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Chapter 4:  

Subjective and Actual Understanding and Relationship Well-

Being: Feeling Understood is More Important than Being 
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Laypeople and researchers alike agree that understanding is at the heart of close 

relationships. Researchers differ, however, in their conceptualization of understanding in 

interpersonal settings (Finkenauer & Righetti, in press). Some researchers investigate the 

effect of subjective understanding on relationship well-being, thus partners’ feeling that 

they understand each other. Other researchers investigate the effect of actual 

understanding on relationship well-being, thus partners’ knowledge about each others’ 

traits and preferences. 

Intuitively, both types of understanding should be related and contribute to the 

maintenance of happy relationships. Actual knowledge about one’s partner’s traits, 

preferences, and behaviour should enhance the feeling that one understands one’s partner. 

Moreover, the coordination of daily life and activities should be easier and relationships 

should be more harmonious when both partners know each other and subjectively feel that 

they understand each other. 

Surprisingly, research has investigated both types of understanding separately and 

questions regarding their interrelation and link with relationship well-being remain 

unanswered. The present study aims to integrate the two lines of research on 

understanding and relationship well-being. It investigates (1) how subjective understanding 

and actual understanding are related, (2) whether both types of understanding predict 

relationship well-being, and, (3) which type of understanding is more important for 

relationship well-being. The present study examines a hitherto unexplored combination of 

theories and empirical paradigms on both types of understanding to illuminate when and 

why understanding contributes to relationship well-being. 

Subjective Understanding and Well-being 

We define subjective understanding as people’s feeling that they understand their 

partner and that they are understood by their partner. Subjective understanding, according 

to this definition, is assessed within persons, because it concerns one person’s subjective 

perception of the extent to which he or she understands others and is understood by others 

(Lemay, Clark, & Feeney, 2007). In dyadic relationships, subjective understanding includes 

three different facets that may be related but can be independent. First, subjective 

understanding includes each partner’s self-reported subjective understanding (e.g., Mary 

feels she understands John). Second, it includes each partner’s perceived subjective 

understanding (e.g., John feels that Mary understands him). Third, subjective understanding 
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may be reciprocal as self-reported and perceived subjective understanding may reinforce 

each other (e.g., because Mary actually understands John, he perceives her as 

understanding). To fully appreciate the role of subjective understanding in relational well-

being, then, all three aspects of subjective understanding need to be taken into 

consideration.  

Feeling that one understands one’s partner and is understood by one’s partner 

should contribute to relationship well-being. Research indeed uniformly supports the crucial 

role subjective understanding plays in close relationships (Laurenceau, Barrett, & 

Pietromonaco, 1998; Lemay, et al., 2007; Swann & Gill, 1997; Weger, 2005). For example, 

self-reported subjective understanding is closely related to confidence in knowing your 

partner which is related to relationship well-being (Swann & Gill, 1997). Perceived subjective 

understanding is closely related to self-verification, part of which is defined as the feeling 

that one is understood by the partner (Weger, 2005), which is also known to contribute to 

relationship well-being. Furthermore, subjective understanding is an important part of 

responsiveness as defined by Reis and colleagues, which is essential to fostering security, 

intimacy, trust, and closeness between partners (Reis et al., 2004; Reis, 2007). For example, 

Lemay and colleagues (2007) conducted three studies that examine the relative importance 

of self-reported and perceived subjective responsiveness for relationship satisfaction and 

support. Consistent with expectations, perceived responsiveness was a stronger predictor of 

relationship satisfaction than self-reported responsiveness, further underlining the 

subjective nature of feeling understood (cf. Reis & Shaver, 1988). Also, people based their 

perception of their partner’s responsiveness on their partner’s actual responsiveness, 

indicating that the feeling of being understood is partly anchored in reality (cf. Reis et al., 

2004). 

In line with these findings, we hypothesize that self-reported and perceived 

subjective understanding predict relationship well-being. Additionally, these two aspects of 

subjective understanding should reinforce each other in that Partner A’s self-reported 

subjective understanding should increase Partner B’s perceived subjective understanding. 

Actual Understanding and Well-being 

We define actual understanding as people’s accurate knowledge of their partner’s 

traits and behaviours and will use the term knowledge to refer to this type of understanding. 

Knowledge, according to this definition, is assessed between partners and captures how 
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accurately one person knows his or her partner by considering whether a person’s 

perception of the partner corresponds to the partner’s perception of him- or herself (Sillars 

et al., 1984). In the literature knowledge is also labelled accuracy (e.g., Neff & Karney, 2005), 

understanding (e.g., Sillars et al., 1984), and empathic accuracy (Ickes, 2003; Neff & Karney, 

2005; Sillars et al., 1984).  

Intuitively, knowledge should contribute to the maintenance of happy relationships. 

The coordination of daily life and activities should be easier and the relationships should be 

more harmonious when partners know each other. Also, partners’ knowledge of each other 

should provide them with a sense that they are able to predict their partner. This perception 

of predictability of the partner should provide them with a feeling of control which is a key 

aspect in successful social relationships (Swann et al., 1992). Although the assumption that 

knowledge contributes to relationship well-being is appealing, evidence on the link between 

knowledge and relationship well-being is mixed. Nevertheless, research has identified five 

moderators to explain when and under which conditions knowledge is linked to relationship 

well-being. 

The first moderator is the abstractness versus concreteness of partner knowledge. 

Neff and Karney (2005) assessed partners’ abstract and concrete knowledge about each 

other. They reasoned that partners are more motivated to see each other in a positive light 

when they perceive each others’ abstract traits (e.g., wonderful) than more specific traits 

(e.g., punctual). Additionally, everyday life may make it harder to disprove abstract traits as 

compared to more specific traits. Partners should therefore have more accurate knowledge 

about each other on concrete traits than abstract traits. More importantly, only concrete 

knowledge should provide partners with a feeling of control which should enhance 

relationship well-being. Consistent with predictions, wives’ knowledge about husbands’ 

concrete traits predicted wives’ feelings of marital control and reduced the likelihood of 

divorce 4 years later. Abstract knowledge was neither predictive of control nor divorce. Thus 

concrete knowledge should be conducive to relationship well-being, at least for women. 

The second moderator is the relationship relevance of the knowledge. Gill and Swann 

(2004) asked couples to rate themselves and their partner on traits that varied in 

relationship relevance. Arguing that partners achieve pragmatic accuracy, Gill and Swann 

hypothesized that partners should have more accurate knowledge on issues that are 

relevant to the relationship and facilitate its maintenance. To be able to predict a partner’s 
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behaviour — which should enhance relationship well-being (cf. Swann et al., 1992) — 

partners hence only need relationship-relevant knowledge. Confirming their hypotheses, 

partners had more accurate relationship-relevant, as compared to less relationship-

relevant, knowledge. Importantly, relationship-relevant knowledge was related to harmony 

in the relationship. Thus only relationship-relevant knowledge should be conducive to 

relationship well-being. 

The third moderator is the valence of the knowledge. To illustrate, Ickes and 

colleagues distinguished between knowledge of one’s partner’s positive or negative 

thoughts about the relationship (Ickes, 2003; Simpson, Ickes, & Blackstone, 1995; Simpson 

et al., 2003). To establish knowledge, these authors videotaped interactions between 

partners who subsequently rated their own and their partner’s thoughts and feelings during 

that interaction. Knowledge about the partner’s negative thoughts and behaviours should 

be deleterious for the relationship, because knowing that one’s partner thinks negatively 

about the relationship is threatening. Consistent with this reasoning, the more accurately 

partners inferred each other’s negative thoughts, the less close they felt. Conversely, the 

more accurately partners inferred each other’s positive thoughts, the closer they felt. Thus, 

as compared to knowledge about partner’s negative thoughts and behaviour, knowledge 

about partner’s positive thoughts and behaviour should contribute to relationship well-

being. 

The fourth moderator examined in the literature is relationship duration. In their 

study, Thomas and Fletcher (2003) found that knowledge about the partner’s thoughts 

during a videotaped interaction was positively related to relationship satisfaction for longer 

relationships but negatively related to relationship satisfaction for relationships of short 

duration (i.e., less than 11 months). Similar to Ickes (2003), the authors argued that accurate 

knowledge in short relationships may be experienced as too threatening. Thus, accurate 

partner knowledge should be beneficial to relationship well-being in longer relationships 

but may be deleterious in shorter relationships.  

Finally, the fifth moderator is whether partner knowledge comprises generic 

knowledge. Acitelli, Kenny, and Weiner (2001) distinguished two components in partner 

knowledge, generic and partner-specific knowledge. To identify partner-specific knowledge 

(e.g., “my wife is talkative”), it is necessary to correct for the effects of stereotype 

knowledge (e.g., “women in general are talkative”) (Cronbach, 1955; Gage & Cronbach, 
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1955). Acitelli and colleagues (2001) found that accurate partner knowledge consists mostly 

of stereotype knowledge and a little partner-specific knowledge. More importantly, 

stereotype knowledge was positively related to relationship satisfaction but partner-specific 

knowledge was not. So, although Cronbach and colleagues encouraged researchers to 

correct for stereotype knowledge in order to identify partner-specific knowledge, partner 

knowledge that includes both stereotype and partner-specific knowledge should be more 

conducive to relationship well-being than partner-specific knowledge alone. 

To sum up, the general hypothesis that accurately knowing one’s partner is 

beneficial to relationship well-being has not been supported. Instead, the literature 

identified five moderating factors suggesting that being understood and known by one’s 

partner enhances relationship well-being when partner knowledge is (1) concrete, (2) 

relationship relevant, and (3) positive, and when it (4) emerges in long relationships and (5) 

includes both partner-specific and stereotype knowledge. The present study seeks not only 

to replicate previous findings but also to extend these findings by investigating all five 

moderators in a prospective study among a large sample of newlywed couples. By 

integrating an as yet unexplored combination of moderators of partner knowledge, we will 

be able to paint a more complete picture on the conditions under which partner-knowledge 

is conducive to relationship well-being. 

Subjective Understanding, Knowledge, and Relationship Well-Being 

To our knowledge, there is no study that systematically investigates both types of 

understanding and their link with relationship well-being. It thus remains unclear whether 

and how they facilitate the maintenance of happy and long-lasting relationships. 

Specifically, it remains unclear whether they uniquely contribute to relationship well-being. 

The final goal of the present investigation then, is to examine which type of understanding 

is more important for relationship well-being.  

Research Overview 

The overarching hypothesis guiding the present work is the claim that understanding 

facilitates relationship well-being. In a prospective study among 199 newlywed couples we 

investigated this claim. Because relationship well-being is likely to decline during the first 

year of marriage (Tucker & Aron, 1993), this sample is especially suited to investigate 

changes in relationship well-being. We examined both subjective understanding and 

knowledge on average two months after the wedding and again nine months later. By 
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examining both types of understanding simultaneously, the first aim of the present research is to 

investigate their interrelation. Second, we will examine the unique contribution of subjective 

understanding and knowledge to relationship well-being. Third, our study will allow us to 

compare the effects of subjective understanding and knowledge in order to answer the 

question which type of understanding is more important for relationship well-being. 

When investigating the effects of understanding on relationship well-being, we 

consider both partners’ relationship well-being, because understanding should be beneficial 

for the partner who understands as well as for the partner who is understood. Thus, we will 

investigate actor effects (e.g., Mary feels that she understands John and knows him which 

increases her relationship well-being) and partner effects (e.g., Mary feels that she 

understands John knows and him which increases his relationship well-being). Additionally, 

the prospective design of our study allowed us to examine the long-term effects of 

subjective understanding and knowledge on relationship well-being.  

Method 

 Participants 

The data used for this study are derived from Wave 1 and Wave 2 of “The Search for 

Inter-Personal Accuracy (SIPA) Project”, a longitudinal study among newlywed couples. 

Participants were 199 newlywed couples that were recruited via the municipalities where 

they got married. Criteria for participation in the study were that for both partners this was 

their first marriage, that couples had no children in this marriage or from previous 

relationship partners, and that partners were between 25 and 40 years old. They completed 

the first wave of this study within 3 month after marriage and completed the second wave 

of this study approximately 9 month after their first participation. At Time 1 the mean age 

of husbands was 32.07 years (SD = 4.86) and of wives 29.20 years (SD = 4.28). Couples had 

been romantically involved for an average of 5.71 years (SD = 3.03), and had been living 

together for an average of 3.81 years (SD = 2.31). Nearly all couples (98.5% of the husbands 

and 96.4% of the wives) were Dutch. About 29% of the husbands and 25% of the wives had 

followed lower level education that prepares for blue collar work, 10% of the husbands and 

9% of the wives had followed middle education that prepares for higher professional work, 

and 54% of the husbands and 63% of the wives had followed higher education that prepares 

for university. Seven percent of the husbands and 4% of the wives reported having followed 

other types of education, including obtaining a university degree. At Time 2, 195 couples 
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(98%) still participated in the study, analyses on Time 2 data are based on those 195 

couples. 

Procedure 

Trained interviewers contacted the couples to make an appointment for the 

interview. Interviews were conducted at home in the presence of the interviewer. At both 

time points both members of the couple separately filled out an extensive questionnaire 

that took about 90 minutes to complete. Partners were instructed not to discuss the 

questions or answers with each other; where possible partners were seated in separate 

rooms. After the interviews couples had the opportunity to ask questions about the study. A 

summary of the results was provided on a website that participants were invited to visit (see 

http://www.psy.vu.nl/fpp.php/departments/socialpsychology/onderzoek-huwelijk-en-

welzijn/). For each wave, each couple received 15 Euros and a book after they completed the 

questionnaire.  

Measures 

Subjective understanding. To assess subjective understanding, we used the 

understanding subscale of the responsiveness scale developed by Reis and his colleagues 

(e.g., Birnbaum & Reis, 2006). This subscale includes six items that measure felt 

understanding of the partner. Sample items are “I know my partner well” and “I understand 

my partner”. Partners rated the items for themselves to assess self-reported subjective 

understanding, and rated parallel items for their partner to assess perceived subjective 

understanding by the partner (e.g., “My partner understands me well”). Partners rated the 

items on a 5-point-scale (1 = do not agree at all, 5 = agree completely). Reliability for the 

subjective understanding scale for husbands’ self-reports was α = .79, for wives’ self-reports 

was α = .85, for husbands’ perceived subjective understanding was α = .87, and for wives’ 

perceived subjective understanding was α = .88. 

Knowledge. To assess knowledge we asked partners to fill out several scales for 

themselves as well as for their partners which allowed us to compare ratings given for the 

partner with the partner’s self-ratings in order to establish knowledge scores.  

To assess partner’s abstract knowledge, we used the 30-item version of the Dutch 

adaptation (Gerris et al., 1998; see also Branje, van Lieshout, & van Aken, 2004) of the 

adjectives Big Five factors markers from Goldberg (1992). This scale consists of five 

subscales measuring agreeableness (e.g., helpful), extraversion (e.g., talkative), 
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conscientiousness (e.g., neat), neuroticism (e.g., irritable), and openness to experience (e.g., 

creative); each subscale is represented by 6 traits and participants are asked to report to 

what extent they possess a given trait on a 7-point-scale (1 = not at all, 7 = very much). 

Because different traits may vary in the degree to which they are detectable and observable 

(e.g., Funder, 1995), we calculated knowledge scores for each subscale separately. 

To assess concrete knowledge, partners rated their and their partner’s preferences for 

certain dishes in restaurants. Most couples have dinner together on a regular basis. Because 

people can observe their partner’s preferences, knowledge about one’s partner’s food 

preferences is very concrete and available. We selected 12 different dishes from different 

restaurants’ menus (e.g., Fried shrimps, (8 pieces) with a hot garlic sauce) and asked 

partners to indicate whether they and their partner would order this dish in a restaurant (no 

vs. yes).  

To assess relationship relevant knowledge, we used an adapted version of the 

Tendency to Forgive Scale (Brown, 2003). Because research has shown that spouses 

recognize that the capacity to seek and grant forgiveness is one of the most important 

factors contributing to marital longevity and satisfaction (Fenell, 1993), knowledge about 

forgiveness seems particularly relevant to relationships. On four items participants reported 

how they usually respond when their partner offends them (e.g., “I tend to get over it 

quickly when my wife [husband] hurts my feelings”) and how their partner usually responds 

to them when they offend their partner (e.g., “My wife [husband] tends to get over it quickly 

when I hurt her [his] feelings” on a 5-point-scale (1 = not at all true, 5 = completely true). 

To assess valence of knowledge, we used a scale with eight positive and seven 

negative behaviours similar those used by Gable, Reis, and Downey (2003). Partners 

reported whether or not they had enacted the behaviours toward their partner in the course 

of the last week. Also, participants reported whether their partner had enacted the same 

behaviour towards them. An example of a positive behaviour is: “Did you say ‘I love you’ to 

your husband in the past week?” and an example of a negative behaviour is: “Did you say 

something that hurt your partner’s feelings in the past week?” 

Additionally, at the end of the questionnaire we asked participants to estimate, in 

percentages, how many of the questions about their partner they answered in concordance 

with what the partner answered. 
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Computation of knowledge scores. Using the scales described above we calculated 

three types of knowledge scores. For the dichotomous scales (food preferences and 

behaviours) knowledge scores were established by summing hits (i.e., both partners 

reported that one of them enacted a particular behaviour in the course of the last week) and 

correct rejections for each partner (i.e., both partners reported that one of them did not 

enact a particular behaviour in the course of the last week) (cf. Gable et al., 2003). For 

example, when Mary reported having told John that she loved him, and John reports that 

Mary told him she loved him the agreement is coded as a hit for John. When Mary reported 

not having told John that she loved him, and John reports that Mary did not tell him she 

loved him the agreement is coded as correct rejection for John. Because both indicate 

accurate partner knowledge, summing hits and correct rejections for each partner yields a 

score that indicates more accurate partner knowledge the higher the score. For behaviours 

enacted towards the partner, we calculated hits and correct rejections separately for the 

eight positive and seven negative behaviours. 

Knowledge scores for the continuous scales were calculated using item-based 

correlations. Ever since Cronbach (1995), we know that knowledge scores do not only 

reflect specific knowledge about the target but also stereotype knowledge and may be 

additionally inflated by similar response biases of perceivers and targets. The advantage of 

item-based correlations is that they control for inflation due to the response biases 

elevation and differential elevation (Sillars et al., 1984). Similar to Acitelli and colleagues 

(2001), we calculated two types of item-based correlations, one that includes stereotype 

knowledge and one that controls for stereotype knowledge. First, we calculated generic 

knowledge as simple item-based correlations that did not correct for stereotype knowledge, 

and thus comprises both partner-specific and stereotype knowledge. These simple 

correlations between self- and partner-reported sores provide a raw measure of 

understanding as knowledge, because it includes knowledge that is based on the fact that 

people know how others are in general (e.g., Acitelli et al., 2001). Second, following Sillars, 

Pike, Jones and Murphy (1984), we calculated partner-specific knowledge as item-based 

partial correlations. These partial correlations between one spouse’s perception of the 

partner and the partner’s actual response are controlled for the spouse’s own response. This 

technique yields a partner-specific knowledge score for each partner and eliminates 

knowledge that is based on stereotype knowledge.  
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It is important to note that these correlational indices cannot be calculated for 

couples in which one or both spouses give the same response on every item of a scale. In 

order to calculate a correlation one needs a minimum of variation in the data. Cases that do 

not have any variation are lost and therefore the number of valid cases varies across the 

different knowledge indices and analyses. To ensure a normal distribution of the 

correlational indices we transformed those scores using Fisher’s r-to-z transformation. 

Means for both types of correlations are provided in Table 4.1. For ease of interpretation the 

correlations are back transformed to ordinary correlations. For all knowledge scores a 

higher score indicates more accurate partner knowledge. 

Relationship well-being. To assess relationship well-being, we used 3 different 

indicators. First, we used the 30-item version of the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS; Spanier, 

1976) that measures dyadic adjustment and taps components of couple functioning such as 

agreement regarding important values (religion, decision making), conflict management, 

and expressions of love and affection (e.g., "Do you confide in your partner?"; 1 = never, 5 = 

all the time). Reliability was good for husband as well as for wives, α = .87 and .86, 

respectively. Second, we assessed intimacy with the intimacy subscale of the Perceived 

Relationship Quality Components Questionnaire (Fletcher, Simpson, & Thomas, 2000). The 

intimacy subscale consists of 3 items (e.g., “How intimate is your relationship?”). Partners 

rated the items on 5-point scales (1 = not at all, 5 = completely). Reliability of the scale was 

good for husbands as well as for wives, α = .85 and .83, respectively. Finally, we assessed 

trust in the partner by using the Rempel and Holmes Trust Scale (1986). The scale comprises 

three components: predictability, dependability, and faith (Rempel & Holmes, 1986). 

Sample items are “My partner behaves in a very consistent manner,” “I have found that my 

partner is unusually dependable, especially when it comes to things which are important to 

me,” and “I know that my partner will never betray me, even if he or she had the 

opportunity.” The scale consist of 12 items, ratings were given on 5-point scales (1 = is not at 

all true, 5 = is completely true). Reliability of the scale was good for husbands as well as for 

wives, Cronbach’s alpha = .84 and .82, respectively. 

Results 

We will present the results in five sections. First, we will present descriptive findings. 

Second, we will examine our first research question, namely whether and how subjective 

understanding and knowledge are related. Third, we will examine whether and how 
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subjective understanding is related to relationship well-being. Forth, we will examine 

whether and how knowledge is related to relationship well-being. Finally, we will compare 

the effect of subjective understanding and knowledge on well-being. 

Analytic strategy. Because data from two spouses are nested within couples we used 

hierarchical linear modelling methods to analyze our data. This technique simultaneously 

examines lower-level and upper-level variance, thereby modelling each source of variance 

while accounting for statistical characteristics of the other level. We standardized all 

variables across the entire sample to enable comparison of the effects across measures and 

waves of the study. Because the effect of knowledge on relationship well-being may be 

moderated by relationship duration (Thomas & Fletcher, 2003), we included relationship 

length in all models to control for this factor and examine possible interactions. 

Descriptive Statistics 

Table 4.1 provides the descriptive statistics of all assessed variables at Time 1. It can 

be seen that, overall, spouses achieve fairly high knowledge scores. Generic knowledge 

varies between .20 and .70, indicating slight to moderate accuracy. Partner-specific 

knowledge is somewhat lower on average but still ranges from .16 to .59. Note that the 

number of valid cases is substantially reduced for knowledge on agreeableness. An 

investigation of the scores on the items of this subscale revealed that at least 20% of the 

participants rate themselves or their partner a six on every item. This dimension seems 

especially prone to this response bias. 

On the dichotomous scales of food preferences and positive and negative 

behaviours, where knowledge is calculated as the amount of hits and correct rejections, on 

average spouses detect more than half of the preferences and behaviours correctly. These 

results indicate that our measures of actual understanding have good variation and at the 

same time that people do have accurate knowledge about their partner. 

We tested whether husbands and wives differ in their partner knowledge. We found 

that only on generic knowledge about agreeableness, wives score significantly higher than 

husbands, t(1, 57) = .227, p < .05. On all other measures of knowledge, husbands and wives 

do not differ in how well they know their partner. Furthermore, we tested whether 

husbands and wives differ in their amount of subjective understanding and relationship 

well-being. We did not find any significant differences. Finally, we tested whether 

relationship well-being changed from Time 1 to Time 2. Contrary to expectations,  
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Table 4.1 

Descriptive Statistics 

Variable Range M SD N 

Subjective understanding 

Self-reported subjective understanding 1.83 - 5.00 4.02 0.47 394 

Perceived subjective understanding 2.50 - 5.00 4.14 0.49 396 

Partner Knowledge 

Abstract Knowledge     

 Openness (generic score) -0.45 - 0.98 0.55 0.58 372 

 Openness (partner specific score) -0.96 - 0.99 0.49 0.69 369 

 Extraversion (generic score) -0.66 - 0.99 0.70 0.81 376 

 Extraversion (partner specific score) -0.92 - 0.99 0.59 0.82 367 

 Neuroticism (generic score) -0.97 - 0.97 0.37 0.66 350 

 Neuroticism (partner specific score) -0.96 - 0.99 0.31 0.80 350 

 Conscientiousness (generic score) -0.96 - 0.99 0.60 0.87 367 

 Conscientiousness (partner specific score) -0.99 - 0.99 0.48 0.87 353 

 Agreeableness (generic score) -0.77 - 0.97 0.20 0.62 197 

 Agreeableness (partner specific score) -0.77 - 0.98 0.16 0.68 160 

Concrete Knowledge     

 Food Preferences 3.00 - 12.00 8.93 1.92 392 

Relationship Relevant Knowledge     

 Forgiveness (generic score) 0.95 - 0.99 0.52 0.80 363 

 Forgiveness (partner-specific score) -1.97 - 0.99 0.37 1.11 294 

Valence of Knowledge     

 Positive Behaviour 3.00 - 8.00 6.68 1.15 392 

 Negative Behaviour 1.00 - 7.00 5.09 1.29 392 

Relationship Well-being 

Dyadic Adjustment (Time 1)  41.00 - 133.00 110.99 11.26 396 

Dyadic Adjustment (Time 2)  27.00 - 135.00 111.14 10.42 390 

Intimacy (Time 1) 2.33 - 5.00 4.58 0.47 396 

Intimacy (Time 2) 3.00 - 5.00 4.51 0.49 389 

Trust (Time 1) 2.08 - 5.00 4.22 0.46 394 

Trust (Time 2) 2.58 - 5.00 4.20 0.44 390 
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adjustment and trust did not change (Fs < 1 and 1.39, respectively). Intimacy decreased 

significantly from Time 1 to Time 2, F(1, 191) = 10.10, p < .01. 

Table 4.2 provides the intercorrelations of subjective understanding, knowledge, and 

relationship well-being. For sake of clarity, we included only generic knowledge scores. 

First, it can be seen that there are only three significant correlations between the 

knowledge scores, indicating that knowledge on one dimension is generally unrelated to 

knowledge on other dimensions. Furthermore, the three indicators of relationship well-

being at Time 1 and Time 2 are related but sufficiently distinct to warrant examining them 

separately rather than aggregating them. Because the association between subjective 

understanding and knowledge is one of the central issues of this paper we will discuss those 

correlations in a separate section below. 

We performed auxiliary analyses for all the analyses described below with 

relationship well-being as dependent variable to examine possible main effects or 

interactions involving participant sex. Significant or marginal main effects or interactions 

with sex were observed in 4% of the analyses (9 out of 216 effects). Given that these effects 

were scattered and inconsistent, we dropped sex from the analyses. 

Subjective Understanding and Knowledge 

The first aim of our paper was to investigate whether and how subjective 

understanding and knowledge are related. Table 4.2 shows the correlations between 

subjective understanding and generic knowledge. Five out of 45 correlations were 

significant at the .05 level. Three of these correlations were found for generic knowledge 

and two for partner-specific knowledge. The significant correlations with partner-specific 

knowledge emerged for knowledge on neuroticism, which was related to self-reported and 

partner-reported subjective understanding (r = .11, p < .05, and r = .15, p < .01, respectively). 

Controlling for inflation of the alpha level (i.e., Type I error) would render all effects non-

significant (e.g., Bonferonni correction), these findings therefore suggest that subjective 

understanding and knowledge are unrelated. Thus, feeling understood is unrelated to 

actually being understood by one’s partner. 

These findings might raise some doubt about the validity of the understanding 

measure. Maybe participants do not define understanding of their partner in terms of actual 

knowledge about the partner. In order to investigate this question we calculated the 

correlation between the understanding score and participant’s estimation of how many 
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Table 4.2 

Intercorrelations between all Assessed Variables at Time 1 and Correlations with Time 2 

Dependent Variables 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

 Subjective understanding                 

1. Self-reported subjective --            .29* .39* .46*

2. Perceived  .61* --           44.* .39* .51*

3. Partner-reported .26* .27* --          .17* .21* .16*

 Abstract Knowledge                

4. Openness  .06 .09 .03 --         .07 .01 .07 

5. Extraversion  .11* .02 .05 .07 --        .05 .05 .02 

6. Neuroticism .06 .01 .13* .03 .12* --       .04 .11* .02 

7. Conscientiousness  .01 .05 .03 -.06 -.05 .05 --      -.02 .06 .02 

8. Agreeableness  -.05 .02 -.10 .09 .01 -.06 .03 --     -.19* .01 -.10 

 Concrete Knowledge                

9. Food preferences .02 .02 -.03 -.08 -.05 .01 -.06 .10 --    -.09† -.05 .01 

 Relationship Relevant Knowledge                

10. Forgiveness .04 .10† .02 .10 -.01 -.04 .00 -.15* -.00 --   .04 .06 .04 

 Valence of Knowledge                

11. Positive behaviours .02 .02 -.01 -.03 .03 .13*  -.04  .02 -.01 -.02 --  .03 .05 .04 

12. Negative behaviours .06 .06 .01 -.03 .02 -.04 -.00 .00 .06 .01 .04 -- -.03 .04 .03 

 Relationship Well-being                 

13. Adjustment .35* .44* .11* .10† .03 -.04 .06 - -.06 .04 .05 -.01 .55* .56* .59*

14. Intimacy .39* .49* .19* .10† .04 -.03 -.01 -.06 -.03 .04 .02 .07 .53* .52* .51*

15. Trust .50* .57* .21* .09† -.01 -.09† .06 -.11 -.02 .09† -.03 .07 .47* .44* .63*

Note. Correlations under the diagonal represent correlations at Time 1, correlations above 

the diagonal represent correlations with the Time 2 dependent variables, and correlations 

on the diagonal represent correlations between Time 1 and Time 2. 

†p <.10; *p <.05; **p <.01 
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questions about their partner they answered in concordance with what the partner 

answered, a more direct measure of people’s perceived knowledge about their partner. 

There was a significant correlation between this measure and understanding, r = .33, p < 

.001, indicating that participants idea of understanding is related to their estimation of 

correctly answering questions about the partner. 

Subjective Understanding and Relationship Well-Being  

To examine whether subjective understanding is related to relationship well-being, we 

entered self-reported subjective understanding, perceived subjective understanding, 

partner-reported subjective understanding, and the interaction between perceived 

subjective understanding and partner-reported subjective understanding into multiple-

predictor models to predict each indicator of relationships well-being. We included the 

interaction between perceived and partner-reported subjective understanding, because it is 

conceivable that perceived subjective understanding has an effect on relationship well-

being only if it corresponds to how responsive the partner actually is (cf. Lemay et al., 2007). 

As can be seen in Table 4.3, we found significant effects of own and perceived 

subjective understanding for all three relationship well-being indices. We did not find any 

main effects for partner-reported subjective understanding, but we found one significant 

interaction effect between perceived and partner-reported subjective understanding on 

intimacy. In order to examine the nature of the interaction we performed simple slopes 

analyses (Aiken & West, 1991). These analyses revealed that when the partner reported 

high subjective understanding (simple slope at 1 SD above the mean partner-reported 

subjective understanding), perceived subjective understanding is positively related to 

intimacy, β = 0.42, t = 6.54, p < .001. When the partner reported low subjective 

understanding (simple slope at 1 SD below the mean partner-reported subjective 

understanding), perceived subjective understanding is even stronger positively related to 

intimacy, β = 0.62, t = 11.09, p < .001. This interaction effect suggests that the lower a 

partner reports to be in subjective understanding, the more important the perception of 

subjective understanding becomes for intimacy.  

Additionally, we found a significant interaction effect of partner-reported subjective 

understanding with relationship length on adjustment, β = -0.10, t = 2.01, p < .05. Simple 

slopes analysis showed that for longer relationships (simple slope at 1 SD above the mean 

relationship length), partner-reported subjective understanding was not related to 
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Table 4.3 

Subjective Understanding and Relationship Well-Being Indices at Time 1 

 DAS (N = 384) Intimacy (N = 384) Trust (N = 382) 

 Main Effect Interaction Main Effect Interaction Main Effect Interaction 

 β R2 β R2 β R2 β R2 β R2 β R2 

Self-reported subjective 

understanding 
.15** .13 -.07  .15** .15 -.01  .24** .26 .09  

Perceived subjective 

understanding 
.32** .20 .06  .38** .25 .14* .00 .40** .32 -.07  

Partner-reported subjective 

understanding -.02  -.10* .02 .05  -.04  .03  .03  

Self-reported subjective 

understanding * perceived 

subjective understanding 

.02  .09† .00 -.06  .05  -.00  -.00  

Note. Explained variances of predictors are estimated with one-predictor models 

† p <.10; * p <.05; ** p <.01 
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adjustment, β = 0.07, t = 0.93, p = .35. For shorter relationships (simple slope at 1 SD below 

the mean relationship length), however, partner-reported subjective understanding was 

positively related to adjustment, β = 0.31, t = 4.27, p < .001. This interaction suggests that 

only for partners in shorter relationships, the amount of subjective understanding reported 

by the partner contributes to one’s adjustment. 

Comparing the residual variance of the models including subjective understanding 

with the model with relationship length as the only predictor revealed that subjective 

understanding explained 23% of the variance in adjustment scores, 28% of the variance in 

intimacy scores, and 26 % of the variance in trust scores. Overall, these results show that 

subjective understanding contributes to relationship well-being. Consistent with 

expectations, both self-reported subjective understanding and perceived subjective 

understanding are consistently and positively related to all indicators of relationship well-

being. Thus, the more partners feel they understand their partner and the more they feel 

understood by their partner, the better they feel about their relationship. 

Is subjective understanding predictive of relationship well-being? In order to examine 

whether subjective understanding is predictive of relationship well-being we calculated 

residualized lagged analyses with Time 2 data. These analyses have a challenging character 

because Time 1 relationship well-being is controlled for when predicting Time 2 well-being. 

Again, all subjective understanding measures and the interaction between perceived and 

partner-reported subjective understanding were entered in multiple-predictor models. We 

found that at least one component of subjective understanding significantly predicted each 

of the three indices of relationship well-being nine months later. Specifically, changes in 

adjustment were significantly predicted by earlier perceived subjective understanding, β = 

0.31, t = 4.66, p < .001. Changes in intimacy were significantly predicted by earlier self-

reported subjective understanding, β = 0.26, t = 3.90, p < .001. Changes in trust were 

significantly predicted by earlier self-reported subjective understanding and earlier 

perceived subjective understanding, β = 0.13, t = 2.09, p < .05 and β = 0.18, t = 2.69, p < .01, 

respectively (see Table 4.4 for more details). It thus seems that subjective understanding is 

predictive of relationship well-being. 

Furthermore, as in the Time 1 data, the interaction between relationship length and 

partner-reported subjective understanding was significantly related to adjustment, β = -

0.10, t = 2.00, p < .05. Simple slopes analysis showed that for longer relationships (simple  
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Table 4.4 

Subjective Understanding and Time 2 Relationship Well-Being Indices at Time 2 

 DAS (N = 378) Intimacy (N = 377) Trust (N = 376) 

 Main Effect Interaction Main Effect Interaction Main Effect Interaction 

 β R2 β R2 β R2 β R2 β R2 β R2 

Self-reported subjective 

understanding 
-.03  .01  .17** .06 .03  .11* .03 -.03  

Perceived subjective 

understanding 
.24** .07 .03  .07  -.03  .12* .04 .09† .01 

Partner-reported subjective 

understanding 
.08† .01 -.08  .07† .02 .01  -.01  -.03  

Self-reported subjective 

understanding * 

perceived subjective 

understanding 

.03  -.00  .06  -.03  -.02  .04  

Note. Explained variances of predictors are estimated with one-predictor models 

† p <.10; * p <.05; ** p <.01 
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slope at 1 SD above the mean relationship length), partner-reported subjective 

understanding was not related to adjustment, β = 0.09, t = 1.23, p = .22. For shorter 

relationships (simple slope at 1 SD below the mean relationship length), however, partner-

reported subjective understanding was positively related to adjustment, β = 0.34, t = 4.43, p 

<.001. These findings suggest that only for partners who have been together for a shorter 

time, the amount of subjective understanding reported by the partner is predictive of one’s 

relationship adjustment.  

Comparing the residual variance of the models including subjective understanding 

with the model with only relationship length and earlier well-being revealed that subjective 

understanding explained 8% of the variance in adjustment scores, 8% of the variance in 

intimacy scores, and 6 % of the variance in trust scores. Overall, these results suggest that 

feeling that one understands one’s partner and perceiving that one’s partner understands 

the self predicts relationship functioning nine months later. Because the effects of self-

reported and perceived subjective understanding were not consistent across the three 

relationship well-being indices, some caution in interpreting these findings is warranted. 

Knowledge and Relationship Well-Being 

In order to examine whether knowledge is related to relationship well-being we 

calculated one-predictor models with Time 1 data. We calculated 45 separate models for the 

15 knowledge indices (i.e., [partner-specific and generic] abstract knowledge for five BIG-5 

dimensions, [partner-specific and generic] relationship-relevant knowledge, concrete 

knowledge, positive knowledge, and negative knowledge) in combination with the three 

relationship well-being indices. Each model included a main effect and interaction with 

relationship duration. Out of 90 possible effects only three main effects were significant, 

two of which were negative and therefore opposite to the predicted direction (for details 

see Table 4.5). The average explained variance of the significant effects was R2 = 0.08 

(Range 0 - 0.41). Although controlling for Type I error would render these effects non-

significant, it is noteworthy that accurate knowledge about partner openness was positively 

related to intimacy, and marginally to adjustment and trust. These results suggest that 

when Partner A has accurate knowledge about Partner B’s openness, Partner A reports 

higher relationship well-being. Overall, and contrary to expectations, however, our findings 

indicate that partner knowledge is not or only weakly related to relationship well-being with 

positive effects as well as negative effects. The hypothesis that knowledge enhances 
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Table 4.5 

Knowledge and Relationship Well-Being Indicators at Time 1 

 Adjustment Intimacy Trust 

 main effect interaction with 
duration 

main effect interaction with 
duration 

main effect interaction with 
duration 

 generic 
knowled

ge 

partner 
specific 

knowled
ge 

generic 
knowled

ge 

partner 
specific 

knowled
ge 

generic 
knowled

ge 

partner 
specific 

knowled
ge 

generic 
knowled

ge 

partner 
specific 

knowled
ge 

generic 
knowled

ge 

partner 
specific 

knowled
ge 

generic 
knowled

ge 

partner 
specific 

knowled
ge 

Abstract  

Openness  0.09† 0.01 -0.01 0.00 0.11* 0.05 0.02 0.05 0.10† 0.04 -0.03 -0.07 

Extraversion  -0.01 -0.03 0.03 0.05 -0.01 -0.04 0.03 0.01 -0.04 -0.02 0.04 0.10† 

Neuroticism -0.05 -0.06 0.02 -0.03 -0.06 -0.04 0.03 -0.02 -0.13* -0.08 -0.01 0.00 

Conscientiousness  0.04 0.00 -0.01 -0.04 -0.02 -0.01 -0.03 -0.04 0.04 -0.01 -0.04 -0.05 

Agreeableness  -0.14* -0.08 0.02 0.04 -0.02 -0.02 0.10 0.14† -0.08 -0.06 0.11† 0.11 
Concrete  

Food preferences -0.01 0.01 0.01 -0.03 0.01 0.02 
Relationship relevant  

Forgiveness 0.02 -0.02 0.01 0.01 0.02 -0.04 0.01 0.03 0.08 0.02 -0.02 -0.05 
Valence  

Positive 
behaviours 0.04 -0.01 0.02 0.10† -0.02 -0.01 
Negative 
behaviours 0.01 -0.05 0.06 -0.04 0.07 0.03 

Note. Analyses are based on data from 195 couples (df vary across analyses due to missing data for 

some variables). 

†p <.10; *p <.05 



 

 

relationship well-being is therefore not supported. This holds for all types of knowledge, 

suggesting that, in our sample, relationship well-being does not vary as a function of 

abstractness vs. concreteness, relationship relevance, or valence of partner knowledge. 

Is knowledge predictive of relationship well-being? Next, we examined the effects of 

knowledge on relationship well-being at Time 2, controlling for relationship well-being at 

Time 1. As can be seen in Table 4.6, the analyses yielded two significant main effects, one 

positive and one negative. Furthermore, it yielded four significant interaction effects. The 

average explained variance of the significant effects was R2 = 0.04 (Range 0 - 0.10). Overall, 

because only six out of 90 possible effects were significant, and the two main effects were in 

opposite directions, the findings suggest that knowledge is not, or only weakly, predictive 

of relationship well-being. Thus, knowing one’s partner does not predict changes in one’s 

own relationship well-being. 

To examine the prospective effects of partner knowledge, that is, to examine 

whether one partner’s knowledge is predictive of the partner’s relationship well-being, we 

conducted the same analyses but with the partner’s relationship well-being indices as 

dependent variables, controlling for the partner’s earlier relationship well-being. We found 

four significant main effects of knowledge on the partner’s relationship well-being at the .05 

level, three of which were positive and one that was negative. Furthermore, we found four 

interaction effects with relationship length. Together, only eight out of 90 possible effects 

were significant. Because these effects were scattered, they suggest partner knowledge is 

not, or only weakly, predictive of changes in the partner’s relationship well-being. Thus, 

knowing one’s partner does not predict changes in one’s partner’s relationship well-being.  

Is Subjective Understanding or Knowledge more Important for Relationship Well-Being? 

The previous analyses revealed that the effects for subjective understanding are 

consistent and strong whereas the effects for knowledge on relationship well-being were 

inconsistent and weak. Nevertheless, in order to directly investigate whether subjective 

understanding or knowledge is more important for relationship well-being, we designed 

models to compare the two types of understanding. For every indicator of relationship well-

being we took the two strongest knowledge predictors and entered them into a model 

together with self-reported and perceived subjective understanding. For the adjustment 

score the model included the generic knowledge about openness and generic knowledge 

about agreeableness plus self-reported and perceived subjective understanding. In this 
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Table 4.6 

Knowledge and Relationship Well-Being Indicators at Time 2 

 Adjustment Intimacy Trust 

 main effect interaction with 
duration 

main effect interaction with 
duration 

main effect interaction with 
duration 

 generic 
knowle

dge 

partner 
specific 
knowle

dge 

generic 
knowle

dge 

partner 
specific 
knowle

dge 

generic 
knowle

dge 

partner 
specific 
knowle

dge 

generic 
knowle

dge 

partner 
specific 
knowle

dge 

generic 
knowle

dge 

partner 
specific 
knowle

dge 

generic 
knowle

dge 

partner 
specific 
knowle

dge 

Abstract  

Openness  -0.04 -0.03 -0.10* -0.02 -0.04 -0.01 -0.04 -0.05 0.03 -0.01 0.02 0.05 

Extraversion  0.02 -0.00 -0.02 -0.03 0.03 -0.03 0.05 0.10* 0.04 0.00 -0.05 -0.03 

Neuroticism -0.10* -0.06 -0.01 -0.01 0.03 0.08† -0.02 0.02 -0.04 -0.04 0.03 0.02 

Conscientiousness  -0.02 -0.05 0.06 0.04 0.09* 0.02 -0.09† -0.07 0.03 0.02 0.04 0.03 

Agreeableness  -0.00 -0.01 0.01 -0.03 0.07 0.03 -0.03 -0.12 0.04 0.03 -0.11* -0.14* 
Concrete  

Food preferences -0.05 -0.01 -0.03 -0.02 0.03 -0.02 
Relationship relevant  

Forgiveness 0.04 -0.01 -0.04 -0.02 0.06 0.06 -0.01 -0.01 0.03 -0.00 -0.02 -0.01 
Valence  

Positive 
behaviours 0.01 -0.02 0.03 0.04 0.05 0.00 
Negative 
behaviours -0.02 0.05 -0.01 0.04 0.01 -0.02 

Note. Analyses are based on data from 199 couples (df varied across analyses due to missing data for 

some variables). 

†p <.10; *p <.05 
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model perceived subjective understanding (β = 0.33, t = 6.09, p < .01) and knowledge on 

agreeableness (β = -0.15, t = 3.42, p < .01) emerged as significant predictors of adjustment 

and subjective understanding was a stronger predictor than knowledge on agreeableness. 

In the model for intimacy, the partner-specific knowledge on agreeableness and the generic 

knowledge on openness were included, but did not contribute significantly to the prediction 

of intimacy. In this model self-reported and perceived subjective understanding were the 

only significant predictors of intimacy, β = 0.21, t = 2.45, p < .05 and β = 0.27, t = 3.20, p < .01, 

respectively. Finally, generic knowledge on openness and neuroticism were entered into the 

model to predict trust. Self-reported and perceived subjective understanding were the 

strongest predictors of trust, β = 0.26, t = 4.62, p < .01 and β = 0.39, t = 6.67, p < .01, 

respectively, but generic knowledge on neuroticism was also significant β = -0.10, t = 2.31, p 

< .05. These direct comparisons showed that subjective understanding is generally more 

important for relationship well-being than knowledge.  

Discussion  

The overarching goal of the present work was to investigate how understanding 

facilitates relationship well-being. In a first step we investigated whether and how 

subjective understanding and actual understanding are related. Furthermore, we examined 

whether subjective understanding and actual understanding are predictive of relationship 

well-being. Importantly, we examined different types of subjective understanding and 

actual understanding to paint a more complete picture of their role in relationship well-

being. The main conclusion of the present investigation is that a satisfactory relationship is 

characterized by feelings of understanding but not necessarily actual understanding. 

Subjective Understanding and Knowledge 

 Subjective understanding and knowledge were, at best, sporadically related to each 

other, indicating that feeling understood by one’s partner and feeling that one understands 

one’s partner is not based on actual knowledge about one’s partner and actual knowledge 

of one’s partner. Given these results the question arises why people feel they understand 

their partner if it is not based on their actual understanding of their partner. Research on the 

link between the confidence people have in their knowledge of their partner and their actual 

accuracy of person perception revealed that people’s confidence is unrelated to their 

accuracy (Swann & Gill, 1997). To explain this lack of a link between actual knowledge and 

confidence, Swann and Gill suggested that with increasing relationship duration people 
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become more confident in knowing their partner because their representation of their 

partner becomes richer. A richer representation of the other not only includes diagnostic 

information, however, but also non-diagnostic information about the other. Because a 

richer representation hence does not necessarily foster accuracy, confidence (e.g., I know 

my partner well because I know a lot about him/her) increases while accuracy remains the 

stable.  

A parallel mechanism could apply to the (absence of a) link between subjective and 

actual understanding. Feeling that one understands one’s partner is conceptually similar to 

having confidence in knowing one’s partner. Extending Swann and Gill’s (1997) suggestions 

to our findings, married partners may have rich representations of each other which may 

increase their feeling of understanding the partner but not necessarily the knowledge about 

their partner. Consistent with earlier research then, couples in our study may have failed to 

realize that the richness of their representations of their partner is not indicative of their 

partner knowledge. Because we did not measure the richness of people’s representations of 

their partners, more research is needed to investigate the link between richness of partner 

representation, (over)confidence, and both types of understanding.  

Subjective Understanding and Relationship Well-Being 

Our findings on subjective understanding and relationship well-being are consistent 

with earlier findings. We found that self-reported and perceived subjective understanding 

were consistently related to adjustment, intimacy, and trust. Additionally, despite the 

challenging character of residualized lagged analysis, we found longitudinal effects of 

subjective understanding on relationship well-being. Earlier self-reported subjective 

understanding predicted intimacy and trust nine months later and perceived subjective 

understanding predicted adjustment and trust nine months later. These results suggest that 

feeling that you understand your partner and feeling that your partner understands you are 

predictive of relationship well-being. 

We did not find a main effect of partner-reported subjective understanding on 

relationship well-being. However, we did find an interaction effect of partner-reported 

subjective understanding with relationship length on adjustment at both time points. Only 

in relatively short relationships was the amount of subjective understanding reported by the 

partner related to adjustment. In shorter relationships, partner subjective understanding 

may help to reduce and/or buffer uncertainty about the partner. Indeed, within 
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relationships, partners are highly motivated to reduce uncertainty about each other (e.g., 

Berger, 1988; Miell & Duck, 1986; VanLear & Trujillo, 1986). To illustrate, a study by Miell 

and Duck (1986) showed that people were very uncertain about their partner's feelings for 

them. They seemed to be constantly concerned about the risk that the other may not like 

them and may therefore leave the relationship. As a consequence, people attempt to gain 

information about each other. They continuously seek information that helps them to 

understand and interpret the other person, reduce their uncertainties, and reassure 

themselves that the other person likes them and cares for them (Planalp & Garvin-Doxas, 

1994). Partner subjective understanding seems like a perfect candidate to reduce these 

uncertainties in short-term relationships. In longer relationships partners may feel less 

vulnerable and uncertain about the other. In this sense, partner subjective understanding 

may be less diagnostic in long-term than in short-term relationships. 

Knowledge and Relationship Well-Being 

The design of our study allowed us to systematically investigate the link between 

knowledge and relationship well-being. In contrast to research on subjective understanding, 

earlier research on knowledge has struggled to find consistent evidence for its link with 

relationship well-being. This research identified five moderators that influence whether and 

how knowledge enhances relationship well-being. Our work is unique in integrating earlier 

findings by examining an as yet unexplored combination of these moderators. Our findings 

converged to suggest that knowledge does not, at least not consistently, contribute to 

relationship well-being. This effect is especially remarkable as it cannot be explained by the 

fact that people do not have knowledge about their partner. On nearly all of our measures 

of knowledge partners had moderate actual knowledge scores. This presence of knowledge, 

however did not translate into better relationships. People with low amounts of partner 

knowledge are as happy with their relationship as people with high amounts of partner 

knowledge. 

This finding may seem surprising given the results of earlier research. Comparing the 

results of earlier studies, however, reveals inconsistencies between those studies 

concerning the type of knowledge that should contribute to relationship well-being. 

Whereas researchers focusing on the abstractness of partner knowledge argued and found 

that knowledge about the partner’s personality is concrete and beneficial for relationship 

well-being (Neff & Karney, 2005), researchers focusing on the relevance of partner 
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knowledge argued and found that knowledge about the partner’s personality is not relevant 

and does therefore not contribute to relationship well-being (Gill & Swann, 2004). Our 

finding that knowledge about the partner’s general personality is unrelated to relationship 

well-being is therefore consistent with Gill & Swann’s reasoning and finding that non-

relevant information about the partner is unrelated to relationship well-being. 

It is important to note that our study is the first to simultaneously use different 

methods to measure partner knowledge. One could argue that partner knowledge 

measured as the correlation between ratings on personality scales is too abstract and does 

not reflect people’s knowledge of themselves as people tend not to think about themselves 

in terms of five-point-scales. Our measures of food preferences and positive and negative 

behaviours, however, were dichotomous. Participants simply reported whether they liked a 

certain dish and whether they had enacted a certain behaviour in the course of the last 

week. These measures are concrete and tap behaviour that people likely experience in their 

daily life. The fact that these concrete and accessible types of daily knowledge were not 

related to relationship well-being either further corroborates our suggestion that partner 

knowledge is not, or at least not consistently, related to relationship well-being.  

Our research revealed that the effect of partner knowledge on relationship well-

being is generally weak and that even the moderators that have been suggested so far do 

not always do the trick. Ultimately, meta-analytical approaches may offer a solution to 

scrutinize the link between indicators of partner knowledge and relationship well-being and 

to systematically identify different sources of variation of this link. Despite the necessity for 

further research, our results converge to suggest that partner knowledge is no recipe for 

relationship success.  

Knowledge, Subjective Understanding, and Relationship Well-Being 

Our final goal was to pit the effects of subjective and actual understanding on 

relationship well-being against each other. Our findings consistently showed that subjective 

understanding is more important for relationship well-being than actual understanding. 

This finding is in line with research on subjective appraisals. In the past decades the question 

whether perceived or actual circumstances are more influential of one’s feelings and 

behaviour has been raised by several research fields, including person perception, peer 

influence, and interpersonal processes (e.g., Abbey, Andrews, & Halman, 1995; Alley & 

Scully, 1994; Iannotti & Bush, 1992). Not only can the actual situation differ substantially 
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from people’s perception of that situation, but also people’s perception and appraisal of the 

situation is often a better predictor of their behaviour than the actual situation. To illustrate, 

research on person perception showed that men’s perception of a woman’s weight predicts 

how attractive the men find the woman, a woman’s actual weight does not predict 

attractiveness (Alley & Scully, 1994). Research on peer influence demonstrated that an 

adolescent’s perception of friends’ drug use was a better predictor of the adolescent’s drug 

use than friends’ actual use (Iannotti & Bush, 1992). Research on satisfaction with 

counselling revealed that the perceived length of waiting time is predictive of satisfaction 

but not the actual waiting time (Obetz, Farber, & Rosenstein, 1997). Research on 

interpersonal processes found that the perception of support from a partner is a better 

predictor of stress reduction than actual partner support (Abbey et al., 1995; Dunkel-

Schetter & Bennett, 1990). 

Taken together, there is ample evidence from different areas of research that the 

perception of a situation may be a better predictor of behaviour than the actual situation. In 

light of these findings, partner knowledge in our study may reflect actual partner 

understanding and subjective understanding reflects perceived partner understanding. 

Consistent with findings on the importance of subjective appraisals and perception, then, 

our findings show that perceived partner understanding is more diagnostic for relationship 

well-being than actual partner understanding.  

Implications 

Our finding that subjective understanding and knowledge are mostly unrelated and 

have different effects on relationship well-being is important for theory as well as practice. 

Theoretically, it emphasizes the need to differentiate between two conceptualizations of 

understanding that are commonly perceived as related. Because it makes intuitive sense 

that subjective understanding is based on actual understanding, the two concepts often are 

used interchangeably. Our research shows that actual and subjective understanding are in 

fact unrelated, with different effects on relationship well-being. This highlights the need to 

make a clear distinction between the two concepts. Furthermore, the broad claim that 

understanding is important for intimate relationships needs to be adjusted, too. Our 

research shows that this claim only holds for subjective understanding.  

From an applied perspective, it is important to recognize that feeling understood 

and being understood may be unrelated and that feeling understood is a more important 
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determinant of relationship well-being than being understood. Counsellors who want to 

improve couple functioning should know that it may not be sufficient to work on the 

situation a couple is in but to pay at least as much attention to both partners’ perception of 

the situation. For example, when counselling a couple in which both partners feel that 

family work is not distributed equally and that each does the bigger share, it might be more 

important to work on partners’ perception of fairness and equity than on the actual 

distribution of family work. Also, people in relationships themselves should recognize that, 

in most cases, their actual understanding of their partner is unrelated to their subjective 

understanding of their partner (e.g., Gill & Swann, 2004). People tend to say “I know how 

you feel” very easily and readily. If people are aware of the fact that what they think they 

know is not related to what they actually know about their partner, maybe people become 

motivated to engage in more reality checks and verify their perception of the other more 

carefully. This may not only increase their partner knowledge but may also increase their 

subjective understanding of each other. 

Conclusion 

The overarching goal of the present research was to illuminate when and why 

understanding contributes to relationship well-being. Our work is the first to pit two 

conceptualizations of understanding against each other and examine their effects on 

adjustment, trust, and intimacy in a prospective study among newlywed couples. Our 

findings paint a consistent picture of the link between relational well-being and 

understanding. Subjective understanding and knowledge were independent. This work 

showed that subjective understanding was related to and is predictive of relationship well-

being. On the other hand, however, partner knowledge was neither consistently related to 

nor predictive of relationship well-being. And importantly, this finding was not moderated 

by the type of knowledge we assessed. Thus although understanding is at the heart of all 

relationships, feeling understood by one’s partner appears to be more important to 

relationship well-being than being understood by one’s partner.  


