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Abstract
Satisfying romantic relationships offer numerous social and 
health benefits, making it critical to understand the trajec-
tory of relationship satisfaction. In recent years, research has 
begun to examine the role of automatic processes in rela-
tionship contexts. In particular, a growing number of studies 
have incorporated indirect (implicit) measures developed 
by socio-cognitive researchers to capture people's auto-
matic partner attitudes—the spontaneous affective reactions 
toward their partner that people may at times be unable to 
access or unwilling to self-report in more direct (explicit) 
measures like questionnaires. In this paper, we review 
work illustrating how automatic partner attitudes can help 
explain, predict, and promote both the functioning and the 
well-being of romantic couples. That is, we integrate theo-
retical perspectives on interdependence, attachment, and 
attitudes to discuss empirical evidence relative to why auto-
matic partner attitudes differ from self-reported judgments 
of relationship satisfaction, how such attitudes form in the 
context of real-world relationship experiences, and under 
which conditions they affect dyadic interactions in everyday 
life. Further, we identify important questions that remain 
unanswered and provide recommendations that may benefit 
future work on couples and beyond.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

For decades, much of the research examining what determines the functioning and well-being of romantic relation-
ships has focused on the role of deliberate processes—the thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that romantic partners 
are able and willing to report after considerable reflection, such as on questionnaires (Righetti et al., 2022). More 
recently, relationship science has seen a rise in the number of studies that focus on the role of more automatic 
processes in relationship contexts (e.g., Baldwin et al., 2010; Banse & Imhoff, 2013). These studies incorporate 
more indirect (implicit) measures from research in social cognition to assess people's spontaneous affective reac-
tions toward their romantic partner (McNulty & Olson, 2015). This body of work has rapidly grown over the years, 
providing evidence that implicit measures of automatic partner attitudes may (a) capture information that can be 
missed by self-report (explicit) measures and (b) thereby offer unique insights into relationship development (Hicks 
& McNulty, 2019).

In this article, we review work on the role of automatic partner attitudes in close relationships. We begin by 
providing a brief overview of research that explains how and why relationship motivations may bias self-reported 
relationship judgements. We then discuss how implicitly assessed automatic partner attitudes may bypass some of 
these limitations and thereby help explain, understand, and predict relationship development. Specifically, we present 
theoretical accounts and empirical evidence relative to how automatic partner attitudes form and affect relationships 
in everyday life. We conclude by (a) considering unanswered questions that we deem relevant to address and (b) 
offering promising directions for future research on couples and beyond.

2 | MOTIVATED REASONING IN CLOSE RELATIONSHIPS

Romantic relationships play a critical role in promoting well-being. Not only are people driven by a fundamental need 
to form and maintain close relationships (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), the existence and quality of these relationships 
is directly linked to the mental and physical health of the partners involved (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2008, 2010; Proulx 
et al., 2007; Robles, 2014; Sbarra et al., 2011) as well as their children's (Amato, 2000). Nevertheless, remaining satis-
fied with a long-term romantic partner is difficult. For example, numerous people experience a decline in relationship 
satisfaction over time (Proulx et al., 2017), and almost half marriages dissolve in industrialized societies (Amato & 
James, 2010).

Why does relationship satisfaction decline so readily for some people? Answering this question requires under-
standing how people evaluate the quality of their relationships. Drawing upon Interdependence Theory (Kelley 
& Thibaut, 1978), relationship satisfaction can be conceptualized as an evaluative judgment that people form by 
comparing the overall ratio of positive and negative relationship experiences against the standards they set for such 
relationship. However, existing research suggests that people do so in a manner that is positively biased (see Fletcher 
& Kerr, 2010; Gagné & Lydon, 2004; Murray, 1999). Indeed, people are strongly motivated to view their partner 
(Murray et al., 1996a) and their relationship (Rusbult et al., 2000) in an overly positive light. But even the most satis-
fying relationships involve at least some unpleasant experiences, such as conflicts (Braiker & Kelley, 1979) and rejec-
tions (Murray et al., 2006), leading people to engage—sometimes even unintentionally—in processes of motivated 
reasoning that allow them to ignore or reject such negativity (see Lemay & Clark, 2015). For example, people typically 
misremember (Karney & Frye, 2002; Lemay & Neal, 2013; Luchies et al., 2013), minimize (Frye & Karney, 2002; 
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McNulty & Karney, 2001), reconstrue (Lemay & Melville, 2014; Murray & Holmes, 1994), or even turn relational 
flaws into virtues (Murray & Holmes, 1993) and distort other romantic realities without realizing they do so (Cole 
et al., 2016), all in ways to maintain positive relationship evaluations.

Just like other maintenance strategies that operate to protect one's relationship (e.g., derogation of attractive 
alternatives; see Lydon & Karremans, 2015), suppressing negativity can benefit couples by enhancing commitment 
(Murray et al., 1996b) and security (Murray & Holmes, 1997). But it can also be detrimental for couples in the long 
run. Indeed, not all negative aspects can, or even should (McNulty et al., 2008), be explained away forever. And high 
divorce rates combined with pervasive declines in relationship satisfaction suggest that the negativity that people 
are able to encapsulate or defuse through motivated reasoning does not simply disappear. Rather, as Murray and 
Holmes (1993) speculated years ago, it may leave people vulnerable to a possible resurfacing of such negativity in 
future encounters with the partner.

3 | AUTOMATIC PARTNER ATTITUDES IN CLOSE RELATIONSHIPS

The idea that thoughts and feelings that people either reject or ignore at a conscious level may nevertheless linger and 
affect downstream processes is not new. Indeed, a central tenet of attachment theory (e.g., Bowlby, 1969; Mikulincer 
& Shaver, 2007) and prominent models of attitudes (e.g., Baldwin, 1992; Cacioppo & Berntson, 1994; Fazio, 1990; 
Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006) is that positive and negative experiences, including those involving one's roman-
tic partner, become internalized as mental representations that automatically guide people through their social 
environments. The Motivation and Opportunity as DEterminants (MODE) model (Fazio, 1990), for instance, postu-
lates that mental representations toward a target (e.g., the partner), take the form of evaluative associations (e.g., 
partner-positive/negative), the sum of which represents one's automatic attitude toward that target (Fazio, 2007). 
Such attitudes are automatically activated whenever one encounters or thinks about the target (Fazio et al., 1986) 
and determine people's evaluation, perception of, and behavior toward that target, all in a rather automatic fashion 
(Fazio, 2000)—unless people have sufficient motivations and opportunities (i.e., cognitive capacities) to engage in 
more effortful processing to respond otherwise (i.e., in ways that better align with their existing beliefs and goals).

To capture automatic attitudes, social cognition researchers have developed a number of indirect (implicit) meas-
ures that restrict such motivations and opportunity factors. These measures often take the form of seemingly neutral 
computerized tests (e.g., categorization tasks) in which responses are provided under time pressure without intro-
spection. Because evaluative responses on implicit measures are inferred from objective indicators (e.g., one's speed 
or accuracy in responding to attitudinal stimuli) and without deliberation, they are presumed to be less susceptible 
to the limits of introspection and biasing effects of motivation that seem to affect direct (explicit) measures (e.g., 
self-reported questionnaires; see De Houwer et al., 2009; Nosek et al., 2011).

3.1 | Implicitly versus explicitly assessed partner attitudes

In recent years, relationship researchers have begun to incorporate these implicit measures to obtain assessments of 
automatic partner attitudes as well as other relationship sentiments—e.g., romantic interests (Eastwick et al., 2011), 
sexual desire toward the partner (de Jong et al., 2019), extra-dyadic interests (McNulty et al., 2018)—that people 
may not always be able to access at any given point in time, or willing to acknowledge if they do access them (see 
Hicks & McNulty, 2019). Consistent with the idea that motivated reasoning often leads people to neglect or over-
ride negative affect involving the partner in ways that implicit measures presumably prohibit, implicit and explicit 
measures of partner attitudes tend to be weakly associated with one another (e.g., Hicks et al., 2021; Scinta & 
Gable, 2007). Notably, Hicks et al. (2021) conducted a meta-analysis of the literature incorporating such measures 
(k = 23 samples from 3557 romantic partners), which revealed a significant yet tiny positive association between 
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automatic and self-reported partner attitudes (r = 0.04, 95% CI [0.02, 0.06]). Moreover, consistent with the MODE 
model (Fazio, 1990), empirical research demonstrates not only that automatic partner attitudes typically contain 
more negativity than self-reported relationship judgments (e.g., McNulty et al., 2019; Zayas & Shoda, 2015) but that 
the strength of the association between the two is moderated by motivations and opportunity factors (e.g., Hicks 
et al., 2021; Scinta & Gable, 2007; Turner & McNulty, 2020).

For instance, research demonstrated greater alignment between automatic and self-reported (ex-)partner atti-
tudes when people had lower (vs. higher) motivations to maintain highly positive relationship views, either because 
they were incentivized with money to counteract their positive illusions (Hicks et al., 2021; Study 3), because they 
were less committed to that relationship (Scinta & Gable, 2007), or because the relationship had dissolved (Hicks 
et al., 2021; Study 4). Likewise, given that engaging in motivated reasoning can be cognitively effortful, other work 
has shown greater alignment between automatic and self-reported partner attitudes among people with reduced 
opportunities to do deliberate. Hicks et al. (2021), for example, examined the implications of stress—a prevalent factor 
that considerably disrupts intimates' capacities to engage in cognitive processing (e.g., Buck & Neff, 2012; Neff & 
Karney, 2009)—to demonstrate that automatic and self-reported partner attitudes were more closely aligned with 
one another on days in which people felt more (vs. less) stressed than usual in a 14-day diary (Study 4), and among 
people who accumulated more (vs. less) stress than others over 2 years (Study 5), presumably because self-reported 
attitudes became more negative.

3.2 | Automatic partner attitudes and relationship experiences

Given that automatic partner attitudes appear less susceptible to motivational biases, they may not only differ 
from self-reported evaluations, but they may also better reflect the pattern of experiences that people encoun-
ter in their relationship. This assumption resonates quite well with social cognition frameworks. According to the 
Associative-Propositional Evaluation model (Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006), for instance, automatic attitudes 
should reflect the associative process whereby people form mental associations between stimuli that are frequently 
encountered together in space and time. Conversely, self-reported attitudes should reflect the propositional process 
whereby people select temporarily activated information that help them maintain logical consistency in their beliefs.

Consistent with this perspective, longitudinal studies of couples indicate that the amount of positivity and nega-
tivity in automatic partner attitudes seems to reflect the degree to which people have encountered pleasant (e.g., 
Hicks et al., 2016, 2018; McNulty et al., 2017; Murray et al., 2011) and unpleasant (e.g., Banse et al., 2013; Banse & 
Kowalick, 2007; Murray et al., 2010) experiences involving their partner whereas self-reported judgements appear 
to reflect the motivationally biased manner through which people make sense of these experiences. For example, 
consistent with the notion that repeated relationship conflict likely results in partner-negative associations (associ-
ative process) that are often rejected through motivated reasoning because they are inconsistent with one's moti-
vation to maintain positive relationship views (propositional process), people who experienced more conflict with 
their partner in daily life showed more negative automatic partner attitudes, but not more negative self-reported 
relationship judgments, 4 years later (Murray et al., 2010). Likewise, engaging in more frequent sex with the partner 
predicted more positive automatic partner attitudes over 3 years (Hicks et al., 2016), but only predicted more positive 
self-reported relationship judgments among people who considered sex to be important for relationship well-being 
(Hicks et al., 2018).

More recently, Larson et al. (2022) examined the dynamics of change in automatic and self-reported partner 
attitudes in everyday life. Using a daily diary study, the authors found that automatic partner attitudes remained 
relatively stable over 2 weeks, and more so than self-reported ones. And compared to their self-reported counter-
parts, automatic partner attitudes appeared to change not based on same-day relationship experiences but based on 
the accumulation of such experiences across multiple prior days. That is, they became more positive (or negative) as 
people repeatedly experienced less (or more) jealousy, smoother (or more demanding) communication, and more (or 
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less) positive responsive behavior from their partner over the 14-day period. Interestingly, follow-up data showed 
that both automatic and self-reported partner attitudes dropped drastically (by 21% and 35%, respectively) following 
the occurrence of a single yet powerful relationship event—its dissolution. Taken together, these findings corrobo-
rate traditional views according to which automatic attitudes typically show slow and gradual shifts under everyday 
circumstances (e.g., Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2011)—especially for targets involving a rich history of experiences, 
like a romantic partner—but also join newer perspectives suggesting that they may show quicker and more-dramatic 
shifts under highly diagnostic circumstances (e.g., Ferguson et al., 2019). We further discuss these ideas in the fourth 
section.

3.3 | Automatic partner attitudes and relationship-maintenance processes

Consistent with the attachment and attitudinal frameworks mentioned earlier, the fact that automatic partner atti-
tudes may reflect stable representations of past relationship experiences suggests they should have implications 
for subsequent relationship functioning. Indeed, several studies have shown that automatic partner attitudes are 
automatically activated upon encountering one's partner (e.g., Banse, 1999) and affect perceptual and behavioral 
responses toward that partner (e.g., LeBel & Campbell, 2013; McNulty et al., 2013; Murray et al., 2015). Moreover, 
consistent with the MODE model (Fazio, 1990) described earlier, automatic partner attitudes appear to be particularly 
likely to predict behavior in conditions that foster automatic responding (i.e., reduced motivations or opportunities).

There are at least three different factors that may foster automatic responding (see Friese et al., 2008). First, not 
all types of behaviors are easy to control. For example, although they serve critical functions in romantic communi-
cation (Noller, 2006), nonverbal cues are particularly difficult to control (DePaulo, 1992). Following this idea, Faure 
et al. (2018) videotaped couples discussing divergent interests and found that more positive automatic partner atti-
tudes were associated with more constructive nonverbal (but not verbal) behaviors exhibited toward the partner (e.g., 
facial expressions, body gesture), as objectively coded by independent raters. In turn, more constructive nonverbal 
behavior predicted higher satisfaction with the outcome of the conversation and elevated relationship satisfaction 
over the following week. Self-reported relationship attitudes, in contrast, did not predict either type of behavior.

Second, certain situations may allow automatic partner attitudes to have considerable influence. As noted earlier, 
people inevitably encounter situations in which external factors (e.g., stress) tax their cognitive capacities, and research 
suggests that it is precisely in such situations (i.e., when opportunities to engage in effortful processing are reduced) 
that automatic partner attitudes shape behavior (e.g., Faure et al., 2021; Hicks et al., 2021; Murray et al., 2013). For 
instance, Faure et al. (2021) recently demonstrated that more positive automatic (but not self-reported) partner 
attitudes predicted a greater willingness to forgive the partner's hurtful transgression—a response that is essential 
for promoting both personal and relational well-being (see McCullough et al., 2000)—but only for participants whose 
cognitive capacities had been impaired by an experimental manipulation.

Finally, a third factor that may determine when automatic partner attitudes affect dyadic interactions rests in the 
individual dispositions of the person enacting the behavior. Indeed, some people are simply better than others at regulat-
ing their behavior, such as those demonstrating indicators of cognitive capacity (see Miyake & Friedman, 2012). Indeed, 
evidence suggests that automatic partner attitudes are more predictive of pro-relationship responses for people with 
lower cognitive capacities (e.g., Faure et al., 2021; Murray et al., 2011, 2012, 2013). For instance, and returning to the 
importance of forgiveness in relationships, Faure et al. (2021) further showed that more positive automatic partner 
attitudes predicted more forgiving responses toward the partner in real-life contexts for people with lower (but not 
higher) executive control, as measured by the Stroop task; conversely, self-reported relationship attitudes did not.

3.4 | Automatic partner attitudes and relationship outcomes

Given that automatic partner attitudes affect key relationship-maintenance processes under specific yet prevalent 
conditions, they might play a significant role in relationship development. Recent research indicates that they do. 
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Indeed, several studies found automatic partner attitudes to predict later relationship satisfaction (e.g., LeBel & 
Campbell, 2009; McNulty et al., 2013, 2017; Scinta & Gable, 2007) and even future risks of break-up (e.g., LeBel 
& Campbell, 2009; Lee et al., 2010), over and above self-reported attitudes. Most notably, McNulty et al. (2013) 
showed that more negative automatic partner attitudes at baseline predicted steeper declines in newlyweds' mari-
tal satisfaction over the course of 4 years, whereas baseline self-reported judgments did not. Similarly, LeBel and 
Campbell (2009) showed that more negative automatic partner attitudes were indirectly associated with later rela-
tionship dissolution through lower relationship satisfaction.

More strikingly, automatic partner attitudes also have been experimentally linked to interpersonal and intraper-
sonal well-being. Specifically, evaluative-conditioning paradigms (see Hofmann et al., 2010) that repeatedly exposed 
individuals to photos of their spouse paired with positive (vs. neutral) images unrelated to that spouse (e.g., rainbows, 
flowers) significantly enhanced automatic partner attitudes, which, in turn, resulted in elevated marital satisfaction 
8 weeks later (McNulty et al., 2017). Further, given the importance of satisfying marriages for health, other studies 
showed that enhancing automatic partner attitudes through evaluative conditioning could also increase general feel-
ings of psychological safety (Murray et al., 2023) and even reduce suicidal ideation (McNulty et al., 2019).

4 | UNANSWERED QUESTIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Research incorporating implicit measures in relationship contexts has grown rapidly over the past decades, illustrating 
how studying automatic processes in dyadic contexts may benefit relationship science (see Hicks & McNulty, 2019) 
and attitude research more broadly (see Faure et al., 2020). To be clear, the point here is not to say that deliberate 
processes play no role in relationships nor that self-reported measures are not informative—they are, and studies of 
such processes have generated a large volume of knowledge over the years (see Berscheid, 1999; Reis, 2007). But 
they come with limitations, which might ultimately restrict our ability to explain how relationships come to be (e.g., 
Joel et al., 2017) and develop over time (e.g., Joel et al., 2020). The point is that implicit measures may palliate some 
of these limitations, and help us understand the early signs of romantic interests (Eastwick et al., 2011), predict 
the trajectory of marital quality (McNulty et al., 2013), and even detect the seeds of marital infidelity (McNulty 
et al., 2018). This program of research remains relatively new, however, and more work is needed to address unan-
swered questions and other challenges.

4.1 | Automatic partner attitudes and relationship experiences

Although, as reviewed, existing evidence suggests that automatic partner attitudes may better track relationship 
experiences, questions remain regarding the length of time over which they reflect prior experiences with the partner 
and the types of experiences that may weigh more heavily in shaping these attitudes. Based on attachment theory 
(e.g., internal working models; Bowlby, 1969), one possibility is that early experiences with a romantic partner, and 
particularly those involving trust, more strongly determine automatic partner attitudes. Consistent with work show-
ing primacy effects (e.g., Fourakis & Cone, 2020), long-lasting effects of first impressions (e.g., Gunaydin et al., 2017), 
and stability of automatic attitudes (e.g., Gregg et al., 2006), early experiences of responsiveness, support from, and 
intimacy with the partner may lay the foundations for one's automatic partner attitudes, which at that time might still 
be highly malleable. In contrast, the impact of future relationship experiences on these attitudes may then diminish 
and remain relatively small as experiences accumulate over time.

That being said, there might also be circumstances under which evaluative associations stemming from past 
experiences may quickly fade away in light of new ones. Indeed, recent work outside relationship science shows that 
implicitly measured attitudes can be highly context-dependent (e.g., Gawronski et al., 2017) and rapidly revised (e.g., 
Van Dessel et al., 2019), especially when certain conditions are met—when new information is diagnostic, believable, 
or sufficient to reinterpret previously learned information (see Ferguson et al., 2019). In close relationship contexts, 
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for instance, experiencing a breach of trust from the partner (e.g., transgression, infidelity) may suddenly disrupt one's 
fundamental sense of security and considerably alter the pattern of relationship experiences accumulated thus far, 
resulting in drastic changes in automatic partner attitudes—such as those observed after break-up in the previously 
described work by Larson et al. (2022).

Future work that tracks couples from the initial to later stages of a relationship may help shedding light on these 
questions. This program of research would be well-positioned to further explore whether the impact of discrete 
versus aggregated experiences on automatic partner attitudes remains the same over time, whether such impact 
depends on how relationship events unfold objectively (e.g., conflict severity coded by external raters in video-
taped interactions) or on how people perceive them subjectively (e.g., conflict severity reported by participants), and 
whether it also depends on the length of the relationship and resultant richness of one's prior history of affectively 
charged experiences with the partner.

4.2 | Ambivalent and contextualized automatic partner attitudes

In a similar vein, the fact that people inevitably encounter both pleasant and unpleasant experiences with their part-
ner suggests that they develop both positive and negative evaluative associations toward that partner and thus 
ambivalent automatic partner attitudes. Recent work indeed shows that implicit measures of automatic partner atti-
tudes typically reveal the co-existence of both positive and negative evaluative associations toward the partner 
(e.g., McNulty et al., 2019; Zayas & Shoda, 2015), whereas people rarely self-report having such mixed feelings in 
questionnaires (see Zayas et al., 2017). Unlike self-reported ambivalence in relationship judgments, however, which is 
generally associated with poorer indicators of relationship well-being (see Holt-Lunstad & Uchino, 2019), preliminary 
evidence indicates that implicitly measured ambivalence in automatic partner attitudes may be functional for estab-
lished relationships. Indeed, across two longitudinal dyadic studies, higher ambivalence in automatic attitudes toward 
one's spouse was associated with higher motivation to make improvement efforts to solve marital problems, which, in 
turn, predicted reduced marital-problem severity and elevated martial satisfaction 4 months later (Faure et al., 2022).

These findings are consistent with the idea that negative feelings are not always harmful for the relationship—
they can motivate improvement efforts and other regulatory behaviors in ways that effectively resolve problems (see 
Baker & McNulty, 2020; Overall & McNulty, 2017). Of course, such negativity may be most effective when coupled 
with ample positivity. Indeed, theoretical models of ambivalence (e.g., van Harreveld et al., 2009, 2015) posit that 
such motivational processes should manifest specifically for individuals who have the strongest incentives and needs 
for change—those who care (strong positive evaluative associations) but also feel frustrated (strong negative evalua-
tive associations) in their marriage. These findings thus suggest that people may benefit from the motivating aspect of 
ambivalence in automatic partner attitudes without suffering from the discomfort and other negative consequences 
that often accompany self-reported ambivalence in relationship judgments (Zoppolat et al., 2023). Future work 
should further investigate this assumption and explore the motivations and opportunity factors (e.g., presence of 
attractive alternatives; Zoppolat et al., 2022) that may explain how and when implicitly measured ambivalence may 
translate into more detrimental forms of self-reported ambivalence.

Relatedly, given that people experience life with their partners across different situations, evaluative associations 
involving the partner in one relationship domain (e.g., intimacy) may be drastically different from others (e.g., parent-
ing). Indeed, a large body of research outside relationship science indicates that automatic attitudes of the same 
target can differ depending on the context in which the target is encountered (see Gawronski & Sritharan, 2010). 
The rich variety of naturally occurring experiences that qualifies romantic couples makes relationship science ideally 
positioned to examine such context effects and their implications. For example, diary studies could test whether rela-
tionship experiences occurring in one domain (e.g., partner as parent) more strongly predict people's domain-specific 
automatic partner attitudes (e.g., using parenting-related stimuli in the implicit task), whether domain-specific auto-
matic partner attitudes better predict one's behavior in such domain (e.g., communication related to or in the pres-
ence of children), and the extent to which it may spillover to other relationship domains (e.g., sexual intimacy).
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In addition, such a focus may also clarify whether, how, and when implicitly measured ambivalence may be 
more likely to infuse self-reported ambivalence. Indeed, consistent with work on cognitive consistency (see 
Gawronski, 2012), holding opposite evaluative associations across different evaluative dimensions (e.g., my partner is 
a good parent, but a bad housemate) may be source of ambivalence, but not necessarily a source of cognitive conflict 
(e.g., being a good parent is not cognitively inconsistent with being a bad housemate). In contrast, mixed experiences 
that give rise to opposite evaluations on the same evaluative dimension (e.g., my partner is sometimes a good parent 
and other times a bad parent) is source of both ambivalence and cognitive conflict (e.g., one cannot be a good and 
a bad parent), which may be precisely what elicits discomfort and makes implicitly measured ambivalence become 
more consciously accessible and subjectively distressing.

4.3 | Automatic partner attitudes and relationship development

Existing evidence indicates that automatic partner attitudes have implications for both relational and personal 
well-being (e.g., McNulty et al., 2017, 2019), at least partly because they steer dyadic interactions (e.g., Faure 
et al., 2018; McNulty et al., 2013). Therefore, one of the key challenges for future research is to invigorate interven-
tions that target automatic partner attitudes to establish their causal power in the real world and test whether, how, 
and under which conditions they may affect relationship functioning. We identify two possible routes to intervene.

One is to change the attitudes themselves and develop interventions that make automatic partner evaluations 
more positive. Preliminary evidence suggests that lab-based learning procedures may be a small part of how to achieve 
this goal (e.g., McNulty et al., 2017, 2019; Murray et al., 2011, 2023). Indeed, as noted earlier, repeatedly pairing spouse 
photos with unrelated positive images was sufficient to create (or strengthen) partner-positive evaluative associations, 
thereby enhancing their automatic partner attitudes even 2 weeks after the intervention had ended which, in turn, 
resulted in positive changes in marital satisfaction over 8 weeks (McNulty et al., 2017). Given the role of automatic 
partner attitudes in predicting behavioral exchanges between couple members (e.g., Faure et al., 2018), additional 
work is needed to test whether the benefits of enhanced automatic partner attitudes for relational well-being can be 
explained, at least in part, by corresponding changes in relationship behavior. Such work may also benefit from explor-
ing whether other, less artificial manipulations may induce similar—if not stronger—effects. Indeed, there is an abun-
dance of naturally-occurring relationship experiences that are likely to bolster partner-positive evaluative associations.

Building upon self-expansion theory (Aron & Aron, 1986, 1996), engaging in novel and exciting activities with 
the partner may be a particularly good candidate to do so. Self-expansion refers to people's fundamental motivation 
to grow and add positive content to their self-concept through new and exciting life experiences. Close relationships 
offer powerful contexts for people to self-expand (e.g., through the partner's interests, personality, resources; Aron 
et al., 2005) and research shows that engaging in self-expanding activities with the partner increases closeness (Aron 
& Aron, 1997), sexual desire (Muise et al., 2019), passion (Welker et al., 2014), and satisfaction (Aron et al., 2013, 
2022; Coulter & Malouff, 2013; see). Given that self-expansion effects involve the creation or reinforcement of posi-
tive affect toward the partner, future work should test whether these effects can be explained by positive changes 
in automatic partner attitudes.

Another route to intervene is to increase people's awareness and acceptance of their automatic partner attitudes 
such that they may better regulate their otherwise unnoticed influences on behavior. Can people become aware of their 
automatic partner attitudes? Although implicit measures have long been assumed to capture unconscious attitudes (e.g., 
Greenwald & Banaji, 1995), empirical evidence rather suggests they capture mental constructs that are pre-conscious (i.e., 
accessible to conscious awareness but often unrealized because unattended to; Hahn & Goedderz, 2020). Indeed, people 
can (e.g., Hahn et al., 2014; Hahn & Gawronski, 2019; Morris & Kurdi, in press) but often fail to successfully attend their 
automatic attitudes unless instructed (Goedderz & Hahn, 2022), motivated (Hicks et al., 2021), and trained (Morris, 2021) 
to do so. This might be particularly true in relationship contexts where the motivations to view one's romantic partner in a 
certain way—in most cases, even more positively than romantic partners actually see themselves (Murray et al., 1996a)—
are ubiquitous and likely obscure one's ability to access their automatic partner attitudes (Hicks et al., 2021).
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In this regard, mindfulness may be a promising intervention tool. Mindfulness is defined as paying atten-
tion to present-moment experiences that normally remain unattended with an open and non-judgmental stance 
(Kabat-Zinn, 1990), such as those typically suppressed through motivated reasoning. Indeed, people who follow 
mindfulness training typically show greater introspective insights (Nyklíček et al., 2020) and smaller divergence 
between their automatic and self-reported attitudes (e.g., self-esteem; Koole et al., 2009). Crucially, because mind-
fulness involves attending to internal events nonjudgmentally, people do not simply learn to access their automatic 
partner attitudes—which generally contain more negativity than self-reports do (e.g., Zayas & Shoda, 2015)—but 
also, and perhaps more importantly, to accept and monitor such attitudes (see Lindsay & Creswell, 2019). Consist-
ent with this idea, mindfulness interventions for couples are repeatedly found to benefit relational outcomes (see 
Karremans et al., 2017). Although no work has formally tested whether such benefits emerge because mindfulness 
promotes conscious access to automatic partner attitudes, preliminary evidence does indicate that mindfulness train-
ing promotes relationship quality (Kappen et al., 2019) through increased partner acceptance (Kappen et al., 2018) 
and emotion regulation (Birnie et al., 2010). Future research may benefit from employing validated meditation-based 
interventions (see Creswell, 2017) to investigate these issues.

4.4 | Nature and underlying process(es) of automatic partner attitudes

Although research on attitudes—including that reviewed here—is primarily rooted in dual-process models of social 
cognition, there exists a large variety of other models, all of which make different assumptions about the nature 
and underlying process(es) of attitudes. Therefore, we deem it important to note that the present results may be 
accommodated by several of these models and do not allow for determining which one—if any—might be best. For 
instance, although the different patterns of change observed between automatic and self-reported partner attitudes 
under everyday circumstances are consistent with dual-process models (e.g., Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006), the 
more-similar changes observed in diagnostic situations (e.g., following break-up) also align with models assuming 
more than two (e.g., Amodio, 2019; Cunningham et al., 2007) or only one process (e.g., De Houwer, 2014). However, 
these later findings are more difficult to reconcile with traditional dual-process views that do not allow for interac-
tions between automatic and deliberative processes (e.g., Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Wilson et al., 2000). Likewise, 
results showing that motivated reasoning moderates the link between automatic partner attitudes and behaviors 
are consistent with most perspectives—whether because people override spontaneously activated associations 
(Fazio, 1990), negate activated associations (Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006), or integrate in additional information 
(Amodio, 2019; Cunningham et al., 2007; De Houwer, 2014)—but not with non-interactive dual-process views.

While the debates about whether and how to address these questions as well as other related challenges are ubiq-
uitous and complex (e.g., Corneille & Hütter, 2020; De Neys, 2021; Gawronski et al., 2020; Kurdi & Dunham, 2020), we 
believe that close relationships offer fruitful contexts to examine the strengths and benefits of these issues (see Faure 
et al., 2020). Research on couples indeed provide unique conditions to study how personal and well-established atti-
tudes toward a significant other may influence and be influenced by real-world interactions. Future research could, for 
instance, capitalize on the fine-grained observational (e.g., videotaped interactions) and longitudinal (e.g., diary studies) 
methods used in relationship science to study partner attitudes change and expression in the impactful contexts of ongo-
ing close relationships. Likewise, because current implicit measures are largely designed to capture associations (e.g., 
Greenwald et al., 1998), such work may also benefit from using or developing new tools that are better suited to capture 
(or at least distinguish between) other types of mental representations (e.g., propositions; Cummins & De Houwer, 2022).

5 | CONCLUDING REMARKS

Nearly thirty years ago, Fincham and Osborne (1995) were among the first to incorporate indirect measurements in 
relationships science and encourage others to follow, arguing that “Failure to do so will leave marital researchers with 

9 of 16

 17519004, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://com

pass.onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/doi/10.1111/spc3.12887 by R
adboud U

niversity N
ijm

egen, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [12/09/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



FAURE et al.

an incomplete picture of marriage” (p. 24). Ever since, research on the role of automatic processes in close relation-
ships has grown and, as imagined decades ago, has advanced our understanding of relationship development. This 
body of work indeed suggests that automatic partner attitudes, as assessed by implicit measures, grasp relationship 
sentiments that may (a) otherwise be undetected or explained away through motivated reasoning, (b) better reflect 
the pattern of emotional experiences that people encounter with their partner, and (c) affect maintenance behaviors 
that are key for well-functioning and satisfying relationships. Hence, we believe that continuing to refine our under-
standing of automatic processes in close relationships may benefit future research on couples and beyond.
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