
Relationship Cognition 
What is cognition  

- The mental action or process of acquiring knowledge and understanding through thought, 
experience and the senses  

- Social cognition - activity based on ourselves in the environment and others 
- Encompasses process such as perceiving, understanding, judgements, imagining, remembering, 

predicting, and explaining the social world 
Historical background  

- Based on behaviourist views of relationships  
o Watson  
o Skinner  

- Behavioural theory  
o Stimulus - response  
o Classic interactional pattern  

• Demand - withdraw  
§ She nags - he stonewalls  
§ Approach vs avoidance  
§ May be  

◊ A function of differing needs for autonomy and closeness  
◊ Due to sex role socialisation  

§ As a marital therapist (60s) 
◊ Identify problem behaviours  
◊ Draw up behavioural contract  

© Effectiveness?  
• Not really  
• Neglect underlying motivations and cognitions driving behaviours 

and interpretations of behaviours  
• "you're only doing this because the therapist told you to"  
• Only good for couples that are fairly stable anyway  

◊ Need to consider cognition  
© Marital therapists has to move beyond behaviours to identify and change 

partners' thoughts and cognitions  
• Became cognitive-behavioural therapists  
• Identifying underlying beliefs, needs, fears helps partners understand 

one another and motivates behavioural change  
Schemas  

- Are theories, mental models, or knowledge structures  
- People hold schemas at different levels of abstraction  

o Most rich about ourselves, then lessen as move outwards from how well know them  
- Types  

o Prototypical features of  
• Schemas about other people  
• Schemas about ideal relationship partners  
• Schemas about the self and the self in relationships  
• Schemas about relationship types  
• Event schemas  

- Schemas and scripts embody rules  
o Rules create expectations of typical and ‘right’ features and behaviours 
o Relationship rules  

• Rules of marriage  
§ Maintenance rules  

◊ Being faithful 
◊ Respecting each other’s privacy 
◊ Keeping secrets 
◊ Informing the partner about your schedule 

§ Other rules  
◊ Giving compliments 
◊ Not criticizing 
◊ Being affectionate 
◊ Having an enjoyable sex life 

  



o Rule violations  
• Perceived rule violations can shape interpretations and behaviours  

o The rules deriving from schemas and what is right and proper operate in the distal context and 
may be non-conscious  

o They create expectations to help us manage our social and relational world  
o They may strongly influence our proximal perceptions, judgements and even memories of 

relationship events and behaviours  
- Other relationship schemas  

o Destiny schemas  
• Also know as soul mate theory  

§ Very powerful in western cultures  
• In contrast to work-it-out schemas  

§ Learning and working out a relationship  
• Effects The two theories have different impacts on relationship happiness and longevity 
• People with strong destiny beliefs are more likely to end troubled relationships than people 

with strong growth beliefs 
o Attachment schemas  

• Beliefs about how lovable and trustworthy you are others are  
o Self-esteem  

• Beliefs about you own general worthiness, attractiveness, value 
• The “sociometer” – lets us know how well we appear to be going socially  
• Can be chronically low, high, or variable 

o Rejection sensitivity  
• Rejection prone partners are more vigilant for criticism and rejection on days following a 

conflict than partners who are less rejection-sensitive  
§ We see what we expect to see - confirmation bias 

• Rejection-sensitive partners also behave more coldly and critically on days following 
conflict – setting up the conditions for more rejection and hurt 

• May be based on temperament from baby age  
o Self fulfilling prophecy  

• When we expect rejection we start to see it everywhere  
o Hurt proneness  

• Hurt-prone (“touchy”) individuals are quick to interpret others’ behaviours as rejecting  
• Experience the world as a hurtful place and don’t perceive their own role in generating 

suffering 
• Depressogenic cognitive style 

- Dysfunctional beliefs  
o Disagreement is destructive (arguing spells trouble!) 
o Mindreading is expected (you should just know how I feel!) 
o Partners cannot change (we’re stuck with this problem) 
o The sexes are different (and will never get along) 
o Sexual perfectionism (everyone else has a fantastic sex life)  

Distal and proximal contexts  
- Relationship schemas operate in the distal (background, often non-conscious) context 
- They influence people’s ongoing (conscious) cognitions in the proximal (here and now) context  

o Especially important in relation to explaining one another’s behaviours (an important aspect of 
predicting future behaviours) 

Attribution theory  
- Attributions refer to the explanations people make about the causes of events such as partner 

behaviours in close relationships 
o Why did he or she do these things?  
o What caused these behaviours? 

- Eg partner late home  
o Why is he late? 
o Locus (place): Who/what has caused his lateness? 

• Self - because I yelled at him this morning 
• Other- because he needed to get a job finished at work 
• External circumstances - because of the traffic 

  



- Causal attributions  
o 6 dimensions  

• Locus (place) – self, other, external 
• Globality (personality) versus situation specific 
• Stability (typical) versus unstable (transient) 
• Controllable versus uncontrollable 
• Intentional versus unintentional 
• Responsible versus not responsible 

o Eg - a speeding ticket  
• Locus (place): Who caused the speeding ticket? 

§ Self (I caused it – I knew the speedo was faulty but didn’t get it fixed) 
§ Other (Partner caused it – he drove too fast and got caught) 
§ External circumstances (A new, lower speed sign had just been installed that day)  
§ May be more than one locus: e.g., he was speeding because I didn’t get the speedo 

fixed and a new speed zone was in place)  
• Global (personality) versus situationally-specific 

§ Is he a risk taker or cautious? 
• Stable (typical) versus unstable (a ‘one-off’)   

§ Does he usually speed? 
• Controllable versus uncontrollable   

§ Could he have avoided getting the ticket? 
• Global (personality) versus situationally-specific 

§ Is he a risk taker or cautious? 
• Stable (typical) versus unstable (a ‘one-off’)   

§ Does he usually speed? 
• Controllable versus uncontrollable   

§ Could he have avoided getting the ticket? 
- Attributions can be positive or negative  

o But what determines the kind of attributions we make?  
• Our schemas  

§ Destiny versus growth beliefs 
§ Attachment style 
§ Rejection-sensitivity 
§ Hurt-proneness 
§ Satisfaction with how our current relationship meets our needs and desires, etc 

o Schemas create expectations which influence ongoing attributions  
• Partners with positive relationship schemas (e.g., positive history with partner; securely 

attached, not rejection sensitive, etc.) tend to explain partner behaviours in a ‘relationship 
enhancing’ fashion 
§ They give their partners the benefit of the doubt 

• Partners with negative relationship schemas (e.g., negative history with partner; insecurely 
attached, rejection sensitive, etc.) tend to explain partner behaviours in a ‘distress 
maintaining’ fashion 
§ They expect and perceive the worst from their partners 

 
 


