W) Check for updates

Article

Social Psychological and
Personality Science

2025, Vol. 16(2) 159-172

© The Author(s) 2023

Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/19485506231207673
journals.sagepub.com/home/spp

S Sage

Don’t Drag Me Down: Valence Asymmetry
in Well-Being Co-Development in Couples

Olga Stavrova'%® and William J. Chopik®

Abstract

There is a notable similarity in psychological well-being among romantic partners. Drawing on valence asymmetry research (e.g.,
negativity bias), we tested whether partners’ convergence toward a similar level of well-being is marked by the happier partner’s
over-time deterioration or by the less happy partner’s over-time improvement. In two studies using nationally representative
samples of German and Dutch couples (Ncoyples=21,894) followed for 37 (Study ) and 14 (Study 2) years, we compared roman-
tic partners’ well-being trajectories. Over time and within each couple, the happier partner experienced the most dramatic
well-being declines; the unhappier partner’s well-being either did not change or increased slightly. Across all model specifications,
the decline experienced by the happier partner was significantly stronger than any improvement reported by the less happy part-
ner. The results provide the first evidence for a “negativity bias” in well-being co-development in couples and contribute to lit-

eratures in developmental psychology and relationship science.
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Intimate relationships—Ilike those between romantic
partners—are the most central relationships in most
adults’ lives. Romantic partners represent an important
source of influence when it comes to health, well-being,
life experiences, and life outcomes (Jackson et al., 2015;
Meyler et al., 2007; Stavrova, 2019). Developmental
research on psychological well-being has shown that
romantic partners have similar levels of well-being and
might even become more similar over time (Anderson
et al., 2003; Hoppmann et al., 2011; Orth et al., 2018;
Wortman & Lucas, 2016; Wiinsche et al., 2020). Is this
convergence marked by the happier partner experiencing
an over-time deterioration or the less happy partner
experiencing an over-time improvement? Bridging
research on valence asymmetry in human psychology
(e.g., negativity bias; Baumeister et al., 2001; Rozin &
Royzman, 2001; Unkelbach et al., 2020) and relationship
science, we compare the well-being trajectories of the
more and the less happy partner within a couple. In this
context, we define valence asymmetry as the potential
asymmetry in the rate of deterioration vs. improvement
experienced by a more vs. less happy partner. Specifically,
we seek to understand whether it is the happier partner
who worsens (e.g., by being “dragged down” by the
unhappy partner) or the less happy partner who improves
(e.g., by being lifted up by their happier partner). In other
words, is “bad stronger than good” in the well-being
development of couples?

Well-Being Similarity and Co-Development
in Couples

Many studies have documented well-being similarity in
couples in both the initial levels and patterns of change
over time (Anderson et al., 2003; Gonzaga et al., 2007;
Hoppmann et al., 2011; Orth et al., 2018; Schimmack &
Lucas, 2010; Wiinsche et al., 2020). Some studies also
detect convergence patterns where partners move closer to
each other in terms of well-being levels as time progresses
(Anderson et al., 2003; Gonzaga et al., 2007; but see
Gerstorf et al., 2013; Schade et al., 2016; for divergent
results). Although selective attraction and assortative mat-
ing likely explain similarity among relationship partners in
early relationship stages (Humbad et al., 2010; Luo, 2017),
shared environment (e.g., living conditions, household
income, life events) and the processes of mutual influence
via empathy, sharing, and daily interactions are put for-
ward as likely explanations for similar developmental pat-
terns in well-being in couples over time (Orth et al., 2018).

'University of Liibeck, Germany
Tilburg University, The Netherlands
3Michigan State University, East Lansing, USA

Corresponding Author:

Olga Stavrova, University of Liibeck, Maria-Goeppert-Str. 9a, 23562 Liibeck,
Germany.

Email: olga.stavrova@uni-luebeck.de


us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/19485506231207673
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/spp
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F19485506231207673&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-10-31

160

Social Psychological and Personality Science 16(2)

For example, as people interact, they tend to automati-
cally mimic each other’s expressions and movements, ulti-
mately converging emotionally (Hatfield et al., 1993). This
phenomenon has been documented in strangers in labora-
tory experiments (Kane et al., 2023), in (online) social net-
works (Kramer et al., 2014), in work teams (Barsade et al.,
2018) and—most central to the present research—in cou-
ples (Thompson & Bolger, 1999). Interactional theories of
depression propose that depressive states might be conta-
gious among relationship partners (Katz et al., 1999).
Relatedly, work and organizational psychology researchers
have coined cross-over effects, describing the transmission
of affective experiences across individuals (Westman, 2001,
2013). Studies using dyadic experience sampling methods
reveal that partners tend to converge in their daily affect
(Butner et al., 2007; Schoebi, 2008) and show similar
momentary emotions when physically together (Song et al.,
2008). The observation of spousal interdependence in well-
being raises the question of whether the more or the less
happy partner within a couple exerts a stronger influence
on the other. The literature on valence asymmetry may
offer an insight.

Valence Asymmetry

Decades of research in psychology have highlighted the
asymmetry in the prevalence and the impact of positivity
and negativity (valence asymmetry; Baumeister et al., 2001;
Rozin & Royzman, 2001; Unkelbach et al., 2020). In short,
positive experiences are more prevalent (positivity bias),
but negative experiences are more impactful (negativity
bias; “bad is stronger than good”; Baumeister et al., 2001).
For example, positive information has been shown to be
more common in daily life (Unkelbach et al., 2019) and is
reflected in a higher frequency of positive (than negative)
emotional states (Diener et al., 2014). Negative experiences
might be comparatively rare but more powerful
(Baumeister et al., 2001; Kiley Hamlin et al., 2010; Rozin
& Royzman, 2001; Vaish et al., 2008). For example, when
making judgments, people tend to give more weight to neg-
ative than to positive aspects of different stimuli, including
events or other people (Joseph et al., 2020; Rusconi et al.,
2020). The negativity bias could have an evolved function,
as it might be evolutionarily advantageous to pay more
attention to negative (e.g., threatening) than positive infor-
mation (Baumeister et al., 2001). Indeed, individuals are
more drawn to negative news (Trussler & Soroka, 2014),
and negative news spreads faster across individuals’ and
media networks (Bebbington et al., 2017; Youngblood
et al., 2021).

Interestingly, early studies on cross-over of emotions
between partners seem to be subject to a “negativity bias”
themselves: They have nearly exclusively focused on the
transmission of negative (rather than positive) emotions,
such as stress and strain (Westman, 2001). More recent

studies—that tracked couples for several days or weeks—
show that the cross-over of negative emotions is stronger
than the cross-over of positive emotions between spouses
(Saxbe & Repetti, 2010; Song et al., 2008), although this
pattern is not always seen (Hicks & Diamond, 2008; Weber
& Hiiliir, 2021).

Given the higher weight humans give to negative infor-
mation in perception, judgment, and decision-making, it is
easy to imagine that the less happy partner in a couple
might be more influential in shaping the other partner’s
well-being. After all, romantic partners often engage in
sharing daily events and emotions (Barasch, 2020). As the
less happy partner likely has more negativity to communi-
cate, they might exert more “power” in shaping the cou-
ple’s interactions, potentially contributing to the happier
partner’s well-being deterioration. When followed up
across longer periods of time, the negativity bias might lead
to an asymmetry in the way partners converge in well-
being over time: the deterioration of the happier partner
within a couple would exceed any improvement of the less
happy partner.

The Present Research

In the present research, we explore the potential valence
asymmetry in couples’ well-being by comparing the devel-
opmental trajectories of the partner with a relatively higher
initial level of well-being with the partner with a relatively
lower initial level of well-being. We used two large panel
datasets of married and cohabiting couples in Germany
(Study 1) and the Netherlands (Study 2) followed for a
period of up to 37 and 14 years, respectively. Study 1 exam-
ined changes in life satisfaction, and Study 2 replicated and
broadened our examination to other well-being indicators
(i.e., life satisfaction, positive and negative emotions, self-
esteem). Given that the partner with a higher or a lower
well-being might have a stronger relative position of power
and influence in the relationship due to an overlap with
other characteristics (e.g., gender, education or assertive
personality), we controlled for individual differences in the
socio-demographic and economic characteristics (Studies 1
and 2) and in the Big Five personality traits (Study 2).

The data and study materials are available at https://
www.diw.de/en/diw_01.c.615551.en/research_infrastruc-
ture__socio-economic_panel__soep.html (Study 1) and
https://www.lissdata.nl/ (Study 2). The analysis plans were
pre-registered: https://osf.io/cw4e7 and https://osf.io/rgzpu.
The analyses scripts can be accessed at: https://osf.io/
5rb9v/.

For both studies, we used the Exploring Small,
Confirming Big analytic strategy (Sakaluk, 2016), where a
small part of the data (20%) was used to develop the
hypotheses and the preregistration plans, which were then
tested using the remaining (80%) out-of-sample data for
confirmatory purposes. Our examination of the 20% of the
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data that we set apart for exploratory analyses provided
some initial evidence for a pattern consistent with the nega-
tivity bias—the happier partner decreases in well-being
while the less happy partner does not experience any
changes over time.

Study |

Study 1 explored life satisfaction trajectories of ~18,000
married and cohabiting couples in Germany across up to
37 years.

Method

Participants. Study 1 used the data from the German Socio-
Economic Panel Study (SOEP, 2022). SOEP is an annual
household panel survey that consists of a large nationally
representative sample of the German population. The panel
started in 1984 and at the time of writing has accomplished
37 waves (last wave available in 2020). For the present
analyses, we selected the responses of the household head
and their (wedded or unwedded) partner. For individuals
who had multiple partnerships during the observation
period, we used the data collected during the first partner-
ship observed during the study and not their subsequent
relationships (to avoid “double counting” individuals or
relationships). Since our research question was:

Research Question 1 (RQ1): Whether the more or the
less satisfied partner experiences a greater well-being
change over time, we excluded a number of additional
couples where the partners had the same level of life
satisfaction at baseline (n = 10,457).

We present the descriptive statistics of couples with similar
and dissimilar levels of well-being at baseline in Table S1
(and Table S2 for Study 2) and depict the life satisfaction
trajectory for similar couples in Table S3.

The remaining data included 18,782' couples who on
average contributed 7.62 waves (SD = 7.70). We randomly
split the data into two parts. 20% were used for the
exploratory analyses to support the pre-registration
(Exploratory Sample) and 80% were used for confirmatory
analyses (Hold-Out Sample).

Measures. There was one indicator of subjective well-
being—general life satisfaction—that SOEP included every
year since 1984. It is measured with the following item:
“How satisfied are you with your life, all things consid-
ered?” (0 = completely dissatisfied, 10 = completely satis-
fied). This single-item measure represents an established
and validated tool to measure overall life satisfaction
(Cheung & Lucas, 2014). We only included the responses to
the life satisfaction questions obtained while the participant
was in the focal relationship and not other relationships.

As both average levels of well-being and well-being-
trajectory might differ depending on individuals’ socio-
demographics (Diener et al., 1999; Wetzel et al., 2016), we
considered a number of socio-demographic control vari-
ables: actor gender (male = 1, female =0), actor and part-
ner age, whether the couple is same-sex or not (1 = same-
sex, 0 = heterosexual), marital status (1 = married, 0 =
cohabiting), actor and partner education level (four cate-
gories: still in education, primary school, secondary or
vocational education, university degree), and actor and
partner employment status (three categories: not working,
working full-time, working part-time).

Analytic Strategy. We used the dyadic growth curve model
for distinguishable dyads (Kenny et al., 2006; Nestler et al.,
2015). As our main interest was to test whether the partner
with the higher (vs. lower) initial life satisfaction experi-
enced most change over time, we considered the partners’
relative standing on the life satisfaction measured at Wave
1 (baseline) as the feature that makes them distinguishable.”
Therefore, for each couple, we estimated separate life satis-
faction trajectories for a partner with a higher and a lower
initial life satisfaction (i.c., a distinguishing variable; Kenny
et al., 2000). In alternative analyses, we included couples
where partners reported the same well-being level at base-
line and used the first assessment where they differed to
determine their “relative happiness position.” These analy-
ses provided nearly identical results and can be consulted in
Table S4.

We used the multilevel modelling (MLM) approach
with the nlme package in R. Following the recommenda-
tions in the literature (Garcia, 2018; Kenny & Kashy,
2011), we modeled the intercepts and slopes of both part-
ners separately using the two-intercept approach. The
model included two intercepts (for the partner higher and
lower in baseline life satisfaction) and two slopes of time
(for the partner higher and lower in baseline life satisfac-
tion); both intercepts and both slopes were modeled as ran-
dom effects as well. The model estimated separate residual
variances for the two partners. To determine who has expe-
rienced a stronger change over time, we used the z-score
test to compare the coefficients associated with the slope of
time of the two partners. If the happier partner had a
stronger, negative slope, the negativity bias would be sup-
ported. If the unhappier partner had a stronger, positive
slope, the positivity bias would be supported.

Results

Members of the same couple had similar life satisfaction
scores (r = .47, p < .001). At baseline, the more satisfied
partner scored 1.83 higher on average than the less satisfied
partner in a couple, M = 8.25, SD = 1.38 vs. M = 6.42,
SD = 148, 1(33,884) = 109.67, p < .001, d = 1.16.
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Table |. Dyadic Growth Curve Model for Distinguishable Dyads, Study |

Model |
Exploratory sample Holdout sample
Predictors B Cl p b Cl p
More satisfied partner: Intercept 7.79 [7.75, 7.84] <.001 7.79 [7.77, 7.82] <.001
Less satisfied partner: Intercept 6.77 [6.72, 6.82] <.001 6.79 [6.77, 6.82] <.001
More satisfied partner: Time —0.06 [-0.06, —0.05] <.001 —0.06 [-0.06, —0.06] <.001
Less satisfied partner: Time -0.00 [-0.01, 0.00] .584 0.00 [-0.00, 0.00] 206
ICC 0.55 0.54
N couples 3,756 15,067
N observations 51,547 20,8235
Model 2 (including control variables)
Exploratory sample Holdout sample
Predictors b Cl p b Cl p
More satisfied partner: Intercept 8.06 [7.88, 8.25] <.001 8.18 [8.09, 8.27] <.001
Less satisfied partner: Intercept 7.01 [6.80, 7.21] <.001 7.14 [7.04, 7.24] <.001
More satisfied partner: Time -0.06 [-0.07, —0.05] <.001 —0.06 [-0.06, —0.06] <.001
Less satisfied partner: Time 0.002 [-0.00, 0.01] .508 0.002 [-0.00, 0.01] .304
ICC 0.54 0.53
N couples 3,550 14,383
N observations 48,620 20,2950

Note. Estimates are unstandardized regression coefficients. The row “More satisfied partner: Time” shows that effect of time on the well-being of the partner
with a relatively higher initial well-being score; the row “Less satisfied partner: Time” shows the effect of time on the well-being of the partner with a relatively
lower initial well-being score. Model 2 included actor- and partner control variables listed in the “Method” section. The respective coefficients are shown in
Table S6 in Supplementary materials. Cl = confidence interval; ICC = intra-class correlation coefficient.

Next, we used the dyadic growth curve models to exam-
ine whether the more vs. less satisfied partner experienced
a greater change in life satisfaction across time. The estima-
tion results are shown in Table 1. Within couple associa-
tions between intercepts and slopes as well as the
assessment-specific correlations between the partner scores
are shown in Table S5. The results are identical for both
the exploratory and the holdout samples and are presented
separately.

In Model 1, for the partner with a higher life satisfaction
at baseline, the effect of time was negative and significant,
while for the partner with a lower life satisfaction at base-
line, the effect of time was not significant, see Table 1. The
effect of time for the more satisfied partner was signifi-
cantly larger (effect size 3 = —.21) than the effect of time
for the less satisfied partner (effect size 3 = .01; explora-
tory sample: z = 20.04, p < .001; holdout sample: z =
40.15, p < .001). As seen in Figure 1, the more satisfied
partner in a couple experienced a decrease in life satisfac-
tion, while the less satisfied partner in a couple maintained
his or her relatively low level of satisfaction across the
years. At the end of the observation period (37 years), the
partner who was better off initially experienced a decrease
in life satisfaction of 2.22 points (corresponding to 1.26
SD). This decrease in satisfaction was so large that, by the

10.04
751 \
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5 \ Partner with lower
) = |ife satisfaction
L 504 at baseline
© Partner with higher
) = |ife satisfaction
2 at baseline
=
2.5+
0.04
T y T T
0 10 20 30
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Figure 1. Life Satisfaction Trajectories of as a Function of the Partner’s
Relative Standing on Life Satisfaction at Baseline, Study |

Note. Gray dashed lines indicate the trajectory of both partners if
they had experienced no change. The distance between the colored
and the dashed lines at the end of the observation period denotes
the differences in the amount of change experienced by the happier
and the less happy partner.
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end of the observation period, the more satisfied partner
became the less satisfied partner in a couple.

In Model 2, we added the socio-demographic controls as
predictors of both partners’ life satisfaction. The effects of
time reported above remained unchanged. All coefficients
are presented in Table S6 (Supplementary materials).

Altogether, from the results of models both with and
without socio-demographic controls, the movement toward
similarity of romantic couples can be attributable to a nega-
tivity bias—the initially happier partner experienced more
dramatic declines in well-being than the initially unhappy
partner.

Study 2

Study 2 replicates the negativity bias in well-being co-devel-
opment in couples in a different national sample—from the
Netherlands—and extends it to various indicators of psy-
chological well-being: life satisfaction, positive and negative
emotions, and self-esteem.

Method

Participants. We wused the data from the Longitudinal
Internet Studies for the Social Sciences (LISS Panel). LISS
Panel is an annual household panel that consists of a large
nationally representative sample of the Dutch population.
The panel started in 2008 and the last wave available at the
time of writing was collected in 2022 (note that no data
were collected in 2015, resulting in 14 waves). We only used
the responses of the household head and their (wedded or
unwedded) partner. For individuals who had multiple part-
nerships during the observation period, we used the data
associated with the first partnership that took place during
the observation period. Like in Study 1, we excluded cou-
ples who reported the same level of well-being at baseline
(n of excluded couples varied between 147 and 313 depend-
ing on the outcome; analyses for these couples are seen in
Table S3 and Table S4).

The final dataset included between 3,112 couples (life
satisfaction analyses) and 3,393 couples (positive emotions
analyses) who contributed between 5.68 (SD = 4.65; life
satisfaction) and 5.75 (SD = 4.59; negative emotions)
waves on average. A random 20% constituted the
Exploratory Sample, and the remaining 80% constituted
the Hold-Out (confirmatory) Sample.

Measures. We included all measures of psychological well-
being that were available: Life satisfaction, positive and
negative affect, and self-esteem.

Life satisfaction was measured with the Satisfaction with
Life Scale (5 items; sample item: “I'm satisfied with my life”,
Cronbach’s a: .89-.92, depending on the wave) (Diener
et al., 1985). Positive and negative emotions were measured
with the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS)

scale that assessed the intensity of 10 positive and 10 nega-
tive emotions (Watson et al., 1988). We computed scales of
positive and negative emotions by averaging the respective
items (Cronbach’s a for positive emotions was .8§6—.89 and
for negative emotions .93-.94). Finally, self-esteem was
measured with a 10-item self-esteem scale (sample item: “7
take a positive attitude towards myself”; Cronbach’s a: .85~
.94) (Rosenberg, 1979). All well-being indicators were mea-
sured using a 7-point scale. All items are shown in Table S7
in the Supplementary Materials.

We included the following socio-demographic control
variables: actor gender (male = 1, female = 0), actor and
partner age, whether the couple is same-sex or not (1 =
same-sex, 0 = heterosexual), marital status (1 = married,
0 = cohabiting), presence of joint children (1 = yes, 0 =
no), actor and partner level of education (1 = primary
school to 6 = university degree) and actor and partner
employment status (three categories: employed, self-
employed, retired, unemployed, other). Finally, because
basic personality traits represent strong predictors of well-
being (Chopik & Lucas, 2019), we added both partners’
Big Five values as additional control variables. The Big
Five (agreeableness, extraversion, conscientiousness, emo-
tional stability and openness) were measured with the 50-
item set of the International Personality Item Pool (I =
very inaccurate, 5 = very accurate) (Goldberg, 1992). All
scales showed adequate to good reliability (Cronbach’s as
between .74 and .91).

Analytic Strategy. Like in Study 1, we used the dyadic growth
curve model for distinguishable dyads. We followed the
analytic strategy of Study 1 without deviations.

Results

Members of the same couple had similar levels of well-
being (rs between .44, life satisfaction, and .22, self-esteem,
both ps < .001). Still, the partner with a higher well-being
scored substantially higher than the partner with a lower
well-being (within a couple) on all four well-being mea-
sures, at baseline, see Table 2.

We tested whether the partner with a higher versus lower
well-being experienced a greater change in well-being over
time using dyadic growth curve models. The results are
shown in Table 3 (and in Figure 2). Like in Study 1, the
results are nearly identical for both the exploratory and the
holdout sample and were not affected by introducing the
control variables listed in the “Method” section.

For all well-being indicators, the partner with better ini-
tial well-being deteriorated over time, while the partner
with worse initial well-being improved over time, see
Figure 2. Comparing the absolute value of experienced
change for both partners using a z-test showed that the
well-being deterioration experienced by the partner with
the higher initial well-being (higher life satisfaction, higher
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Table 2. Baseline Well-Being, Study 2

Outcome Higher partner: M (SD) Lower partner: M (SD) T df p Cohen’s d
Life satisfaction 5.67 (0.80) 4.74 (1.04) 39.17 5,797.8 <.001 1.00
Self-esteem 6.15 (0.69) 5.18 (0.97) 45.65 5,699.8 <.001 1.15
Positive emotions 5.03 (0.78) 4.04 (0.98) 44.18 6,048.0 <.001 I.11
Negative emotions 2.57 (I.11) 1.60 (0.71) 40.71 5,153.8 <.001 1.05

Note. The values refer to the whole sample.

positive affect, higher self-esteem, lower negative affect)
was significantly larger (effect size B ./10|—.|11|) than the
improvement experienced by the partner with the lower ini-
tial well-being (lower life satisfaction, lower positive affect,
lower self-esteem, and higher negative affect; effect size B
between .|03] and .|06|). Across all models (with and with-
out control variables, four well-being indicators) and sam-
ples (exploratory and holdout), out of 16 comparisons, the
difference was significant for 13 comparisons (3 ps > .05, 4
ps < .05and 9 ps < .001). For example, by the end of the
observation period (14 years), the partner with initially
higher positive affect is predicted to decrease by .41 points,
while the partner with initially lower positive affect is
expected to increase only by .14 points. A similar asymme-
try is observed for negative emotions: The partner with ini-
tially lower negative affect is predicted to increase by .38
points, while the partner with initially higher negative
affect is expected to decrease only by .17 points.

An overview of the effect of time on well-being of part-
ners with a lower and a higher baseline well-being for all
measures in both studies is shown in Figure 3.

True Change or a Statistical Artifact?

To examine whether our effects reflected true change or
ostensibly related statistical artifacts, we ran two robustness
checks. First, we explored whether the valence asymmetry—
a stronger decline in well-being in the more (vs. less) satisfied
partner—could be a result of individuals with higher initial
scores (regardless of their standing relative to their partner)
showing a steeper decline in well-being over time compared
with those with lower initial scores (i.e., they “have nowhere
to go but down”). However, the results showed the opposite
pattern: Individuals with lower (vs. higher) well-being at
baseline on average experienced a stronger change over time
(an increase), see Figures S1 (for analysis details, see
Supplementary materials). This is at odds with the possibility
that the steeper decline of a happier partner in a couple is
due to their higher baseline well-being. Furthermore, adding
individual’s baseline well-being score as a control variable to
the two-intercept model in the main analyses did not change
the model coefficients (see Table S9). We conclude that the
potential association between individuals’ own baseline well-
being and slope cannot explain the negativity bias pattern in
the couple co-development presented here.

Second, we explored whether valence asymmetry is attri-
butable to a regression to the mean. Individuals’ particu-
larly high or low scores at baseline could reflect a larger
measurement error (rather than true scores), which might
not be there at subsequent measurements, creating the illu-
sion of well-being decline or increase. Following Barnett
et al. (2004), we used an average of well-being scores at the
first three measurement occasions (instead of just the first
one) as indicators of baseline well-being. With this
approach, individuals’ baseline well-being is less likely to
be artificially inflated due to random measurement error
and any subsequent change is less likely to reflect a regres-
sion to the mean. The results of these analyses are nearly
identical to the ones presented in the “Results” section (see
Table S10). We conclude that the pattern of change exhib-
ited by partners with a higher versus lower baseline well-
being is unlikely to be due to the regression to the mean.

General Discussion

Researchers have observed a cross-over of affective experi-
ences and a notable similarity in psychological well-being
in romantic partners. We explored whether the partner
similarity is marked by the happier partner’s over-time
deterioration or by the less happy partner’s over-time
improvement. In two longitudinal studies of over 20,000
couples, the well-being decline experienced by the originally
better-off partner was stronger than any well-being
improvement experienced by the originally worse-off part-
ner. In short, bad seems to be stronger than good in shap-
ing the dynamics of well-being changes in couples.

Why is the well-being of a happy partner more “fragile”
and malleable than the ill-being of the unhappy partner?
Consistent with the research on the negativity bias in social
and cognitive psychology (Rozin & Royzman, 2001),
“negativity” more easily crosses over from one person to
the next via social interactions. People frequently share
information about stressful or upsetting daily events with
their partners as a coping strategy (Barasch, 2020).
Disclosing one’s worries and struggles is a prerequisite to
receiving social support. Disclosure of negative informa-
tion might be more powerful in its consequences. Negative
information is often given a higher weight in people’s over-
all affective experiences and decision-making (Baumeister
et al., 2001; Rozin & Royzman, 2001). This negativity bias
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Figure 2. Well-Being Trajectories of Partners With Higher and Lower Initial Well-Being in a Couple at Baseline, Study 2 (Holdout Sample)
Note. Gray dashed lines indicate the trajectory of both partners if they had experienced no change. The distance between the colored and
the dashed lines at the end of the observation period denotes the differences in the amount of change experienced by the happier and the

less happy partner.

might grant the unhappier partner more power in shaping
the couple’s interactions and overall affective experience,
letting negativity dominate couples’ daily conversations.
This might render unhappiness more “contagious” than
happiness, creating a pattern where—over the years—the
less happy partner “is dragging down” the happier one.

Limitations and Extensions

Although our two studies had many strengths, they did not
provide us with the means to ascertain that the observed
changes result from mutual influence or daily interactions
and communication patterns between partners where the
unhappy partner sets the tone. For example, it is possible
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Figure 3. Effect of Time on Well-Being of Partners With a Lower and a Higher Baseline Well-Being

Note. The points represent the coefficient of the effect of time on the respective well-being measures (see Tables | and 3). Points on the left
side from the dotted line (negative coefficients) indicate a decrease in the outcome measure over time; points on the right side from the
dotted line (positive coefficients) indicate an increase in the outcome measure over time; points crossing the line indicate that outcome
measure did not change over time. Red points indicate the partner who experienced a larger change (of the two). S| = Study I, S2 = Study
2, Explor. = exploratory sample, Holdout = holdout sample; M| = Model | (without control variables), M2 = Model 2 (with control
variables). For example, the top left quadrant shows that in Study | (exploratory sample, model without control variables), the partner with
a lower baseline life satisfaction did not change over time and the partner with a higher baseline life satisfaction was decreasing by .06 points
per year.
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the less happy partner is just more likely to experience neg-
ative life events (e.g., job loss, health problems) with conse-
quences for the couple as a whole (e.g., one partner’s
unemployment negatively affecting household income).
Indeed, lower psychological well-being is associated with
worse outcomes across different areas of life (Luhmann
et al., 2013; Stavrova & Luhmann, 2016), and negative life
events experienced by one partner are associated with well-
being changes in the other partner too (Luhmann et al.,
2014). Hence, studies taking a closer look at partners’ daily
interactions using diary, experience sampling, or observa-
tional designs might pinpoint whether the patterns and
content of daily conversations and behaviors can help
explain the stronger sway of unhappiness.

Furthermore, our focus on the couples where the partners
differed in well-being at first assessment resulted in the exclu-
sion of a substantial number of couples who had a similar
well-being level. Seeking to be more inclusive, in the addi-
tional analyses, to determine the partners’“relative happiness
position,” we used the first assessment where the initially
equally happy partners diverged (instead of the study base-
line). These analyses again showed that the deterioration of
the happier partner was larger than any improvement of the
less happy partner (see Table S4). These observations sug-
gest that sometimes partners with initially equal well-being
will diverge/become more different and sometimes partners
with initially different well-being will converge and become
more similar over time. Our results showed that, regardless
of how the differences between partners emerged in the first
place, the process of convergence is marked by a negativity
bias, that is, a stronger well-being decrease of the initially
happier partner. Future studies might explore whether the
process of divergence (i.e., where initially similar partners
become different) is marked by a similar valence asymmetry
(Wortman & Lucas, 2016).

Finally, our findings were agnostic to whether valence
asymmetry in well-being co-development in couples might
be functional. For example, similarity among spouses has
been argued to foster mutual understanding, cohesion, and
to provide a common lens through which to view the world
and others. Consequently, well-being similarity has been
associated with more relationship stability (Finn et al.,
2020; Guven et al., 2012; Schade et al., 2016; Wortman &
Lucas, 2016). This raises an exciting question of whether
the well-being decrease experienced by the initially happier
partners might have a beneficial side effect of promoting
partner similarity and thus increasing relationship closeness
and longevity.

Contributions and Conclusions

The present findings contribute to several streams of the
psychological research. First, our contribution pertains to
the literature on spousal similarity. There exists wide

consensus regarding the existence of partner similarity in
well-being levels (i.e., partners are more similar to each
other than strangers) and changes over time (i.e., partners
show similar over-time fluctuations in well-being).
However, there is less agreement regarding over-time con-
vergence in well-being (i.e., the gap in well-being between
partners becomes smaller over time). For example, some
studies suggest the gap in well-being between relationship
partners decreases over time (Anderson et al., 2003;
Gonzaga et al., 2007), while other studies reported the gap
remains constant or even increases over time (Caspi et al.,
1992; Gerstorf et al., 2013; Schade et al., 2016). Our results
might help reconcile these findings by showing that a lack
of change in the gap (i.e., absolute difference in well-being)
might conceal potential directional changes where the hap-
pier partner becomes the less happy partner in a couple
(like in Study 1).

Furthermore, we add to the research on valence asym-
metry in cognitive and social psychology, in particular the
negativity bias. For example, our results are consistent with
studies on moral contagion (Rozin & Nemeroff, 2002;
Stavrova et al., 2016). In this literature, the belief in nega-
tive (vs. positive) qualities crossing over from persons to
objects is substantially stronger, making the negativity bias
an integral part of the concept of moral contagion. Our
results suggest that the negativity bias is not exclusive to
moral contagion, but likely extends to the phenomenon of
emotional contagion—at least with respect to the patterns
of long-term well-being development in couples. Finally,
we add to the literature on the consequences of psychologi-
cal well-being. Multiple studies have shown happiness to
have positive outcomes for individuals themselves and for
their close ones (e.g., partners) in terms of career, health,
and longevity (Chopik & O’Brien, 2017; Stavrova, 2019).
We add a potentially important qualifier to these findings
showing that, although the benefits of happiness might
seem uncontested, exceeding one’s partner’s happiness
might ultimately give rise to unhappiness over time.
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Notes Chopik, W. J., & O’Brien, E. (2017). Happy you, healthy me?
1. Note that the pre-registration listed a larger sample because Having a happy partner is independently associated with bet-

it did not account for the participants who themselves or
whose partner had missing life satisfaction values at base-
line (such cases cannot be used for the analyses and had to
be removed). The same applies to Study 2.

2. A reviewer recommended that we try to model whether one
partner’s well-being might have a particularly strong influ-
ence on the other partner’s well-being depending on the
arithmetic difference between the two partners’ initial well-
being (i.e., ranging from one partner being much happier
to that partner being much unhappier). We entertained the
possibility by estimating change scores and predicting them
as a function of interactions between partner well-being
and (directional) dissimilarity in well-being. There was
some difficulty in interpreting these results given a variety
of factors (e.g., regression to the mean when modeled this
way, testing these questions at the individual level).
However, for transparency, they are reported in
Supplementary Online Materials.
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