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Abstract
The present research tests how socioeconomic inequality (within romantic relationships) predicts relationship quality and observable expressions of emotion—examining
longitudinal self-report and behavioral data from both partners of romantic couples. In
Part 1, we examined the romantic partners’ self-reports of relationship quality at
baseline and after three and a half months. In keeping with prior research on how power
inequality undermines relationship satisfaction, couples defined by greater socioeconomic inequality showed a decline in relationship quality over time. In Part 2, we
examined observer ratings of emotional expressions in the romantic partners’ conversations in the laboratory. Here, we found greater expression of negative emotion in
the conversations of couples defined by greater inequality. Importantly, it was inequality
itself—rather than whether one has higher or lower socioeconomic status than the
partner—that significantly predicted changes in relationship quality and observable
expressions of negative emotion. These findings have implications for how deepening
economic inequality may manifest in the weakening of intimate bonds—the quality of
which is central to the well-being of individuals and broader society.
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Intimate relationships are central to well-being (Lyubomirsky, 2008; Myers & Diener,
1995). Accordingly, scientists have long sought to understand the determinants of
relationship quality in romantic relationships (Clark & Lemay, 2010; Finkel et al., 2016).
Scientists have investigated the role of individual differences such as neuroticism or
attachment style. Others have examined social and emotional behavior such as sharing
good news, idealization, teasing, forgiveness, compassion, empathy, gratitude, laughter,
and contempt (Davis & Oathout, 1987; Gable et al., 2004; Gordon et al., 2012; Gottman
& Levenson, 2000; Karney & Bradbury, 1997; Keltner, 2009; Keltner et al., 1998;
Murray et al., 1996). There is also a robust literature demonstrating how financial strain
and poverty can weaken intimate bonds (Conger et al., 2010; Dakin & Wampler, 2008;
Emery & Le, 2014; Jackson et al., 2014, 2016; Laumann et al., 1999; Papp et al., 2009).
The present research focuses on the socioeconomic status (SES) of romantic partners—examining how SES inequality between the partners predicts relational and
affective outcomes. In classic sociology, social class has been defined and addressed in
Marxian theories, Weberian theories, Durkheimian theories, and studies of gradationalism and social stratification (for a review, see Grusky, 2001). The current research
defines and operationalizes SES as an individual’s rank in the socioeconomic hierarchy—as determined by wealth, education, and occupational prestige (Adler et al.,
1994; Bourdieu, 1984; Domhoff, 1998; Kraus et al., 2012; Snibbe & Markus, 2005). We
expect that greater SES inequality—operationalized as the degree to which romantic
partners have dissimilar SES—will predict undermined relational and affective outcomes (as captured in self-reports of relationship quality over time and observable
expressions of emotion). We expect these effects to hold for both higher and lower SES
partners.

Similarity effect
Our predictions derive from several literatures. The first is that of the similarity effect in
the formation and maintenance of romantic relationships (Anderson et al., 2003; Murray
et al., 2002). People are attracted to similar others—in terms of physical, psychological,
and demographic features (Berscheid & Walster, 1983; Byrne, 1971; Fehr, 1996; Hunt
et al., 2015; Luo & Klohnen, 2005; Watson et al., 2004, 2014). As a consequence, people
are likely to establish a romantic bond with a similar other; a phenomenon referred to as
assortative mating (Buss, 1984; Klohnen & Luo, 2003; Lutz, 1905; Lykken & Tellegen,
1993). For instance, Schwartz et al. (2016) have found a strong tendency for people to
marry those of similar educational backgrounds—among a sample of 7,398 couples who
married between 1968 and 2013.
Furthermore, partner similarity promotes the long-term cohesion and stability of
romantic relationships (Acitelli et al., 2001; Anderson et al., 2003; Burleson & Denton,
1992; Murray et al., 2002). Researchers have found that relationship satisfaction benefits
from partner similarity in a wide range of factors such as attitudes, emotions, and
educational achievement (Bleske-Rechek et al., 2009; Blum & Mehrabian, 1999; Caspi
& Herbener, 1990; Gaunt, 2006; Luo & Klohnen, 2005; Russell & Wells, 1991).
According to Murray et al. (1996, 2000, 2002), the sense of similarity/consensus with
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one’s romantic partner increases satisfaction, commitment, perceived understanding,
and higher self-esteem.
The present research examines how partner dissimilarity in SES (i.e., SES inequality
between partners) predicts relational and affective outcomes. Consistent with prior
research, we expect that greater dissimilarity will undermine relationship quality—a
prediction further supported by meta-analytic research on the similarity effect (Montoya
& Horton, 2013). The similarity effect is found to be stronger for characteristics that are
central to identity (such as SES) as compared to characteristics relatively peripheral to
identity. The similarity effect is also found to be stronger for features that are easily
detected by others. Given that naive observers can reliably identify targets’ SES from
limited information such as 60-s thin slices of behavior (Bjornsdottir & Rule, 2017;
Kraus & Keltner, 2009), these findings suggest that SES is a potent basis for the similarity effect.

Power asymmetry and inequity in romantic relationships
Our research also builds on and extends the literatures on power asymmetry and inequity
within romantic relationships (Agnew & Harman, 2019; Hatfield & Traupmann, 1981;
Simpson et al., 2015). The studies of power have revealed that our most intimate bonds
are not free from power dynamics (Cho & Keltner, 2020; Keltner, 2016; Keltner et al.,
2003; Kim et al., 2019). In romantic relationships, power is defined by the extent to
which partners depend on one another (Emerson, 1962; Howard et al., 1986; Kim et al.,
2019; Moreland & Levine, 1989; Rusbult et al., 1991; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). The
person with more resources to bring to the relationship (and more alternatives to the
current relationship) tends to be less dependent—wielding more power/control within
the relationship (Caldwell & Peplau, 1984; Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Kim et al., 2019;
Sprecher et al., 2006; Sprecher & Felmlee, 1997; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959).
Although most individuals (at least in Western European cultures) report a preference
for an egalitarian relationship wherein both partners enjoy equal power, actual data from
romantic couples reveal power asymmetries (to some extent) in approximately half of
heterosexual and homosexual couples (Caldwell & Peplau, 1984; Galliher et al., 1999;
Simpson et al., 2015). According to Sprecher and Felmlee (1997; Sprecher et al., 2006),
these power asymmetries tend to remain stable across time. However, power asymmetries between romantic partners pose a threat to relationship quality—leading to lower
satisfaction and more conflict (Caldwell & Peplau, 1984; Simpson et al., 2015; Sprecher
et al., 2006). Powerful partners are also found to bully, coerce, and tease in harsh ways
(Bentley et al., 2007; Falbo & Peplau, 1980; Gonzaga et al., 2008; Keltner et al., 1998,
2003; Langner & Keltner, 2008).
The classical framework of Equity Theory also provides insight and support for our
predictions (e.g., Bellani et al., 2018; Hatfield & Traupmann, 1981). A basic proposition
of the theory—which draws from exchange and social comparison theories—is that
individuals feel distress when perceiving inequity in relationships with others (Huseman
et al., 1987). In marital relationships, those who feel equitably treated in their marriages
report greater relationship satisfaction, relationship stability, and sexual satisfaction
(Bellani et al., 2018; Hatfield et al., 1982; Utne et al., 1984). The present research
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extends these literatures of power asymmetry and inequity by examining how SES
inequality—a construct closely related to, yet distinct from power inequality or inequity
(for conceptual distinctions, see Kraus et al., 2012)—within romantic relationships
predicts relationship quality.

Economic inequality and relationships
Finally, our predictions also derive from the epidemiologically oriented research capturing how economic inequality weakens social ties (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009). For
example, people tend to trust other individuals less in regions where income inequality is
higher (Kawachi et al., 1997; Lim et al., 2005; Oishi et al., 2011; Uslaner, 2002). Those
in U.S. states with higher income inequality (such as New York or California) tend to
score lower in trait Agreeableness—the Big Five personality factor known to predict
empathy, altruism, and compassion (de Vries et al., 2011; John & Srivastava, 1999;
Kogan et al., 2014). Structural income inequality has also been found to be associated
with greater social conflict, violence, and racism (Connor et al., 2019; Daly et al., 2001;
McCarty et al., 2006). And with respect to intimate relationships, income inequality has
been related to higher divorce rates, lower marital satisfaction, and greater preference for
financial prospect—rather than mutual affection—in choosing potential marriage partners (Cho et al., 2020; Levine et al., 2010; Lim et al., 2005).
More directly related to the current research, there are also initial strands of evidence
suggesting that economic inequality at the dyadic level may also undermine relationship
quality in romantic relationships. For instance, sociologists have found that spousal
dissimilarity in education relates to lower marital satisfaction (Stutzer & Frey, 2006;
Tynes, 1990; Weisfeld et al., 1992). Partner dissimilarities in income and working hours
have also been associated with lower life satisfaction (Keizer & Komter, 2015). And
although not specific to romantic couples, Côté et al. (2017) captured reduced affiliation—as measured in both self-reports and peer ratings of lower affiliative motivation,
inauthentic facial expressions, and behavioral disengagement—in cross-class interactions (than same-class interactions) among strangers and friends.

The present research
The present investigation builds on and extends the aforementioned literature by
examining the influences of SES inequality (between romantic partners)—as shown in
longitudinal self-reports of relationship quality (Part 1) and observable expressions of
emotion during conversations in the laboratory (Part 2). In Part 1, we examined romantic
partners’ self-reports of relationship quality (relationship satisfaction, commitment,
closeness, and thoughts about breaking up) at baseline and after three and a half months.
We expected that SES inequality will predict an overall decline in relationship quality
over this time span. In Part 2, we examined observer ratings of emotional expression in
the romantic partners’ conversations about their relationship. We expected to find more
negative (than positive) emotion in the interactions of couples defined by greater SES
inequality. This prediction derives from two sources: (1) studies showing that negative
emotions such as anger, envy, frustration, contempt, shame, and embarrassment are
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pronounced in hierarchical relationships (Keltner, 1995; Keltner et al., 1998; Van Kleef
et al., 2015), whereas positive emotions such as laughter, love, and mirth track more
egalitarian relationships (Clark & Taraban, 1991; Keltner, 2009; Kurtz & Algoe, 2017);
and (2) studies showing that positive emotional processes (e.g., capitalization) relate to
greater relationship satisfaction (Gable et al., 2004).

Part 1: Socioeconomic inequality predicts a decline in
self-reported relationship quality over time
In the longitudinal survey portion of the study, we examined how SES inequality
between romantic partners predicts self-reports of relationship quality (i.e., relationship
satisfaction, commitment, closeness, and thoughts about breaking up) over a time span of
three and a half months. Consistent with extant literature, we expected to observe a
decline in relationship quality, in general, in couples whose SES backgrounds were
defined by greater inequality.

Method
Participants and procedure. As part of a larger study of romantic couples, both partners of
81 couples were recruited from the San Francisco Bay Area through online flyers posted
on Craigslist.org and paper flyers placed throughout the Bay Area.1 While most couples
were heterosexual, the sample also included four lesbian couples and one gay male
couple. Ethnic backgrounds of these couples were quite diverse as compared to traditional college samples (Henrich et al., 2010): 52.5% participants identified themselves as
European or European American, 17.3% as Chinese or Chinese American, 8% as African
or African American, 4.3% as Mexican or Mexican American, and 17.9% as other
ethnicities. Age ranged from 17 years to 60 years (M ¼ 23.84, SD ¼ 6.37), and relationship length ranged from 6 months to 361 months (M ¼ 29.23 months, SD ¼ 43.40
months). Nearly half (46%) of the couples reported that they were cohabiting at the time
of the initial survey.
After both partners agreed to participate in the study, the couples completed an online
survey before their laboratory visit and were recontacted three and a half months after
their laboratory visit to complete an online follow-up survey. One hundred thirty-three
participants (i.e., 82.6% of the total sample) responded to the follow-up survey,
including nine couples who reported a breakup sometime after the laboratory visit. Each
partner received US$20 for participating in the laboratory study, and US$10 for participating in the follow-up survey.

Measures
Socioeconomic status. Both subjective and objective measures of SES were collected.
Participants completed two versions of the MacArthur Scale of Subjective SES (e.g.,
Adler et al., 2000). In one version, participants were presented with an image of a ladder
with 10 rungs. They then read the following instructions.
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Think of this ladder as representing where people stand in the United States. At the top of
the ladder are the people who are the best off—those who have the most money, the most
education and the most respected jobs. At the bottom are the people who are the worst off—
who have the least money, least education, and the least respected jobs or no job. The higher
you are on this ladder, the closer you are to the people at the very top; the lower you are, the
closer you are to the people at the very bottom. Where would you place yourself on this
ladder?

Each rung of the ladder was given a number between 1 and 10, and participants placed
a large “X” on the rung where they think they themselves stand. Higher numbers reflect
higher placement on the ladder (M ¼ 5.57, SD ¼ 1.64). In another version, participants
were presented with an image of a ladder, also with 10 rungs, which represents hierarchy
in their community. They then read these instructions.
Think of this ladder as representing where people stand in their communities. People define
community in different ways; please define it in whatever way is most meaningful to you.
At the top of the ladder are the people who have the highest standing in their community. At
the bottom are the people who have the lowest standing in their community. Where would
you place yourself on this ladder?

Again, each rung was given a number between 1 and 10, and participants placed a
large “X” on the rung where they think they stand; higher numbers reflecting higher
placement on the ladder (M ¼ 5.51, SD ¼ 1.65). Scores from the two ladders were
positively correlated (r ¼ .44, p < .001).
Objective education information was also collected: own education, maternal education, and paternal education. For each person, participants chose (a) high school
graduate or less, (b) some college (not currently in college), (c) some college (currently
in college), (d) technical school, (e) college graduate, or (f) graduate school. Median
education level was some college (currently in college) for the participants and college
graduation for both mothers and fathers. Subjective SES (averaged across U.S. and
community scores) and education level (averaged across own, maternal, and paternal
education scores) were positively correlated (r ¼ .22, p ¼ .008).
As input for response surface analysis (RSA; described in detail in data analytic
strategy), keeping with prior research (Côté et al., 2017), we standardized each score and
averaged across the standardized scores for an overall index of actor SES (M ¼ 0.01,
SD ¼ 2.98) for each participant.2 Since data from both partners of couples were collected, each actor SES score had a corresponding partner SES score.
Baseline relationship quality. We measured relationship satisfaction with the 5-item
Relationship Satisfaction subscale of the Investment Model Scale (Rusbult et al.,
1998). Participants responded to items such as “Our relationship makes me happy” on a
7-point scale (1 ¼ strongly disagree to 7 ¼ strongly agree). Higher scores indicate
greater satisfaction in the relationship (a ¼ .88, M ¼ 6.02, SD ¼ 0.87). We also measured
relationship commitment with the 7-item Commitment Level subscale of the Investment
Model Scale (Rusbult et al., 1998). Participants responded to items such as “I want my
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relationship to last for a very long time” on a 7-point scale (1 ¼ strongly disagree to 7 ¼
strongly agree). Higher scores indicated greater commitment to the relationship (a ¼
.87, M ¼ 6.13, SD ¼ 0.92). Closeness was measured with the “Inclusion of Other in the
Self” scale (Aron et al., 1992). Participants were presented with a series of seven pairs of
circles. In each pair of circles, one circle represented the participant and the other circle
represented the partner, and the circles overlapped to varying degrees (from not overlapping at all to almost completely overlapping). Participants chose the pair which best
represents their relationship with their romantic partner. Higher scores indicated greater
closeness (M ¼ 5.18, SD ¼ 1.24). Participants’ thoughts about breaking up were measured with a 4-item questionnaire adapted from the Marital Instability Index (Booth
et al., 1983; Impett et al., 2010). Participants answered the following questions: “Have
you or your partner ever seriously suggested the idea of breaking up?” “Have you discussed breaking up with a close friend?” and “Even people who get along quite well with
their partner sometimes wonder whether their relationship is working out. Have you ever
thought your relationship might be in trouble?” on 3-point scales (1 ¼ never; 2 ¼ within
the last month; 3 ¼ currently). They also answered the following question: “Have you
and your partner had a separation or broken up?” on a 2-point scale (1 ¼ never, 2 ¼
within the last month). Since these four breakup items were measured on different
response scales, we standardized each score and averaged across the four standardized
scores to create an index of thoughts about breaking up. Higher scores indicated more
thoughts about breaking up (a ¼ .70, M ¼ 0.01, SD ¼ 2.93). Finally, after reversing
their score on thoughts about breaking up, we standardized each of the four indicators
and then combined them (by averaging across the four standardized scores) into a
composite variable of baseline relationship quality (a ¼ .70, M ¼ 0.17, SD ¼ 2.87), as
input for the response surface analyses.3
Follow-up relationship quality. Three and a half months after their visit to the laboratory,
participants completed the same measures of relationship quality: relationship satisfaction (a ¼ .93, M ¼ 5.67, SD ¼ 1.22), relationship commitment (a ¼ .88, M ¼ 5.97, SD
¼ 1.06), closeness (M ¼ 5.03, SD ¼ 1.45), and thoughts about breaking up (a ¼ .78, M ¼
0.00, SD ¼ 3.13). As with baseline measures, we standardized each of the four indicators
and combined them into a composite variable of follow-up relationship quality (a ¼ .84,
M ¼ 0.11, SD ¼ 3.18).
Data analytic strategy. To test our hypothesis that SES inequality between romantic
partners will predict relationship quality over time, we used RSA, which allows nuanced
testing of (dis)similarity hypotheses. RSA models the ways in which all possible combinations of two variables (i.e., in this case, actor SES and partner SES) predict the
outcome variable(s) (i.e., negative and positive emotionality). This approach is found to
enable more accurate and fine-grained testing of (dis)similarity hypotheses compared to
conventional approaches including profile correlation scores, difference scores, and
absolute difference scores (Barranti et al., 2017; Humberg et al., 2019). We modeled the
RSA effects using the RSA package (version 0.9.11; Schönbrodt, 2017) in R.
By using polynomial regression coefficients to plot how all possible combinations of
actor SES and partner SES predict the outcome variable in three-dimensional space,
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RSA provides four coefficients (a1–a4) that statistically test how these combinations
predict the outcome variable (Barranti et al., 2017). The a1 coefficient tests the linear
slope along the line of perfect congruence, revealing whether congruence at higher
versus lower levels of SES predicts the outcome variable. The a2 coefficient tests the
curvature of the line of perfect congruence, revealing whether congruence at extreme
versus moderate levels of SES predicts the outcome variable. We did not expect significant a1 or a2 coefficients, expecting that couples defined by greater inequality will in
general show more negativity than positivity (regardless of their specific levels of SES).
Our main focus—among the four RSA coefficients—was on the a3 and a4 coefficients. The a3 coefficient tests the slope of the line of incongruence. The direction
(positive or negative) and significance of the a3 coefficient indicate whether a particular
direction of incongruence predicts the outcome variable: a positive and significant a3
coefficient would suggest that having higher SES as compared to one’s partner (actor
SES > partner SES) predicts higher levels of the outcome variable, whereas a negative
and significant a3 coefficient would suggest that having lower SES as compared to one’s
partner (actor SES < partner SES) predicts higher levels of the outcome variable. Most
importantly, the a4 coefficient tests the curvature of the line of incongruence, so that the
direction (positive or negative) and significance of the a4 coefficient indicate whether the
magnitude of incongruence in SES (i.e., the absolute amount of SES inequality between
the two romantic partners) predicts the outcome variable: a positive and significant a4
coefficient (i.e., convex curvature) would suggest that greater SES inequality predicts
higher levels of the outcome variable, whereas a negative and significant a4 coefficient
(i.e., concave curvature) would suggest that greater SES inequality predicts lower levels
of the outcome variable. For confidence in the conclusion drawn from a significant a4
coefficient, the a3 coefficient has to be nonsignificant, given that a significant a3 coefficient—implying that a specific direction of incongruence matters—would contradict
the general incongruence effect implied by a significant a4 coefficient (Humberg et al.,
2019).

Results
Among the total sample, approximately 15.7% of the couples had perfectly identical SES
(as indexed with our measurements), and the rest of couples had varying degrees of SES
inequality between the two partners. We also found that the two partners’ SES were
positively correlated (r ¼ .27, p ¼ .002), consistent with overall findings from the
assortative mating literature (e.g., Buss, 1984; Klohnen & Luo, 2003; Lutz, 1905;
Lykken & Tellegen, 1993).
To examine how SES inequality between romantic partners predicts relationship
quality over time, we conducted multilevel polynomial regression—given the nature of
the data (i.e., individuals nested within couples)—and used these regression coefficients
to generate the four RSA coefficients. The polynomial regression coefficients and four
RSA coefficients are presented in Table 1, and the response surfaces are shown in
Figure 1. Consistent with our hypothesis and findings from Part 1, we found a significant
negative (i.e., concave) curvature (a4 ¼ .18, p < .01) in a model predicting the followup relationship quality (controlling for baseline relationship quality). This suggests SES
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b0

b1A

b2P

b3A2
b4A  P

b5P2
a1

a2

RSA coefficients
a3

a4

Note. SES ¼ socioeconomic status; RSA ¼ response surface analysis; A ¼ actor SES; P ¼ partner SES. Standard errors are in parentheses.
*p < .05; **p < .01.

Part 1
Relationship
0.54 (.35) .02 (.08) .03 (.08) .05** (.02) .11** (.03) .03 (.02) .01 (.12) .03 (.03) .04 (.11) .18** (.05)
quality
Part 2
Positive emotional 4.24** (.22) .04 (.04) .00 (.04)
.01 (.01)
.01 (.02) .01 (.01) .04 (.07) .01 (.02) .04 (.04)
.02 (.03)
expression
1.36** (.13) .03 (.03) .03 (.03)
.01* (.01) .02* (.01) .01* (.01) .06 (.04) .00 (.01) .00 (.03) .05** (.02)
Negative
emotional
expression

Outcome

Polynomial regression coefficients

Table 1. Response surface analyses: SES inequality predicting outcomes in Parts 1 and 2.
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Figure 1. Response surfaces for actor SES and partner SES predicting follow-up relationship
quality; controlling for baseline relationship quality (Part 1). SES ¼ socioeconomic status.

inequality between romantic partners predicted a decline in relationship quality over the
time span of three and a half months. The a3 coefficient was nonsignificant, further
supporting the conclusion drawn from the a4 coefficient. That is, the specific direction of
dissimilarity (i.e., whether one has relatively higher or lower SES as compared to the
partner) did not significantly predict relationship quality over time. The a1 and a2
coefficients were also nonsignificant, suggesting that SES inequality predicted relationship quality over time regardless of individual differences in SES (i.e., lower vs.
higher SES and extreme vs. moderate SES).

Discussion
Results from Part 1 supported our hypothesis that SES inequality between romantic
partners predicts a decline in relationship quality over time. Importantly, it was the
absolute amount of inequality itself—rather than whether one has relatively higher or
lower SES as compared to the partner—that was driving the changes in self-reports of
relationship quality (i.e., relationship satisfaction, commitment, closeness, and thoughts
about breaking up) over time.

Part 2: Socioeconomic inequality predicts greater expression of
negative emotion in romantic partners’ conversations
In a laboratory portion of this study, we videotaped both partners of actual romantic
couples while having semi-structured conversations about their relationship. Outside
observers, naive to hypothesis, rated the overall affective tone (i.e., positivity and
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negativity) of these videotaped conversations. Consistent with our Part 1 results and
extant literature, we expected to find greater expression of negative emotion (rather than
positive emotion) in the face-to-face conversation of romantic partners whose relationships were characterized by greater SES inequality.

Method
Participants and procedure. The same couples from Part 1 came into the laboratory,
completed baseline measures, and participated in semi-structured videotaped conversations. For these conversations, couples were seated in two chairs in a private room
where the chairs were angled to face each other. Two small cameras were mounted on
the wall approximately 6 feet (1.83 m) above the ground, with a camera pointed at each
partner at an angle which allows full-frontal recording. These cameras, visible to the
couples, captured an image of the participants from the top of their heads to their laps,
thus allowing for the coding of facial, bodily, and gestural behavior. The cameras were
controlled by research assistants—from an adjacent control room—who were able to see
and hear activities in the experiment room and were also able to communicate with the
participants via intercom. Relevant to the current research, each partner took a turn in
speaking about a time in their life when they felt significant love for their partner and
how they expressed that love. Speaking order was randomly assigned with a coin toss,
and length of the conversations ranged from 51 s to 8 min (M ¼ 3 min, 37 s; SD ¼ 1 min,
10 s).
Outside observer ratings of emotional expression in romantic partners’ conversations. Three
trained coders, blind to the hypothesis, independently rated the videotaped conversations
between the partners for their expression of positive and negative emotion.
Expression of positive emotion. Coders rated the extent to which participants expressed
positive emotion while talking to their partner, using a 7-point scale (1 ¼ no positive
emotions at all to 7 ¼ a lot of positive emotions; a ¼ .83, M ¼ 4.22, SD ¼ 1.26).
Expression of negative emotion. Coders also rated the extent to which participants
expressed negative emotion while talking to their partner, using a 7-point scale (1 ¼ no
negative emotions at all to 7 ¼ a lot of negative emotions; a ¼ .79, M ¼ 1.53, SD ¼
0.79).

Data analytic strategy
To test our hypothesis that SES inequality between romantic partners will predict
emotional expression in their conversations, we modeled RSA effects using the RSA
package (version 0.9.11; Schönbrodt, 2017) in R, same as in Part 1.

Results
To examine how SES inequality between romantic partners predicts the expression of
positive emotion and negative emotion, each, in couples’ conversations, we again
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Figure 2. (a) Response surfaces for actor SES and partner SES predicting observer ratings of
positive emotional expression (Part 2). (b) Response surfaces for actor SES and partner SES
predicting observer ratings of negative emotional expression (Part 2). SES ¼ socioeconomic status.

conducted multilevel polynomial regression and used these regression coefficients to
generate the four RSA coefficients (as in Part 1). The polynomial regression coefficients
and four RSA coefficients are presented in Table 1, and the response surfaces are shown
in Figure 2(a) and (b). Mirroring the results in Part 1, we found a significant positive (i.e.,
convex) curvature in the model predicting negative emotional expression (a4 ¼ .06, p <
.05). This suggests that SES inequality between romantic partners predicted greater
expression of negative emotion during the conversations. The a3 coefficient was nonsignificant, further supporting the conclusion drawn from the a4 coefficient. That is, the
specific direction of dissimilarity (i.e., whether one has relatively higher or lower SES as
compared to the partner) was not a significant predictor of negative emotional expression. The a1 and a2 coefficients were also nonsignificant, suggesting that SES inequality
predicted negative emotional expression regardless of individual differences in SES (i.e.,
lower vs. higher SES and extreme vs. moderate SES). Positive emotional expression,
however, was not significantly predicted by SES inequality between romantic partners,
as shown in the nonsignificant a4 coefficient.

Discussion
Overall results from Part 2 supported our hypothesis, showing that negative emotional
expression was more pronounced in the interactions of couples defined by greater SES
inequality. Importantly, again as in Part 1, it was the absolute amount of inequality
itself—rather than whether one has relatively higher or lower SES as compared to the
partner—that was driving the effects on outside observer ratings of negative emotional
expression during couples’ conversations. These findings potentially suggest a behavioral mechanism (display of negativity) through which SES inequality between
romantic partners might undermine relationship quality. However, in our behavioral
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data, SES inequality only predicted outside observer ratings of negative emotional
expression—and not of positive emotional expression—at a significant level. We in part
attribute such results to the specific topic of the conversation—which would have lead
majority to couples to express more positive emotion in general, as can be seen in the
descriptive means—and also find these patterns to be consistent with prior research on
affect in hierarchical relationships—which demonstrate that negative emotions, more so
than positive emotions, tend to track hierarchical/unequal interpersonal relationships
(Keltner et al., 1998; Kraus et al., 2011; Van Kleef et al., 2015).

General discussion
Based on longitudinal self-reports and behavioral data from partners in romantic relationships, the present research tested the hypothesis that SES inequality between
romantic partners undermines relationship quality. In Part 1, the longitudinal portion of
the study, we found that greater SES inequality predicted a decline in self-reported
relationship quality (i.e., relationship satisfaction, commitment, closeness, and
thoughts about breaking up) over the time span of three and a half months. Converging
with these findings, in Part 2, the laboratory portion of the study, we found relatively
more expression of negative emotion, as detected by outside observers, in the face-toface conversations of couples defined by greater inequality.
The current findings contribute to several literatures. First, our findings advance the
study of similarity within close relationships. While the central role of similarity in
promoting interpersonal attraction and relationship satisfaction has been welldocumented across a wide range of characteristics (e.g., Anderson et al., 2003; Buss,
1984; Klohnen & Luo, 2003; Lutz, 1905; Lykken & Tellegen, 1993; Murray et al., 2002),
how (dis)similarity in SES might predict relational outcomes has yet to be examined
in-depth, and most of the relevant findings in this domain have relied on self-report
measures and were cross-sectional. By using both longitudinal measurement and
observational methods, the present research documented that SES inequality, or dissimilarity, predicted more negative emotional expression and declines over time in selfreports of satisfaction, commitment, closeness, and thoughts about breaking up. These
findings held for both partners, namely those of lower SES than the partner, and those
with higher SES, suggesting the costs of inequality in romantic relationships extend to
people with greater and lesser advantage in terms of social class.
The findings from both studies also contribute to the expanding study of SES (Kraus
et al., 2012). Prior research bridging SES and intimate relationships have, for instance,
related lower SES to reduced reports of commitment to the relationship and lower
degrees of sexual satisfaction (e.g., Emery & Le, 2014; Laumann et al., 1999). These
studies, of note, focused largely on how SES influences the individual. The present
research extends this literature to the discussion of how inequality in SES—within a
particular dyadic context—influences well-being in intimate relationships, and shows
that this dynamic is evident in behavioral and longitudinal processes.
Also notable is the fact that results from our longitudinal survey and behavioral data,
together, may suggest a potential route through which SES inequality between romantic
couples eventually undermines relationship quality. In our observer ratings of the
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emotional dynamics of couples’ conversations in the laboratory, negative emotional
expression was relatively more pronounced in the interactions of couples defined by
greater inequality, in keeping with prior research on emotional processes in hierarchical
social relationships (Keltner et al., 1998; Kraus et al., 2011; Van Kleef et al., 2015). This
points to obvious mechanisms of how SES will shape romantic satisfaction (Gottman &
Levenson, 1989, 2000).
Other possible mechanisms of the inequality-relationship quality link—derived from
prior research on how SES shapes differences in values and taste, emotional regulation
strategies, approach versus inhibition relational goals, or threat vigilance, to name a few
(Côté et al., 2010; Keltner et al., 2003; Kraus et al., 2011; Snibbe & Markus, 2005)—also
represent future steps in unpacking how inequality shapes romantic relationships. And
given that our prediction about the inequality–relationship quality link is in part rooted in
the literature of power asymmetry in intimate relationships, it would also be a potential
next step of inquiry to examine whether power differences—in control over resources of
influence within the dyad—are another route through which SES inequality between
romantic partners reported decreased relationship quality over time.
Alongside these extensions of the present investigation, it is also important to consider the limitations of our two studies. First, Parts 1 and 2 were based on the same
sample. Despite considerable diversity in the demographic backgrounds of couples,
future research based on different populations of greater sample size will increase the
generalizability of conclusions drawn from the current research. Second, although participants’ material wealth is embedded in the subjective SES measures, objective income
information was not collected in the study. Hence, it would be an important future step to
directly obtain objective measures of wealth (e.g., personal income, household income)
and, given sufficient sample size, to compare how the different dimensions of objective
SES (e.g., material wealth vs. educational attainment) and subjective SES, as captured in
the MacArthur ladder measure, contribute to the inequality–relationship quality link
(e.g., Kraus et al., 2012). Furthermore, the current analyses do not directly speak to
whether the effects of SES inequality between romantic partners on relationship quality
might differ depending on their relationship length (due to limitations of the statistical
method used in our studies)—which would be an important inquiry to address in future
work.
Finally, a meaningful future step would be to understand how SES inequality unfolds
into outcomes in other kinds of relationships. Social support from friendships, work
relations, and mentor–mentee relations provide a firm basis for an individual’s rise in
society. Given these circumstances, findings from the present investigation may suggest
that relational costs of wealth disparities might function as one means by which structural inequality is maintained and perpetuated (for other inequality-enhancing
mechanisms, see Piff et al., 2018).
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Notes
1. A full list of the relevant empirical articles is provided in Online Supplementary Materials.
2. We further provide results from response surface analyses based on objective SES and subjective SES, separately, in Online Supplemental Tables S1 and S2. In these analyses, objective
SES refers to the composite of the threw objective education scores (i.e., own education,
maternal education, and paternal education) for each participant, and subjective SES refers
to the composite of subjective SES scores (i.e., subjective SES in U.S. and subjective SES in
community) for each participant.
3. We further provide results from Principal Component Analyses in Online Supplemental Table
S3, and also provide inter-correlations between the four indicators of relationship quality (i.e.,
satisfaction, commitment, closeness, and thoughts about breaking up (reverse scored) in Online
Supplemental Table S4.
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Côté, S., Kraus, M. W., Carpenter, N. C., Piff, P. K., Beermann, U., & Keltner, D. (2017). Social
affiliation in same-class and cross-class interactions. Journal of Experimental Psychology:
General, 146(2), 269–285.
Dakin, J., & Wampler, R. (2008). Money doesn’t buy happiness, but it helps: Marital satisfaction,
psychological distress, and demographic differences between low-and middle-income clinic
couples. The American Journal of Family Therapy, 36(4), 300–311.
Daly, M., Wilson, M., & Vasdev, S. (2001). Income inequality and homicide rates in Canada and
the United States. Canadian Journal of Criminology, 43, 219–236.
Davis, M. H., & Oathout, H. A. (1987). Maintenance of satisfaction in romantic relationships:
Empathy and relational competence. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 53(2), 397.
de Vries, R., Gosling, S., & Potter, J. (2011). Income inequality and personality: Are less equal US
states less agreeable? Social Science and Medicine, 72(12), 1978–1985.
Domhoff, G. W. (1998). Who rules America. Mayfield Publishing.
Emerson, R. M. (1962). Power-dependence relations. American Sociological Review, 27(1),
31–41.
Emery, L. F., & Le, B. (2014). Imagining the white picket fence: Social class, future plans, and
romantic relationship quality. Social Psychological and Personality Science, 5(6), 653–661.
Falbo, T., & Peplau, L. A. (1980). Power strategies in intimate relationships. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 38(4), 618–628.
Fehr, B. (1996). Friendship processes. Sage.
Finkel, E. J., Simpson, J. A., & Eastwick, P. W. (2016). The psychology of close relationships:
Fourteen core principles. Annual Review of Psychology, 68, 4.1–4.29.
Gable, S. L., Reis, H. T., Impett, E. A., & Asher, E. R. (2004). What do you do when things go
right? The intrapersonal and interpersonal benefits of sharing positive events. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 87(2), 228–245.
Galliher, R. V., Rostosky, S. S., Welsh, D. P., & Kawaguchi, M. C. (1999). Power and psychological well-being in late adolescent romantic relationships. Sex Roles, 40, 689–710. https://
doiorg/10.1023/A:1018804617443
Gaunt, R. (2006). Couple similarity and marital satisfaction: Are similar spouses happier? Journal
of Personality, 74(5), 1401–1420.
Gordon, A. M., Impett, E. A., Kogan, A., Oveis, C., & Keltner, D. (2012). To have and to hold:
Gratitude promotes relationship maintenance in intimate bonds. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 103(2), 257–274.
Gonzaga, G. C., Keltner, D., & Ward, D. (2008). Power in mixed-sex stranger interactions.
Cognition and Emotion, 22(8), 1555–1568.
Gottman, J. M., & Krokoff, L. J. (1989). Marital interaction and satisfaction: A longitudinal view.
Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 57(1), 47–52.
Gottman, J. M., & Levenson, R. W. (2000). The timing of divorce: Predicting when a couple will
divorce over a 14-year period. Journal of Marriage and Family, 62(3), 737–745.
Grusky, D. B. (2001). Social stratification: Class, race, and gender in sociological perspective.
Westview Press.
Hatfield, E., Greenberger, D., Traupmann, J., & Lambert, P. (1982). Equity and sexual satisfaction
in recently married couples. Journal of Sex Research, 18(1), 18–32.

18

Journal of Social and Personal Relationships XX(X)

Hatfield, E., & Traupmann, J. (1981). Intimate relationships: A perspective from equity theory.
Personal Relationships, 1, 165–178.
Henrich, J., Heine, S. J., & Norenzayan, A. (2010). Most people are not WEIRD. Nature,
466(7302), 29.
Howard, J. A., Blumstein, P., & Schwartz, P. (1986). Sex, power, and influence tactics in intimate
relationships. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 51, 102–109.
Humberg, S., Nestler, S., & Back, M. D. (2019). Response surface analysis in personality and
social psychology: Checklist and clarifications for the case of congruence hypotheses. Social
Psychological and Personality Science, 10, 409–419.
Hunt, L. L., Eastwick, P. W., & Finkel, E. J. (2015). Leveling the playing field: Longer acquaintance predicts reduced assortative mating on attractiveness. Psychological Science, 26(7),
1046–1053.
Huseman, R. C., Hatfield, J. D., & Miles, E. W. (1987). A new perspective on equity theory: The
equity sensitivity construct. Academy of Management Review, 12(2), 222–234.
Impett, E. A., Gordon, A. M., Kogan, A., Oveis, C., Gable, S. L., & Keltner, D. (2010). Moving
toward more perfect unions: Daily and long-term consequences of approach and avoidance
goals in romantic relationships. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 99(6),
948–963.
Jackson, G. L., Kennedy, D., Bradbury, T. N., & Karney, B. R. (2014). A social network comparison of low-income Black and White newlywed couples. Journal of Marriage and Family,
76(5), 967–982.
Jackson, G. L., Trail, T. E., Kennedy, D. P., Williamson, H. C., Bradbury, T. N., & Karney, B. R.
(2016). The salience and severity of relationship problems among low-income couples. Journal
of Family Psychology, 30(1), 2–11.
John, O. P., & Srivastava, S. (1999). The big five trait taxonomy: History, measurement, and
theoretical perspectives. In L. A. Pervin & O. P. John (Eds.), Handbook of personality: Theory
and research (pp. 102–138). Guilford Press.
Karney, B. R., & Bradbury, T. N. (1997). Neuroticism, marital interaction, and the trajectory of
marital satisfaction. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 72(5), 1075–1092.
Kawachi, I., Kennedy, B. P., Lochner, K., & Prothrow-Stith, D. (1997). Social capital, income
inequality, and mortality. American Journal of Public Health, 87(9), 1491–1498.
Keizer, R., & Komter, A. (2015). Are “equals” happier than “less equals”? A couple analysis of
similarity and well-being. Journal of Marriage and Family, 77(4), 954–967.
Kelley, H. H., & Thibaut, J. W. (1978). Interpersonal relationships: A theory of interdependence.
Wiley.
Keltner, D. (1995). Signs of appeasement: Evidence for the distinct displays of embarrassment,
amusement, and shame. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 68(3), 441–454.
Keltner, D. (2009). Born to be good: The science of a meaningful life. W. W. Norton & Company.
Keltner, D. (2016). The power paradox: How we gain and lose influence. Penguin Press.
Keltner, D., Gruenfeld, D. H., & Anderson, C. (2003). Power, approach, and inhibition. Psychological Review, 110(2), 265–284.
Keltner, D., Young, R. C., Heerey, E. A., Oemig, C., & Monarch, N. D. (1998). Teasing in
hierarchical and intimate relations. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 75(5),
1231–1247.

Cho et al.

19

Kim, J. J., Visserman, M., & Impett, E. A. (2019). Power in close intimate relationships. In C. R.
Agnew & J. J. Harman (Eds.). Advances in personal relationships: Power in close relationships
(pp. 192–224). Cambridge University Press.
Klohnen, E. C., & Luo, S. (2003). Interpersonal attraction and personality: What is attractive—self
similarity, ideal similarity, complementarity or attachment security? Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 85(4), 709–722.
Kogan, A., Oveis, C., Carr, E. W., Gruber, J., Mauss, I. B., Shallcross, A., Impett, E. A., van der
Lowe, I., Hui, B., Cheng, C., & Keltner, D. (2014). Vagal activity is quadratically related to
prosocial traits, prosocial emotions, and observer perceptions of prosociality. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 107(6), 1051–1063.
Kraus, M. W., Horberg, E. J., Goetz, J. L., & Keltner, D. (2011). Social class rank, threat vigilance,
and hostile reactivity. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 37(10), 1376–1388.
Kraus, M. W., & Keltner, D. (2009). Signs of socioeconomic status: A thin-slicing approach.
Psychological Science, 20(1), 99–106.
Kraus, M. W., Piff, P. K., Mendoza-Denton, R., Rheinschmidt, M. L., & Keltner, D. (2012). Social
class, solipsism, and contextualism: How the rich are different from the poor. Psychological
Review, 119(3), 546–572.
Kurtz, L. E., & Algoe, S. B. (2017). When sharing a laugh means sharing more: Testing the role of
shared laughter on short-term interpersonal consequences. Journal of Nonverbal Behavior,
41(1), 45–65.
Langner, C. A., & Keltner, D. (2008). Social power and emotional experience: Actor and partner
effects within dyadic interactions. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 44(3), 848–856.
Laumann, E. O., Paik, A., & Rosen, R. C. (1999). Sexual dysfunction in the united states: Prevalence and predictors. JAMA, 281(6), 537–544.
Levine, A. S., Frank, R. H., & Dijk, O. (September 13, 2010). Expenditure cascades. Available at
SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract¼1690612
Lim, F., Bond, M. H., & Bond, M. K. (2005). Linking societal and psychological factors to
homicide rates across nations. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 36(5), 515–536.
Luo, S., & Klohnen, E. C. (2005). Assortative mating and marital quality in newlyweds: A
couple-centered approach. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 88(2), 304–326.
Lutz, F. E. (1905). Assortative mating in man. Science, 22, 249–250.
Lykken, D. T., & Tellegen, A. (1993). Is human mating adventitious or the result of lawful choice?
A twin study of mate selection. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 65(1), 56–68.
Lyubomirsky, S. (2008). The how of happiness: A scientific approach to getting the life you want.
Penguin Press.
McCarty, N., Poole, K. T., & Rosenthal, H. (2006). Polarized America: The dance of ideology and
unequal riches. MIT Press.
Montoya, R. M., & Horton, R. S. (2013). A meta-analytic investigation of the processes underlying
the similarity-attraction effect. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 30(1), 64–94.
Moreland, R. L., & Levine, J. M. (1989). Newcomers and oldtimers in small groups. In P. Paulus
(Ed.), Psychology of group influence (2nd ed., pp. 143–186). Erlbaum.
Murray, S. L., Holmes, J. G., Bellavia, G., Griffin, D. W., & Dolderman, D. (2002). Kindred
spirits? The benefits of egocentrism in close relationships. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 82, 563–581.

20

Journal of Social and Personal Relationships XX(X)

Murray, S. L., Holmes, J. G., Dolderman, D., & Griffin, D. W. (2000). What the motivated mind
sees: Comparing friends’ perspectives to married partners’ views of each other. Journal of
Experimental Social Psychology, 36(6), 600–620.
Murray, S. L., Holmes, J. G., & Griffin, D. W. (1996). The self-fulfilling nature of positive
illusions in romantic relationships: Love is not blind, but prescient. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 71(6), 1155–1180.
Myers, D. G., & Diener, E. (1995). Who is happy? Psychological Science, 6, 10–19.
Oishi, S., Kesebir, S., & Diener, E. (2011). Income inequality and happiness. Psychological
Science, 22(9), 1095–1100.
Papp, L. M., Cummings, E. M., & Goeke-Morey, M. C. (2009). For richer, for poorer: Money as a
topic of marital conflict in the home. Family Relations, 58(1), 91–103.
Piff, P. K., Kraus, M. W., & Keltner, D. (2018). Unpacking the inequality paradox: The psychological roots of inequality and social class. Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, 57,
53–124.
Rusbult, C. E., Martz, J. M., & Agnew, C. R. (1998). The investment model scale: Measuring
commitment level, satisfaction level, quality of alternatives, and investment size. Personal
Relationships, 5(4), 357–387.
Rusbult, C. E., Verette, J., Whitney, G. A., Slovik, L. F., & Lipkus, I. (1991). Accommodation
processes in close relationships: Theory and preliminary empirical evidence. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 60, 53–78.
Russell, R. J., & Wells, P. A. (1991). Personality similarity and quality of marriage. Personality
and Individual Differences, 12(5), 407–412.
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