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Relationships
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This study examined actor and partner effects of relationship characteristics on people’s 
appraisals of irritations. Dating partners (N = 135 dyads) reported on characteristics of 
their relationship once per week for 6 weeks. Results of the longitudinal study indicated 
that the severity of irritations was positively associated with one’s own perceptions of 
relational uncertainty and interference from partners. In addition, a partner’s relational 
uncertainty, severity of irritations, and directness of communication about irritations 
were positively associated with the severity of an actor’s irritations after controlling for 
the actor’s own perceptions of relationship characteristics. Our findings highlight the 
complex interdependence that exists between partners involved in courtship.

Keywords: conflict; irritations; relational turbulence model; relational uncertainty; 
interdependence

Managing interpersonal conflict is a substantial challenge that partners face in 
negotiating romantic relationships. The experience of interpersonal conflict is 

fundamentally defined and shaped by partners’ appraisals of the severity of the prob-
lem (Fincham, Bradbury, & Grych, 1990). Although trivial problems that do not 
threaten the stability of a romantic relationship are unlikely to receive much thought 
or attention (Cloven & Roloff, 1991), situations that are perceived as particularly 
severe and threatening to a relationship warrant more significant attention and call 
for a response (Fincham et al., 1990; Newell & Stutman, 1991). Research indicates 
that frequent, repetitious, and extreme irritating behaviors in romantic relationships 
correspond with negative emotional reactions, relational dissatisfaction, and divorce 
(e.g., Amato & Rogers, 1997; Cunningham, Shamblen, Barbee, & Ault, 2005). 
Studies also show that increased negativity in partners’ behaviors is associated with 
relational dissolution (Gottman & Levenson, 1992; Huston, Caughlin, Houts, Smith, 
& George, 2001). Thus, our goal is to identify relationship qualities that are associ-
ated with appraisals of irritating circumstances as more severe and threatening to the 
relationship.
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Research has highlighted a variety of personal and relational factors that influ-
ence partners’ appraisals of and reactions to irritations (e.g., Cloven & Roloff, 1991; 
Fincham et al., 1990; Newell & Stutman, 1991). Studies on the experience of con-
flict within dating relationships focus on qualities tied to the development of inti-
macy as factors that shape people’s perceptions of irritations and conflicts (e.g., 
Siegert & Stamp, 1994; Solomon & Knobloch, 2004; Theiss & Solomon, 2006b); 
however, these studies consider only one partner’s perception of the problem. 
Research on conflict within marriage has examined the dyadic processes underlying 
conflict more specifically, but these studies tend to privilege relational satisfaction 
as the primary mechanism contributing to patterns of conflict interaction (e.g., 
Huston & Vangelisti, 1991; Sillars, Roberts, Leonard, & Dun, 2000). Our study 
juxtaposes these two research traditions by examining how the characteristics inher-
ent in the development of intimacy shape one’s own and one’s partner’s perceptions 
of irritations in the relationship.

We are guided by the logic of the relational turbulence model (Solomon & 
Knobloch, 2004) when identifying relationship characteristics that influence the 
perceived severity of irritations. The relational turbulence model suggests that 
increased relational uncertainty and interference from partners are two mechanisms 
inherent in the development of close relationships that give rise to intensified emo-
tional, cognitive, and communicative reactions to relationship circumstances. This 
heightened reactivity to relationship events becomes manifest in people’s appraisals 
of irritations in their relationship. We begin by explicating the assumptions of the 
relational turbulence model that link relational uncertainty and interference from 
partners to appraisals of the severity of irritations. We also expand beyond the rela-
tional turbulence model to examine the dyadic influence that partners may have in 
shaping one another’s perceptions of irritations. Then, we report a longitudinal, 
dyadic study of dating partners that we conducted to test our assumptions. Finally, 
we describe the implications of our findings for understanding how partners influ-
ence one another as relationships develop.

Relationship Characteristics 
That Predict Appraisals of Irritations

The relational turbulence model seeks to explain heightened reactivity to relation-
ship events during transitional periods in romantic relationships (Solomon & 
Knobloch, 2004). The model positions relational uncertainty and interference from 
partners as two variables that peak during periods of transition and contribute to 
intensified reactions to relationship events. Tests of the relational turbulence model 
have shown that relational uncertainty and interference from partners correspond 
with an array of tumultuous experiences, including topic avoidance (Knobloch & 
Carpenter-Theune, 2004), cognitive and emotional jealousy (Theiss & Solomon, 
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2006a), relationship turmoil (Knobloch, 2007), and perceptions of irritations as more 
severe and relationally threatening (Solomon & Knobloch, 2004; Theiss & Solomon, 
2006b). Thus, we consider relational uncertainty and interference from partners as 
two variables that give rise to more severe appraisals of irritations in romantic rela-
tionships (see Figure 1).

Relational Uncertainty as a Predictor 
of the Severity of Irritations

Evolving romantic relationships create an interpersonal context that is especially 
ripe for the experience of uncertainty (e.g., Afifi & Burgoon, 1998; Knobloch & 
Solomon, 2002b). Knobloch and Solomon (1999, 2002a) asserted that ambiguity 
about dyadic involvement becomes particularly salient within romantic relation-
ships, contributing to what they call relational uncertainty, or the degree of confi-
dence people have in their perceptions of involvement within interpersonal 
associations. Relational uncertainty stems from three interrelated sources of ambigu-
ity (Knobloch & Solomon, 1999): (a) self uncertainty refers to doubts that people 
have about their own involvement in a relationship; (b) partner uncertainty refers to 
doubts that people have about their partner’s involvement in the relationship; and 
(c) relationship uncertainty refers to doubts about the viability of the relationship as 

Figure 1
Hypothesized Actor and Partner Effects 

on Appraisals of the Severity of Irritations
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a whole. Thus, relational uncertainty encompasses self-focused, partner-focused, 
and relationship-focused questions about an intimate association.

The relational turbulence model suggests that relational uncertainty sparks more 
extreme emotions, cognitions, and communication behaviors (Solomon & Knobloch, 
2004). Empirical evidence corroborates this theoretical assumption. In terms of 
emotional reactivity, relational uncertainty corresponds with increased negative 
emotion (Planalp & Honeycutt, 1985), increased jealousy (Afifi & Reichert, 1996; 
Knobloch, Solomon, & Cruz, 2001; Theiss & Solomon, 2006a), and more negative 
emotional reactions to sexual intimacy (Theiss, 2005). With regard to cognitive 
reactivity, relational uncertainty is associated with perceptions of increased turmoil 
(Knobloch, 2007) and appraisals that social network members are unsupportive of 
the relationship (Knobloch & Donovan-Kicken, 2006). Finally, research suggests 
that relational uncertainty polarizes communication behaviors, such that individuals 
experiencing relational uncertainty engage in more topic avoidance (Knobloch & 
Carpenter-Theune, 2004) and communicate less directly about irritations and jeal-
ousy (Theiss & Solomon, 2006a, 2006b). Taken together, this evidence suggests that 
relational uncertainty makes people more reactive to relationship circumstances.

With regard to the perceived severity of irritations, in particular, findings imply 
that harboring doubts about a relationship corresponds with more negative appraisals 
of irritating relationship circumstances. For example, Afifi and Metts (1998) found 
that individuals perceived expectancy violations as more damaging to the relation-
ship under conditions of relational uncertainty. In addition, studies by Knobloch and 
Solomon (2002b, 2003) showed that people perceive surprising events more nega-
tively and feel more negative emotion when they are grappling with relational uncer-
tainty. Moreover, cross-sectional tests of the relational turbulence model revealed that 
relational uncertainty corresponds with appraisals of irritations as more severe and 
relationally threatening (Solomon & Knobloch, 2004; Theiss & Solomon, 2006b). 
Consistent with this reasoning, we advance the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Relational uncertainty is positively associated with appraisals of the 
severity of irritations.

Interference From Partners 
as a Predictor of the Severity of Irritations

A second mechanism in the relational turbulence model that gives rise to turmoil 
is a partner’s interference in goal achievement (Solomon & Knobloch, 2004). 
Opportunities for interference arise as partners become more interdependent. The 
process of establishing interdependence commences when individuals begin to allow 
their partner to influence everyday activities; in other words, relationship development 
occurs as people’s ability to complete their daily routines depends upon their part-
ner’s actions (Kelley et al., 1983). Initial attempts at coordinating action sequences 
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inevitably involve errors and interruptions to goal-directed behavior, but as partners 
develop interdependence, they learn to resolve disruptions and facilitate cooperative 
actions.

The relational turbulence model proposes that interference from partners occurs 
when an individual’s disruptions in a partner’s routine inhibit goal achievement 
(Solomon & Knobloch, 2001, 2004; see also Berscheid, 1983). Furthermore, the 
model contends that a partner’s interference heightens reactivity to relationship cir-
cumstances. Consistent with this view, research has linked a partner’s interference 
in everyday activities to a variety of negative emotional, cognitive, and communica-
tive relationship experiences. Individuals who perceive heightened interference 
from a partner tend to experience more negative emotion (Knobloch, Miller, & 
Carpenter, 2007) and feel more jealousy (Theiss & Solomon, 2006a). A partner’s 
interference also corresponds with perceptions of relational turmoil (Knobloch, 
2007) and perceptions that social network members hinder the relationship (Knobloch 
& Donovan-Kicken, 2006). Interference from partners coincides with less fluent and 
effective communication (Knobloch, 2008), as well as more indirect communication 
about relationship events (Theiss & Solomon, 2006a, 2006b). These findings imply 
that a partner’s interference in daily routines makes people more emotionally, cog-
nitively, and communicatively reactive to relationship circumstances.

We draw on the relational turbulence model to theorize about the role of interfer-
ence from partners in people’s reactions to irritations. Heightened goal interference 
during periods of growing interdependence is likely to make people less tolerant of 
problems in the relationship. Moreover, a partner’s interference in goal achievement 
gives rise to increased emotional reactivity (e.g., Berscheid, 1983). Consequently, 
interference from partners should intensify people’s perceptions of the severity of 
irritations. Consistent with this view, tests of the relational turbulence model have 
shown that interference from partners corresponds with perceptions of irritations as 
more severe and relationally threatening (Solomon & Knobloch, 2004; Theiss & 
Solomon, 2006b). Similarly, we predict that perceptions of a partner’s interference 
are positively associated with an individual’s appraisals of the severity of irritations.

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Interference from partners is positively associated with appraisals 
of the severity of irritations.

Dyadic Effects on Appraisals 
of the Severity of Irritations

Up to this point, we have focused on the ways that an individual’s perceptions of 
relational uncertainty and interference from partners are associated with his or her 
own appraisals of the severity of irritations. Notably, much of the existing literature 
on the characteristics and outcomes of conflict in dating relationships privileges only 
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one partner’s perceptions (e.g., Cloven & Roloff, 1991; Siegert & Stamp, 1994; 
Solomon & Knobloch, 2004; Theiss & Solomon, 2006b; but see Gottman & 
Levenson, 1988; Sillars et al., 2000). Because romantic relationships are inherently 
dyadic in nature, researchers consistently emphasize the need to examine relation-
ship characteristics, processes, and perceptions from the perspective of both partners 
(e.g., Duck, 1990, 2008; Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006). Thus, our study also exam-
ines how a partner’s appraisals and behavior correspond with the actor’s perceptions 
of the severity of irritations.

Research has revealed dyadic effects for a variety of relationship variables. 
Individuals who are dissatisfied with their marriage are more attentive to their part-
ner’s negative comments during interaction (Sillars, Weisberg, Burggraf, & Zietlow, 
1990). Investigations of the demand/withdraw pattern in marriage demonstrate how, 
particularly among dissatisfied couples, one partner’s demands correspond with the 
other partner’s withdrawal from the interaction (e.g., Caughlin & Huston, 2002). 
Another study revealed that actors perceive their partner to be a more competent 
communicator when the partner seems sensitive to the actor’s goals during interac-
tion (Lakey & Canary, 2002). Although these studies suggest that people’s behavior 
shapes how their partners perceive them and the interaction, research also indicates 
that what people do not say can also influence their partner’s perceptions of the 
individual or the relationship. For example, suppressing emotion or stonewalling 
during marital interaction corresponds with reduced relationship satisfaction for both 
the suppressor and the partner (Gottman & Levenson, 1988). Moreover, suppressing 
emotion disrupts communication and increases blood pressure for both partners 
(Butler et al., 2003). These studies offer just a few examples of how individuals’ 
action or inaction contributes to their partner’s perceptions of the relationship. We 
follow the same logic to propose that a partner’s perceptions of the relationship and 
expressions of dissatisfaction also shape the actor’s perceptions of the severity of 
irritations. We focus on four predictors: a partner’s reports of (a) relational uncer-
tainty, (b) interference from the actor in daily activities, (c) the severity of irritations, 
and (d) the directness of communication about irritations (see Figure 1).

Recall that relational uncertainty reflects the doubts that an individual has about 
relationship involvement (e.g., Knobloch & Solomon, 1999). Research has shown 
that when people experience relational uncertainty, they enact an array of undesirable 
behaviors. Relationally uncertain individuals display more negative emotion (Planalp 
& Honeycutt, 1985), feel more jealousy (Afifi & Reichert, 1996), engage in more 
topic avoidance (Knobloch & Carpenter-Theune, 2004), and communicate indirectly 
about problems in the relationship (Theiss & Solomon, 2006a, 2006b). Taken together, 
these studies imply that people who experience relational uncertainty are more nega-
tive and withdrawn in their relationships. Based on this evidence, we suspect that a 
partner’s relational uncertainty could create a climate in which the actor’s appraisals 
of irritations are more severe. When a partner experiences relational uncertainty, the 
actor may appraise irritations as particularly severe in light of the partner’s apparent 
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negativity or lack of investment in the relationship. Hence, we predict that a partner’s 
relational uncertainty prompts actors to perceive irritations as more severe.

Hypothesis 3 (H3): A partner’s relational uncertainty is positively associated with the 
actor’s appraisals of the severity of irritations.

We employ similar reasoning to predict an association between a partner’s per-
ceptions of interference and the severity of an actor’s irritations. Recall that a part-
ner’s interference arises when efforts to establish interdependence become disruptive 
to an individual’s daily routines (Berscheid, 1983; Solomon & Knobloch, 2004). 
Research implies that people who perceive interference from their partner respond 
in ways that create a context for more severe appraisals of irritations. When indi-
viduals experience partner interference, they feel more negative emotion (Knobloch 
et al., 2007), particularly jealousy (Theiss & Solomon, 2006a). In addition, a part-
ner’s interference corresponds with more direct confrontations about relationship 
problems (Theiss & Solomon, 2006a, 2006b), but people’s communication tends to 
be less fluent and effective under these circumstances (Knobloch, 2008). These stud-
ies suggest that interference from partners may lead to more negative and ineffective 
behavior. Thus, actors are likely to appraise irritations as more severe when a part-
ner’s perceptions of interference are manifest in negative action and ineffective 
communication. Based on this reasoning, we propose a fourth hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4 (H4): A partner’s perception of interference from the actor is positively 
associated with the actor’s appraisals of the severity of irritations.

In light of evidence that a partner’s relational uncertainty and perceived interfer-
ence from actors spark a variety of negative behaviors, we also consider the roles of 
a partner’s irritations and expressions of irritability. First, we theorize about how an 
actor’s appraisals of irritations are tied to the severity of the irritations his or her 
partner is experiencing. Research has demonstrated that negativity in romantic rela-
tionships corresponds with decreased satisfaction and increased negative affect over 
time (e.g., Gottman & Krokoff, 1989; Levenson & Gottman, 1985). One study of 
marital dyads revealed that husbands’ negativity was related to wives’ dissatisfaction 
2 years later (Huston & Vangelisti, 1991). Moreover, the same study found that 
husbands became more negative over time when wives were dissatisfied early in the 
marriage. Husbands also perceive the absence of positive or affectionate behavior 
from wives as hostility (Gaelick, Bodenhausen, & Wyer, 1985). As a whole, these 
studies indicate that one person’s irritability in a relationship may correspond with 
his or her partner’s irritability. We take this evidence of reciprocal negativity to sug-
gest that the severity of a partner’s irritations will contribute to the actor’s percep-
tions of the severity of irritations. Thus, we submit the following hypothesis:
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Hypothesis 5 (H5): A partner’s appraisals of the severity of irritations is positively 
associated with the actor’s appraisals of the severity of irritations.

The directness of a partner’s communication about his or her irritations is a final 
factor we expect to predict the actor’s appraisals of irritations. Interpersonal com-
munication research tends to highlight the benefits that open, direct, and integrative 
communication strategies have for individuals and their relationships (e.g., Canary 
& Cupach, 1988; Emmers & Canary, 1996; Kelley & Waldron, 2005; Planalp & 
Honeycutt, 1985; Planalp, Rutherford, & Honeycutt, 1988). In contrast, a growing 
literature indicates that an individual’s directness about relationship circumstances 
contributes to more negative perceptions of the partner and the relationship for the 
receiver of such communication. One study found that expressions of jealousy were 
associated with increased relational uncertainty for the recipient of those messages 
(Bevan, 2004). Research has also shown that when one partner demands, nags, or 
criticizes, the other partner tends to withdraw and avoid interaction; moreover, this 
demand/withdraw pattern of interaction is often associated with relational dissatis-
faction (e.g., Caughlin, 2002; Caughlin & Vangelisti, 1999). Viewed as a set, these 
studies indicate that when a partner expresses disdain for an actor, the actor may 
perceive his or her own irritations as more severe and relationally threatening. 
Formally stated,

Hypothesis 6 (H6): The directness of a partner’s communication about his or her irrita-
tions is positively associated with the actor’s appraisals of the severity of irritations.

Our hypothesized actor and partner effects are summarized in Figure 1. With 
regard to actor effects, we predicted that an actor’s relational uncertainty (H1) and 
interference from a partner (H2) are positively associated with the actor’s appraisals 
of the severity of irritations. These hypotheses are summarized on the left side of the 
figure. With regard to partner effects, we predicted that a partner’s relational uncer-
tainty (H3), perceived interference from the actor (H4), severity of irritations (H5), 
and directness of communication about irritations (H6) are all positively associated 
with the actor’s appraisals of the severity of irritations. These hypotheses are sum-
marized on the right side of the figure.

Method

We conducted a longitudinal Web-based survey in which both partners in a 
romantic dyad completed questionnaires about their courtship once per week for 6 
consecutive weeks. Individuals enrolled in communication courses at large universi-
ties in the Midwestern and Northeastern United States were invited to participate if 
they had a romantic interest in another person who would complete the study with 
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them. The students earned a small amount of extra course credit for each wave of the 
study they completed, and the partners earned $5 for each wave they completed.

Sample

The sample included 270 individuals (135 couples) who completed the first wave 
of data collection. Of these participants, 131 were male and 139 were female (131 
heterosexual couples, 4 lesbian couples). Individuals ranged in age from 18 to 38 
years (M = 20.68 years, SD = 2.23 years, median = 20 years). The majority of par-
ticipants were White (65%); others were African American (13%), Hispanic (11%), 
Asian (9%), and Other (2%). The average length of relationships at the start of the 
study was 1.75 years (SD = 1.98 years, range = <1 month to >18 years, median = 1.18 
years). Participants characterized the status of their relationship as friendship (4%), 
casually dating (14%), seriously dating (78%), or engaged to be married (4%).2

Procedures

Students signed up for the study by providing both their own and their partner’s 
e-mail address. Each person received an e-mail message describing the study and 
asking him or her to respond if willing to participate. When the partners replied with 
their consent, we e-mailed each individual a Web link, along with a unique username 
and password to access the first questionnaire. The first questionnaire solicited 
demographic information as well as people’s perceptions of intimacy, relational 
uncertainty, interference from partners, severity of irritations, and directness of com-
munication about irritations.

Participants were e-mailed a new password to access the next questionnaire at the 
start of each week. The questionnaires for Weeks 2 to 5 began with an open-ended 
item asking participants to describe any changes to their relationship that had 
occurred during the previous week. Then, the questionnaire assessed people’s per-
ceptions of intimacy, relational uncertainty, interference from partners, severity of 
irritations, and directness of communication about irritations based on their experi-
ences during the previous week.

Measures

We conducted confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) on data from the first week 
of the study to assess the unidimensionality of the closed-ended items. CFA proce-
dures require that multi-item scales meet the criteria of face validity, internal con-
sistency, and parallelism (Hunter & Gerbing, 1982). Our variables were computed 
by averaging the responses to the unidimensional items. (See Table 1 for sample 
sizes, descriptive statistics, and reliability scores for each variable for each week of 
the study.)
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Relational uncertainty. We used a shortened version of Knobloch and Solomon’s 
(1999) scales to measure self, partner, and relationship uncertainty. Participants 
employed a 6-point scale to respond to items prefaced by the stem “How certain are 
you about . . . ?” (1 = completely or almost completely uncertain, 6 = completely or 
almost completely certain). Self uncertainty contained six unidimensional items 
(e.g., whether you want the relationship to work out in the long run; how much you 
like your partner). Partner uncertainty involved five unidimensional items (e.g., 
whether or not your partner is ready to commit to you; how important the relation-
ship is to your partner). Relationship uncertainty included six unidimensional items 
(e.g., whether you and your partner will stay together; the boundaries for appropriate 
and/or inappropriate behavior in the relationship). Items were reverse-scored to 
index relational uncertainty.

Interference from partners. We used an abbreviated version of a scale developed 
by Solomon and Knobloch (2001) to measure perceptions of interference from part-
ners. Participants reported their agreement with statements describing their partner 
(1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree). Five items comprised a unidimensional 
measure of interference from partners (e.g., this person interferes with whether I achieve 
the everyday goals I set for myself; this person interferes with my ability to use my 
time well).

Severity of irritations. Individuals reported up to three behaviors or personality 
characteristics of their partner that cause them to feel irritated (following Theiss & 
Solomon, 2006b). After describing each irritation, participants employed a 7-point 
scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) to indicate their agreement with two 
statements: (a) this behavior or characteristic is a problem, and (b) this behavior or 
characteristic threatens our relationship. A composite measure of severity was calcu-
lated by averaging the two items across all of the irritations participants reported in 
a given week.

Directness of communication about irritations. An expanded version of Theiss 
and Solomon’s (2006b) scale gauged how directly participants communicate about 
irritations. Respondents used a 6-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly 
agree) to report the directness of their communication about irritations. Four items 
formed a unidimensional scale of communicative directness (e.g., I have explicitly 
told my partner about behaviors that irritate me; I have had a direct conversation 
with my partner about my irritations).

Intimacy. The relational turbulence model argues that relational uncertainty and 
interference from partners peak at moderate levels of intimacy within courtship 
(Knobloch, 2007; Solomon & Knobloch, 2004). Although empirical tests of the rela-
tional turbulence model have produced mixed results with regard to the predicted 

 at RUTGERS UNIV on July 28, 2009 http://crx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://crx.sagepub.com


Theiss, Knobloch / Actor-Partner Effects on Irritations  521

curvilinear association (e.g., Solomon & Knobloch, 2001, 2004; Solomon & Theiss, 
2008), intimacy consistently emerges as an important covariate in tests of the model. 
Even more notably, research has documented a negative association between inti-
macy and the severity of irritations (Solomon & Knobloch, 2004; Theiss & Solomon, 
2006b). Thus, we included a measure of intimacy to control for this variable in our 
analyses. Consistent with prior tests of the relational turbulence model (e.g., Solomon 
& Knobloch, 2004), we collapsed three measures into a parsimonious yet multifac-
eted operationalization of intimacy (cf. Cloven & Roloff, 1994; Solomon, 1997).

The first component included in the measure of intimacy was love (Rubin, 1970). 
Participants indicated their agreement with statements describing their relationship 
(1 = not at all true, 9 = definitely true). Eight items formed a unidimensional mea-
sure according to CFA results (e.g., I would do anything for my partner; one of my 
primary concerns is my partner’s welfare). The second component of intimacy was 
commitment (Cloven & Roloff, 1994; Solomon, 1997). Participants reported their 
agreement with statements describing their relationship on a 6-point scale (1 = strongly 
disagree, 6 = strongly agree). Eight items formed a unidimensional measure of com-
mitment (e.g., I am very committed to maintaining this relationship; I would make 
a great effort to maintain my relationship with this person). The third component of 
intimacy was likelihood of lifelong commitment (Lloyd, Cate, & Henton, 1984). 
Participants responded to the question, “At this point in time, what do you feel the 
chance is of your relationship leading to marriage or a similar lifelong commit-
ment?” They chose a value from 0% to 100% on a scale providing increments of 5%. 
We computed a composite intimacy variable as the average of the z-scores of love, 
commitment, and likelihood of lifelong commitment based on CFA results indicat-
ing that the three measures were unidimensional at the second-order level.

Analyses

Preliminary Analyses

As a starting point, we examined data from the Week 1 questionnaire to evaluate 
sex differences in our variables. Paired-sample t tests revealed no significant differ-
ences between men and women on any of the variables. Next, we assessed the 
bivariate correlations among the substantive actor variables and between the sub-
stantive actor and partner variables (see Table 2). For actors, results indicated that 
the three sources of relational uncertainty were positively correlated with each other, 
with a partner’s interference, and with the severity of irritations. In addition, interfer-
ence from partners was positively associated with the perceived severity of irrita-
tions. Between actors and partners, all three sources of the partner’s relational 
uncertainty were positively associated with the actor’s appraisals of the severity of 
irritations. The severity of the partner’s irritations was positively associated with the 
severity of the actor’s irritations.
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We also calculated the intraclass correlation (ρ) for the dependent variable. The 
intraclass correlation quantifies the proportion of total variation in the dependent 
variable that is attributed to between-persons or between-groups variance, as 
opposed to within-person variance. An intraclass correlation that is close to zero 
indicates that the variability in the dependent variable is attributable mostly to 
within-person variance, and an intraclass correlation that is close to one suggests that 
most of the variance is between persons and groups (Kreft & De Leeuw, 1998). The 
intraclass correlation for appraisals of irritations was (ρ = .27). Thus, the majority of 
variability in irritations was attributable to within-person variation.

Substantive Analyses

The hypotheses were evaluated using hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) 6.0 
software, which is designed to test multilevel models and accommodate nonindepen-
dent data (Bryk & Raudenbush, 1992). One advantage of using multilevel modeling 
is that this treatment of multiple observations as nested counteracts difficulties that 
often arise with unbalanced designs and missing data. Our analyses included data 
from all participants who provided data during the baseline week of the study and 
whose romantic partner also provided data during the baseline week of the study. We 
treated the multiple observations across weeks as nested within the individual and 
individuals as nested within their romantic dyad. Relationship change was repre-
sented through a three-level model using maximum likelihood estimation with time 
varying predictors at Level 1, variables measured across individuals at Level 2, and 
dyadic variables at Level 3.

Table 2
Bivariate Correlations

 1 2 3 4 5

1: Actor’s self uncertainty     
2: Actor’s partner uncertainty .50***    
3: Actor’s relationship uncertainty .72*** .67***   
4: Actor’s interference from partners .17** .12* .16***  
5: Actor’s severity of irritations .35*** .19** .36*** .26*** 
Partner’s self uncertainty .38*** .48*** .43*** .05 .24***
Partner’s partner uncertainty .48*** .41*** .46*** .05 .24***
Partner’s relationship uncertainty .43*** .46*** .46*** .07* .27***
Partner’s interference from partners .05 .05 .07* .26*** .05
Partner’s severity of irritations .24*** .24*** .27*** .05 .33***
Partner’s directness about irritations –.17*** –.21*** –.21*** .02 .02

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

 at RUTGERS UNIV on July 28, 2009 http://crx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://crx.sagepub.com


Theiss, Knobloch / Actor-Partner Effects on Irritations  523

We used an actor-partner interdependence model as the analytical framework for 
modeling the dyadic effects predicted by H3 through H6, because this methodologi-
cal approach highlights the dynamic interdependence that exists between partners 
(e.g., Cook & Kenny, 2005; Cook & Snyder, 2005; Kashy & Kenny, 1999). The 
actor-partner interdependence model affords special status to partner effects and 
highlights the interactional and interdependent nature of interpersonal relationships. 
For these analyses, the data were configured such that each individual’s record for a 
given week also included the data provided by the romantic partner for the same 
week. Thus, the repeated measures for both the individual and the partner were 
treated as Level 1 variables, the individual-level measures were treated as Level 2 
variables, and characteristics of the dyad were treated as Level 3 variables. This 
strategy allowed us to model how an individual’s perception of the severity of irrita-
tions was predicted by his or her own view of the relationship and by his or her 
partner’s view of the relationship during the same week.

Results

Model 1: Relational Uncertainty 
and Partner Interference as Predictors of Appraisals

We predicted that relational uncertainty (H1) and a partner’s interference (H2) are 
positively associated with the actor’s appraisals of the severity of irritations. To test 
these hypotheses, we constructed a multilevel model in which the actor’s appraisals 
of the severity of irritations was the dependent variable. Level 1 predictors were rela-
tional uncertainty and interference from partners. We also entered intimacy as a Level 
1 covariate. Each source of relational uncertainty and interference from partners was 
evaluated as predictors in separate models to avoid problems due to multicollinearity. 
All Level 1 predictors were entered as group mean-centered (i.e., centered around the 
individual’s mean across the 6 weeks of the study). We covaried baseline relationship 
status as a Level 2, grand mean-centered variable (i.e., centered around the population 
mean) on the intercept to control for between-person differences in appraisals of 
irritations due to relationship status. We also included the within-person means (i.e., 
the individual’s mean across the 6 weeks of the study) for the relevant source of rela-
tional uncertainty or partner interference as Level 2 variables on the intercept. This 
strategy parses out between-person differences in the dependent variable that are 
attributable to those predictors so that the slopes represent only within-person effects. 
The within-person means were uncentered. The intercepts and Level 1 slopes for the 
model were estimated as random effects. (See Appendix A for model equations.)

Findings indicated that, in the model including partner interference as a predictor, 
baseline relationship status decreased the value of the intercept, such that people 
with higher levels of relationship status reported less severe irritations (see Table 3). 
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Across all models, the within-person mean for the relevant source of relational 
uncertainty or interference from partners increased the value of the intercept, such 
that individuals who experienced more relational uncertainty or partner interference 
appraised irritations as more severe. Turning to the slopes, intimacy was negatively 
associated with the severity of irritations across models, such that during weeks 
when individuals experienced above-average intimacy, they perceived irritations as 
less severe. Moreover, self uncertainty, partner uncertainty, relationship uncertainty, 
and interference from partners were positively associated with the severity of irrita-
tions, such that during weeks when individuals experienced above-average relational 
uncertainty or partner interference, they perceived irritations as more severe. Thus, 
H1 and H2 were supported. The residuals indicated that significant variability was 

Table 3
Predicting the Severity of an Actor’s Irritations 

From Relational Uncertainty and a Partner’s Interference

  Partner  Relationship A Partner’s 
 Self Uncertainty Uncertainty Uncertainty Interference

Intercept 2.11*** 2.61*** 1.71*** 2.83***
Baseline relationship status .08 –.11 .25 –.44**
Self uncertainty mean .69***   
Partner uncertainty mean  .42***  
Relationship uncertainty mean   .84*** 
Interference mean    .25**

Slopes
Intimacy –.55*** –.61*** –.61*** –.99***
Self uncertainty .47***   
Partner uncertainty  .52***  
Relationship uncertainty   .55*** 
Interference from partners    .15**

Residuals
Intercept (2) .56*** .65*** .59*** .57***
Intimacy .53 .46* .23* .25
Self uncertainty .13   
Partner uncertainty  .28***  
Relationship uncertainty   .21*** 
Interference from partners    .12
Intercept (3) .39*** .44*** .30*** .59***

Note: The dependent variable is the actor’s perceived severity of irritations. Cell entries in the intercept 
category are the change in the intercept attributable to the within-person mean or relationship status, 
which represents the between-persons effect on the dependent variable. The cell entries in the slopes 
category represent the within-person slope over the course of the study. The cell entries in the residuals 
category are τ and represent the remaining unexplained variation in the intercept or in the slopes.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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left to be explained in the Level 2 and Level 3 intercepts, as well as in the slopes for 
intimacy (in the partner and relationship uncertainty models), partner uncertainty, 
and relationship uncertainty.

Model 2: Predicting an Actor’s Appraisals 
From a Partner’s Relationship Characteristics

In addition to predicting actor effects, we advanced hypotheses regarding partner 
effects on an actor’s appraisals of the severity of irritations. As a starting point, we 
predicted that an actor’s perception of the severity of irritations is positively associ-
ated with the partner’s relational uncertainty (H3) and the partner’s perception of 
interference from the actor (H4), above and beyond the variance that is explained by 
the actor’s own perceptions of those relationship characteristics. To test these 
hypotheses, we constructed a multilevel model that was identical to Model 1, except 
that we added the partner’s perceptions of the relationship as predictors. An actor’s 
perceived severity of irritations was the dependent variable. Level 1 predictors 
included the partner’s judgments of relational uncertainty or interference from the 
actor. The predictors were entered in separate models to avoid problems due to mul-
ticollinearity. At Level 1, we also controlled for an actor’s perceptions of intimacy 
and the actor’s corresponding source of relational uncertainty or partner interfer-
ence. All of the Level 1 predictors were entered as group mean-centered variables. 
At Level 2, we included baseline relationship status and the actor’s within-person 
mean for the corresponding source of relational uncertainty or partner interference 
as covariates on the intercept. All of the intercepts and Level 1 slopes for the model 
were estimated as random effects. (See Appendix B for model equations.)

Results indicated that baseline relationship status decreased the value of the inter-
cept in the models for partner uncertainty and interference from partners, such that 
individuals with a higher baseline relationship status reported less severe irritations 
(see Table 4). With the exception of the model for partner uncertainty, the within-
person mean for each source of relational uncertainty and interference from partners 
increased the value of the intercept, such that individuals with more of these rela-
tionship characteristics reported more severe irritations. Turning to the slopes, an 
actor’s perception of intimacy was negatively associated with the severity of irrita-
tions across models. Consistent with the findings for Model 1, the actor’s percep-
tions of relational uncertainty and interference from partners were positively 
associated with the severity of irritations. With regard to partner effects, the partner’s 
relational uncertainty was positively associated with the severity of the actor’s irrita-
tions, but the partner’s perceptions of interference from the actor were not. Thus, 
H3 was supported, but H4 was not. The residuals revealed that significant variability 
remained to be explained in both of the intercepts across all models. In the model 
including relationship uncertainty, significant variability was left to be explained in 
the slopes for intimacy and relationship uncertainty.
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Model 3: Predicting an Actor’s Appraisals 
From a Partner’s Irritations and Directness

Our final hypotheses predicted that the severity of an actor’s irritations is posi-
tively associated with the partner’s severity of irritations (H5) and the partner’s 
directness of communication about irritations (H6). To test these predictions, we 

Table 4
Predicting the Severity of an Actor’s Irritations From a Partner’s 

Perceptions of Relational Uncertainty and a Partner’s Interference

  Partner  Relationship A Partner’s 
 Self Uncertainty Uncertainty Uncertainty Interference

Intercept 2.12*** 3.46*** 1.73*** 2.82***
Baseline relationship status .06 –.46** .24 –.45**
Self uncertainty mean .67***   
Partner uncertainty mean  .16  
Relationship uncertainty mean   .84*** 
Interference mean    .26**

Slopes
Intimacy –.49** –.56*** –.54*** –.97***
Self uncertainty .45***   
Partner’s self uncertainty .28***   
Partner uncertainty  .49***  
Partner’s partner uncertainty  .22***  
Relationship uncertainty   .49*** 
Partner’s relationship uncertainty   .24*** 
Interference from partners    .16*
Partner’s interference from partners    –.02

Residuals
Intercept (2) .57*** .63*** .60*** .58***
Intimacy .13 .54 .38** .30
Self uncertainty .66   
Partner’s self uncertainty .04   
Partner uncertainty  .30  
Partner’s partner uncertainty  .05  
Relationship uncertainty   .28** 
Partner’s relationship uncertainty   .01 
Interference from partners    .12
Partner’s interference from partners    .09
Intercept (3) .39*** .62*** .31*** .45***

Note: The dependent variable is the actor’s perceived severity of irritations. Cell entries in the intercept 
category are the change in the intercept attributable to the within-person mean or relationship status, 
which represents the between-persons effect on the dependent variable. The cell entries in the slopes 
category represent the within-person slope over the course of the study. The cell entries in the residuals 
category are τ and represent the remaining unexplained variation in the intercept or in the slopes.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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constructed a third model in which the actor’s severity of irritations was the depen-
dent variable. Level 1 predictors included the partner’s severity of irritations and the 
partner’s directness of communication about irritations. We also included the actor’s 
intimacy as a Level 1 covariate in the model. The Level 1 predictors were entered as group 
mean-centered variables. At Level 2, we included baseline relationship status as a 
grand mean-centered covariate on the intercept to control for between-person differ-
ences in the actor’s appraisals of irritations that were attributable to differences in 
relationship status. All of the intercepts and Level 1 slopes for the model were esti-
mated as random effects. (See Appendix C for model equations.)

Findings revealed that baseline relationship status decreased the value of the 
intercept in both models, such that individuals with a higher level of relationship 
status reported less severe irritations (see Table 5). For the slopes, the actor’s inti-
macy was negatively associated with the severity of irritations. With regard to part-
ner effects, both the partner’s perceived severity of irritations and directness of 
communication about irritations were positively associated with the actor’s per-
ceived severity of irritations. Thus, H5 and H6 were supported. The residuals 
revealed that significant variability was left to be explained in the Level 2 and Level 
3 intercepts.

Table 5
Predicting the Severity of an Actor’s Irritations From a Partner’s 

Perceptions of Irritations and Directness of Communication About Irritations

 Severity of Partner’s Partner’s Directness 
 Irritations About Irritations

Intercept 3.46*** 2.97***
Baseline relationship status –.46** –.46**

Slopes
Intimacy –.97*** –1.06***
Partner’s severity of irritations .21*** 
Partner’s directness about irritations  .10*

Residuals
Intercept (2) .63*** .59***
Intimacy .19 .29
Partner’s severity of irritations .07 
Partner’s directness about irritations  .00
Intercept (3) .60*** .59***

Note: The dependent variable is the actor’s perceived severity of irritations. The cell entry in the intercept 
category is the change in the intercept attributable to relationship status, which represents the between-
persons effect on the dependent variable. The cell entries in the slopes category represent the within-
person slope over the course of the study. The cell entries in the residuals category are τ and represent the 
remaining unexplained variation in the intercept or in the slopes.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Discussion

The goal of this study was to evaluate actor and partner effects of relationship 
characteristics on the perceived severity of an actor’s irritations. Results indicated 
that individuals’ perceptions of relational uncertainty and interference from partners 
are positively associated with the appraised severity of their own irritations. Moreover, 
our findings portray interdependence between the relationship experiences of actors 
and partners, such that partners’ relational uncertainty, severity of irritations, and 
directness of communication about irritations are all positively associated with the 
severity of actors’ irritations. On one level, this study highlights the intrapersonal 
and interpersonal mechanisms that contribute to appraisals of irritations. On a 
broader level, this study depicts the complex interdependence that exists between 
partners who are negotiating a romantic relationship. In the sections that follow, we 
discuss the implications of this research for extending the relational turbulence 
model and documenting the interdependence that exists between partners.

A Relational Turbulence Model of Irritations

One contribution of this study is extending research that has used the relational 
turbulence model to predict appraisals of irritations in courtship (Solomon & 
Knobloch, 2004; Theiss & Solomon, 2006b). Our results cohere with extant work 
such that the severity of irritations is positively associated with both relational uncer-
tainty (H1) and interference from partners (H2). Whereas prior tests of the relational 
turbulence model have typically utilized cross-sectional data, our study employed a 
longitudinal research design. Longitudinal data are an important contribution because 
the model is intended to explain fluctuations in relationship characteristics as rela-
tionships develop. Thus, this study advances the literature on relational turbulence by 
more effectively modeling changes in relationship characteristics over time.

This study also marks the first test of the relational turbulence model using dyadic 
data. Although the model highlights intrapersonal and interpersonal changes during 
relationship development as mechanisms that provoke turbulence, previous studies 
have only considered the perceptions of one individual (e.g., Knobloch, 2007; 
Knobloch & Donovan-Kicken, 2006; Solomon & Theiss, 2008). Those studies were 
useful for testing the intrapersonal assumptions of the model, but they could not shed 
light on how interdependence between partners contributes to turmoil. The addition 
of dyadic data to the corpus of research on the relational turbulence model enhances 
our understanding of the interpersonal and interdependent relationship processes 
that give rise to turmoil in romantic relationships.

One notable departure from previous tests of the relational turbulence model is 
that we divorced relational uncertainty and partner interference from the trajectory of 
intimacy. Although Solomon and Knobloch (2004) developed the relational turbu-
lence model to explain people’s tendency to be reactive at moderate levels of intimacy 
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within courtship, subsequent work suggested that relational uncertainty and interfer-
ence from partners are the more proximal predictors of reactivity during the transition 
from casual dating to serious involvement. Solomon and Theiss (2008) argued that 
perhaps experiences of turbulence are not limited to moderate levels of intimacy, and 
they suggested that future studies should not rely on intimacy to pinpoint periods of 
increased reactivity. Accordingly, we focused our predictions on relational uncer-
tainty and interference from partners as two mechanisms that give rise to irritations. 
Although we observed a negative association between intimacy and the severity of 
irritations, our data imply that relational uncertainty and interference from partners 
may be especially potent predictors of people’s appraisals of irritations.

Partner Effects on the Severity of an Actor’s Irritations

The results of this study also shed light on the interdependent dynamics of con-
flict and relationship development. In addition to describing the association between 
an individual’s perceptions of relationship characteristics and the severity of his or 
her own irritations, we also employed an actor-partner interdependence model to 
examine how a partner’s relationship experiences correspond with the severity of an 
actor’s irritations.

As might be expected, we found that when a partner communicates directly about 
his or her irritations, the actor experiences irritations more intensely (H6). This result 
complements previous findings that expressions of jealousy, criticisms, and demands 
elicit negative reactions from partners in the form of increased relational uncertainty 
or withdrawal from the relationship (Bevan, 2004; Caughlin, 2002). Given the inter-
dependent nature of interpersonal communication, it makes sense that one person’s 
expressed irritations would give rise to annoyance, irritation, and conflict for the other 
person. Our results also suggest, however, that partners do not need to be explicit 
about their irritations for those feelings to predict the actor’s appraisals of irritations. 
Specifically, the severity of a partner’s irritations was positively associated with the 
severity of an actor’s irritations (H5), independent of the directness of communication 
about those annoyances. In other words, partners need not be explicit about their 
irritations for actors to sense potential problems in the relationship.

Our results also suggest that a partner’s relational uncertainty is tied to the severity 
of an actor’s irritations (H3), even though the partner’s relational uncertainty may not 
be explicitly expressed. Although relational uncertainty is an intrapersonal experi-
ence, individuals may have difficulty suppressing cues that they are questioning the 
relationship. Recall that relational uncertainty corresponds with more extreme emo-
tions (Planalp & Honeycutt, 1985), jealousy (Afifi & Reichert, 1996), topic avoid-
ance (Knobloch & Carpenter-Theune, 2004), and indirect communication (Theiss & 
Solomon, 2006a, 2006b). Thus, a partner’s experience of relational uncertainty may 
be perceived by the actor as dissatisfaction or reluctance to commit to the relation-
ship. Hence, the perception that a partner is less involved in making the relationship 
work may contribute to irritations that are more severe.
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In contrast, a partner’s perceived interference from the actor was not significantly 
associated with the severity of the actor’s irritations (H4). We see three possible 
explanations for the lack of an association. First, previous research on the relational 
turbulence model (and our own findings in this study) demonstrates that people’s 
perceptions of interference from a partner are positively associated with appraisals of 
irritations as particularly severe and relationally threatening (Solomon & Knobloch, 
2004; Theiss & Solomon, 2006b). Thus, we wonder if partners’ perceptions of inter-
ference from the actor become manifest in their own irritations, which do in fact share 
a positive association with the severity of actors’ irritations. Second, we consider the 
possibility that actors are less likely to see how their own behaviors are disruptive to 
their partner’s routines. If actors lack awareness of their partner’s perceptions of 
interference, then they may be less likely to become irritated by this feature of the 
partner’s relationship experience. Future research should evaluate this possibility 
empirically. A third possibility is that a partner’s interference predicts people’s 
appraisals of some kinds of irritations but not others. Future research should examine 
the content of irritations to determine if some behaviors or personality traits are more 
irritating under conditions of partner interference than others.

Two practical implications of our results are apparent. First, because actors 
appraised irritations as more severe when partners communicated directly about 
irritations, our findings imply that direct communication may not always be benefi-
cial to close relationships. Moreover, we found that direct communication about 
irritating circumstances is only one of several predictors of an actor’s perceived 
severity of irritations. Accordingly, our results suggest that characteristics of rela-
tionships are also important in understanding irritations. Thus, advice for curtailing 
irritations in romantic relationships should take into account relational uncertainty 
and interference from partners in addition to people’s communication behavior.

A second implication of our findings points to the potential for a downward spiral 
of negativity between partners. Our results suggest that the more irritated one partner 
becomes, the more irritated the other partner is likely to become. These patterns of 
behavior may create a double-bind for couples. A likely strategy for resolving irrita-
tions would be to communicate about the problematic behaviors or personality traits, 
but direct expressions of irritations also contribute to more severe appraisals of irri-
tations. Thus, partners are faced with the challenge of finding less direct methods of 
addressing irritations that effectively resolve problems without alienating or offend-
ing the partner. Future research should examine how people employ indirect com-
munication strategies to mitigate irritating circumstances.

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions

A strength of this study lies in its methodological contribution to the literature. 
First, the use of multiwave longitudinal data advances research on relationship 
development. Although longitudinal data are becoming increasingly more promi-
nent in the literature, this is only the second test of the relational turbulence 
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model that employs longitudinal data (but see Solomon & Theiss, 2008; Theiss & 
Solomon, 2006a, 2006b, 2008) and most other longitudinal investigations focus 
on marital relationships rather than dating relationships (e.g., Huston & Vangelisti, 
1991). Second, this study examines perceptions of a relationship from both mem-
bers. Dyadic designs are useful for providing insight into the interdependence 
between partners. Third, this study adds to the growing body of research that 
employs the actor-partner interdependence model to examine the interpersonal 
complexities of developing romantic relationships (e.g., Cook & Kenny, 2005; 
Cook & Snyder, 2005; Kashy & Kenny, 1999). This data-analytic strategy reveals 
the reciprocal influence that partners have on each other within ongoing romantic 
associations.

Despite the strengths of this study, there are also some notable limitations. We 
only observed the courtships for 6 weeks, which is a relatively short period in 
the span of an ongoing romantic relationship. Although our decision to limit the 
study to 6 weeks was guided by previous longitudinal studies that documented 
significant changes in relationships over a 6-week period (e.g., Theiss & 
Solomon, 2006a, 2008; VanLear, 1987), future research should observe the 
development of romantic relationships over a longer period of time. In addition, 
our study relied on a convenience sample of college undergraduates. Future 
research is needed to determine whether our findings are generalizable to other 
populations.

Conclusion

The characteristics of developing romantic relationships create a context that is 
ripe for irritations, annoyances, and conflicts. Whereas some perspectives highlight 
individual change as the catalyst for increased reactivity to relationship events (e.g., 
Cloven & Roloff, 1991; Siegert & Stamp, 1994), the interdependent nature of 
romantic associations also contributes to relationship outcomes for actors and their 
partners (e.g., Kashy & Kenny, 1999). The current investigation juxtaposes these 
two approaches. Our findings indicate that people’s appraisals of the severity of 
irritations are predicted by the perceptions of both actors and partners. Future 
research should continue to explore how interdependent facets of relationship devel-
opment predict individual and relational outcomes.

Appendix A

In the models that follow, the subscript i refers to the time varying repeated measurements 
across weeks (Level 1), the subscript j refers to measures of individual-level variables (Level 2), 
and the subscript k refers to characteristics of the dyad that were measured only during the 
baseline week of the study (Level 3). The following equations represent the model when self 

(continued)
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uncertainty was a predictor. Identical models were constructed for each source of relational 
uncertainty and interference from partners.

Model 1: Relational Uncertainty and Partner 
Interference as Predictors of Irritations

Level 1 Equation

Yijk = π0jk + π1jk (intimacyijk – intimacy.jk) + π2jk (self uncertaintyijk – self uncertainty.jk) + rijk

Level 2 Equations

π0jk = β00 + β01 (Relationship Status – RELATIONSHIP STATUS...)  
+ β02 (self uncertainty.jk) + u0j

π1jk = β10 + u1j

π2jk = β20 + u2j

Level 3 Equations

	 β00 = γ000 + u00

	 β01 = γ010

	 β02 = γ020

	 β10 = γ100

	 β20 = γ200

Note: Centered variables are indicated in parentheses with the group mean or the grand mean 
subtracted from the observed variable. A group mean is denoted as lowercase and italicized 
(e.g., self uncertainty.jk) and a grand mean is denoted as uppercase and italicized (e.g., 
RELATIONSHIP STATUS...).

Appendix B

In the models that follow, the subscript i refers to the time varying repeated measurements across 
weeks (Level 1), the subscript j refers to measures of individual level variables (Level 2), and 
the subscript k refers to characteristics of the dyad that were measured only during the baseline 
week of the study (Level 3). The following equations represent the model when the partner’s 
self uncertainty was added to Model 1 as a predictor. Identical models were constructed that 
replaced the actor’s and the partner’s self uncertainty as a predictor with the actor’s and the 
partner’s reports of partner uncertainty, relationship uncertainty, or interference from partners.

(continued)

Appendix A (continued)
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Model 2: Predicting an Actor’s Irritations 
From a Partner’s Relationship Characteristics

Level 1 Equation

Yijk = π0jk + π1jk (intimacyijk – intimacy.jk) + π2jk (actor’s self uncertaintyijk – actor’s self 
uncertainty.jk) + π3jk (partner’s self uncertaintyijk – partner’s self uncertainty.jk) + rijk

Level 2 Equations

π0jk = β00 + β01 (Relationship Status – RELATIONSHIP STATUS...)  
+ β02 (actor’s self uncertainty.jk) + u0jk

π1jk = β10 + u1j

π2jk = β20 + u2j

π3jk = β30 + u3j

Level 3 Equations

	 β00 = γ000 + u00

	 β01 = γ010

	 β02 = γ020

	 β10 = γ100

	 β20 = γ200

	 β30 = γ300

Note: Centered variables are indicated in parentheses with the group mean or the grand mean 
subtracted from the observed variable. A group mean is denoted as lowercase and italicized (e.g., 
self uncertainty.jk) and a grand mean is denoted as uppercase and italicized (e.g., 
RELATIONSHIP STATUS...).

Appendix C

In the models that follow, the subscript i refers to the time varying repeated measurements 
across weeks (Level 1), the subscript j refers to measures of individual level variables (Level 2), 
and the subscript k refers to characteristics of the dyad that were measured only during the 
baseline week of the study (Level 3). The following equations represent the model when the 
partner’s severity of irritations was a predictor. An identical model was constructed for the part-
ner’s directness of communication about irritations.

Appendix B (continued)

(continued)
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Model 3: Predicting an Actor’s Irritations 
From a Partner’s Irritations and Directness

Level 1 Equation

Yijk = π0jk + π1jk (intimacyijk – intimacy.jk) + π2jk (partner’s severity of irritationsijk – partner’s 
severity of irritations.jk) + rijk

Level 2 Equations

π0jk = β00 + β01 (Relationship Status – RELATIONSHIP STATUS...) + u0j

π1jk = β10 + u1j

π2jk = β20 + u2j

Level 3 Equations

	 β00 = γ000 + u00

	 β01 = γ010

	 β10 = γ100

	 β20 = γ200

Note: Centered variables are indicated in parentheses with the group mean or the grand mean 
subtracted from the observed variable. A group mean is denoted as lowercase and italicized 
(e.g., intimacy.jk) and a grand mean is denoted as uppercase and italicized (e.g., RELATIONSHIP 
STATUS...).

Notes

1. The authors are grateful to Cindy Solomon, Andrea Lepera, Ashley Lund-Pearson, Catherine 
Pierce, Samantha Yakal-Kremski, and Kyle Zupancic for their assistance with data collection. Data col-
lection procedures were approved by the Institutional Review Boards of Rutgers University and the 
University of Illinois. Address correspondence to Jennifer A. Theiss, Department of Communication, 
Rutgers University, 4 Huntington St., New Brunswick, NJ 08901; e-mail: jtheiss@rutgers.edu; or Leanne 
K. Knobloch, Department of Communication, University of Illinois, 244 Lincoln Hall, 702 S. Wright St., 
Urbana, IL 61801; e-mail: knobl@illinois.edu.

2. We included couples in our sample if both individuals provided data for Week 1. In total, 13 of the 
135 couples who began the study did not finish it (9.6% attrition). Four of those couples terminated their 
relationship in the midst of the study. We eliminated the other 9 couples during the study when one indi-
vidual did not provide three consecutive waves of data. When we e-mailed to inquire about people’s rea-
sons for dropping out of the study, individuals reported a variety of reasons for not continuing (i.e., illness, 
travel, not enough time to complete the questionnaires). Because multilevel modeling is able to accom-
modate missing data, our substantive analyses include all couples who provided responses for Week 1.

Appendix C (continued)
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