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Romantic relationships as shared reality defense
Sandra L Murray', Veronica Lamarche® and Mark D Seery’

A model of meaning maintenance in relationships is proposed
to explain how relationships function to regulate threats to
shared systems of meaning posed by life’s capricious and
unexpected events. This model assumes that people flexibility
compensate for unexpected events in the world by affirming
the expected in their relationship and compensate for
unexpected events in the relationship by affirming the expected
in the world. Supportive evidence is reviewed that reveals how
people in more or less satisfying relationships flexibly maintain
a sense of life’s meaning in the face of unexpected events.
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Reality is nothing but a collective hunch.

Lily Tomlin, “The Search for Signs of Intelligent
Life in the Universe”

For people to engage in goal-directed action, life needs to
make sense, with events unfolding as expected. However,
life rarely unfolds just as people expect [1-3,4°,5-8]. The
stock market can rise when it should fall, the diligent can
fail while the profligate prosper, the incompetent can take
political power, and trusted romantic partners can be
impulsive and unpredictable. Because goal directed
action depends on the perception of the expected, the
perception of the w#nexpected motivates people to find
expedient and effective ways to affirm that the meaning,
order, and stability they expect to see in the world does
indeed exist [1-3,4°].

In shared reality theory, interactions with others afford a
primary means of defending against unexpected events
because such interactions afford a means for people to
reaffirm the meaning and order they expect to see in the
world [9-11]. Romantic relationships likely provide an
especially powerful context for defending and validating
such collective hunches about how the world works inside
and outside the relationship. Romantic partners are inter-
dependent across multiple diverse domains, including the
negotiation of household roles, desires for intimacy, and
the merging of political values and religious traditions
[12,13]. Given such breadth of interdependence, roman-
tic relationships offer multiple opportunities for both
affirming and violating shared expectations about how
the world inside and outside the relationship works
[14,15].

Specifically, when events outside the relationship violate
shared understandings of how the world works, people
could flexibly compensate for such worldly disorder by
affirming the meaning and order they expect to see inside
their relationship. When Arya’s hard work comes to
naught and an undeserving colleague is promoted over
her, she could defensively assert the presence of expected
meaning in her life by affirming the strength of her
commitment to her spouse Aaron [16°°]. In this way,
imposing order on the relationship could function as a
palliative salve for the unexpected in the world. Con-
versely, when events izside the relationship violate shared
understandings of how the relationship works, people
could flexibly compensate for such relationship disorder
by affirming the meaning and order they expect in the
world outside the relationship. When Aaron confounds
Arya’s expectations and takes up a new high adrenaline
sport, affirming culturally shared beliefs that every cloud
has a silver lining can help reassert the presence of
meaning and order in her world (S Murray ¢ a/., unpub-
lished raw data). In this way, imposing order on the world
could function as a palliative salve against the unexpected
in the relationship.

Building on these ideas, Figure 1 models how relation-
ships function to regulate threats to shared systems of
meaning posed by life’s capricious and unexpected
events. This model assumes that people have greater
confidence in shared realities, and thus, experience a
greater sense of meaning and purpose in life, when boz/
their romantic relationship (Path A) and broader world
(Path B) make sense and behave as they expect. But,
capricious relationship and world events can confound
expectations fairly routinely. Therefore, this model also
assumes that people need the capacity to compensate,
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How relationships regulate threats to shared systems of meaning.

flexibly substituting the threatened source of meaning for
the alternate source of meaning to preserve confidence in
the shared realities that afford a sense of meaning and
purpose in life, just as Arya and Aaron did in the examples
above.

This model further assumes that the motivation to make
such compensatory shifts depends on the ¢hronic central-
ity of the threatened domain to people’s overall sense of
life purpose. Romantic relationships differ in how much
they can contribute to a sense of meaning and purpose in
life because they vary in quality. People who are high in
satisfaction inhabit relationships that largely meet their
expectations, whereas people who are low in satisfaction
inhabit relationships that largely fall short of their expec-
tations [15,16°°]. Being involved in a more satisfying
relationship is inherently more sensible, consonant, and
ordered than being involved in a less satisfying relation-
ship. Therefore, people in more satisfying relationships
can draw more of their life’s meaning from their relation-
ship than people in less satisfying ones [16°°].

Consequently, when events i the relationship violate
expectations, such events should pose a greater threat
to life’s meaning for people who are more satisfied in their
relationship (because they depend more on perceiving
order in their relationship for a sense of meaning in life
than less satisfied people). Therefore, when the unex-
pected happens iz the relationship, more satisfied people
should be more likely to flexibly compensate for this
threat to relationship order by affirming the presence of
the expected 7 the world than less satisfied people (Path C
in Figure 1). However, when events iz the world violate
expectations, such events should pose a greater threat to
people who are /ess satisfied in their relationship (because
they depend more on perceiving order in the world for a
sense of meaning in their life than more satisfied people).

Therefore, when the unexpected happens iz the world,
less satisfied people should be more likely to flexibly
compensate for this threat to world order by affirming the
presence of the expected iz the relationship than more
satisfied people (Path D in Figure 1).

Relationships function as shared reality
defense

We first review evidence that less satisfied people com-
pensate for the unexpected in the world by imposing
greater order on the relationship. Then, we review evi-
dence that more satisfied people compensate for the
unexpected in the relationship by imposing greater order
on the world.

Compensating for threats to world order

To test whether people in less satisfying relationships
compensate for threats to meaning and order in the world
by imposing greater order on their relationship, we cap-
tured people in the moment(s) of having their beliefs
about how the world works shaken. We did this using
three different, but convergent methodological approaches
[16°°] (SL. Murray e a/., unpublished raw data).

First, in a set of five experiments, we violated consensual
knowledge about how the world works by exposing
experimental participants to unconventional or unex-
pected stories, images, or phenomenological experiences
and control participants to conventional ones [16°°]. For
instance, in two of these studies, experimental partici-
pants read an expectancy violating, unconventional story
about a messenger who perseveres and successively over-
comes a series of obstacles and travails, only to ultimately
fail in his intended quest to deliver a message to his king,
while control participants read an expectancy-affirming
conventional story where perseverance and hard work
pays off. Second, in a daily diary, we asked participants to
indicate each day whether (or not) they had seen anything
absurd or ridiculous in the news, anything in the media
that disturbed or shocked them, or anything in the media
that made no sense to them on the assumption that events
that violated expectations about the world would seem
absurd, disturbing, and/or shocking (SL. Murray ez al.,
unpublished raw data). Third, in a longitudinal study of
the transition to first parenthood, we identified parenting
experiences likely to violate conventional assumptions
about the allocation of household chores [16°°]. In West-
ern culture, women typically expect and take more
domestic responsibility than men once they become
parents [17]. Such clear cultural norms make it possible
to identify people whose post-baby experiences violate
such gendered expectations for the division of labor.
Namely, new mothers whose pre-baby expectations
overestimated  their post-baby responsibilities  (i.e.,
mothers who expected to do more) and new fathers whose
pre-baby expectations wunderestimated their post-baby
responsibilities (i.e., fathers who expected to do less)
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