation o f Expectations

The violation of expectations has been found to be a chief motivating factor for 

attributional and general cognitive activity. For example, Newtson (1973) conducted a 

study examining units of perception and formation of attributions. He found that when 

an individual behaves in ways that deviate from one’s expectations, and are thus 

unpredictable, the individual viewing the deviant behavior will attempt to examine the 

behavior more carefully. By engaging in a closer examination of the behavior, this 

individual will use finer units of perception in effort to make more confident attributions 

(Newtson, 1973).

In a similar vein, Wong and Weiner (1981) conducted a study investigating the 

occurrence of attributional processes in response to information inconsistent with a 

person’s previous notions. The experimenters hypothesized that attributional activity 

would occur when one’s experiences do not correspond with one’s existing belief system. 

In addition the experimenters hypothesized that failure would illicit attribution. 

Participants were asked to imagine that they unexpectedly or expectedly failed a midterm 

test. In the unexpected condition, for example, they were told that they were “strong” in 

a subject, but that they failed the midterm. Participants were then asked to report what 

kinds of questions they would be asking themselves in response to this feedback. Results 

showed that individuals were more likely to engage in attributional thinking (asking
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“why” questions of themselves) in response to failure and unexpected outcomes (Wong 

& Weiner, 1981).

Pyszczynski and Greenberg (1981) also examined whether attributional processes 

are heightened in response to disconfirmation of expectations. Participants in this study 

observed an experimenter ask a confederate for either a small or a large favor. The 

confederate either said yes or no, in turn either confirming (i.e., complying with the easy 

favor) or disconfirming (i.e., not complying with easy favor) participant’s expectancies. 

The confederate had supposedly filled out a questionnaire earlier; the participant was 

given the opportunity to look at some of the confederate’s responses to this questionnaire. 

It was found that participants chose to look at more helping-relevant items when their 

expectancies were disconfirmed. It appears that participant’s expectancies played a key 

role in triggering individuals to undertake causal analyses when their expectancies were 

disconfirmed. Conversely, people engaged in less thorough attributional thinking after 

observing expected events (Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 1981).

The above studies have provided evidence for heightened cognitive activity in 

response to violation of expectations in general, however, these types of findings can also 

be seen specifically in terms of close relationships. In the above studies participant’s 

expectations likely resulted from implicit consensus, or their normative estimates of how 

most people would behave in everyday situations (Kassin, 1979). People also hold 

certain relationship expectations that guide the initial formation as well as the subsequent 

development of their relationships.
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Relationship Schemata

Relationship expectations, in light of the current study, can be discussed in terms 

Of schemata. Research in the area of social cognition has demonstrated that schemata 

play a key role in the way people perceive their social world. Schemata are memory 

structures which people use to summarize their experiences as well as guide future 

behavior (e.g., Andersen, 1993). Particularly with regard to close relationships, 

individuals indeed possess schemata specific to the interpersonal aspects of life. Termed 

relational schemata, these memory structures are developed mainly as a result of past 

experience and work to guide the individual’s perceptions of what a relationship should 

be like and what kinds of events occur in relationships. Put another way, relational 

schemata serve as a set of expectations that influence a person’s interpretations of 

relationships.

In a study conducted by Planalp (1985), participants recalled relationship- 

consistent information more often than relationship inconsistent information when asked 

to recall a conversation they had heard one week before. This demonstrates the existence 

of a schema guided memory in that, a memory structure specific to relationships appears 

to have been responsible for guiding the recall of a particular (interpersonal) aspect of a 

given situation. Similarly, Wilmot and Baxter (as cited in Andersen, 1993) were able to 

show that when asked, participants were able to provide a set of natural language labels 

that distinguished among interpersonal relationships. In addition, participants were able 

to generate common attributes specific to certain types of relationships (e.g. romantic 

relationships versus friendship). These findings demonstrate that not only are relational



schemata cognitively available, but they function as a means of explaining, and being 

able to distinguish between certain types of prototypic relationships.

What is of particular interest in terms of the current study is the notion that 

relational schemata serve the purpose of creating stable expectancies for behaviors that 

occur in relationships. Relational schemata help to define the sequence of actions that 

occur during the course of a relationship often based on previous experience (Honeycutt, 

1993). People then use their recall of the sequence of actions not only to identify the type 

of relationship (friendly versus intimate), but also to identify whether the relationship is 

going according to their plan. These relational schemata in turn serve as an internal guide 

for behavior. This internal guide then helps individuals recognize behaviors and 

promotes labeling of their experiences. Given that an individual has a relationship 

schema that dictates certain relationship expectations, this schema should serve as the 

individual’s source of comparison when it comes to determining how a relationship 

“should” be. In turn, when a person receives information that is inconsistent with his or 

her relationship schema, a good deal of cognitive work results in effort to dispel any 

resulting uncertainty.

Violations to Relationship Schemata

Just as Wong and Wiener (1981) and Pyszczynski and Greenberg (1981) were 

able to provide evidence for heightened cognition in response to violation of non­

relational expectations, research on cognition in close relationships demonstrates similar 

results. Schemata can be understood as being made up of a series of interconnected slots, 

with certain restrictions on the types of information that can fill those slots. These slots 

serve as the basis for interpretation of new information, and when information about a
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particular relationship is gained, those slots are filled (Minsky, 1977). However, when an 

individual comes across a piece of information that is inconsistent with his or her schema, 

and thus cannot fit in a slot, there are two possible outcomes: assimilation or 

accommodation (Planalp, 1987). Planalp (1987) defines assimilation as a cognitive 

process whereby an individual’s previous relationship knowledge (schemata) is used to 

interpret information. Accommodation occurs when previous knowledge cannot be used 

to interpret new information; as a result a change in the person’s knowledge of a 

relationship is produced. What determines whether information is assimilated into the 

schema or whether the schema will be accommodated to it is the degree to which the 

incoming information fits with the relevant schema. Regarding assimilation, if incoming 

information is ambiguous, the individual’s schema will be used as a guide to 

interpretation. However, accommodation will be triggered by outright schema- 

inconsistent events (Brewer & Nakamura, 1984). Due to the fact that schema- 

inconsistent events cannot be fit easily into the interpretive framework, what follows is 

the need for more attention and deeper levels of processing in order to make sense of the 

unexpected deviation. Put another way, if an individual is faced with information that 

lies contrary to his or her expectations, he or she will in turn engage in higher levels of 

cognitive activity in order to understand this inconsistency.

Planalp and Rivers (1996) demonstrated that in response to schema-inconsistent 

relationship information heightened cognition will follow. They state that within the 

context of a relationship, there are several things can change at different stages of that 

relationship. Although some of these changes are predictable, often there are 

unpredictable occurrences. These unpredictable moments cause uncertainty about the
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partner or relationship, and these moments tend to stem from unexpected events that 

challenge previously held beliefs and assumptions (Planalp & Honeycutt, 1985; 

Rutherford & Honeycutt, 1988). The result of this uncertainty is heightened cognition in 

effort to make sense of the situation. As a demonstration, Planalp and Rivers (1996) 

conducted a qualitative analysis of data collected from individuals’ reports on events that 

made them question the nature of their relationships. Of particular importance to the 

current study was their finding that it was in response to violation of expectations that 

explanation seeking (cognitive activity) ensued. Indeed, explanation seeking was 

typically instigated by the violation of expectations derived from knowledge structures 

or, schemata, about people and relationships. This is consistent with the notion that 

expectations for relationship behavior are built into schemata created about a specific 

partner and one’s relationship with him or her based on prior experience. For example, in 

response to an unexpected event, such as when someone failed to call when he or she said 

they would, cognition will follow in an effort to make sense of why the person failed to 

call (Planalp & Rivers, 1996).

Influences to Relational Schemata

It seems clear, then, that individuals possess relationship schemata and that these 

schemata play an important role in interpreting new information about relationships. 

Relational knowledge (which in turn contributes to the formation of relationship 

schemata) is influenced by several sources (Andersen, 1993). One of these sources is the 

norms of the culture. Often people’s notion of family and kinship roles is defined by the 

culture (Swerdlow, Bridenthal, Kelly, & Vine, 1981). Mass media also provides a wealth 

of relationship models that people often attempt to emulate. The media provides a
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prototypical notion of family, sex-roles, and romantic relationships. Through the 

modeling process, people imitate and incorporate these prototypic conceptions into their 

cognition (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & Signorielli, as cited in Andersen, 1993). A third 

source of relationship information is third parties. For example, Planalp et al., (1988) 

found that major relational events are often discussed with a third party (e.g., friend). 

Planalp et al. (1988) assert that these sorts of conversations undoubtedly alter relationship 

perceptions and provide information for schema redefinition. Similarly, people tend to 

acquire relational information by observing friends interact. Friends can influence 

schemata in that, much like the media, friends provide relationship prototypes to follow 

or reject. Merely observing friends’ relational activity (e.g., one of your friends discovers 

that his or her partner is seeing someone else) may create new schematic categories, as 

well as revise old ones for the self (Planalp & Honeycutt, 1985; Planalp et al., 1988).

One of the most important ways in which people gain relational knowledge is 

through one’s own past relational experiences. Based on cognitive appraisals of past 

relationships, individuals will generate relational expectations for future relationships 

(Chelune, Robison, & Kammar, 1984). For example, an individual who is intermittently 

involved in dysfunctional relationships will likely develop a set of dysfunctional 

relationship schemata. In turn, it is likely that this individual will be involved in equally 

dysfunctional future relationships. On the other hand individuals who are intermittently 

involved in loving, supportive relationships will develop schemata of a different type that 

will thereby foster more functional relationships. Stemming from past relational 

experiences, another important way in which people gain relational knowledge involves 

the suggestion that schemata are developed and revised in intervals between interactions.
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In other words it is the time in between relationships that tend to foster schema 

redefinition, in that this is the time in which people will look back on their experiences 

and re-label their relationship, in turn redefining their schemata (Andersen, 1993).

Given the array of sources of relational knowledge, it follows that different people 

will hold differing relationship schemata. It appears that although sources such as the 

media and culture can provide a rather prototypic view of relationships, relationship 

schemata can take very different shapes. One person’s relationship schema may follow 

the prototypic “boy meets girl, boy marries girl, boy and girl live happily ever after” 

version. Another person, whose parents are divorced and who has just been betrayed by 

his or her own partner, may have a very different relationship schema as a result of his or 

her negative experiences with relationships. Indeed a prototypic view of relationships 

does appear to exist. For example, it has been shown that people are able to generate a 

list of 20 actions that typically occur when a man asks a woman out and for the events 

that occur on a date (Pryor & Merluzzi, 1985). In addition, Forgas (1991) reported that 

studies examining social episodes have demonstrated that people have a normative view 

of relationships. This is evident in the fact that perceptions of common and shared 

interactions only vary on between 20 and 50 common themes. Furthermore, with regard 

to well-established close relationships, Forgas (1991) states that the range of themes 

people perceive as common to social episodes is likely even more limited. However, 

despite a prevailing normative view of what occurs in the course of a relationship, 

relationship expectations will differ from person to person.

The current study posits that there is a particular difference in relationship 

expectations between high-RII and low-RII individuals. Based on what is already known
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about the cognitive tendencies of high-RII individuals (to have a wary mind “at the 

ready”) (Pilkington & Woods, 1999), perhaps high-RII people do not adhere to the 

normative view of the course of relationships as do low-RII people. If this is the case, 

given the literature on expectation violation and cognition (e.g. Wong & Wiener, 1988; 

Planalp & Rivers, 1996), the high-RII individual’s relationship cognition should change 

in response to a contradiction of his/her negative relationship expectations. Low-RII 

individuals, on the other hand, while their pattern of cognition should also vary as a 

function of expectation confirmation and violation, it was posited that their variations in 

cognition should be reminiscent of those that typically occur in the course of a 

relationship. In order to examine this notion, for the purposes of the current study, 

expectation confirmation and expectation violation was operationally defined in terms of 

an individual reaching certain points in the course of a relationship.

Cognition in the Course o f a Relationship

Past research has shown that there are three main points of instability within 

relationships: the formation of new relationships, the growth of commitment in an 

established relationship, and the deterioration of an established relationship (Surra & 

Bohman, 1991; Fletcher, Fincham, Cramer, & Heron, 1987). These periods of instability 

bring levels of uncertainty about the relationship. During these periods of uncertainty, 

cognition about self, partner, and the relationship in general are particularly high (e.g., 

Surra & Bohman, 1991; Lloyd & Cate, 1985a). If one considers the events that are 

indicative of these points in a relationship, it can certainly be seen why relationship 

thoughts increase. These time periods are occasions when people will invest 

considerable time and cognitive activity in evaluating the type of person a prospective
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partner is, predicting the future of their relationships, and in the end, trying to understand 

why the relationship deteriorated (Fletcher, et al., 1987).

When a new relationship is just getting started, it is wrought with uncertainty.

This stage of a relationship is characterized by a motive to get to know the other person, 

that is, reduce self’s uncertainty about who the other is. For example, Fletcher et al. 

(1987) demonstrated that in the beginning stages of a relationship a person is in a 

heightened state of cognition. They hold that this heightened state of cognition is 

specifically due to the ambiguity involved in meeting and getting to know a new person. 

Ambiguity then continues whereby there is a general sense of uncertainty about the status 

of the relationship while it is just getting started. It is also important during this time for 

the person to develop, through relationship thoughts, the ability to make further decisions 

and predictions regarding the relationship (Fletcher et al., 1987). Moreover, it is 

important to note that the heightened cognition that comes with the start of a relationship 

does not exclusively involve the relationship and the partner, but also involves cognitions 

about self.

Wilkinson (1987) discusses the role of impression monitoring in the course of a 

close relationship. She found that impression monitoring (cognition related to monitoring 

impressions of other as well as self) remained high throughout the early stages of a 

relationship. In these early stages there is a self-other comparison process whereby the 

person will be highly self-aware. As a result of trying to reduce uncertainty, the person 

will monitor his or her own behavior closely so as to project self-knowledge onto his or 

her partner. As Berger (1979) points out as well, in the beginning stages of a 

relationship, if the perceived reward value of the other increases, the perceiver will
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increase his or her level of monitoring of the other person as well as him- or herself. This 

occurs even as initial uncertainty begins to decrease. Further, Surra & Bohman (1991) 

point out that during relationship formation, individuals may be hopeful about the chance 

of a long-term relationship and are in turn concerned with self-monitoring in order to 

increase those chances. Thus it can indeed be seen that in the early stages of a 

relationship, levels of relationship cognition are relatively high.

Once initial uncertainty has been reduced, research has shown that as the 

relationship continues to progress, the heightened levels of cognition are reduced. As 

ambiguity in partner and relationship are lessened and the relationship becomes more 

stable, there is a better sense of permanent interpersonal understanding, behavioral 

predictions, and personality impressions (Fletcher et al., 1987). Thus, with decreased 

uncertainty comes a decrease in thinking about the relationship. Important changes in the 

relationship, however, will lead to subsequent increases in cognition. Fletcher et al. 

(1987) asked participants about how much time they spent thinking about, analyzing, or 

trying to understand the partner and the relationship. They reported that this type of 

relationship thinking did, in fact, increase when critical choice points were being 

considered (e.g., a decision to increase commitment). This type of choice point is 

indicative of the second period of instability within a developing relationship. Once the 

established relationship approaches a point where there is growth in the commitment 

level, a new set of uncertainties arises regarding choosing whether or not the relationship 

should continue (Surra & Bohman, 1991). The uncertainties that arise during this period 

are characterized by consideration of whether or not it is the right time in one’s life to 

make that sort of commitment and whether the partner is really “the one.”
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The third stage of instability is relationship dissolution. This period is 

characterized by a particularly large increase in relationship cognition. In fact, it has 

been shown that in comparison to the other two periods of instability, cognitions are at 

their highest in the stage of deterioration of an established relationship (Fletcher et al., 

1987). This makes sense when one considers the emotional difficulty that comes along 

with the break-up of a committed relationship; it is during this time that individuals seek 

to fully understand issues such as where the relationship went wrong and/or who was at 

fault. Fletcher et al. (1987) examined the role of attributions in the rise and fall of dating 

relationships. They found that the prevalence of spontaneous causal attribution is highest 

at the point in a relationship where people begin to consider separating and during 

relationship breakdown. These findings are consistent with the notion that people put 

substantial cognitive effort into explaining the breakdown of relationship (Surra & 

Bohman, 1991).

Similarly, Lloyd & Cate (1985a) examined attributions concerning relationship 

change. They were interested in how attributions about changes in a relationship vary 

over time. It was found that there was an increase in individual’s explanations for 

changes in the relationship as the relationship moved into dissolution. This increase in 

explanations from the individual’s perspective indicates an increase in introspection 

about the relationship, and the partner. Participants engaged in substantial cognitive 

activity in effort to try and describe the forces that affected relationship (Lloyd & Cate, 

1985a). These thoughts often centered around explanations for why their relationship 

developed the way it did. People engaged in these cognitions (e.g., assessment, 

understanding, and rationalization) in order to make sense of significant relationship
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events. These findings make particular sense regarding relationship dissolution, given 

that the person is attempting to heal emotionally, as well as in order to understand what 

wrong so as to prevent dissolution in the future.

The Current Study

It is clear from the review of literature above that during periods of relationship 

instability, cognitions concerning the self, the partner, and the relationship are 

heightened. It has further been shown that this rise in cognition is the result of 

uncertainty brought about during stages of instability in a relationship. Given these 

findings coupled with the notion discussed previously that heightened cognition is 

brought about through violations of an individual’s relationship expectations (e.g. Planalp 

& Honeycutt, 1985, Planalp & Rivers, 1988; Planalp, et al., 1988), the current study 

proposes that given one’s perception of risk in intimacy, cognitions should vary not only 

in amount, but also in affective type, depending on the stage of the relationship. For 

individuals who perceive high risk in intimacy and consequently hold negative 

relationship expectations (Pilkington & Woods, 1999), it is posited that the beginning and 

increasing commitment stages of a relationship violate their expectations. Increased 

cognition follows. For low-RII people, however, relationship break-ups violate their 

relationship expectations. Hence, low-RII people should exhibit the most relationship­

relevant cognitions during a relationship break-up.

When examining the valence of those cognitions, those low in risk in intimacy 

should have a fairly positive relationship outlook given that their schemata are more 

reflective of the prototypic relationship. Thus, in the beginning of a fledgling 

relationship, and at the time of increased commitment, when things are going “according
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to plan,” they will exhibit highly positive cognitions. High-RII individuals on the other 

hand, due to their heightened sensitivity to the dangers associated with relationships, will 

exhibit cognitions of a more wary, less positive nature than those of low-RII individuals. 

When a relationship fails low-RII people will engage in cognitions of a highly negative 

nature, as this is when their relationship expectations are violated. For those high in RII 

however, the break-up of a relationship involves more of a confirmation of expectations. 

Their cognitions, in turn, should not be as negatively toned as low-RII people.

In conclusion, the current study puts forth two hypotheses. Hypothesis 1: People 

high in RII will spend more time in general thinking about aspects of their relationship in 

the beginning stages of a relationship, particularly in the stages of relationship formation 

and of heightened commitment as compared to people low in RII. People low in RII, 

however, will spend the most amount of time thinking about the relationship during the 

dissolution/break-up stage compared to those high in RII. (See Table 1 for summary of 

amount of cognition hypotheses.) Hypothesis 2: In the beginning and increased 

commitment stages of a relationship people low in RE will report highly positive 

cognitions in reference to positive relationship outcomes (e.g., optimism). In the break­

up stage of a relationship, those low in RII will report highly negative emotions and 

cognitions in reference to relationship dissolution. People who are high in RII, on the 

other hand, will report less positive cognition in the beginning stages and increased 

commitment stage of a relationship than those low in RII. During the beginning and 

increased commitment stages of a relationship high-RII individuals will report more 

cognition in reference to negative relationship outcomes (e.g. apprehension). In the 

break-up stage of a relationship, compared to low-RII individuals, people high in RII will
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report less negative (more neutral) cognitions, reminiscent of the notion that a 

relationship break-up serves as a confirmation of high-RII individual’s previous 

expectations. (See Table 2 for summary of type of cognition hypotheses.)

Method

Participants

Participants were 75 undergraduate students obtained from the introductory 

psychology research pool at the College of William & Mary. All participants received 

partial course credit for participation, and all were over 18 years of age. Participants had 

to have met two criteria in order to be included in the study. First, all had to have been 

involved in a romantic relationship that had lasted at least four months, and this 

relationship had to have ended within the last twelve months. This time period was 

chosen in order to facilitate the recall of past events (Fitzgerald & Surra, 1981). Second, 

the relationship had to have reached the stage of serious involvement as assessed by a 

brief questionnaire (Levinger, Rands, & Talabar, 1977) that will be described shortly. 

Only participants who met all selection criteria were included in the sample.

A median split was conducted on the RII scores of mass testing respondents in 

order to designate those “high” in RII from those “low” in RII. The median RII score 

was 2.0. In order to maximize the difference between high- and low-RII, individuals 

with scores above the top 33rd percentile (scores greater than or equal to 2.3) were 

considered high-RII individuals and individuals with scores below the bottom 33rd 

percentile (scores less than or equal to 1.7) were considered low-RII individuals. The 

mean RII scores for participants in the final sample were 3.11 (SD=J4) for high-RII
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individuals (N=40) and 1.34 (SD=23) for low-RII individuals (N=35), F(1, 73) = 183.07,

p  < .00.

Materials

Prior to taking part in the study, all participants completed two questionnaires as 

part of a mass testing session. One of the questionnaires was used in order to assess 

relationship involvement in a previous relationship as described above. Participants were 

asked (a) whether they had reached a time in their former relationship in which they felt 

as though they were a “couple,” (b) whether they had reached a time in their former 

relationship in which they were identified as a “couple” by their friends and family, and 

(c) whether in this dating relationship they had reached a period of exclusive dating. In 

addition, to further assess the level of relationship involvement, an involvement scale 

developed by Levinger et al. (1977) was administered. This scale is meant to assess level 

of relationship involvement, specifically in order to differentiate between close and 

casual relationships. Individuals were chosen for inclusion in the current study if their 

mean score on the scale was five or higher (on an 8-pt. scale), as this is the cut-off point 

that reflects differences between casual and serious relationships (Levinger et al., 1977; 

Lloyd & Cate, 1985). (See Appendix A.)

Also included in the mass testing was the 10-item Risk in Intimacy Inventory 

(RII) (Pilkington & Richardson, 1988) which measures perceptions of risk in intimacy. 

The RII measures the extent to which a person finds intimate relationships and being 

close to others threatening. Participants rate their perceptions on a six-point Likert scale 

(1 = “strongly disagree” and 6 = strongly agree). The possible range of scores is 10-60, 

with high scores indicating higher level of perceived risk. (See Appendix B.)
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The 18-item Need for Cognition scale was also administered (Cacioppo, Petty, 

Kao, 1984). The need for cognition scale measures an individual’s tendency to engage in 

and enjoy effortful thinking. Participants rate the extent to which a set of statements is 

characteristic of them on a five point Likert scale (1 = “extremely uncharacteristic” and 5 

= extremely characteristic). The possible range of scores is 18-90, with high scores 

indicating a high need for cognition. This measure was included to serve as a possible 

control variable, as amount of cognition is a variable of interest in the current study. (See 

Appendix C.)

Procedure

Data were collected by means of the Retrospective Interview Technique (RIT) 

(Fitzgerald & Surra, 1981). This technique provides a means of gathering an individual’s 

relationship history following a chronological path from beginning to end and is rooted in 

significant turning points in the relationship. The main purpose of the RIT is to construct 

the developmental course of a relationship on a “certainty of relationship continuing” 

graph. This graph served as a pictorial representation of the developmental rise and fall 

of the relationship, tracking along the way how gradually or rapidly the couple became 

involved, the highest level of commitment reached by the couple, and the rate of 

relationship dissolution experienced by the couple. The certainty-of-relationship- 

continuation graph consisted of an ordinate that represented the participant’s certainty 

that the relationship would continue from zero to 100 percent, in increments of 5 percent, 

and an abscissa representing time in increments of 1 month.

Each participant was interviewed individually. Upon entering the room the 

participant was seated at a desk across from the experimenter and was given an informed



22

consent form. (Appendix D.) The informed consent form informed the participants that 

they would be participating in a study about relationship awareness. Once informed 

consent was collected, the interview began. First, the interviewer asked the participant 

when the partners had met and when they went on their first date. The interviewer then 

asked when termination of the relationship had occurred. The experimenter used the first 

date and the relationship termination as end points, and subsequently filled in the first 

initial of each month along the abscissa. The interviewer then explained what the 

“certainty of relationship continuing” graph represented (e.g., Lloyd & Cate, 1985; See 

Appendix E. for verbatim script).

After the graph was explained to each participant, the graphing proceeded in three 

steps as outlined by Lloyd & Cate (1985). First, the interviewer asked the participant 

what he or she thought the chance of relationship continuation was when the partners 

went on their first date. The interviewer then marked this percentage on the line 

representing the first month of the relationship. The next step involved the interviewer 

asking the participant to indicate the month at which a change occurred in his or her 

certainty that relationship would continue. The interviewer then marked this change on 

the graph and connected the two points in time. The third step involved asking the 

participant to indicate the reasons for the change in the level of certainty that the 

relationship would continue.

The interviewer then asked the participant a series of questions meant to assess cognitive 

and affective aspects of the relationship at that particular point in time. The Interview 

Questionnaire contained questions intended to assess positive and negative affect as well 

as amount of time thinking about the relationship at different turning points. Participants
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were asked 12 questions regarding certain emotions and the extent to which they thought 

about different aspects of the relationship on a nine point Likert scale (e.g., 1 = not 

excited at all, 9 = very excited). (See Appendix F.) The questions intended to assess type 

of cognition required the participant to report an affective rating, for example questions 

are phrased “to what extent did you feel excited at this particular point in the 

relationship?” In the present study affective ratings were assumed to be indicative of the 

cognitive activity the individual engaged in at a particular point in his/her relationship. 

This is based on research that has demonstrated that affective rather than objective 

characteristics take precedence in the formation of people’s cognitive representations 

(Forgas, 1991). Given that affective characteristics are important features for how one 

defines his/her cognitive representations (Forgas, 1991), gauging the affective component 

of a given time was seen as being representative of gauging the type of thoughts one had 

at a given time.

The experimenter recorded all answers to the interview questions on paper. These 

steps were repeated until the entire course of the relationship had been graphed. All 

answers to the questions asked by the experimenter were recorded on paper, and the 

entire interview was also audio recorded for the purposes of later clarification if needed.

Once the process was complete, the participant was then asked to examine the 

graph for its accuracy. Once the participant had made any necessary changes the 

interviewer then divided the graph into five time periods to denote stages in the 

relationship (Fitzgerald & Surra, 1981). In order to designate these stages, the participant 

was asked to indicate the months during which (a) he/she and partner were seeing each
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other on a casual basis but not yet identified as a couple, (b) he/she and partner felt that 

they were a couple but had not yet reached 100 percent commitment to relationship, (c) 

he/she and partner were 100 percent committed to their relationship, (d) he/she and 

partner first began to feel uncertain about the future of their relationship, and (e) he/she 

and partner were certain that the relationship would end. These five stages were later 

aggregated to represent the three stages of uncertainty identified by Surra and Bohman 

(1991). Stage one (beginning stages of relationship) consisted of (a) and (b). Stage two 

(growth in commitment of relationship) consisted of (c). Stage three (deterioration of an 

established relationship) consisted of (d) and (e). (See Figure 1 for sample graph.) The 

participant then completed the Need for Cognition Scale (Cacioppo et al., 1984) as a 

means of controlling for a general interest in thinking on the part of the participant. Once 

the interview was complete, the participant was fully debriefed as to the purposes and 

hypotheses of the study. (Appendix E.)

In addition, due to the sensitive nature of the subject matter of the interviews 

conducted in this study, it was possible that for some people, this particular experiment 

may have brought up some unpleasant memories that were potentially upsetting. In order 

to protect the participant’s well being, he/she was fully informed prior to the interview 

that he/she would be required to discuss a past failed relationship. It was stressed that the 

participant could stop the interview at any point in time if he/she did not feel comfortable. 

In addition, if at any point during the interview, the experimenter noticed the participant 

becoming emotionally distraught (e.g., tearing up) the experimenter was prepared to stop 

the interview, give credit for participation, and immediately refer the participant to the 

William & Mary Counseling Center. No participants reacted negatively to the interview
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process. Finally, in order to reduce the lasting effects of any hidden negative reaction, all 

participants were given an information sheet about the William & Mary Counseling 

Center at the conclusion of the interview. (Appendix G.)

Results

Data Management

In order to assess amount of cognition, three of the questions in the interview 

were specifically meant to measure the amount of time the participant spends thinking 

about aspects of his/her relationship (questions 10, 11, 12, Appendix F). Questions 10 

and 11 assessed amount of time thinking about the state of the relationship in general 

(e.g. amount of time thinking about partner and amount of time thinking about the 

relationship). Question 12 on the other hand assessed the amount of time thinking about 

the possibility of a change occurring within the relationship (e.g., amount of thought 

towards the possibility of an increase in commitment or thought towards the possibility 

the relationship might end). The amount of cognition regarding relationship-change 

(question 12) was kept separate from analyses regarding general relationship-state 

cognition (the average of questions 10 and 11), thus does not require further mention in 

terms of data management.

In order to create one composite score of amount of time thinking about 

relationship- state, for each turning point that occurred in the relationship, participant’s 

ratings on questions 10 and 11 were averaged together (Fletcher et al., 1987). Once each 

participant had an average amount of relationship-state cognition score at each turning 

point, the amount of relationship-state cognition scores were then averaged together 

within each stage. The final outcome was a single amount relationship-state cognition
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score for each of the three relationships stages (i.e., one score each for the beginning 

stage, the middle stage, and the ending stage). This allowed for an assessment of whether 

high-RII individuals exhibit higher levels of general relationship cognition at the 

beginning stages of a relationship rather than at the ending stage of relationship.

A factor analysis was conducted on the relationship-state questions (10 and 11) in 

order to validate that these two interview questions loaded together on one factor within a 

given stage. Given that most participants reported at least 4 turning points, contributing 

to this factor analysis were participant’s amount of relationship-state cognition scores 

from their first 4 turning points (N=66). Results showed that amount of cognition did 

indeed load on one factor within a given stage. (See Table 3 for Eigenvalues and % of 

variance accounted for.)

Type of cognition was also assessed by examining participant’s answers to the 

interview questions. For each designated stage of the relationship, there was a positive- 

type of cognition score and a negative-type of cognition score. In order to create each 

participant’s type of cognition score in each relationship stage, participant’s ratings from 

the positive-type of cognition questions (excitement, safety, and optimism) at each 

turning point were averaged together and the negative-type of cognition questions 

(concern, fear, apprehension) were averaged together. Once each participant had an 

average positive and an average negative cognition score at each turning point, the 

positive and negative scores for all turning points that occurred within a designated stage 

were then averaged together. The final outcome was a single mean positive and a single 

mean negative cognition score in each of the three relationship stages (i.e., a positive and 

a negative score for the beginning stage, a positive and a negative score for the middle
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stage, and a positive and a negative score for the ending stage). This allowed for 

examination of whether type of cognition varied as a function of being high or low in risk 

in intimacy, and as a function of stage in the relationship.

A factor analysis was conducted on the positive-type of cognition and the 

negative-type of cognition in order to validate that the three interview questions assessing 

negative-type of cognition loaded together on one factor within a given stage, and that the 

three interview questions assessing positive-type cognition loaded together on one factor 

within a given stage. Again, contributing to this factor analysis were participant’s 

positive- and negative-type of cognition scores on their first 4 turning points (N=66). The 

initial factor analysis yielded four factors. Subsequent varimax rotations showed that the 

positive type of cognition questions did indeed load on one factor per stage. The same 

was true for the negative type of cognition questions. (See Tables 4 and 5 for Eigenvalues 

and % of variance accounted for by these factors, as well as item loadings for the 

positive-type of cognition and negative-type of cognition respectively.)

Important to note with regard to RIT data management, participants had different 

numbers of turning points, ranging anywhere from 2 turning points to 13 turning points. 

In order to account for this, participant’s data were entered into separate data files based 

on number of turning points. Within each of those data files a positive and a negative 

type of cognition score, and an amount of relationship-state cognition score was 

computed for each stage as described above resulting in two overall type of cognition 

scores (positive and negative) and one amount of relationship-state cognition score for 

each of the three stages. All 12 data files (no participant report a relationship with 10 

turning points) were then aggregated together for all subsequent analysis. Thus, all
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participants contributed equally to the analyses, regardless of length of relationship, 

length of stages, and/or number of turning points per stage.

Unfortunately, however, the existence of a past romantic relationship in which 

significant turning points occurred did not guarantee the presence of all three relationship 

stages. In particular, several participants indicated that there was no “beginning” stage in 

their relationship. This resulted in 35 cases of missing data based on no stage one. Thus, 

analyses were first conducted using only the participants who reported having all three 

stages (N=40). However, in order to account for the possibility that there was not enough 

power to reveal RII effects that might have been evident as a function of stage, some 

secondary analyses were conducted considering only the 100% commitment stage and 

the relationship deterioration stage. In order to reduce the amount of experimental error, 

the pooled error term was used in all analyses.

Amount o f Cognition Analyses

Amount of relationship-state cognition. A 2 (Sex) x 2 (RII) x 3 (Relationship 

Stage) repeated measures ANCOVA, with need for cognition as a covariate, was run in 

order to assess whether amount of relationship-state cognition differed as a function of an 

individual’s perception of risk in intimacy and stage of relationship. None of the results 

were significant. There was no significant difference in the mean amount of time high- 

RII versus low-RII individuals spent thinking about their relationship-state as a function 

of stage. (See Table 6) Furthermore, the covariate of need for cognition was found to be 

non-significant and had no impact whatsoever on the relationship between amount of 

relationship-state cognition and RII.
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Amount of relationship-change cognition. A 2 (Sex) x 2 (RII) x 3 (Relationship 

Stage) repeated measures ANCOVA, with need for cognition as a covariate, was run in 

order to assess whether amount of relationship-change cognition differed as a function of 

an individual’s perception of risk in intimacy and stage of relationship. Although there 

was no significant difference regarding amount of relationship-change cognition as a 

function of RII and stage in the relationships (see Table 7), there was a significant main 

effect of RII over the entirety of the relationship, F( 1, 31) = 10.91, p<.01. High-RII 

individuals expressed a greater amount of thought (M=20.59, SD=3.68) regarding 

instances of possible relationship change across the relationship as compared to those low 

in RII (M=18.24, SD=4.21). Again, the covariate of need for cognition was found to be 

non-significant and had no impact whatsoever on the relationship between amount of 

relationship-change cognition and RII.

Type o f Cognition

A 2 (Sex) x 2 (RE) x 3 (stage) x 2 (type of cognition) repeated measures 

ANCOVA, with need for cognition as a covariate, was run in order to assess whether 

type of cognition differed as a function of an individual’s perception of risk in intimacy 

and stage of relationship. Results were non-significant, indicating that high-RII and low- 

RII individuals did not differ significantly in terms of the type of cognition they had as a 

function of stage. (See Table 8) There was, however, a significant RII x Type of 

cognition interaction F  (1, 38) = 9.27, p<.01. This RE x Type of cognition interaction 

indicated that those participants high in RII reported significantly greater amounts of 

negative thought (M= 15.58, SD=3.96) over the entirety of the relationship compared to 

those low in RE (M= 13.28, SD=3.66). Again, the covariate of need for cognition was
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found to be non-significant and had no impact on the relationship between type of 

thought and RII; thus need for cognition as a covariate was left out of all subsequent 

analyses.

Given the significant RII x Type interaction indicating greater instances of 

negative thoughts for high-RII individuals compared to lows, it became of interest to 

examine negative thought more specifically. Recall that each participant had a negative- 

cognition score for each stage of the relationship. Univariate analyses of variance were 

conducted on each stage with RII as the independent variable and negative-thought scores 

as the dependent variable. These analyses revealed a significant main effect of RII in the 

100% commitment stage F(3,36) = 6.91, p<.05. High-RII individuals expressed greater 

instances of negative thought (M=4.77, SD= 1.98) during the 100% commitment stage as 

compared to those low in RII (M=3.07, SD=1.37). No significant RII effects on negative 

thought were found in the beginning or relationship deterioration stages when analyzed 

separately.

At this point it was of interest to examine more closely which aspects of negative- 

type of cognition (as defined by the current study) contributed to the main effect of RII 

on negative thought at the 100% commitment stage. In the current study, negative 

cognition scores were a composite of participant’s answers to questions regarding 

concern, fear, and apprehension about the future of their relationship. Each of these three 

individual components of the operational definition of negative cognition was analyzed in 

a separate 2 (Sex) x 2 (RII) x 3 (Stage) ANOVA. It was found that there was a significant 

stage x RII interaction when looking specifically of level of concern, F  (1, 38) = 14.25, 

p<.01. During the stage of 100% commitment those high in RII exhibited higher levels of
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concern (M=5.22, SD=2.19) as compared to those low in RII (M= 3.12, SD= 1.58). No 

other significant RII effects were observed regarding the negative thought aspects of fear 

or apprehension.

2 (Sex) x 2 (RID x 2 (Stage) Analyses. Recall that only 40 of the 75 participants 

reported a “beginning” stage to their relationships. In order to increase power and 

include the maximum number of participants, 2 (Sex) x 2 (RII) x 2 (Stage: 100% vs. 

Deterioration) analyses were conducted on each of the individual components of 

negative-thought (“fear,” “concern,” “apprehensive”) and positive- (“safe,” “excited,” 

“optimistic”) scores. These analyses yielded some interesting results not seen in the 

analyses involving all 3 stages. Specifically, main effects of RII were observed for both 

safety and optimism. Those high in RII reported feeling less safe (M= 9.89, SD=2A3) 

across the two stages compared to those low in RII (M=11.31, SD=2.12), F(1, 62) = 9.60, 

p<.01. The main effect of RII on levels optimism indicated that those high in RE were 

also less optimistic (M=9.63, SD=2.51) about the future of the relationship across the two 

stages compared to those low in RE (M=10.72, SD= 1.78), F(l,65) = 7.79, p<.01.

The analysis of variance conducted on optimism also produced two interaction 

effects worth noting. First, there was a significant Period x Sex x RII interaction, F (l,

63) = 4.84, p<.05. Among males, those high in RII reported lower levels of optimism 

(M= 2.84, SD=.69), in comparison to males low in RE (M=4.03, &D=1.45), but this 

difference was seen only in the relationship deterioration stage F (l, 21) = 4.66,p<.05. 

Like high-RII males, high-RII females also indicated lower levels of optimism (M=6.35, 

SD=1.82) in comparison to low-RE females (Af=7.34, SD=.69). Interestingly, however, 

this effect was found in the 100% commitment stage, not the relationship deterioration
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stage. Worth noting also is that there was a marginally significant interaction between 

RE and stage F(1, 65) = 3.25, p < .06. This marginal significance is indicative of a trend 

whereby those high in RE report lower levels (M= 6.50, SD= 1.85) of optimism while in 

the 100% committed stage in comparison to low-RII individuals (M=l.21, SD=.94). No 

significant RII effects were observed regarding excitement.

With respect to the components of negative cognition, significant effects were 

observed when concern and fear were used as the dependent measures (no significant RII 

effects were found on apprehension). As was seen in the 2 x 2 x 3 design, a main effect 

of RII was observed with level of concern as the dependent variable F( 1, 65) = 8.98, 

p<.01. Across the span of the two stages being considered, high-RII individuals reported 

a greater amount of concern (M=11.66, SD=2A5) in comparison to those low in RE 

(M=10.32, SD=2.6S). However, departing from the results produced by the 2 x 2 x 3  

design, the 2 x 2 x 2 analysis yielded a Sex x RII x Period interaction when fear was the 

dependent measure of interest, F (l, 42) = 4.31, /?<.05. This interaction indicated that 

females high in RII reported greater amounts of fear (M=4.19, SD=2A2) than did low-RII 

females (M=3.15, SD=1.51), but only during the 100% commitment stage.

Discussion

The purpose of the current study was to examine the construct of perceptions of 

risk in intimacy, particularly with regard to relationship-oriented cognition. In the current 

study cognition variation was assessed in terms of changes in the amount of time spent 

thinking about aspects of the relationship and in terms of changes in the type of thought 

regarding relationship events. It was found that perceptions of risk in intimacy are indeed
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related to certain aspects of cognition, both across the course of the relationship and 

during specific stages in particular.

Specifically, amount of cognition was considered in light of two separate 

relationship aspects. The first of these aspects was “relationship-state cognition.”

Amount of relationship-state cognition represented a composite of the amount of time an 

individual spent thinking his or her partner’s behavior and the amount of time spent 

thinking about the relationship. Thus, for the purpose of the current study, relationship- 

state cognition referred to the overall amount of time one spent analyzing the relationship 

in general. The second way in which amount of cognition was operationalized in the 

present study was in terms of amount of relationship-change cognition. This variable 

represented the amount of thought devoted to the possibility of either an increase or a 

decrease in commitment in the relationship.

It was hypothesized that in comparison to low-RII individuals, high-RII people 

would spend more time thinking about aspects of their relationship in the beginning and 

increased commitment stages (based on contradiction of negative relationship 

expectations), and less time thinking about their relationship in the relationship 

deterioration stage (based on confirmation of negative relationship expectations). Results 

showed that neither measure of amount of relationship cognition varied as an interactive 

function of stage and RII. However, amount of relationship-change cognition did vary as 

a function of RII by itself. When the point at which a change in commitment, either for 

better or worse, was at hand, individuals who were more sensitive to the possible dangers 

associated with relationships (high-RII) spent more time thinking about the change than 

did those who were less sensitive to the dangers associated with relationships.
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Type of cognition was also assessed. For the purposes of the current study 

positive cognition was operationalized as a composite of individual’s ratings of the extent 

to which he or she felt excited, safe, and optimistic at each turning point. Negative 

cognition was operationalized as a composite of individual’s ratings of the extent to 

which he or she felt concerned, fearful, and apprehensive at a given turning point. Based 

on the proposed schematic tendencies of high-RII individuals, it was predicted that high- 

RII individuals would have more negative thoughts than low-RII individuals during the 

beginning and increased commitment stages of a relationship, and less negative cognition 

during the relationship deterioration stage, compared low-RII individuals.

As with amount of cognition, the hypothesis that type of cognition would vary as 

an interactive function of stage and RII was not supported. However, also like the 

amount of relationship-change variable, type of cognition across the relationship did vary 

as a function of RII by itself. Beginning with RII effects across the three stages of the 

relationship, results showed that those high in RII reported more negative cognition over 

the entirety of the relationship than did those low in RII. This difference in negativity 

was especially pronounced during the 100% commitment stage. When the components 

of the negative cognition variable were then analyzed separately, it was revealed that it 

was thoughts of concern, not fear or apprehension that high-RII individuals spent more 

time engaged in at the 100% commitment stage relative to low-RII people.

A second set of analyses conducted on just the stages of 100% commitment and 

relationship deterioration revealed RII effects that were not seen when all three stages 

were accounted for. Once the relationship was an established one, those high in RII felt 

less safe and less optimistic about the future of the relationship than did those low in RII.
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Furthermore, once again, those high in RII reported more thoughts of concern compared 

to low-REL

Analysis across the two stages of 100% commitment and relationship 

deterioration also revealed that cognitions related to both the positive component of 

optimism and the negative component of fear varied as a function of stage, RII, and 

gender. High-RII men reported lower levels of optimism than did low-RII men during 

the relationship deterioration stage. High-RII females also indicated lower levels of 

optimism than did low-RII females; however, this effect was evident in the 100% 

commitment stage rather than the relationship deterioration stage. In addition, high-RII 

females reported greater amounts of fear than did low-RII females during the 100% 

commitment stage. There was no difference in this respect, however, for men. 

Explanations and Implications

The finding that amount of relationship-state cognition did not very as an 

interactive function of stage and RII was surprising. Recall the findings of Pilkington 

and Woods (1999), which demonstrated that high-RII individuals possess a chronically 

accessible schema in which relationship events are perceived as carrying with them high 

levels of risk. If, (as originally posited) compared to low-RII people, high-RII 

individuals do indeed possess this different set of more negative relationship 

expectations, it would be expected that during relationship situations that contradict those 

expectations (i.e., when things are going well), levels of relationship cognition should 

increase. However, this was not the case in the present study. There are methodological 

considerations to be accounted for, and will be discussed shortly. On a theoretical level,
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however, it may be that the high-RII individual’s relationship schemata cannot be 

characterized by differing relationship expectations and expectation violation.

In the current study, it was posited that the expectations inherent in a person’s 

relationship schemata are dichotomous in nature, wherein all relationship events either 

deviate from one’s expectations or are consistent with one’s expectations. If one 

experiences a contradiction in expectations as a result of deviation from his or her 

schemata, this is when cognition should increase, as the individual will be seeking 

explanations for the contradiction (e.g. Planalp & Honeycutt, 1985; Rutherford & 

Honeycutt, 1988). Thus, for example, if an individual is expecting a bad thing, and 

he/she gets a good thing (e.g. a fledgling romance in the face of risky relationship 

perceptions), explanations for the lack of rejection by the other are needed. However, the 

lack of increased amount of relationship-state cognition at any particular stage of the 

relationship suggests that the high-RII individual’s schemata may not be organized in 

terms of different expectations (as compared to low-RII individuals) that either do or do 

not match relationship events that actually occur. Perhaps the high-RII individual’s 

relationship expectations do adhere to the same normative type of view as low-RII 

individuals. If high- and low-RII expectations are indeed the same, this suggests that 

perhaps both high- and low-RII people experience the typical uncertainties (Surra & 

Bohman, 1991) that arise at the outset of certain stages of the relationship in a similar 

manner. Possibly, then, the difference between the relationship schemata of high- versus 

low-RII individuals can be explained in terms of an inability of high-RII individuals to 

move past the normative uncertainties that arise when relationship changes occur.
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The notion that the schemata of high-RII individuals are characterized by a 

general sense of wariness, or pessimism, rather than a set course of events that are either 

contradicted or adhered to particularly is consistent with the present findings regarding 

type of cognition. Consider the differences between high- and low-RII individuals: (a) 

over the entire relationship high-RII people had more negative thoughts; (b) in particular, 

high-RII people had more negative thoughts at the 100% commitment stage; (c) these 

higher instances of negative thought at the 100% commitment stage were characterized 

specifically by thoughts of concern; and (d) high-RII individuals reported feeling less 

safe and less optimistic. All of these results are consistent with the idea that the cognitive 

underpinnings of RII schemata may represent a pessimism that prevents an individual 

high in the construct from completely moving past the feelings of uncertainty that come 

about during key transition points within the course of a relationship.

Of particular interest in this regard is the fact that the differences in high- versus 

low-RII cognitions were most evident during the 100% commitment stage. As stated 

previously, an increase in commitment level has been identified as one of the most 

significant points of instability in a relationship. This stage is characterized by 

uncertainties that arise regarding the choice of whether or not the relationship should 

continue (Surra & Bohman, 1991). These uncertainties include consideration of whether 

or not it is the right time in one’s life to make a more serious commitment and whether 

the partner is really someone who warrants further investment. It could also be argued 

that this particular phase of a relationship is the one in which a person is most vulnerable. 

In order to have reached an increased commitment stage, a good deal of investment has 

already been put forth into the relationship (e.g. Wieselquist, Rusbult, Foster, & Agnew;
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Holmes, 1981); thus the stakes are raised with regard to the potential to be hurt. Given 

that high-RII individuals are already more sensitive to the potential to be rejected, 

embarrassed, or betrayed (Pilkington & Richardson, 1988; Pilkington & Woods, 1999; 

Brunell, 2002), it follows that in the phase of the relationship when these potential 

dangers are greatest (as in the 100% commitment phase), high-RII individuals experience 

greater instances of negative thought compared to the low-RII people.

When only the two stages of 100% commitment and relationship deterioration 

were considered, the current study did yield some significant interactions between RII, 

stage, and gender. High-RII females reported greater amounts of fear than did low-RII 

females during the 100% commitment stage, but there was no RII difference among 

between males on this dimension. This finding is consistent with Nezlek and 

Pilkington’s (1994) finding that RII concerns were particularly salient for women when 

interacting with members of the opposite sex, but not for men. Another interesting 

gender effect occurred on the positive component of optimism. High-RII males reported 

lower levels of optimism than low-RII males at the relationship deterioration stage, 

whereas high-RII females reported lower levels of optimism at the 100% commitment 

stage. If it is in fact to be assumed that the 100% commitment stage of the relationship is 

the one in which a high-RII individual feels most vulnerable, and given the finding that 

RII concerns are more salient for women than men (Nezlek & Pilkington, 1994), it makes 

sense that high-RII women in the present study had lower levels of optimism and greater 

levels of fear than males. The fact that males reported lower levels of optimism during 

the relationship deterioration phase is quite interesting. This result suggests that, 

compared to high-RII females, high-RII males may have a better ability to deal with the



39

uncertainty associated with the 100% commitment stage, and maintain a somewhat 

optimistic view of the future of the relationship until the relationship begins to 

deteriorate. This difference may suggest that there are variations in the way high-RII 

males and females deal with the break-up of a relationship, with high-RII males 

conceding optimism for the future as soon as the relationship begins to go down hill, 

while high-RII females, once getting past the “most dangerous” stage of the relationship, 

hold a false sense of hope for the future or the relationship. It is interesting to note that 

ast research has demonstrated that males tend to be less able to accept the breakdown of 

the relationship and move on than are females (Helgeson, 1992). If these findings on the 

general population are considered as representative of individuals low in risk in intimacy, 

it would appear that high-RII men are, in fact, better than low-RII men in coming to 

terms with relationship deterioration.

Methodological Considerations

Keeping the theoretical explanations and implications in mind, there are several 

methodological issues that need to be considered. First of all, the advantages and 

disadvantages of the Retrospective Interview Technique need to be recognized (Lloyd & 

Cate, 1985b.). The RIT was chosen for the current study because it is a means of 

gathering an individual’s relationship history following a chronological path from 

beginning to end. The RIT tracks how gradually or rapidly the couple became involved, 

the highest level of commitment reached by the couple, and the rate of relationship 

dissolution experienced by the couple. Of particular importance to the current study was 

the fact that the chronological path laid out by the RIT is rooted in significant turning 

points that occurred in the relationship. Of additional importance was the ability to
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divide the relationship up in to stages. The fact that the RIT is based on significant 

changes in the relationship allowed the experimenters to capitalize on the amount and 

type of cognition that occur specifically at points of uncertainty (defined as points of 

change in commitment), as these are the times when amount and type of cognition was 

posited to vary as a function of perceptions of risk in intimacy.

Another advantage of the RIT identified by Lloyd and Cate (1985b) is that it 

overcomes some of the limitations of other designs often used in relationship research. 

Relationship research is often conducted by means of cross-sectional or longitudinal 

designs. One problem with cross-sectional designs is that the individuals who participate 

are often at different relationship stages or levels of intimacy. Thus the focus shifts from 

the process of relationship development and dissolution to the developmental differences 

between different groups of couples. While longitudinal studies lend themselves to 

process analysis, they also incur practicality problems such as attrition (Lloyd & Cate, 

1985b.).

The RIT does, however, have its own set of limitations. First and foremost, as the 

name implies, RIT data are completely retrospective in nature. Participants’ recall of 

events and feelings experienced in the past may or may not be accurate. This is of 

particular concern given that recall of relationship events might become distorted, 

particularly after relationship dissolution (Duck, 1982). Thus, it is important to note that 

the results of the current study can only be seen as representative of the individual’s 

current perception of the past failed relationship. This does not necessarily diminish the 

importance of results found using the RIT however. People do indeed possess 

relationship schemata (Planalp, 1985), and these schemata can be influenced by a
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person’s own past experiences (Andersen, 1993). Moreover, assimilation and 

accommodation of relationship schemata (Planalp, 1987) are a constant. Thus, one’s 

current perceptions can be seen as the basis upon which future relationships are built.

Another disadvantage of the RIT is the fact that the assessment of a two-person 

relationship is based only on the account of one of those two people. It is not possible for 

one partner to speak accurately of what the other person did or did not think or feel at any 

given time. Moreover, when it comes down to it, in the words of Brunell (2002) “There 

are three sides to a story when two people interact- one person’s side, the other person’s 

side, and the way the situation actually happened” (p. 34). As Lloyd and Cate (1985b) 

point out it is highly questionable that two partners share exactly the same interpretation 

of their relationship. In fact, different interpretations would be especially likely in 

retrospective accounts, since variables such as animosity towards a former partner could 

come in to play.

Two other methodological issues should be raised. First, it is very possible that 

several participants had never thought of their past relationship in terms of stages. Thus it 

may have been difficult for some to identify the requested stages based on the 

relationship events that were reported. Second, many participants did not perceive 

periods in which the relationship was characterized as “seeing each other on a casual 

basis” or as being a “couple but not 100% committed” (the composite of the two being 

the “beginning” stage of the relationship). This resulted in several cases of missing data, 

leading to the exclusion of the “beginning” stage from several analyses. However, it 

cannot yet be determined if this latter issue was a function of the RIT terminology and 

methods, or if it was more a function of the sample of participants used. Most
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participants were freshman in college. The past relationships being reported were 

typically high school relationships. At such a young age perhaps the stages of casual 

dating are simply skipped. This problem also lends itself to issues of generalizability of 

findings. A replication of the current study should involve an older sample of 

individuals.

A final note of caution that should be taken with regard to the methodology used 

in the current study has to do with the pattern of much of the data reported by 

participants. As stated previously, the RIT was chosen as means to assess variations in 

cognition based on the idea that these variations would stem from different reactions to 

commitment changes that occurred in the relationship. For the purposes of the present 

study it was assumed that the individual turning points that occurred within a stage would 

be indicative of that particular stage. For example it was assumed that the beginning 

stage would contain turning points regarding events such as the first date, and the first 

kiss. The 100% commitment stage was assumed to contain turning points associated with 

the first time the partners had sex or went on a vacation together. The relationship 

deterioration stage was assumed to consist of turning points associated with conflict or 

betrayal. Thus the composite of each of the turning points in one stage was assumed to 

be representative of the overall tone of that stage (as outlined by Surra & Bohman, 1991). 

However several of the participant’s data did not adhere to these assumptions. (See 

Figure 2 for example of a “problematic” graph.) Furthermore, many participants reported 

breaking up and getting back together several times throughout the course of relationship. 

For example, one participant reported that she and her partner broke up a few months into 

the relationship. The next turning point, however, was when the two partners reconciled.
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When it came to designating the relationship in to stages, the turning points associated 

with the break-up and the reconciliation were categorized in the 100% commitment 

stage. Therefore, the higher rates of negative cognition associated with the occurrence of 

the break-up were factored in to the same stage as the positive cognition associated with 

the reconciliation. If the 100% commitment stage is assumed to be representative of a 

positive (albeit uncertain) stage within a relationship, the fact that cognitions pertaining 

to a break-up are included in the type of cognition score for the 100% commitment score 

is problematic. Again, however, this particular issue could be attributed to participants 

having problems with designating the relationship in to stages, and not necessarily a flaw 

in the RIT. In the future, extra care should be taken by the interviewer to ensure that 

significant up or down turns in a relationship are accounted for with regard designating 

that particular turning point to the most appropriate stage.

Given the limitations outlined above, the current study warrants replication. For 

instance, despite the practical limitations of a longitudinal study, a longitudinal design 

would lend itself well to the questions being investigated. Only with a longitudinal 

design that gathers an individual’s assessments of the amount of time spent thinking 

about their relationship and the types of thoughts they have at different stages as they 

occur, can variations in cognition as a function of stage in the relationship and risk in 

intimacy be examined most accurately.

Conclusions

The results of the current study suggest that high-RII individual’s relationship 

schemata are not indicative of a non-normative set of expectations regarding whether or 

not positive or negative relationship events will occur, as originally proposed. However,
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this is not to say that the current study has not contributed to the theory-building effort to 

better understand the construct of risk in intimacy. The current findings, in fact, lend 

themselves to a new possibility regarding the cognitive underpinnings of risk in intimacy. 

High-RII individuals’ relationship schemata may not differ from those of low-RII 

individuals in terms of expectations about what events are likely to occur. Rather, it may 

be that the schemata can be characterized as providing a frame of reference regarding 

what to expect after the event has occurred.

Thus, in light of the present findings, it appears that it is not that the high-RII 

individual doesn’t expect certain relationship events to happen for them, it is that when 

the event happens for them, their “relationships are risky” frame of reference tends to win 

out. Furthermore, given the results demonstrating that the difference in patterns of 

cognition between high- and low-RII individuals appears at the 100% commitment stage, 

it could even be argued that the high-RII “relationships are risky” frame of reference is 

triggered at particularly uncertain points in the relationship. Both of these possibilities 

need to be explored in future research on RII.

In terms of broad implications, the present work has demonstrated that even when 

a high-RII individual is able to overcome the uncertainties of the initial stages of a 

relationship, he/she is not out of the woods with regard to his/her RII tendencies. Even in 

the midst of a 100% committed relationship one’s perception of risk in intimacy can rear 

its ugly head to impact the way in which a person thinks about his/her relationship. In 

turn, the way in which a person thinks about his/her relationship can have implications 

for issues such as relationship satisfaction. Preliminary research in this regard has indeed 

demonstrated that romantic partners of high-RII individual report lower levels of
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relationship satisfaction (Brunell, 2000). With regard to this possibility, again, more 

research needs to be done to further investigate perceptions of risk in intimacy at the 

cognitive level.

The possibility that that risk in intimacy can play a role in they way in which 

people perceive their social world, warrants an effort to better understand the basis of this 

construct. Further research is particularly warranted given that perceptions of risk in 

intimacy appear to play a detrimental role in a person’s social world. Relative to low-RII 

individuals, high-RII individuals have fewer close relationships in general and report 

diminished trust in others (Pilkington & Richardson, 1988). They experience discomfort 

in situations involving self-disclosure (Pilkington, 1993), report lower levels of romantic 

relationship satisfaction (Brunell, 2002), and have less rewarding social lives in general 

(Nezlek & Pilkington, 1994). Again, the present findings imply that these detrimental 

effects may not simply go away as soon as a good relationship comes along; in fact, the 

results of the current study suggest that it is in the face of big relationship decisions 

inherent in a committed relationship that one’s perceptions of risk in intimacy can 

interfere. The high-RII individual’s incapacity to move past whatever uncertainties arise 

in the course of a relationship may be a leading factor in his or her inability to reap all the 

benefits of a committed, loving relationship.
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APPENDIX A

R elationship Involvem ent Scale

Part A: L isted b elow  are several questions that reflect the leve l o f  involvem ent in past romantic 
relationships. P lease answer each question with a Y E S or N O .

1. H ave you recently (w ithin the past 12 m onths) experienced the break-up 
o f  a romantic relationship?

2. D id  this former relationship last 4  m onths or longer?

3. In this former relationship had you reached a tim e in w hich you felt as
though you were a “couple”?

4. In this former relationship had you reached a tim e in w hich you
w ere identified as a “couple” by your friends and fam ily?

5. In this dating relationship had you reached a period o f  exclu sive
dating?

Part B: L isted b elow  are several statements that reflect the leve l o f  involvem ent in past romantic 
relationships. Considering the sam e past relationship from  Part A , use the scale below  to indicate 
the extent to w hich your feelin g  about this relationship W A S  true.

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  
not at all true completely true

_______  1. There was som ething special about our relationship.

_______  2. W hat happened t o ____________ affected m e equally.

_______  3. W e w ere entirely open w ith one another.

_______  4. I w ould  have done alm ost anything f o r ____________ .

  5. It was hard for m e to get along w ith o u t_________ _ .

6. I fe lt entirely safe in te llin g ___________ about m y w eaknesses.

7. W henever I w as successful, it h e lp e d _____________ as m uch as me.

8. There w as nothing important th a t____________didn’t know  about me.

9. One o f  m y primary concerns w a s ____________ ’s welfare.

10. M y special m om ents w ith ___________ were unique.



53

APPENDIX B 
Risk in Intimacy (Pilkington & Richardson, 1988)

Social Interaction Inventory 
L isted  b elow  are several statem ents that reflect different attitudes about relationships. Som e o f  
the item s refer to general attitudes or beliefs about relationships. Other item s refer to more 
specific  kinds o f  interactions, such as those w ith acquaintances (e .g ., som eone yo u ’ve m et only  
once, som eone you  know  only from  class), w ith casual friends, or w ith people you are very c lo se  
to.

U sin g  the scale below , indicate the extent to w hich you agree with each statement by writing the 
appropriate number in the blank beside each item.

1 = very strong disagreem ent 4  = slight agreem ent
2 = m oderate disagreem ent 5 = m oderate agreem ent
3 = slight disagreem ent 6 = very strong agreem ent

There are no right or wrong answers. This is sim ply a m easure o f  how  you feel. P lease try to 
give  an honest appraisal o f  yourself.

_______  1. It is dangerous to get really c lo se  to people.

_______  2. I prefer that people keep their distance from  m e.

_______  3. I’m  afraid to get really c lo se  to som eone because I m ight get hurt.

_______  4. A t best, I can handle only one or tw o c lo se  friendships at a time.

  5. I find it d ifficult to trust other people.

_______  6. I avoid intim acy.

  7. B ein g  c lo se  to other people m akes m e fee l afraid.

_______  8. I’m  hesitant to share personal inform ation about m yself.

_______  9. B ein g  c lo se  to people is a risky business.

_______  10. The m ost important thing to consider in a relationship is whether I m ight
get hurt.
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APPENDIX C 
Need for Cognition (Cacioppo et al., 1984)

Instructions: For each o f the statements below, please indicate to what extent the statement is 
characteristic o f you. If the statement is extremely uncharacteristic o f you (not at all like you) please 
write a “1” to the left o f the question; if  the statement is extremely characteristic o f you (very much 
like you) please write a “5” next to the question. O f course, a statement may be neither extremely 
uncharacteristic nor extremely characteristic o f you; if  so, please use the number in the middle o f the 
scale that describes the best fit. Please keep the following scale in mind as you rate each o f the 
statements below: 1 = extremely uncharacteristic; 2 = somewhat uncharacteristic; 3 = uncertain; 4  = 
somewhat characteristic; 5 = extremely characteristic.

1. I would prefer com plex to simple tasks.

2. I like to have the responsibility o f handling a task that requires a lot o f thinking.

3. Thinking is not my idea o f fun.

4. I would rather do something that requires little thought than something that is sure to 
challenge my thinking abilities.

5. I try to anticipate and avoid situations where there is a likely chance I will have to 
think in depth about something.

6. I find satisfaction in deliberating hard and for long hours.

7. I only think as hard as I have to.

8. I prefer to think about small, daily projects to long-term ones.

9. I like tasks that require little thought once I’ve learned them.

10. The idea o f relying on thought to make my way to the top appeals to me.

11. I really enjoy a task that involves com ing up with new solutions to problems.

12. Learning new ways to think doesn’t excite me very much.

13. I prefer my life to be filled with puzzles I must solve.

14. The notion o f thinking abstractly is appealing to me.

15. I would prefer a task that is intellectual, difficult, and important to one that is 
somewhat important but does not require much thought.

16. I feel relief rather than satisfaction after completing a task that required a lot o f  
mental effort.

17. It’s enough for me that something get the job done; I don’t care how or why it works.

18. I usually end up deliberating about issues even when they do not affect me personally.
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APPENDIX D 
Informed Consent Form

COLLEGE OF WILLIAM A N D  M ARY  
PSYCHOLOGY DEPARTM ENT CONSENT FORM

In this study o f relationship awareness conducted by M elissa Rosegrant (under the supervision o f Dr.

Constance Pilkington), I understand that I will be asked to recall a past romantic relationship that has

subsequently ended, discuss the thoughts and feelings I had about that relationship at different stages

in that relationship, and complete one questionnaire. I further understand that my anonymity will be

preserved and that my name will not be associated with my data or any result o f this study. I

understand that this interview will be recorded, and am assured that my name w ill not be linked to this

recording in any way. I understand that the tape recording o f my interview w ill be securely locked Dr.

Pilkington’s office and no one other than the researchers will have access to it. In addition, if  I

choose, I can request that my recording be erased and not used for further analysis. I know that I may

refuse to answer any question asked and that I may discontinue participation at any given time. I also

understand that any credit for participation will not be affected by my responses or by exercising any

o f my rights. I further understand that upon completion of my participation I will be given a full and

complete explanation o f this study and have the right to withdraw the use o f my data at that time. I

am aware that I may report dissatisfactions with any aspect o f this experiment to the Psychology

Department Chair (Dr. Larry Ventis, ext. 1- 3875). I am aware that I must be at least 18 years o f age

to participate. M y signature below  signifies my voluntary participation in this study. I am also aware

that I may request the results o f  this study by writing m y email address below.

Signature

Printed Name

Date

Email Address

PSY 201/202 Instructor (for course credit)
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APPENDIX E 
Verbatim Script and Debriefing

Hello, welcome to this study of relationship awareness. Please have a seat 
(participant will be seated across from the experimenter).

My name is Melissa Rosegrant. Today I will be conducting a study on 
relationship awareness. You were eligible for this study based on a questionnaire that 
was a part of mass testing on which you stated that you were involved in a romantic 
relationship that ended within the last year. Your participation today will involve you 
recalling certain events that occurred in the course of that relationship. What we will be 
doing is creating a graphical representation of the relationship that is based on specific 
turning points in that relationship. Along the way you will be asked to recall certain 
thoughts that you had about the relationship at that time. I will also be asking you a set of 
12 questions as we come across each turning point. Our interview will be recorded for 
the purposes of later clarification of thoughts if needed. When I ask you the set of 
interview questions I have at each turning point, I will record your answers down on 
paper. Are there any questions at this point?

Here is the informed consent form explaining your requirements and rights as a 
participant in this study. (Experimenter hands the participant the informed consent)
As a participant you are assured full anonymity and that your name will not be associated 
with your data or any result of this study. This interview will be recorded, but you are 
assured that your name will not be linked to this recording in any way, and if you choose, 
you can request that your recording be erased. You can be assured that the tape recording 
of your interview will be kept securely locked in Dr. Pilkington’s office so that no 
unauthorized person will have access to it. You may also refuse to answer any question 
asked and you may discontinue participation at any given time. I want to stress that you 
may stop the interview at any point in time. In addition any credit for participation will 
not be affected by your responses or by exercising of any of your rights. Once the 
participation is complete you will be given a full debriefing as to the purposes and 
hypotheses of my study. If at that point you decide that you do not want any of your data 
to be used after all, you have the right to withdraw that data. In addition note that if you 
wish to obtain the results of my study you may write your email address at the bottom of 
the informed consent and I will send you a summary when the study is complete.

Please read over the informed consent form, and sign at the bottom to indicate 
that you understand what is expected of you and that you are willing to participate today. 
(Experimenter collects signed form)

[START TAPE RECORDER] At this time we will begin the interview.
[**Note: if at any point during the interview the experimenter notices the 
participant becoming emotionally distraught (e.g. tearing up) the experimenter will 
cease the interview, give credit for participation, and immediately refer the 
participant to the William & Mary Counseling Center. **] First of all, when you 
identified via mass testing that you were in a relationship that had lasted at least 4 
months, but had ended within the last 12 months, there were also a series of questions
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APPENDIX E (cont’d)

that indicated that you had a high level of involvement in that relationship. It is assumed 
that you had one particular relationship in mind, is that correct?

O.K., regarding that relationship, when did you and your partner meet, and when was 
your first date? And when did termination of the relationship occur?

(Experimenter will use the first date and the relationship termination as end points, 
and then fill in the first initial of each month along the abscissa). I will now explain 
what this graph represents. In a minute we will begin to fill in the relationship graph. As 
you can see, I have filled in each month of your relationship, from the time that you and 
your partner went on your first date to the time that your relationship ended. Along the 
vertical line, you will see the amount of certainty that the relationship will continue from 
0 to 100 percent. With this graph, we will be able to show how your relationship with 
your partner changed and developed over time. We have chosen the amount of certainty 
that the relationship will continue to represent the different levels of involvement of you 
relationship at different points in time. When you think of the amount of certainty that 
the relationship will continue, think of the degree of commitment that both you and your 
partner had towards your relationship. Even though the relationship dissipated, there 
were probably times when you and your partner both felt that the relationship was 
moving towards greater commitment. Eventually, there were times when you and your 
partner felt the relationship was moving towards less commitment. Please be realistic as 
possible when you think about the amount of certainty the relationship would continue; it 
should represent what the actual involvement level of your relationship was, rather than 
how much you wanted to be involved. We will use this graph to follow the development 
and termination of your relationship over the time that you and your partner were 
together. Any questions?

The graphing will proceed in three steps. First, the experimenter will ask:
what did you think the chance of relationship continuation was when you and your 
partner went on your first date. The interviewer will then mark this percentage on the 
line representing the first month of the relationship. The next step involves the 
interviewer asking the participant: Please indicate the month at which a change 
occurred in your certainty that the relationship would continue. The interviewer will 
then mark this change on the graph and then connect the two points in time. The 
third step involves asking the participant: can you indicate for me the reasons for this 
change your level of certainty that the relationship would continue. Once the 
participant has finished talking, the experimenter will ask the participant a series of 
questions (attached). The experimenter will record on a piece of paper all answers 
to this question. These three steps will be repeated until the entire course of the 
relationship has been graphed.

Once the process is complete, the participant will then be asked: Now that 
we’ve graphed everything out, please examine the graph for its accuracy. Once the 
participant has made any necessary changes, the participant will be asked: Please
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indicate the months during which (a) you and your partner were seeing each other on a 
casual basis but not yet identified as a couple, (b) you and your partner felt that you were 
a couple but had not yet reached 100 percent commitment to relationship, (c) you and 
your partner were 100 per cent committed to your relationship, (d) when you and your 
partner first began to feel uncertain about the future of your relationship, and (e) when 
you and your partner were certain that the relationship would end. The interviewer will 
then divide the graph into five time periods to denote stages in the relationship. 
[TURN OFF TAPE RECORDER]

Finally, I need you to please complete this questionnaire. The participant will 
complete the Need for Cognition Scale (Cacioppo et al., 1984).

Debriefing
At this time I will explain what specifically I ’m looking at here. I plan to 

examine the relationship between the perception of risk in intimacy and the thoughts 
people have about their relationships during significant turning points in a developing 
relationship. Past research has shown that there are three main turning points that occur 
within relationships, there is the formation of new relationships, the growth in 
commitment of an established relationship, and the deterioration of an established 
relationship. During these turning points research has shown that people tend to spend 
more time than usual thinking about themselves, their partner, and their relationship in 
general.

Risk in intimacy is a construct that reflects the fact that people differ in the extent 
to which they are sensitive to the dangers associated with relationships. The Risk in 
Intimacy Inventory was included among your mass testing data. An individual who 
scores high in this construct tends to distrust in intimacy. One study has shown that those 
who see more risk in intimacy tend to have a frame of reference whereby they respond to 
relationship events more quickly and rate relationship events as riskier than those who 
see less risk. Results like this suggest that people who see more risk in intimacy might 
have certain expectations regarding relationships and relationship outcomes. These 
expectations in turn may guide the way a person thinks about their relationships.

My study proposes that given one’s perception of risk in intimacy, cognitions 
should vary in type, as well as amount depending on the stage of the relationship. This 
proposition is rooted in the notion that when an individual’s expectations are violated, 
they tend to devote more thought to the situation. For example if it is the case that an 
individual who perceives more risk in intimacy holds more negative relationship 
expectations, I hypothesize that it would be in the beginning and increased commitment 
stages of a relationship (when things are going really well) that these negative 
expectations are violated and they might spend more time thinking about how the 
relationship is going. I also think that for those who are highly sensitive to the dangers 
associated with relationships, their thoughts at the beginning and increased commitment
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stages of a relationship will be less positive than those who see less risk in intimacy, still 
positive, but to a lesser extent.

Since those low in risk in intimacy are less sensitive to the dangers associated 
with relationships; I think that generally their relationship outlook will be fairly positive. 
For these people, it is a relationship break-up violates their relationship expectations. So 
people who see less risk should spend more time thinking about their relationship around 
the time that the relationship is breaking up, and during this time I think their thoughts 
might be more negatively toned compared to those who see more in risk in intimacy.

As I stated before, perception of risk in intimacy was measured in the on-line 
mass testing. In terms of the data that have been collected today, by adding together the 
total number of reasons you gave at each turning point and your ratings of time spent 
thinking about your partner/relationship, I will be able to assess whether amount of 
cognition varies as a function of stage in relationship and risk in intimacy. In addition, 
among the interview questions were inquiries into how you were feeling at certain times 
in your relationship. Your answers to those
questions will allow me to assess whether type of cognition varies as a function of stage 
in the relationship and risk in intimacy. (If the participant asks about his or her RII 
score, the experimenter will say the following: This experiment is being conducted 
blind, so I do not know what your score on risk in intimacy is. The scores aren’t really 
diagnostic; they’re used only for comparison purposes. But if you are interested in 
obtaining your risk in intimacy score, leave your name with me, and Dr. Pilkington will 
contact you with that information.)

Finally, I recognize that for some people this particular experiment may have brought up 
some unpleasant memories that were potentially upsetting. Here is an information sheet 
about the William & Mary Counseling Center. The counseling center is located in Blow 
Memorial Hall, room 240. The center offers a range of psychological and counseling 
services free of charge for any students wanting help with personal concerns, 
psychological issues, and interpersonal issues. Also, all counseling at the Center is 
confidential. If you feel like you need to or want to talk with someone about any of the 
issues that were brought up today, I recommend that you call this number and set up an 
appointment. Again thank you so much for your help today. Here is your credit for 
participation.
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Interview Questions

On a scale of 1-9, rate the extent to which the following statements applied at this particular point 
in your relationship.

1. In general, how good did you feel at this point in your relationship? 1 being very 
negative, 9 being very positive. (+)

2. To what extent were you expecting that this event was going to occur at some point in the 
relationship? 1 being you did not expect this would ever happen, 9 being you I expected 
this to happen.

3. When this change occurred, to what extent were you surprised that it happened when it 
did? 1 being not at all surprised, 9 being very surprised.

4. To what extent did you feel excited at this particular point in the relationship? 1 being 
not at all excited, 9 being very excited. (+)

5. To what extent did you feel safe at this particular point in the relationship? 1 being not at 
all safe, 9 being very safe. (+)

6. To what extent did you feel concerned at this particular point in the relationship? 1 
being not at all concerned, 9 being very concerned. (-)

7. To what extent did you feel fearful at this particular point in the relationship? 1 being not 
at all fearful, 9 being very fearful. (-)

8. To what extent did you feel apprehensive about the future of the relationship? 1 being 
not at all apprehensive, 9 being very apprehensive. (-)

9. To what extent did you feel optimistic about the future of the relationship? 1 being not at 
all optimistic, 9 being very optimistic. (+)

10. At this particular point in your relationship, how much time did you spend analyzing, 
thinking about or trying to understand your partner’s behavior? 1 being no time at all, 9 
being a lot of time. (AMOUNT: relationship-state)

11. At this particular point in your relationship, how much time did you spend analyzing, 
thinking about or trying to understand your relationship? 1 being no time at all, 9 being a 
lot of time. (AMOUNT : relationship-state)

12. (ask on the upswing of graph) At this particular point in your relationship, how much 
time did you spend thinking about the possibility the relationship might become even 
more serious? 1 being no time at all, 9 being a lot of time, (on the downswing of the 
graph) At this particular point in your relationship, how much time did you spend 
thinking about the possibility the relationship might end or should end? 1 being no time 
at all, 9 being a lot of time. (AMOUNT : relationship-change)



61

APPENDIX G 
The William & Mary Counseling Center

The Counseling Center is located in Blow Memorial Hall, room 240, 221-3620. It 
offers a range of psychological and counseling services free of charge to any enrolled 
students wanting help with personal concerns, psychological issues, interpersonal issues, 
and crisis intervention services. Staff members are available to discuss a student’s 
concerns and work with that student to develop new ways of resolving the problem or 
managing the concern. An individual counselor initially sees students. Continuing 
services, if needed, may be offered in the form of individual, couples, family, or group 
meetings, depending on staff availability and what best batches the student’s need. 
Psychiatric consultation can also be arranged if necessary.

The Counseling Center staff consists of male and female psychologists, 
counselors, and social workers. In addition, a sport psychologist is on staff. All are 
trained and experienced in dealing with the problems of university students, both 
undergraduate and graduate.

Counseling is confidential. Therapy is most effective when a student can be 
direct and honest with a counselor without fear of personal information divulged. As a 
result, information about a student is not released without that student’s written 
permission, except in the case of imminent danger to self or others, child/dependent 
abuse, court order, or where otherwise required by law. Notations o f  counseling are not 
part o f  a student’s College record.

Appointments may be made by calling the Counseling Center at 221-3620, or by 
coming to the office in person. Appointments will be scheduled as soon after the initial 
request as possible, depending on the urgency of the situation and staff time available. 
Appointments are usually available within a week of the initial request. After an initial 
evaluation, a student continuing in counseling will be assigned to a counselor. During 
periods of high demand for services (usually midterms to final), appointments will be 
made on a priority basis. If appropriate, students may be referred to other sources of help 
after an initial evaluation.

Office hours are 8:00 a.m. to 12:00 noon and 1:00 p.m. to 5:00 p.m. Monday 
through Friday. During the academic year, a Counseling Center staff member is on call 
after hours for crisis intervention services.
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TABLE 1

Summary o f Hypotheses Regarding Amount o f Relationship Cognition
Stage in Relationship

Beginning 100% Commit Relationship Det.

H > L H > L H < L

Note. H = high-RII, L = low-RII.
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TABLE 2

Summary o f Hypotheses Regarding Type o f Relationship Cognition
Stage in Relationship

Type of Cog. Beginning 100% Commit. Relationship Det.

Positive H < L  H < L  H > L

Negative H > L  H > L  H < L

Note. H = high-RII, L = low-RII.
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TABLE 3

Factor Loadings fo r  Amount o f Relationship-State Cognition Questions: First 4 turning 
points

Amount of Relationship-State Cognition (Questions 10 and 11) 

Turning Pt. Amount Factor 1
1 Partner 0.76
1 Rel. 0.69
2 Partner 0.76
2 Rel. 0.80
3 Partner 0.58
3 Rel. 0.52
4 Partner 0.56
4 Rel. 0.50
Eigenvalue 3.45
% Variance accounted for 0.61
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TABLE 4

Factor Loadings fo r  Positive- Type o f Cognition Questions: First 4 turning points

Positive-Type of Cognition (Questions 4, 5, 9)

Turning Pt. Type Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4
1 Excited 0.13 -0.16 0.06 0.74
1 Safe 0.05 -0.04 0.07 0.79
1 Optimism -0.00 0.11 -0.04 0.74
2 Excited 0.01 0.90 0.03 -0.08
2 Safe 0.03 0.89 -0.02 0.02
2 Optimism -0.04 0.84 0.09 -0.01
3 Excited 0.90 -0.14 0.09 0.06
3 Safe 0.90 -0.01 0.01 -0.00
3 Optimism 0.86 0.15 0.05 0.15
4 Excited -0.07 -0.01 0.82 -0.03
4 Safe 0.18 0.06 0.80 0.04
4 Optimism 0.04 0.05 0.81 0.08
Eigenvalue
% Variance accounted for

2.68
0.32

2.44
0.29

1.84
0.22

1.61
0.19

Note. Bolded numbers represent significant factor loadings.
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TABLE 5

Factor Loadings fo r  Negative-Type o f Cognition Questions: First 4 turning points

Negative-Type of Cognition (Questions 6,1,8)

Turning Pt. Type Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4
1 Concern 0.00 0.08 0.12 0.85
1 Fear 0.15 0.16 0.15 0.78
1 Apprehension 0.08 0.06 0.06 0.84
2 Concern 0.82 0.20 0.04 0.06
2 Fear 0.88 0.13 0.23 0.02
2 Apprehension 0.90 0.09 0.16 0.17
3 Concern 0.09 0.90 0.02 0.12
3 Fear 0.17 0.81 0.21 0.07
3 Apprehension 0.13 0.80 -0.03 0.11
4 Concern 0.07 -0.04 0.79 0.30
4 Fear 0.22 0.12 0.90 -0.00
4 Apprehension 0.11 0.09 0.78 0.08
Eigenvalue 4.07 1.87 1.80 1.34
% Variance accounted for 0.46 0.21 0.20 0.15
Note. Bolded numbers represent significant factor loadings.



67

TABLE 6

Mean Amount o f Relationship-State Cognition as a Function o f Stage in the Relationship and 
Risk in Intimacy

Stage in Relationship

RE Beginning 100% Commit. Relationship Det.

High 6.54 (2.18) 6.30 (2.29) 7.57 (1.48)

Low 6.41 (1.69) 6.10(2.07) 7.20 (0.92)

Note. The higher the score the greater the amount of relationship-state cognition. 
Numbers in parentheses are the standard deviation.
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TABLE 7

Mean Amount o f Relationship-Change Cognition as a Function o f Stage in the Relationship and 
Risk in Intimacy

Stage in Relationship

RH Beginning 100% Commit. Relationship Det.

High 6.66(1.61) 6.72 (2.14) 7.21 (1.50)

Low 5.40 (2.22) 5.65 (2.30) 7.18(1.57)

Note. The higher the score the greater the amount of relationship-change cognition. 
Numbers in parentheses are the standard deviation.



69

TABLE 8

Mean Positive- and Negative-Type o f Cognition as a Function of Stage in the Relationship and 
Risk in Intimacy

RII

Stage in Relationship 

Beginning 100% Commit. Relationship Det.

High

Positive-Type of Cognition

6.42(1.91) 6.65 (1.94) 3.81 (0.81)

Low 6.49(1.34) 7.73 (0.79) 3.56(1.60)

High

Negative-Type of Cognition

4.29(1.95) 4.77(1.98) 6.52(1.55)

Low 3.76(1.79) 3.07 (1.37) 6.45 (1.33)

Note. Higher scores indicate greater tendency toward either positive or negative 
thoughts. Numbers in parentheses are the standard deviation.
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FIGURE 1

Example of a “certainty of relationship continuation” graph.



■ ; I  f  & 1  a  ji & t  % $  €  #  *  & «  ■ v
(x,^>/v ̂ fi y  n N u  N O ;/ &t / } ^  {wtJM) s rV y ̂  /,jyv / yj a/2^



72

FIGURE 2

Example of a “certainty of relationship continuation” graph with directions of 

commitment change that did not adhere to the assumed pattern.
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