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Abstract

Previous research suggests both relationship status and relationship quality correlate with well-being. The present study
extended these findings in three ways. First, we benchmarked individuals with various-quality relationships against uncoupled
people to determine whether even low-quality relationships are associated with greater well-being than being unpartnered.
Second, research suggests global well-being (e.g., life satisfaction) and experiential well-being (e.g., momentary affect)
oftentimes have different predictors. Thus, we tested whether individuals report greater experiential well-being while
with their partners. Finally, we examined whether daily time invested into one’s relationship predicted well-being. Results
indicated that being in a romantic relationship, interacting with one’s partner, and investing greater time into the relationship
all predicted greater well-being. However, these effects were moderated by relationship quality, such that being in even

relatively neutral relationships and interacting therein were associated with lower well-being than being unpartnered.
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Positive close relationships have been frequently described as
a fundamental human need (Baumeister & Leary, 1995;
Bowlby, 1969; Deci & Ryan, 2000). In reviewing the subjec-
tive well-being literature, Argyle (2001) wrote, “Social rela-
tionships have a powerful effect on happiness and other
aspects of well-being, and are perhaps its greatest single
cause” (p. 71). Similarly, Myers called the link between rela-
tionships and well-being a “deep truth” (1992, p. 154) and
claimed, “Age, gender, and income. . . give little clue to some-
one’s happiness. . ., better clues come from knowing. . .
whether [people] enjoy a supportive network of close relation-
ships” (2000, p. 65). Honing these ideas, theorists have argued
that the single most important relationship for most adults is
their romantic partnership (Hazan & Zeifman, 1994)—and
moreover that success or failure in developing a high-quality
romantic relationship has the potential to shape individuals’
lifelong trajectories of well-being (Erikson, 1974).

Yet, as Lucas and Dyrenforth (2006) noted, the empirical
evidence for the preeminence of social—and especially
romantic—relationship involvement in predicting well-being
may be overstated. For one, studies examining correlations
between relationship status and well-being have generally

produced small-to-medium effect sizes. For example, Lucas
and Dyrenforth (2006) estimated the correlation between
marital status and happiness to be » = .23—approximately
the same magnitude as the association between income and
happiness (» = .21; Pinquart & Sorensen, 2000). Thus, mere
involvement in a romantic relationship does not appear to be
a dramatically stronger predictor of well-being, compared
with other relevant variables.

Does Relationship Quality Matter?

One potential explanation for the apparently modest overall
association between relationship status and well-being—as
many relationship theorists have noted—is that the quality of
one’s romantic relationship is paramount (Baker, McNulty,
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Overall, Lambert, & Fincham, 2013; Gere & Schimmack,
2013; Gustavson, Reysamb, Borren, Torvik, & Karevold,
2016; Lehmann et al., 2015). For example, relationships
characterized by positive interactions, such as affection and
compassion, may nurture well-being (Debrot, Schoebi,
Perrez, & Horn, 2013; Reis, Maniaci, & Rogge, 2014),
whereas frequent negative interactions, such as conflict or
providing support, may erode well-being (Cichy, Stawski, &
Almeida, 2014; Mackinnon et al., 2012). Supporting this
notion, research suggests that among partnered individuals,
relationship quality (e.g., relationship satisfaction) is corre-
lated relatively strongly with measures of well-being (equiv-
alent to approximately » = .45; Gere & Schimmack, 2013;
see also Heller, Watson, & Ilies, 2004; Proulx, Helms, &
Buehler, 2007).

In isolation, however, this finding is somewhat ambigu-
ous. Namely, with a few exceptions (e.g., Holt-Lunstad,
Birmingham, & Jones, 2008; McCabe, Cummins, &
Romeo, 1996), studies of relationship quality have gener-
ally examined only partnered individuals—and thus have
not directly contrasted individuals in various-quality rela-
tionships with their single peers. Thus, although these
studies clearly suggest high-quality relationships are asso-
ciated with greater well-being than are low-quality ones,
they do not speak to the extent to which various-quality
relationships predict greater or lesser well-being, com-
pared with being unpartnered. For example, it remains
unclear whether individuals in relatively low-quality
romantic relationships report greater or lesser well-being
than do their single peers—and if so, precisely how low
relationship quality must dip to predict lower well-being.
Indeed, theorists have speculated that only high-quality
relationships should be associated with greater well-being
and that negative relationships may inhibit well-being
(e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995). However, studies that
have explicitly tested this notion by directly contrasting
individuals in negative or even lukewarm relationships
with single people are rare (cf. Holt-Lunstad et al., 2008;
McCabe et al., 1996).

Therefore, one goal of our study was to jointly examine
the effects of relationship status and relationship quality in
predicting well-being. Specifically, we examined the extent
to which relationship quality moderated the effect of rela-
tionship status on well-being. Consequently, we were able to
directly compare individuals with various-quality relation-
ships to their unpartnered peers. This allowed us to estimate
the extent to which high-quality relationships predicted
greater well-being than being unpartnered. Similarly, we
examined whether low-quality relationships were simply
associated with smaller gains in well-being than were high-
quality ones (e.g., any relationship is associated with greater
well-being than having no relationship)—or whether low-
quality relationships were associated with lesser well-being
than being single.

Do Romantic Relationships Predict
Experiential Well-Being?

A second goal of our study was to examine the associations
between relationship status, relationship quality, and experi-
ential well-being. Specifically, scholars have recently
emphasized that global reports of well-being (e.g., life satis-
faction, trait positive and negative affect) are not identical to
experiential well-being—aggregations of actual, lived emo-
tional experiences (Hudson, Lucas, & Donnellan, 2017,
Kahneman, Krueger, Schkade, Schwarz, & Stone, 2004;
Robinson & Clore, 2002). For example, self-reported global
positive and negative affect correlate only modestly with
aggregated daily emotions (Anusic, Lucas, & Donnellan,
2017). This raises the possibility that global and experiential
well-being may have different predictors and outcomes and/
or may operate via different processes. For instance, indi-
viduals with higher income tend to report greater life satis-
faction than do their poorer peers—but income is largely
unrelated to daily experiences of happiness (Hudson, Lucas,
Donnellan, & Kushlev, 2016; Kahneman & Deaton, 2010).
Thus, wealth may have the potential to augment the sense
that one’s life is progressing well, but it may not necessarily
spur more frequent lived experiences of positive affect.

Similar to income, recent research suggests that, despite
the fact that being involved in a romantic relationship is asso-
ciated with greater global well-being (e.g., life satisfaction;
Hope, Rodgers, & Power, 1999), actually interacting with
one’s romantic partner may not be as strongly linked to
momentary emotions. For example, one study found that
people reported less positive affect while in the company of
their romantic partners, compared with while being with
their friends (Kahneman et al., 2004). This phenomenon may
indicate that although romantic relationships have the poten-
tial to enhance the overall sense that one’s life is progressing
well, occasional hassles such as conflict or pressure to pro-
vide emotional support may tax momentary experiences of
well-being (Cichy et al., 2014; Mackinnon et al., 2012).

To the best of our knowledge, however, no studies have
examined the extent to which relationship quality moderates
the effect of interacting with one’s partner on concurrent
experiences of well-being. Thus, a second goal of the present
study was to examine the extent to which individuals in var-
ious-quality relationships reported changes in experiential
well-being as a function of whether they were currently
interacting with their romantic partner or not. For example,
we examined whether individuals in high-quality relation-
ships reported greater boosts in positive affect while in their
presence of their romantic partner (vs. apart) compared with
their peers in low-quality relationships. Moreover, we exam-
ined whether interacting with lower quality romantic part-
ners nevertheless predicted gains in well-being (vs. being
apart from them)—or whether the presence of low-quality
partners actually predicted decrements in well-being.
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Notably, in addition to answering substantive questions
regarding whether romantic relationships differentially pre-
dict global versus experiential well-being, our analyses
examining experiential well-being also help to partially
address a methodological issue. Namely, as previously noted,
there are relatively strong correlations between relationship
satisfaction and global well-being. However, these estimates
might be confounded by personality effects, such that indi-
viduals who are globally satisfied with their lives are likely
to indicate high levels of satisfaction with all the individual
components of their lives (Heller et al., 2004). Indeed, rat-
ings of satisfaction with one’s school, finances, health, sex-
ual prospects, recreational activities, and religion also
correlate (» = .31-.44) with life satisfaction (Hudson &
Roberts, 2014). Thus, the extent to which relationship qual-
ity predicts well-being above and beyond a global effect of
personality remains unclear.

Addressing this issue, our analyses that focused on
changes in affect when participants switched interaction
partners (i.e., with vs. apart from their partners) statistically
controlled for these types of overall personality biases. For
example, individuals biased toward universally greater well-
being (e.g., higher positive affect, greater satisfaction with
all areas of their lives) would be expected to report greater
positive affect across all episodes—not only episodes in
which their partners were present. Thus, by comparing dif-
ferences in affect as a function of partners’ presence versus
absence, our analyses statistically control for global person-
ality biases and provide a more refined perspective on the
association between relationship quality and well-being.

Does Investing Greater Time in One’s
Partner Predict Well-Being?

The final goal of the present study was to examine the extent
to which the total amount of time people spend with their
partners predicts well-being. Namely, previous research sug-
gests nonlinear associations between well-being and other
variables. For example, greater income is associated with
greater well-being, but the correlation may diminish at higher
levels of income (Kahneman & Deaton, 2010). Similarly, the
mere act of volunteering is associated with greater well-
being, but the number of hours devoted to volunteering
appears to be inconsequential (Son & Wilson, 2012).

Thus, it may be the case that mere involvement in a
romantic relationship bolsters the sense that one’s life is pro-
gressing well—and that currently interacting with one’s
partner may be pleasant—but that investing greater versus
lesser amounts of daily time into one’s romantic relationship
may not be associated with differences in well-being. In
other words, people who spend large amounts of time with
their romantic partners may not report greater life satisfac-
tion than people who spend more moderate amounts of time
with their partners.

Prior research has found that self-reports of time spent
with one’s partner are positively associated with well-being
(e.g., Greenhaus, Collins, & Shaw, 2003; Odle-dusseau,
Britt, & Bobko, 2012). However, fewer studies have
attempted to more objectively measure the amount of time
people spend with their romantic partners and the extent to
which these alternative measures are associated with well-
being. Thus, in the present study, we collected extensive
measures of the amount of time people spent with their
romantic partners across several days and examined the
extent to which it predicted well-being. Moreover, we tested
whether relationship quality moderated this association.

Overview of the Present Study

The present study evaluated the associations between both
global and experiential well-being and (a) relationship status,
(b) whether or not individuals were currently interacting
with their romantic partners, and (c) total amount of time
individuals invested into their romantic partners. Moreover,
we examined the extent to which relationship quality moder-
ated these associations. To address these issues, we used a
variant of the day reconstruction method (DRM; Kahneman
et al., 2004) in which participants reported all activities in
which they engaged, with whom they interacted, and both
their global well-being and their in vivo affective experi-
ences (i.e., experiential well-being) across three separate
days. We used these data to test (a) whether partnered indi-
viduals reported greater well-being than did single persons,
(b) whether people reported greater experiential well-being
while with their partners versus apart, (c) whether total time
with one’s partner across all DRM episodes predicted greater
well-being, and importantly, (d) whether these effects were
moderated by relationship quality. We also tested whether
poor-quality relationships were simply associated with lesser
gains in well-being compared with high-quality ones—or
whether poor-quality relationships were associated with
lower well-being compared with being single.

Method

Participants

Our sample was recruited from a list of Michiganders who
had previously participated in at least one wave of the
Michigan State University’s State of the State Survey (SOSS;
Michigan State University, Institute for Public Policy and
Social Research, 2015) and who had indicated they would be
interested in participating in other studies. The SOSS is a
quarterly, statewide telephone survey of approximately 1,000
adult Michiganders per wave, recruited via stratified random
sampling (Pierce, 2016). SOSS participants can opt in to
receive invitations to participate in additional, external stud-
ies. The SOSS administrative team sent participants who had
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expressed interest in other studies an e-mail invitation to par-
ticipate in our study, alongside a link to the study website.
Thus, our sample was not random and self-selection effects
may limit the generalizability of our findings. Participants
were offered US$20 per wave for completing up to three
waves, plus a US$15 bonus for completing all three waves
(thus, maximum compensation was US$75); participants
could opt to receive either Amazon.com credit or a check. All
study materials were presented online.

A total of 410 participants responded to our invitation and
provided at least one wave of data. This sample size enabled
99% power to detect average-sized effects (equivalent to
r ~.21; Richard, Bond, & Stokes-Zoota, 2003). The final
sample at Time 1 was 60% female, with ages ranging from
19 to 92 years (M = 52.61, SD = 14.73). The racial composi-
tion of the sample was 86% White, 6% Black, 2% Asian, 2%
Native American, and 2% Hispanic. Seventy-five percent of
participants indicated they were currently involved in a
romantic relationship, 82% had children, and 53% were
employed. The SOSS staff sent the recruitment e-mails to
preserve their participants’ confidentiality. We do not have
data regarding how many e-mails were sent to valid addresses;
so, we cannot calculate a meaningful response rate.

At Time 1, participants provided us with their contact
information and were later contacted directly by us and
encouraged to provide two additional waves of data, with
Time 2 and Time 3 measures collected an average of 17.60
(SD = 4.84) and 33.82 (SD = 6.51) days after Time 1,
respectively. On average, participants provided 2.31 waves
of data (SD = 0.91), with 326 participants (80%) completing
at least two waves. Attrition analyses revealed that no vari-
ables, as measured at Time 1, were significantly related to
waves provided, all |r|s < .06.

Measures

All study materials can be accessed on Open Science
Framework (https://osf.io/xqx3q/).

Well-being

Life satisfaction. Once per wave, participants rated their
life satisfaction using the five-item Satisfaction With Life
Scale (SWLS; Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985).
Items (e.g., “I am satisfied with my life””) were rated on a
scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) and
averaged to form a composite (Time 1 o = .90).

Global dffect. Once per wave, to measure global affec-
tive well-being, participants were asked to rate the extent to
which they had generally felt various emotions over the past
2 weeks: happy, satisfied, angry, sad, frustrated, worried, and
a sense of meaning. Each emotion was rated from 0 (a/most
never) to 6 (almost always). Because research indicates that
positive and negative affect are separable (Watson, Clark, &
Tellegen, 1988), we formed separate composites for global

positive affect (an average of global happiness and satisfac-
tion; Time 1 o = .84) and global negative affect (an aver-
age of global anger, sadness, frustration, and worry; Time 1
o = .79). We also separated meaning from positive affect
because some have argued that hedonic well-being (e.g.,
positive affect) might be somewhat distinct from eudemonic
well-being (e.g., a sense of purpose and meaning in life)
(Ryan & Deci, 2001).

Experiential well-being. Participants’ experiential well-
being was measured using a variant of the DRM (Kahneman
et al., 2004). Participants were first asked to reconstruct their
entire prior day in terms of “episodes” that had occurred.
Specifically, participants were given relatively open-ended
instructions to divide their prior day into episodes, to “name”
each episode, and to record each episode’s start and end time.
After reconstructing their entire prior day, participants were
presented with each episode they had defined and were asked
to (a) select all activities they had performed during the epi-
sode from a predetermined list of 21 activities (e.g., commut-
ing, shopping, housework), (b) select with whom they were
interacting during the episode from a predetermined list (e.g.,
romantic partner, friend, coworker), and (c) rate the extent to
which they felt various emotions during the episode: happi-
ness, satisfaction, anger, sadness, frustration, worry, and a
sense of meaning. All emotions were rated on a scale from 0
(not at all) to 6 (very much).

As with global affect, we calculated composites within
each episode for experiential positive affect (an average of
experiential happiness and satisfaction; Time 1 o = .82) and
experiential negative affect (an average of experiential anger,
sadness, frustration, and worry; Time 1 o = .90). We exam-
ined experiential meaning separately.

Romantic relationships

Relationship status. Participants were asked to indicate
their romantic relationship status using two different ques-
tions. First, they were asked to respond to, “Are you in a
committed relationship” on a yes (1) or no (0) scale. Sev-
enty-five percent of participants (» = 307) indicated they
were in a committed relationship. Later, participants were
asked to select exactly one relationship status from eight
categories: “single (not dating anyone) and never married,”
“seeing someone casually,” “in a committed partnership,”
“engaged,” “married,” “divorced or separated,” “widowed,”
or “something else.” Eight percent (n = 32) of the sample
indicated that they were single, 3% (n = 14) were dating, 6%
(n = 26) were partnered, 2% (n = 7) were engaged, 58% (n
= 271) were married, 10% (n = 48) were divorced, and 3%
were widowed (n = 12).

Due to the small samples in the dating, partnered, and
engaged categories, as well as the ambiguity in inferring
whether divorced and widowed individuals were also in a
committed relationship, we did not examine different types
of relationships (e.g., dating, engaged, married) separately
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Table I. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Well-Being and Relationship Quality Variables.

Correlations

Variable M SD ICC | 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
|. DRM positive affect 3.57 1.18 47 —

2. DRM meaning 2.85 1.53 .55 .66 —

3. DRM negative affect 0.73 0.73 46 -.39 16 —

4. Global positive affect 4.20 0.94 .88 .69 45 =51 —

5. Global meaning 3.94 1.30 .87 .57 .62 -.29 .66 —

6. Global negative affect 242 0.96 .83 -.46 -.26 61 -.63 -39 —

7. Life satisfaction 4.87 1.29 91 .57 .38 -48 76 .59 -.58 —

8. Relationship quality 5.86 1.23 .95 42 29 -.25 45 .36 -.32 .52 —

9. Daily time with partner  4.15 429 .13 A5 .09 -.14 .18 12 -.16 .19 .16 —

Note. Averages were computed for each variable for each participant across all measurement occasions (i.e., up to nine measurements for experiential
well-being variable; three measurements for each other variable). This table contains the descriptive statistics and correlations among these cross-time
average variables. ICC = intraclass correlation for individuals across time (i.e., percentage of variance in each variable that was between-persons across

the three waves); DRM = day reconstruction method.

in our primary analyses. Rather, in our primary analyses, we
relied exclusively on participants’ response to the question,
“Are you in a committed relationship?” Of the dating indi-
viduals (n = 14), only one considered himself or herself in
a committed relationship. Similarly, of the divorced indi-
viduals (n = 48), only three considered themselves in com-
mitted relationships. All partnered, engaged, and married
individuals indicated they were in a committed relationship,
and no single or widowed individuals indicated that they
were in a committed relationship. Thus, with a few excep-
tions, our analyses involving relationship status primarily
contrasted engaged, partnered, and married individuals (col-
lective n = 307) with single, dating, divorced, and widowed
persons (collective n = 102). Henceforth, we refer to these
groups as people who “were in a relationship” and people
who “were not in a relationship.” As a point of clarification,
we henceforth collectively refer to individuals’ dating part-
ners, fiancé(e)s, relationship partners, and spouses as their
“partners.” In our sample, participants who were in a rela-
tionship were more likely to be White (r = .16, 95% CI
[0.06, 0.25]) and male (» = .13, 95% CI [0.03, 0.22]). In
contrast, people in relationships did not differ from those
not currently in relationships in terms of age (» = .02, 95%
CI[-0.11, 0.15]).

Romantic relationship quality. At each wave, participants
who were currently involved in a committed relationship
rated their relationship quality using five items (e.g., “We
have a good relationship”; “My relationship with my partner
makes me happy”). Items were rated on a scale from very
strongly disagree (1) to very strongly agree (7) and averaged
to form a composite (Time 1 a = .96).

Daily time with partner. The average daily time partici-
pants spent with their partners was computed from their
DRM responses. Specifically, we summed the duration of all

episodes during which participants indicated that their part-
ners were present. This sum was then divided by the total
number of waves each participant had provided to obtain the
average daily time participants reported spending with their
partners.

Results

Table 1 contains the descriptive statistics and intercorrela-
tions for participants’ average values of all well-being and
relationship quality variables across all waves. Among
partnered individuals, relationship satisfaction was rela-
tively high (M = 5.68, SD = 1.23). Aggregated experiential
DRM affect correlated moderate-to-highly with aggre-
gated global affect (rs ranged from .61 [negative affect] to
.69 [positive affect]), supporting the conclusion that global
and experiential affect are related, albeit separable con-
structs (e.g., Hudson et al., 2017; Kim-Prieto, Diener, Tamir,
Scollon, & Diener, 2005; Lucas, Diener, & Suh, 1996).

Analysis Strategy

We used separate analysis strategies for experiential and
global well-being. Specifically, when examining experi-
ential well-being, given the repeated measures available
in the data set and the fact that, in some analyses, predic-
tors varied across episodes (e.g., whether the partner was
present or not), we used multilevel models (MLMs) that
modeled affect in each episode, e, at wave, w, for person,
p. For example, the MLM testing for differences in expe-
riential positive affect between individuals in relation-
ships versus not was

(Experiential Positive Affect), = b, +b, (In Relationship)

ewp

+U,,+U, +¢,,
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In contrast, when examining global well-being, for parsi-
mony, we computed average scores for each variable for
each participant across all provided waves and used ordinary
least-squares regression. For example, the model testing dif-
ferences in global positive affect between individuals in rela-
tionships versus not was

(Global Positive Affect) =b, +b, (In Relationship) +e,

In all models, well-being was standardized across all
observations (see Ackerman, Donnellan, & Kashy, 2011).
In models examining relationship status or the partners’
presence, we used dummy codes (e.g., 1 = In Relationship,
0 = Not In a Relationship; 1 = Partner Present, 0 = Partner
Absent). Thus, the metric of these parameter estimates is
similar—albeit not identical to—a Cohen’s d (e.g., the
standardized difference in well-being between partnered
and single individuals). To remind readers of this interpre-
tational nuance, we use the notation b when reporting
d-like parameter estimates. In contrast, in models examin-
ing daily time with one’s partner, daily hours spent with
one’s partner was standardized across all observations (see
Ackerman et al., 2011), and thus the parameter estimates
are similar—albeit not identical to standardized regression
coefficients (B; for example, the standardized increase in
well-being per SD increase in time spent with partner). We
use the notation bB when reporting B-like parameter
estimates.

Finally, whenever appropriate, we used interaction terms
to separate the effects of merely being in a relationship from,
for example, spending time with one’s partner. For instance,
the model examining the association between daily time with
one’s partner and global positive affect was

(Global Positive Affect) = b, +b, (Daily Time with Partner)

V4

+b, (Not In Relationship) +b, (Daily Time with Partner)
(Not In Relationship )p +g,

Due to the inclusion of the interaction term and the fact that
the “Not In Relationship” variable was dummy coded with
individuals not in relationships as the reference group (i.e., 0
= In Relationship, | = Not In Relationship), the b 1(Daily
Time with Partner) coefficient captures the simple effect of
spending time with one’s partner, specifically for individuals
in a relationship.

Do Individuals in Relationships Report Greater
Well-Being?
For our first series of analyses, we tested whether individuals in

romantic relationships reported greater well-being than did
their peers who were not in relationships. As can be seen in the

top halves of Tables 2 and 3, people in committed relationships
reported approximately one-half standard deviation greater life
satisfaction than their peers who were not in relationships (b =
0.55, 95% CI [0.35, 0.75]). There were no other statistically
significant differences in either experiential or global well-
being between individuals in relationships and those who were
not (all |bd|s << 0.20). Thus, notwithstanding life satisfaction,
being in a relationship (vs. not in a relationship) generally did
not predict any type of affective well-being (these results sup-
port Lucas and Dyrenforth’s (2006) caution about the strength
of associations between objective measures of relationship sta-
tus and well-being outcomes).

As can be seen in the lower halves of Tables 2 and 3, how-
ever, for individuals in romantic relationships, relationship
quality significantly predicted all well-being variables (sim-
ple b_s ranged in magnitude from by = 0.17, 95% CI [0.10,
0.251to b, =0.46, 95% CI [0.37, 0.56]). Thus, individuals in
high-quality relationships had universally better well-being
than their peers in low-quality relationships. Given that well-
being varied as a function of relationship quality, we wanted
to directly compare individuals in various-quality relation-
ships with their unpartnered peers (e.g., to answer questions
similar to the following: “Do people in lower-quality rela-
tionships have higher well-being than their unpartnered
peers?”). To accomplish this goal, we estimated the parame-
ters of the following model:

(Well-Being) = b, +b, (In Relationship )
+b, (In Relationship ) (Relationship Quality ) +&

This equation uses dummy codes to estimate separate mod-
els for people in relationships and those who are not (see
Bolger & Laurenceau, 2013). Including the (In Relationship)
(Relationship Quality) interaction without a first-order term
for (Relationship Quality) serves to (a) estimate the slope of
relationship quality for partnered individuals and (b) drop
the relationship quality term from the model for single peo-
ple. Specifically, for individuals who were not in relation-
ships (i.e., when the “In Relationship” variable equals zero),
the equation simplifies to an intercept-only model. Thus, the
b o intercept term captures the mean well-being for individu-
als who are not in relationships. The b 1(In Relationship)
parameter captures the simple difference between individu-
als with average quality relationships versus individuals who
were not in relationships. Finally, the b X interaction term cap-
tures how the difference between people in relationships (vs.
those who are not) changes as a function of relationship
quality.

As a consequence of how the model is specified, simple
slope tests can be performed on the b parameter at various
values of relationship quality to determine whether people in
relatively high- or low-quality relationships statistically sig-
nificantly differed from individuals who were not in relation-
ships. Graphs of predicted well-being generated by these
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Table 2. Experiential Well-Being as a Function of Being in a Relationship and Relationship Quality.

Experiential positive affect

Experiential meaning

Experiential negative affect

95% ClI 95% ClI 95% ClI

Predictor b LB UB b LB UB b LB UB
First-order model

Intercept -0.11 -0.24 0.03 -0.05 -0.20 0.09 0.13 -0.00 0.27

In relationship 0.13 -0.02 0.29 0.03 -0.14 0.20 -0.10 -0.26 0.06
Relationship quality model

Intercept -0.10 -0.23 0.02 -0.05 -0.19 0.09 0.13 0.00 0.27

In relationship 0.13 -0.01 0.27 0.03 -0.13 0.19 -0.10 -0.26 0.05

Relationship quality® 0.28 0.22 0.34 0.17 0.10 0.25 -0.18 -0.25 —0.11

Note. 95% Cls for parameter estimates in boldface do not include zero. LB = lower bound; UB = upper bound.

*The actual regression was: (Well-Being) = b, + b, (In Relationship) + b, (In Relationship)(Relationship Quality). Unpartnered individuals did not rate
their relationship quality. Thus, the slope of relationship quality was only estimated for partnered individuals. In this case, including the (In Relationship)
(Relationship Quality) interaction without a first-order term for (Relationship Quality) serves to (a) estimate the slope of relationship quality for
partnered individuals and (b) drop the relationship quality term from the model for unpartnered individuals.

Table 3. Global Well-Being as a Function of Being in a Relationship and Relationship Quality.

Global positive affect Global meaning Global negative affect Global life satisfaction

95% ClI 95% ClI 95% ClI 95% CI

Predictor b LB UB b LB UB b LB UB b LB uUB
First-order model

Intercept -0.15 -0.32 0.03 -0.05 -0.23 0.12 002 -0.16 0.19 -0.41 -0.58 -0.23

In relationship 020 -0.0l 0.40 007 -0.14 028 -0.02 -0.22 0.19 0.55 0.35 0.75
Relationship quality model

Intercept -0.14 -03lI 0.02 -0.05 -0.22 0.12 002 -0.16 1.19 -=0.40 -0.57 -0.25

In relationship 0.17 -0.02 0.37 005 -0.15 025 -0.01 -0.21 0.20 0.53 0.34 0.71

Relationship quality® 0.44 0.34 0.54 0.33 0.23 044 -0.30 -040 -0.19 0.46 0.37 0.56

Note. 95% Cls for parameter estimates in boldface do not include zero. LB = lower bound; UB = upper bound.

*The actual regression was: (Well-Being) = b, + b, (In Relationship) + b, (In Relationship)(Relationship Quality). Unpartnered individuals did not rate
their relationship quality. Thus, the slope of relationship quality was only estimated for partnered individuals. In this case, including the (In Relationship)
(Relationship Quality) interaction without a first-order term for (Relationship Quality) serves to (a) estimate the slope of relationship quality for
partnered individuals and (b) drop the relationship quality term from the model for unpartnered individuals.

Experiential Positive Affect Experiential Meaning Experiential Negative Affect
1.0 1.0 1.0
0.5 0.5 0.5
0.0 / - / » \
705 / 705 70 5
1.0 1.0 1.0
20 -15 -10 -05 00 05 1.0 20 -15 -10 -05 00 05 1.0 20 -15 -10 -05 00 05 1.0
Relationship Quality (z) Relationship Quality (z) Relationship Quality (z)
In relationship Not in relationship

Figure |. Standardized experiential well-being as a function of being in a relationship and relationship quality.

Note. The solid line represents how partnered individuals’ well-being varies as a function of relationship quality. Individuals who were not in relationships did
not provide ratings of relationship quality. The dashed line therefore represents the predicted sample mean well-being for individuals not in relationships
(which does not vary as a function of relationship quality) and is depicted as a point of comparison. The 95% confidence bands are plotted around the “in
relationship” line, allowing easy comparison of partnered individuals with various-quality relationships to their peers who are not in a relationship.
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0.5
0.0
-0.5

-1.0
20 -15 -10 -05 0.0 0.5 1.0

Relationship Quality (z)

In relationship

Global Negative Affect
1.0

0.5
0.0
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Relationship Quality (z)
Global Life Satisfaction
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Relationship Quality (z)

Not in relationship

Figure 2. Standardized global well-being as a function of being in a relationship and relationship quality.

Note. The solid line represents how partnered individuals’ well-being varies as a function of relationship quality. Individuals who are not in relationships did
not provide ratings of relationship quality. The dashed line therefore represents the predicted sample mean well-being for individuals not in relationships
(which does not vary as a function of relationship quality) and is depicted as a point of comparison. The 95% confidence bands are plotted around the “in
relationship” line, allowing easy comparison of partnered individuals with various-quality relationships to their peers who are not in a relationship.

models are depicted in Figures 1 and 2. The solid black lines
in the figures represent predicted well-being for individuals
who were in relationships. Ninety-five percent confidence
bands are depicted. Individuals who were not in romantic
relationships did not provide ratings of their relationship
quality. Thus, our models estimated only mean levels of well-
being for these individuals. The predicted mean well-being
for individuals not in relationships is depicted in the figures as
a dashed gray line—and it does not vary as a function of rela-
tionship satisfaction. Areas where the dashed gray line does
not fall within the confidence band for the solid black line
indicate statistically significant differences in well-being
between people in relationships versus those who were not.
As can be seen by examining Figures 1 and 2, compared with
their peers who were not in relationships, individuals in rela-

tionships sometimes reported better or worse well-being, con-
tingent upon the quality of their relationship.

For instance, simple slopes analyses revealed that, com-
pared with their peers who were not in relationships, indi-
viduals in high-quality romantic relationships (1 SD above
the mean; those who reported a maximal 7 out of 7 in rela-
tionship quality) reported higher well-being: greater experi-
ential positive affect (simple b, =0.28,95% CI[0.22, 0.34]),
experiential meaning (simple b = 0.17, 95% CI [0.10,
0.25]), global positive affect (simple bd = 0.61, 95% CI
[0.40, 0.82]), global meaning (b, = 0.38, 95% CI [0.17,
0.61]), and life satisfaction (simple bd =1.00, 95% CI [0.79,
1.20]). Similarly, such individuals reported lower experien-
tial negative affect (simple b, = -0.18, 95% CI [-0.25,
—0.11]) and global negative aftect (simple b = -0.31, 95%
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CI [-0.53, —0.08]) than did their peers who were not in
relationships.

In contrast, individuals in relatively low-quality romantic
relationships (1 SD below the mean; this corresponds to a
score of 4.63 on the original 1-7 scale and represents people
who felt approximately neutrally about their romantic rela-
tionship) reported lower well-being than did their peers who
were not in relationships: less experiential positive affect
(simple bd = —0.15, 95% CI [-0.30, 0.00]), experiential
meaning (simple bd = —0.14, 95% CI [-0.32, 0.03]), global
positive affect (bd = —0.26, 95% CI [-0.48, —0.04]), global
meaning (simple bd = -0.27, 95% CI [-0.51, —0.05]), and
greater global negative affect (simple b , = 030, 95% CI
[0.07, 0.52]) (the simple slopes for experiential positive
affect and experiential meaning were not statistically signifi-
cant at z = —1; however, the simple differences crossed the
threshold for statistical significance at z = —1.03 and z =
—1.23, respectively). Although there were not statistically
significant differences in experiential negative affect or life
satisfaction as a function of relationship status at 1 SD below
the mean of relationship quality (respective simple b S b =
0.08,95% CI[-0.09, 0.25], 5 = 0.06, 95% CI [-0.14, 0.27]),
regions of significance analyses revealed that participants in
slightly low-quality relationships (~1.65 SDs below the mean
or lower; original scale score of ~3.43 or lower out of 7) were
also predicted to report statistically significantly higher
experiential negative affect (simple b , = 019, 95% CI
[0.004, 0.39]) and lower life satisfaction (simple bd = —0.24,
95% CI [-0.49, -0.00]) than their noncommitted
counterparts.

These findings suggest that merely being in a committed
relationship does not necessarily predict greater well-being.
Indeed, although high-quality relationships were associated
with relatively large increments in well-being—people in
relationships 1 SD above the mean in quality were predicted
to report a full standard deviation higher life satisfaction than
their peers who were not in relationships—people in rela-
tively poorer quality relationships were predicted to report
poorer well-being than were their peers who were not in rela-
tionships (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2008; McCabe et al., 1996).
Critically, our tests of “poorer-quality relationships” were
conducted at 1 SD below the mean in relationship quality—
which corresponds to a scale score of approximately 4.5 out
of 7 on the original metric. Thus, even people who reported
feeling neutrally about their relationships (e.g., they reported
neither satisfaction nor dissatisfaction) were predicted to
have relatively lower well-being (on most of the well-being
measures) than were their peers who were not in romantic
relationships (and those with slightly lower relationship
quality—z = —1.65/original scale score = 3.43—were pre-
dicted to report worse well-being across all well-being mea-
sures, compared with their noncommitted peers). Therefore,
these analyses suggest that relationships need not necessarily
be bad to predict lowered well-being; rather, people in even
relatively neutral relationships (approximately 3.5-4.5 on a

scale from 1 to 7) reported lower well-being than their peers
who were not in relationships.

That said, it is important to note that the scaling on our
relationship quality measure—including its “neutral” mid-
point—is ultimately arbitrary (see Blanton & Jaccard, 2006).
Thus, it is possible that social processes, such as impression
management or self-enhancement, might affect the extent to
which different points on the relationship satisfaction scales
(e.g., “agree” vs. “neutral” vs. “disagree”) map onto people’s
actual feelings about their relationships. In other words, we
suggest caution in absolutely interpreting the “neutral” point
on our relationship quality measure as reflecting individuals
with truly neutral (i.e., lukewarm or ambivalent) feelings
about their relationships.

Do People Report Greater Experiential Well-
Being While Interacting With Their Partners?

For our next analyses, we evaluated whether people in
romantic relationships reported greater experiential well-
being while currently interacting with their partners, as
opposed to while separated from them. Although our prior
analyses answered the question “Are people who have a
romantic partner happier than people who do not?”, these
analyses addressed the question “Are people who have a
romantic partner happier while in their presence, as opposed
to while apart?”

For these analyses, we used MLMs to model affect in
each episode as a function of whether the partner was
present or not (as noted in the “Analysis Strategy” section,
we used interaction terms to separate the effects of merely
having a partner from those of spending time with one’s
partner). We also used dummy codes to control for all
activities participants reported engaging in during each
episode to ensure that any differences in reported affect as
a function of partners’ presence were not attributable to
systematic differences in the activities performed with
partners (vs. apart). As can be seen in the middle third of
Table 4, on average people reported greater positive affect
(bd = 0.06, 95% CI [0.03, 0.10]) and meaning
(bd = 0.07, 95% CI [0.03, 0.10])—but not less negative
affect (b, = 0.00, 95% CI [-0.03, 0.04])—while with their
partners versus while apart.

Moreover, as can be seen in the lower third of Table 4,
relationship quality significantly moderated the effect of
partner presence on experiential well-being (bs ranged from
b =0.08, 95% CI [0.05, 0.11] to b = 0.10, 95% CI [0.06,
0.13]). Thus, as depicted in Figure 3, individuals in relatively
high-quality relationships were predicted to experience espe-
cially large boosts to experiential well-being while in their
partners’ presence. In contrast, people in relatively poor-
quality relationships reported worse experiential well-being
while with their partners than while apart. For example,
although there were not statistically significant differences at
1 SD below the mean in relationship quality (simple b =
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Table 4. Experiential Well-Being as a Function of Whether Partner Is Currently Present and Relationship Quality.

Experiential positive affect

Experiential meaning

Experiential negative affect

95% ClI 95% ClI 95% ClI

Predictor b LB uB b LB uB b LB uB
First-order model

Intercept -0.04 -0.12 0.04 -0.06 -0.15 0.02 -0.07 -0.10 -0.03

Partner present 0.15 0.12 0.19 0.10 0.07 0.12 -0.07 -0.10 -0.04
Activities controlled®

Intercept -0.07 -0.15 0.01 -0.12 -0.20 -0.03 0.06 -0.03 0.14

Partner present 0.06 0.03 0.10 0.07 0.03 0.10 0.00 -0.03 0.04
Relationship quality model®

Intercept -0.07 -0.14 0.00 =0.11 -0.19 -0.03 0.04 -0.03 0.12

Partner present 0.06 0.02 0.09 0.06 0.03 0.10 0.0l -0.02 0.05

Relationship quality (RQ) 0.23 0.17 0.29 0.14 0.07 0.21 -0.14 -0.21 -0.08

Partner Present X RQ 0.10 0.06 0.13 0.08 0.05 0.11 -0.09 -0.13 -0.06

Note. 95% Cls for parameter estimates in boldface do not include zero. All models also included a dummy code for “Not Partnered” (0 = Partnered;
I = Not Partnered) and the “Not Partnered X Partner Present” interaction term. Thus, the “Partner Present” coefficients represent the simple slopes
specifically for partnered individuals. LB = lower bound; UB = upper bound.

*These models controlled for all activities being performed during the episode.

Experiential Positive Affect Experiential Meaning Experiential Negative Affect

0.50 0.50 0.50

20 -15 -1.0 -05 0.0 0.5 1.0 20 -15 -1.0 -05 0.0 0.5 1.0 20 -15 -1.0 -05 0.0 0.5 1.0

Relationship Quality (z) Relationship Quality (z) Relationship Quality (z)

Partner Present Partner Absent

Figure 3. Standardized experiential well-being as a function of partners’ presence versus absence and relationship quality.
Note. The “partner present” terms in our model capture the difference between the two lines depicted in each panel.

—0.04, 95% CI [-0.09, 0.01]), regions of significance analy-
ses revealed that people with relationship quality 1.19 SDs
below the mean in relationship quality or lower (original
scale score of 4.40 out of 7 or lower) were predicted to report
statistically significantly /ess positive affect while around
their partners, as opposed to while apart (simple b ,at 119
SDs below M = —0.06, 95% CI [-0.11, —0.00]). Similarly,
people in relatively low-quality relationships (1 SD below
the mean) experienced greater negative affect while with
their partners than while around them (simple b = 0.11,
95% CI [0.06, 0.16]). In fact, this was true of even moder-
ately lukewarm relationships: At even only 0.25 SDs below
the mean in relationship quality (original scale score = 5.55),
being with one’s partner predicted greater negative affect
than being apart (simple bd = 0.04, 95% CI [0.00, 0.08]).

Thus, it appears that people who reported anything less than
“strongly agreeing” that their relationship was high quality
(original scale score = 6) experienced more negative affect
while around their partners than while separated from them.
It appears that only individuals who “strongly agreed” (6) or
“very strongly agreed” (7) that their relationship was high
quality did not experience boosts in negative affect while
around their partners.

To summarize, on average, people reported greater expe-
riential well-being while interacting with their partners than
while apart from them. This phenomenon, however, was
moderated by relationship quality, such that people in even
moderately neutral romantic relationships—even as moder-
ately poor as only one- quarter standard deviation below the
mean in quality (5.55 out of 7 on the original metric)}—were
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Table 5. Global Well-Being as a Function of Total Time With Partner and Relationship Quality.

Global positive affect

Global meaning

Global negative affect Global life satisfaction

95% ClI 95% ClI 95% ClI 95% ClI

Predictor b LB UB b LB uB b LB UB b LB uB
First-order model

Intercept -0.01 -0.12 0.10 -0.02 -0.13 0.09 0.05 -0.06 0.16 0.08 -0.03 0.19

Time with partner 0.18 0.07 0.29 0.12 0.0l 023 -0.16 -0.27 -0.05 0.19 0.08 0.29
Activities controlled®

Intercept 0.03 -0.15 021 -0.09 -0.27 0.08 0.00 -0.18 0.18 0.10 -0.08 0.27

Time with partner 0.21 0.09 0.33 0.1 -0.01 023 =0.19 -031 -0.07 0.21 0.09 0.32
Relationship quality model”

Intercept -0.03 -022 0.17 -0.07 -027 0.13 0.06 -0.14 0.27 0.09 -0.08 0.27

Time with partner 0.12 -0.00 0.25 008 -005 020 -0.12 -0.24 0.0l 0.12 0.0l 0.23

Relationship quality (RQ) 0.38 0.28 0.48 0.26 0.15 036 =0.27 -037 -0.16 0.41 0.32 0.51

Time With Partner X RQ  0.11 0.00 021 -0.02 -0.12 009 =0.15 -026 -0.04 0.11 0.02 0.21

Note. 95% Cls for parameter estimates in boldface do not include zero. All models also included a dummy code for “Not Partnered” (0 = Partnered; |
= Not Partnered) and the “Not Partnered X Partner Present” interaction term. Thus, the “Partner Present” coefficients represent the simple slopes

specifically for partnered individuals. LB = lower bound; UB = upper bound.
*These models controlled for total time allotted to all activities.

predicted to report poorer well-being on some measures
while in their partners’ company, as opposed to while apart.

Does Investing Greater Time in One’s Partner
Predict Global Well-Being?

For our final analyses, we examined whether the total daily
time that individuals invested in their romantic partners pre-
dicted global well-being. Whereas our experiential analyses
answered the question “Are people happier while currently
with their partners?”, these analyses addressed the question
“Are people who invest more time with their partners glob-
ally happier?”

The top third of Table 5 contains the zero-order standard-
ized regression coefficients (i.e., correlations) predicting
each global well-being variable from daily time with one’s
partner. The middle third of Table 5 contains the same analy-
ses, controlling for total daily time devoted to each of the
activities included in our DRM measure. Even when control-
ling time invested in each activity, people who spent greater
total daily time with their romantic partners reported greater
global positive affect (b = 0.21, 95% CI [0.09, 0.33]) and
life satisfaction (b = 0.21, 95% CI [0.09, 0.32]) and less
negative affect (by = —0.19, 95% CI [-0.31, -0.07]) than
those who spent less time with their partners. When control-
ling activities, total time with one’s partner was not statisti-
cally significantly related to global meaning (bB =0.11,95%
CI [-0.01, 0.23]).

Last, relationship quality significantly moderated the
associations between total daily time with one’s partner and
all global well-being variables, except global meaning (b,s
ranged from bg = 0.11, 95% CI [+0.00, 0.21] to bB =0.15,

95% CI1[0.04, 0.26]). Thus, individuals with average-quality
relationships (z = 0; original scale score = 5.86) tended to
experience only greater life satisfaction as a function of total
time invested in their partners (see the “Time with Partner”
parameters in the lower third of Table 5). In contrast, as
depicted in Figure 4, for individuals with high relationship
quality (1 SD above the mean; original scale score of 7 out of
7), total daily time with partner predicted greater global posi-
tive affect (simple by = 0.23, 95% CI [0.08, 0.38]) and life
satisfaction (simple by = 0.23, 95% CI [0.10, 0.37]) and
lower global negative affect (simple by, = —0.26, 95% CI
[-0.42, —0.11]). Finally, for below-average quality relation-
ships, total time with partner was unrelated to global well-
being. In fact, even in the lowest quality relationships in the
sample (3.93 SDs below the mean; original scale score of 1
out of 7), total time with partner was not significantly related
to any global well-being variable, except negative affect
(simple by = 0.47, 95% CI[0.01, 0.93]).

Exploratory Analyses of Finer Grained
Relationship Categories

Our primary analyses described above contrasted individuals
who were in a relationship with persons who were not. These
analyses relied exclusively upon participants’ response to a
question in our survey that read, “Are you in a committed
relationship?” However, later in the survey, we also asked
individuals to more specifically identify their relationship sta-
tus as being single, dating, partnered, engaged, married,
divorced, or widowed. As described in the “Method” section,
only four dating, divorced, or widowed individuals said “yes”
when asked whether they were in a committed relationship.
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Figure 4. Standardized global well-being as a function of total daily time with partner and relationship quality.

Note. Lines for high and low relationship quality are plotted at | SD above and below the mean of relationship quality, respectively. The average daily time
with partner was 4.15 hr with an SD of 4.29 hr. Thus, the horizontal axis ranges from zero daily hours with partner (-0.97 SDs; the sample minimum) to
12.73 daily hours with partner (+2 SDs; the sample maximum was 17.00 hr [+2.99 SDs]).

Thus, dating, divorced, and widowed individuals were largely
lumped together with single individuals in our primary analy-
ses as “not being in a relationship.” In contrast, the people
who were “in a relationship” in our prior analyses were
mostly married, partnered, or engaged (along with one dating
individual and three divorcees).

As a follow-up, exploratory analysis, we examined the
extent to which well-being varied as a function of each of
these individual finer grained relationship statuses. In
these analyses, we regressed well-being onto dummy
codes for all relationship statuses simultaneously (with
single individuals serving as the reference group). Thus,
the parameter estimates captured the standardized differ-
ence in well-being between dating and single individuals,
between partnered and single individuals, between
engaged individuals and single individuals, and so on. The

parameter estimates from these analyses are presented in
Tables 6 and 7.

Sample sizes for dating (n = 14), partnered (n = 26),
engaged (n = 7), divorced (n = 48), and widowed (n = 12)
individuals were too small to meaningfully interpret the
parameter estimates. Naturally, most parameter estimates
were not statistically significant due to a lack of statistical
power. And even the general trends (e.g., well-being appeared
to be similar among dating, partnered, engaged, and married
individuals) should be interpreted with caution due to high
levels of sampling error with such small samples. Notably,
divorced individuals—who largely reported not being in new
relationships—indicated statistically significantly greater
experiential positive affect (b = 0.37, 95% CI[0.09, 0.66])
and meaning (bd = 0.41, 95% CI[0.10, 0.72]) than did their
never-married single peers. This may suggest that divorced
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Table 6. Experiential Well-Being as a Function of Relationship Type and Relationship Quality.

Experiential positive affect Experiential meaning Experiential negative affect
95% Cl 95% ClI 95% Cl
Predictor b LB UB b LB UB b LB UB
First-order model
Intercept -0.27 -0.48 -0.07 -0.25 -0.47 -0.02 0.13 -0.08 0.35
Dating (n = 14) 0.14 -0.30 0.58 0.19 -0.29 0.66 -0.02 -047 0.43
Partnered (n = 26) 0.29 -0.06 0.64 0.25 -0.13 0.63 -0.06 -0.42 0.30
Engaged (n = 7) 0.43 -0.18 1.04 0.48 -0.18 .14 0.01 -0.62 0.65
Married (n = 271) 0.30 0.08 0.66 0.21 -0.03 0.46 -0.11 -0.34 0.12
Divorced (n = 48) 0.37 0.09 0.66 0.41 0.10 0.72 0.02 -0.27 0.32
Widowed (n = 12) 0.18 -0.28 0.63 0.14 -0.35 0.64 -0.16 -0.63 0.31
Relationship quality (RQ) model
Intercept -0.27 -0.46 -0.08 -0.25 -0.47 -0.03 0.13 -0.08 0.35
Dating 0.16 -0.26 0.58 0.20 -0.27 0.67 -0.01 -0.47 0.44
Dating X RQ 0.10 -0.36 0.56 0.08 -0.46 0.6l 0.04 -0.47 0.55
Partnered 0.29 -0.04 0.6l 0.25 -0.12 0.61 -0.07 -0.42 0.28
Partnered X RQ 0.24 -0.04 0.52 0.02 -0.30 0.34 -0.22 -0.54 0.09
Engaged 0.47 -0.11 1.06 0.53 -0.13 1.18 -0.10 -0.73 0.53
Engaged X RQ 0.16 -0.25 0.57 0.17 -0.29 0.63 -0.37 -0.83 0.09
Married 0.29 0.08 0.50 0.21 -0.03 0.45 -0.11 -0.33 0.12
Married X RQ 0.28 0.21 0.35 0.18 0.10 0.26 -0.16 -0.24 -0.09
Divorced 0.37 0.10 0.63 0.41 0.11 0.71 0.03 -0.26 0.32
Divorced X RQ 0.47 -0.11 1.06 0.02 -0.67 0.71 -0.56 -1.26 0.14
Widowed 0.17 -0.25 0.59 0.14 -0.34 0.61 -0.16 -0.62 0.30

Note. 95% Cls for parameter estimates in boldface do not include zero. LB = lower bound; UB = upper bound.

Table 7. Global Well-Being as a Function of Being Partnered and Relationship Quality.

Global positive affect Global meaning Global negative affect ~ Global life satisfaction
95% ClI 95% ClI 95% ClI 95% ClI
Predictor b LB UB b LB UB b LB UB b LB UB
First-order model
Intercept -0.15 -036 0.06 -020 -042 0.0l 0.04 -0.16 025 -031 -0.52 -0.11
Dating (n = 14) -0.19 -0.76 0.37 026 -030 0.83 0.04 -0.53 060 -033 -0.88 0.21
Partnered (n = 26) 0.0l -043 045 032 -0.12 076 0.0l -043 045 0.09 -033 0.51
Engaged (n = 7) 002 -0.75 0.79 0.13 -0.65 0.90 069 -0.08 .46 0.03 -0.71 0.78
Married (n = 271) 0.25 0.0l 0.49 0.23 -0.0I 048 -0.09 -0.33 0.I5 0.54 031 0.78
Divorced (n = 48) 0.13 -022 048 032 -0.03 0.7 0.07 -028 042 -0.05 -039 0.29
Widowed (n = 12) -0.02 -062 0.58 021 -040 082 -033 -094 027 024 -034 082
Relationship quality (RQ) model
Intercept -0.I15 -035 0.04 -020 -04I 0.00 0.04 -0.16 025 -03I -050 -0.13
Dating -0.13 -067 042 032 -024 0389 0.10 -046 066 -027 -0.79 0.24
Dating X RQ 032 -030 093 027 -036 0.90 027 -036 0.90 028 -0.30 0.85
Partnered -0.01 -042 040 032 -0.11 0.74 0.02 -041 045 0.09 -030 048
Partnered X RQ 032 -0.18 08I 0.00 -0.51 050 -0.10 -0.62 040 -0.01 -047 046
Engaged 0.14 -0.65 0.94 0.04 -0.77 0.85 023 -0.58 1.05 026 -048 .01
Engaged X RQ 021 -036 079 -0.I15 -074 044 -0.82 -141 -023 04l -0.13 095
Married 0.22 -0.0l 0.44 021 -0.02 044 -0.07 -030 O0.I6 0.51 029 072
Married X RQ 0.45 033 056 037 026 049 -0.31 -043 -020 0.51 0.40 0.6l
Divorced 009 -024 043 029 -0.05 0.64 0.10 -024 045 -0.08 -040 0.23
Divorced X RQ 148 -047 344 094 -1.06 295 -I1.17 -3.19 084 140 -043 324
Widowed -0.02 -059 0.54 021 -037 079 -033 -092 0.25 024 -029 077

Note. 95% Cls for parameter estimates in boldface do not include zero. LB = lower bound; UB = upper bound.
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individuals experience more positive daily emotions than do
never-married single people. However, given the small sam-
ple size of divorced individuals, the probability that this sta-
tistically significant effect reflects a true population effect
(i.e., its positive predictive value) is low, and our study has
likely dramatically overestimated the true parameter’ size
(see Button et al., 2013). Thus, we would hesitate to mean-
ingfully interpret even the statistically significant effects for
divorced individuals.

Discussion

Positive close relationships have been described as a funda-
mental need that is critical to determining individuals’ life-
long trajectories of well-being (Argyle, 2001; Baumeister &
Leary, 1995; Erikson, 1974), yet prior research suggests that
merely being in a romantic relationship only modestly pre-
dicts life satisfaction (Lucas & Dyrenforth, 2006). Potentially
reconciling this contradiction, theorists have suggested that
the quality of the relationship may be paramount (e.g.,
Baumeister & Leary, 1995). However, few studies have
directly compared individuals in various-quality relation-
ships with their single peers to determine whether, for exam-
ple, poor-quality relationships are beneficial or harmful,
compared with not having a partner. To fill this gap in the
literature, our study evaluated the extent to which (a) having
a romantic relationship, (b) currently interacting with one’s
partner, (c) investing increasing amounts of time into one’s
relationship predicted both global and experiential well-
being, and (d) the extent to which each of these associations
were moderated by relationship quality.

In terms of main effects, our results replicated prior find-
ings that, on average, (a) individuals in committed relation-
ships reported modestly greater life satisfaction than did
their noncoupled peers (Helliwell, 2003; Lucas & Dyrenforth,
2006), (b) participants reported greater experiential well-
being while with their partners versus apart (Flood &
Genadek, 2016), and (c) greater time invested in one’s part-
ner predicted greater global well-being (Greenhaus et al.,
2003; Odle-dusseau et al., 2012). The more novel results
from the current study are the indications that each of these
associations was moderated by relationship quality.

Relationship Status

With respect to relationship status, we found that, on aver-
age, individuals in committed relationships reported approx-
imately one-half standard deviation greater life satisfaction
than did their noncommitted peers (which translates into
approximately » = .24). Individuals in relationships did not,
however, report greater positive affect or lesser negative
affect, compared with individuals who were not in relation-
ships. These findings seem to support the notion that, on
average, involvement in a romantic relationship is only a
moderate predictor of well-being that does not substantially

outperform other equally modest predictors, such as income
(Lucas & Dyrenforth, 2006; Pinquart & Sorensen, 2000).
This fits with the notion that well-being has multiple deter-
minants—and thus it is unlikely that any one determinant
would be especially strong (Ahadi & Diener, 1989).

More importantly, however, we found that relationship
quality significantly moderated the effect of being in a commit-
ted relationship. Specifically, individuals in high-quality rela-
tionships were predicted to report greater well-being (across all
measures) than were their peers who were not in relationships.
Moreover, the effect sizes were, in some cases, substantial. For
example, individuals in high-quality relationships were pre-
dicted to report up to a full standard deviation greater life satis-
faction, compared with their peers who were not in relationships.
Conversely, individuals in even relatively neutral relationships
(i.e., people who were neither satisfied nor dissatisfied with
their relationships) were predicted to report worse well-being
than were noncoupled individuals (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2008;
McCabe et al., 1996). These findings seem to suggest that rela-
tionship quality is a critical consideration when understanding
how relationships predict well-being. Although ours is cer-
tainly not the first study to suggest associations between rela-
tionship quality and well-being (e.g., (Baker et al., 2013; Gere
& Schimmack, 2013; Gustavson et al., 2016), very few studies
have directly benchmarked individuals in various-quality rela-
tionships against their single peers (cf. Holt-Lunstad et al.,
2008; McCabe et al., 1996). Thus, our findings highlight, for
example, that even moderately poor-quality relationships are
associated with worsened well-being. In other words, relation-
ships do not necessarily even need to be that bad to predict
worsened well-being. Indeed, our statistical tests comparing
people in “relatively poor-quality relationships” with their
unpartnered peers were conducted at 1 SD below the mean in
relationship quality—which corresponded to an original scale
score of 4.63 out of 7: “neither agreeing nor disagreeing” that
one’s relationship is high quality. Thus, even people who
reported feeling neutrally about their relationships—who
reported being neither satisfied nor dissatisfied—were pre-
dicted to experience worse well-being than their peers who
were not in relationships.

Interacting With One’s Partner

On average, we replicated that participants reported slightly
higher experiential (i.e., momentary) well-being while inter-
acting with their partners, as opposed to while apart from
them (e.g., Flood & Genadek, 2016). Notably, however, the
effect sizes were small—with participants reporting, on aver-
age, less than one-tenth standard deviation greater positive
affect while interacting with their romantic partners. More
important and novel, we found that relationship quality sig-
nificantly moderated this effect, such that individuals in
high-quality romantic relationships reported especially large
gains in experiential well-being while interacting with their
romantic partners.
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Conversely, interacting with romantic partners in rela-
tively low-quality relationships—as moderately low as even
only one-quarter standard deviation below the mean—was
associated with worse momentary well-being on some mea-
sures. Critically, one-quarter standard deviation below the
mean in relationship quality corresponded to an original
scale score of approximately 5.5 out of 7—and thus repre-
sents people who agreed (albeit less-than-enthusiastically)
that their relationships were high quality. In other words, our
findings suggest that interacting with even a good-but-not-
great-quality romantic partner may be draining (as opposed
to merely less beneficial than interacting with a high-quality
partner). Thus, as with our relationship status findings, rela-
tionship quality is paramount to understanding well-being:
Interacting with one’s romantic partner has the potential to
predict greater or lesser momentary well-being, completely
contingent upon the quality of the relationship. Moreover,
the threshold for relationship interactions being associated
with poorer experiential well-being is surprisingly low: Even
people who “agree” (but do not “strongly agree”) that their
relationship is high quality may experience elevated negative
affect while interacting with their partners.

Total Daily Time Invested Into One’s Relationship

Finally, we examined the extent to which total daily time
invested in one’s partner predicted global well-being. It may
have been the case, for example, that having a romantic part-
ner is associated with greater well-being—but that the
amount of time invested into one’s romantic partner is imma-
terial. Indeed, a similar phenomenon has been observed with
respect to volunteering (Son & Wilson, 2012).

Contradicting this notion, however, we found that, on
average, greater time invested in romantic relationships was
associated with greater well-being (Greenhaus et al., 2003;
Odle-dusseau et al., 2012). These findings suggest that, unlike
volunteering, investing greater amounts of time into one’s
romantic relationship is associated with higher levels of well-
being, above and beyond merely having a romantic partner.
Moreover, as with our other findings, this effect was moder-
ated by relationship quality, such that time invested in high-
quality relationships was especially predictive of well-being.
In contrast, total time invested in low-quality relationships
was unrelated to well-being. Thus, spending increasingly
great amounts of time with low-quality partners did not pre-
dict variation in life satisfaction, for example.

Implications and Limitations

The single biggest implication of our study is that the asso-
ciations between well-being and having a romantic partner,
interacting with one’s partner, and investing increasing
amounts of time into one’s relationship appear to depend
entirely on relationship quality. Although prior studies have
found relatively strong correlations between relationship

quality and well-being (e.g., Baker etal., 2013; Gere &
Schimmack, 2013; Gustavson et al., 2016), these findings
were somewhat ambiguous. Namely, given that such studies
have rarely benchmarked individuals in various-quality rela-
tionships against individuals not in relationships, it remained
unclear whether relatively low-quality relationships were
simply less beneficial than high-quality ones, or whether
they might instead have deleterious effects on well-being.
Our findings suggest that relatively low-quality relationships
were associated with worse well-being, compared with indi-
viduals not in relationships. Moreover, this was true of even
moderately low-quality relationships. For example, for indi-
viduals who only “agreed” (but not “strongly agreed”) that
their relationships were high quality, interacting with their
partners was associated with elevated levels of negative
affect. Similarly, people who felt merely relatively neutral
about their romantic relationship—neither agreeing nor dis-
agreeing that their relationship was high quality—reported
lower well-being across most measures included in our study,
compared with their peers who were not in romantic relation-
ships. Thus, our findings suggest that romantic relationships
do not even have to be bad to predict lessened well-being—
relationships that are simply neutral (i.e., neither good nor
bad) appear to also predict worsened well-being.

That said, one limitation of our study is that our data were
strictly correlational. Thus, we cannot strongly infer causal-
ity and conclude, for example, that high-quality relationships
cause gains in well-being. For example, it may be the case
that individuals with poor well-being select into relatively
low-quality relationships. Even the finding that interacting
with high-quality partners is associated with gains in experi-
ential well-being could be explained by reverse-causality:
Feeling positive emotions while interacting with one’s part-
ner might lead to building a high-quality relationship.
Similarly, a variety of third variables might explain our find-
ings. For example, individuals in relationships might be
older, wealthier, and/or have different personality traits than
their single peers. Thus, a variety of confounds may render
the link between relationship status and well-being spurious.
In our study, only gender and race were correlated with rela-
tionship status (White males were most likely to be in rela-
tionships). In exploratory analyses requested by reviewers,
controlling for race and gender did not affect our pattern of
results. Nevertheless, it remains possible that people in rela-
tionships may differ from those who are not in relationships
in a variety of important ways. Future research should con-
tinue to identify and eliminate as many potential confounds
as possible.

A second implication of our study is that involvement in
a romantic relationship and relationship quality appear to
have similar associations with global and experiential
well-being. Similarly, we found that relationship involve-
ment and quality predicted both hedonic well-being (e.g.,
positive/negative affect) and eudemonic well-being (e.g.,
experiences of meaning)—although the effect sizes were
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generally smaller for eudemonic well-being. Thus, high-
quality relationships appear to be associated with the gen-
eralized sense that one’s life is progressing well, in addition
to greater daily experiences of positive affect and meaning
and fewer experiences of negative affect. This stands in
contrast to other predictors of well-being, which occasion-
ally appear to have differential associations with global
and experiential well-being and/or hedonic and eudemonic
well-being. For example, individuals with greater income
tend to report greater life satisfaction than do their poorer
peers—but they do not report more frequent experiences of
happiness (Hudson et al., 2016; Kahneman & Deaton,
2010).

One limitation of our study, however, is that we measured
experiential well-being via DRM instead of experience sam-
pling methods (ESM). Although DRM and ESM measures
track one another closely, especially once aggregated across
a day (Bylsma, Taylor-Clift, & Rottenberg, 2011; Kahneman
etal., 2004; Tweten, Anusic, Lucas, & Donnellan, 2016),
DRM ultimately entails some level of retrospective reporting
and thus may be suboptimal compared with ESM (cf.
Robinson & Clore, 2002). Future research could replicate
our findings with ESM. In addition to providing potentially
unique information beyond DRM about participants’ emo-
tions, ESM may also provide unique information about the
time participants spend with their partners.

Relatedly, our experiential findings may be partially
attributable to order effects. In our study, participants were
always asked about their global well-being prior to being
asked to recount their experiences from their prior day. Being
asked about their global well-being prior to reconstructing
their prior day may have had unexpected effects on partici-
pants’ recollections—including potentially reducing vari-
ability in their affective responses and biasing their
experiential reports to be more similar to their global reports.
This possibility cannot explain the within-person variance in
experiential affect observed in our study (e.g., why individu-
als reported greater positive affect, while with their partners
vs. while apart). But it may partially confound our between-
persons experiential findings (e.g., individuals in romantic
relationships reported greater experiential positive affect
than did their peers who were not in romantic relationships).
Future research should counterbalance the order of global
and experiential well-being measures to rule out this
possibility.

A final implication of our study is that the association
between relationship quality and well-being is likely smaller
than portrayed in the existing literature—especially once
personality biases are addressed. Specifically, we replicated
prior research that relationship quality is relatively strongly
correlated with global well-being for partnered individuals
(an average of |3| = 0.38; see also Baker et al., 2013; Gere &
Schimmack, 2013; Gustavson et al., 2016). However, this
correlation likely partially reflects individual differences in
propensity to rate all aspects of one’s life universally more

positively or negatively, in addition to a meaningful, unique
association between relationship quality and well-being
(Heller et al., 2004). Supporting this reasoning, in within-
person analyses that examined differences in well-being
while interacting with one’s partner versus not—which con-
trol for baseline biases to globally rate all aspects of one’s
life positively—relationship quality was only moderately
associated with greater happiness while interacting with
one’s partner versus apart (average || = 0.09). Thus, it
appears that relationship quality has a relatively small asso-
ciation with well-being, above and beyond personality.

That said, our study was limited in that we focused on only
one type of relationship: romantic relationships. Although
theorists have suggested that romantic relationships may be
preeminent in determining well-being (e.g., Hazan &
Zeifman, 1994), individuals who are not involved in romantic
relationships may be able to fulfill their relational needs in a
variety of ways (e.g., friendships; see DePaulo, 2005). Future
research should offer a more detailed investigation of the
social lives of single individuals. Moreover, a variety of fac-
tors (e.g., age, personality, socioeconomic status) might mod-
erate the links between relationships and well-being, and
thus, future research might consider testing them.

In a similar vein, both groups of participants in our
study—those who were in relationships and those who were
not—contained a heterogeneous mix of different types of
people. For example, our sample of individuals currently not
in a relationship included a small number of divorcees—who
may have reported greater well-being than their single,
never-married peers. However, our samples for these smaller
subgroups were too small to draw meaningful statistical
comparisons. Thus, future research might collect much larger
samples and examine well-being among finer grained rela-
tionship statuses (e.g., dating, engaged, married, separated,
divorced).

Conclusion

In conclusion, relationships—particularly romantic ones—
have been described as a crucial component of well-being
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Erikson, 1974)—and even its
“greatest single cause” (Argyle, 2001, p. 71). Although our
study bolsters the empirical and theoretical consensus that
romantic relationships are associated with well-being (Argyle,
2001; Erikson, 1974; Myers, 2000), it also reinforces that the
effect sizes are not large (Lucas & Dyrenforth, 20006).
Moreover, our findings also underscore the notion that the
quality of the relationship is an important consideration:
Merely being in a romantic relationship does not necessarily
predict well-being. Indeed, reporting even relatively neutral
feelings (i.e., neither good nor bad) toward one’s relationship
predicts worse well-being, compared with not having a part-
ner. Rather, involvement in a very high-quality relationship is
what seems to matter for increasing well-being.
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