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Abstract

When does power in intimate relationships shape important interpersonal behaviors, such as
psychological aggression? Five studies tested whether possessing low refationship powerwas
associated with aggressive responses, but (1) only within power-relevant relationship interactions
when situational powerwas low, and (2) only by men because masculinity (but not femininity)
involves the possession and demonstration of power. In Studies 1 and 2, men lower in relationship
power exhibited greater aggressive communication during couples’ observed conflict discussions,
but only when they experienced low situational power because they were unable to influence their
partner. In Study 3, men lower in relationship power reported greater daily aggressive responses
toward their partner, but only on days when they experienced low situational power because they
were either (a) unable to influence their partner or (b) dependent on their partner for support. In
Study 4, men who possessed lower relationship power exhibited greater aggressive responses
during couples’ support-relevant discussions, but only when they had low situational power
because they needed high levels of support. Study 5 provided evidence for the theoretical
mechanism underlying men’s aggressive responses to low relationship power. Men who possessed
lower relationship power felt less manly on days they faced low situational power because their
partner was unwilling to change to resolve relationship problems, which in turn predicted greater
aggressive responses to their partner. These results demonstrate that fully understanding when and
why power is associated with interpersonal behavior requires differentiating between relationship
and situational power.
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People possess social power when they are able to control or influence others’ desired
outcomes, and they lack power when their needs and goals are dependent on the actions and
preferences of others (Keltner, Gruenfeld & Anderson, 2003; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959).
Power features particularly strongly in romantic relationships because people’s goals,
desires and happiness inevitably depend on their partner’s cooperation and investment
(Kelley & Thibaut, 1978). But, goals and desires often conflict in relationships, which
produces the need to influence the partner’s thoughts and behaviors to reach one’s own
desired outcomes (Rusbult & Van Lange, 2003). Partners are also a primary source of
comfort and support, but this places people in the vulnerable position of depending on their
partner to be responsive in times of need (Kelley et al., 2003). Thus, power dynamics are
central to many relationship interactions, including situations in which (a) people need to
influence their partner to achieve desired goals, such as during conflict, and (b) people are
dependent on their partner for the fulfilment of core needs, such as when they need support
(Kelley et al., 2003).

The difficulty and importance of these power-relevant situations—those that involve the
need to influence or depend on the partner—is shown by the mass of research examining
how couples can best resolve conflict and support one another. Yet, the ways in which power
shapes people’s responses within these key situations has been largely overlooked. This is a
significant oversight because research in non-romantic contexts has shown that threats to
power often lead to aggression to assert and restore power (e.g., Bugental, 2010; Bugental &
Lin, 2001; Case & Maner, 2014; Georgesen & Harris, 2006; Fast & Chen, 2009; Maner &
Mead, 2010). In contrast, prior research examining the links between power and aggression
in romantic relationships has produced mixed findings. We propose that these
inconsistencies emerge for two reasons. First, the effects of relationship power (a) must be
examined within actual power-relevant situations in which people need to influence or
depend on their partner, and (b) will also vary according to how much power (influence or
dependence) people are currently experiencing within those power-relevant situations. We
predict that low relationship power will produce aggressive responses to restore power, but
only when people experience low situational power because they are unable to influence
their partner or are dependent on their partner for core relational needs, such as support.
Second, the importance and thus effects of power differ across men and women. In
particular, because masculinity (but not femininity) involves the possession and
demonstration of power, we predict that the effects of low relationship and situational power
will occur for men and not women.

Relationship Power and Aggression

Relational dependence and influence are central to the way power is conceptualized and
measured in close relationships (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Kelley et al., 2003). Although
partners are mutually dependent, asymmetries in levels of dependence commonly result in
one partner possessing more power (Attridge, Berscheid & Simpson, 1995; Felmlee, 1994;
Loving et al., 2004; Sprecher, Schmeeckle, & Felmlee, 2006). According to the principle of
least interest (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Waller & Hill, 1951), the person who is less invested
in the relationship, and thus less affected by their partner’s actions, possesses relatively
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greater levels of power to influence their partner and produce relationship outcomes in their
favor (Orifia et al., 2011; Sprecher et al., 2006). In contrast, the person who is more invested,
and whose goals and happiness are more dependent on the relationship, is less able to exert
influence because the rewards and punishments he or she can enact do not hold as much
sway over the partner’s desired outcomes (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Simpson et al., 2013).

Thus, low power in relationships involves being more dependent on the partner and being
less able to influence the partner to achieve desired outcomes. For this reason, low
relationship power has been assessed in two ways: (1) relative dependence and (2) perceived
ability to /nfluence the partner. Research using these two assessment methods have provided
converging evidence that people who have low relationship power face greater difficulties in
getting their relational needs and desires met. Intimates higher in power are less motivated to
sacrifice and support their partner (Righetti et al., 2015; Van Willigen & Drentea, 2001) and
place less value on the support they receive from their partner (Inesi, Gruenfeld & Galinsky,
2012). Accordingly, intimates lower in power have less control over important relationship
decisions (Farrell, Simpson & Rothman, 2015; Grady et al., 2010; Vanderdrift et al., 2013),
are less secure and confident with regard to their relationship (Caldwell & Peplau, 1984;
Sprecher et al., 2006), and react more negatively when they face challenges in their
relationship (e.g., Attridge et al., 1995; Berman & Frazier, 2005; Karremans & Smith, 2010;
Kuehn, Chen & Gordon, 2015). People with lower relationship power also experience lower
relationship satisfaction and subjective well-being (e.g., Gray-Little & Burks, 1983; Kifer,
Heller, Perunovic, & Galinsky, 2013; Sprecher & Felmlee, 1997; Sprecher et al., 2006).

In contrast to these consistent effects, the associations between relationship power and
aggression are less clear. Some studies support that the difficulties associated with low
relationship power, and the need to redress power imbalances, spur aggression as a means
for powerless individuals to assert and gain power (Bugental, 2010; Bugental & Lin, 2001;
Worchel et al., 1978).1 For example, felt dependence is associated with more aggressive
motives and behaviors (Bornstein, 1996; Dutton, 1995; Murphy, Meyer, & O’Leary, 1994),
and lower perceived influence is associated with greater self-reported aggression (e.g.,
Babcock, Waltz, Jacobson & Gottman, 1993; Sagrestano, Heavey & Christensen, 1999). Yet,
influential reviews of the literature have concluded that the links between relationship power
and aggression “are mixed and often contradictory” (Holtzworth-Munroe, Bates, Smutzler,
& Sandin, 1997, p. 83; also see Bornstein, 1996; Hotaling & Sugarman, 1986). Studies since
these reviews have also revealed mixed findings. Relationship power has been negatively
(e.g., Kaukinen, 2004; Rogers, Bidwell, & Wilson, 2005; Sagrestano et al., 1999) and
positively (e.g., Bentley, Galliher, & Ferguson, 2007) associated with self-reported
aggression, and these significant effects occur alongside as many (if not more) null
associations between power and aggression, often within the same data set (e.g., Babcock et
al., 1993; Bentley et al., 2007; Rogers et al., 2005; Ronfeldt, Kimerling, & Arias, 1998).

lour investigations, and the majority of those reviewed in the following sections, focus on interdependent relationships involving
highly committed couples. Although relative differences in dependence and influence occur in these types of close relationships, high
power partners are still invested in their relationships and so aggressive responses by low power individuals may restore power without
running the risk of losing their relationship, at least in the moment. However, when power differentials are very high, aggressive
responses to assert power may be inhibited by the greater risk of partner punishment, rejection and abandonment faced by those lower
in power. We consider these contexts and other important factors that may modify the connections between power and aggression in
the general discussion.
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We propose there are two central reasons for these inconsistencies. First, prior research has
overlooked that the effects of power on aggression should emerge when people are
experiencing low power in important power-relevant situations, such as when people are
unable to influence their partners or are highly dependent on their partners to satisfy key
needs and goals. Second, prior research has offered an inconsistent treatment of gender
differences, but the loss of power should be particularly challenging for men rather than
women. We elaborate on these two factors in the following sections.

Power in Context: The Role of Situational Power

Prior research has typically considered how general perceptions of dependence or influence
across the relationship—what we refer to as relationship power—shape aggression across
prior relationship interactions. However, possessing low relationship power should be most
problematic and produce aggressive responses within power-relevant situations in which
people must influence their partner to attain desired outcomes or are dependent on their
partner for important needs (Huston, 1983; also see Bugental & Lin, 2001). For example,
low power intimates tend to exhibit greater physiological stress (Loving et al., 2004) and
more dominant communication (Dunbar & Burgoon, 2005) during conflict discussions in
which partners are trying to influence or resist influence from each other.

Moreover, even in specific power-relevant situations people’s ability to influence the partner
and levels of dependence will vary, and will do so regardless of general levels of relationship
power (Kelley et al., 2003). For example, people’s experience of power in the moment can
be experimentally primed (e.g., recalling a situation of power) revealing situational
expressions of power independent of global levels (e.g., Chen et al., 2001; Galinsky et al.,
2003, 2006; Inesi et al., 2012). Daily assessments of power also demonstrate that people’s
perceptions of power in their relationship vary across days (Gordon & Chen, 2013), and
feeling less powerful on a given day predicts more negative emotional reactions to partners’
hostility (Kuehn et al., 2015). These situational shifts in power reflect the interdependent
nature of relationships: intimates regularly encounter power-relevant situations that vary in
their level of influence and dependence and thus experience situation-specific differences in
power—what we refer to as situational power (Kelley et al., 2003).

Our contextual analysis of power suggests that aggressive responses within relationship
interactions will be a function of both the power people generally hold in their relationship
(relationship power) and their experience of power within specific power-relevant situations,
such as when attempting to influence their partner or when dependent on their partner for the
fulfillment of core needs (s/ituational power). This distinction is crucial because low power
intimates are unlikely to behave in aggressive ways to restore power in all relationship
interactions (Shaver, Segev, & Mikulincer, 2011). Instead, low relationship power should
only be problematic and lead to aggressive responses when individuals are in situations in
which their lack of power has detrimental consequences, such as when they are unable to
influence the partner or are dependent on the partner to attain key needs and goals (i.e.,
when situational power is low). In contrast, when situational power is not undermined, then
low power partners will have less need to redress lack of power in aggressive ways.
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Prior research has neglected the distinction between relationship and situational power,
which we think contributes to the array of inconsistent findings regarding power and
aggression. For example, most prior studies have relied on self-reported aggression assessed
using the Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy, & Sugarman, 1996), which
asks people to report on the frequency of aggression over the past year. Such self-reports
gloss over the contexts in which power is consequential and fail to capture differences in the
experience of power within power-relevant situations. It is also not enough to just examine
the links between relationship power and aggression within power-relevant interactions (e.g.,
Sagrestano et al., 1999) without taking into account the degree to which people lack
influence or are highly dependent within that interaction. If power-relevant interactions are
not characterized by low influence or high levels of dependence, then low power partners
will not experience the need or desire to respond aggressively in order to rebalance power.

In the current studies, we provide the first tests of the interaction between relationship power
and situational power by (1) examining the associations between relationship power and
aggressive responses within couples’ power-relevant interactions, and (2) assessing the
degree to which individuals are facing low situational power because they are unable to
influence their partner or are highly dependent on their partner within those interactions. We
predicted that possessing /ow relationship powerwould be associated with greater aggressive
responses, but only when low power partners were experiencing /ow situational power and
not when situational power was high and thus there was no need to try to assert or establish
power via aggression. As discussed next, we also expected this pattern to differ by gender.

Gender, Power and Aggression

If aggression serves as a means to redress power imbalances, aggressive responses should be
exhibited most by people who find the loss of power particularly challenging. One principal
factor that captures different sensitivities to the loss of power is gender because masculinity
(but not femininity) involves possessing and demonstrating power (Bosson & Vandello,
2011; Kimmel, 2008; Vescio, Schlenker, & Lenes, 2010). Masculine traits include being
independent, self-reliant, assertive, and dominant (Bem, 1974, 1981), and masculine norms
involve having greater power within work and family roles, particularly in comparison to
women (Thompson & Pleck, 1986; Vescio, et al., 2010). Masculinity also involves being
physically, mentally and emotionally tough (Thompson & Pleck, 1986; Vescio, et al., 2010).
Masculine norms emphasize that a man should “...not disclose pains”, “stand on his own
two feet”, “never back down” (Levant et al., 1992), and should not be dependent or weak
because “asking for help is a sign of failure” (Mahalik et al., 2003). Thus, the loss of power
due to either a lack of influence or high levels of dependence threatens masculinity.

Masculinity also involves assertive and forceful responses when power (and thus
masculinity) is threatened. This is because the central components of masculinity—being
powerful, influential, tough and independent—can only be achieved if they are
acknowledged by others (Kimmel, 2008; Vescio, et al., 2010). These social requirements of
‘being a man’ mean that masculinity is precarious; masculinity can be easily lost when
power is threatened and so it must be actively demonstrated to others (see Bosson &
Vandello, 2011; Kimmel, 2008; Vescio, et al., 2010). Not only does this render men sensitive
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to threats to their power, the need to prove masculinity via the demonstration of power
promotes active, overt and aggressive displays to restore masculinity when power and
masculinity is threatened. Indeed, aggression offers a clear demonstration of power,
toughness and independence and thus is an effective way to reestablish masculinity (Bosson
& Vandello, 2011; Vandello et al., 2008).

There is a great deal of evidence that threats to masculinity lead to aggressive responses by
men to demonstrate and repair masculinity. In these studies, masculinity threat is
experimentally induced by, for example, giving false feedback to men that they know less
than the average man or are more like the average women, asking men to engage in feminine
tasks, or men being outperformed by a woman (e.g., Bosson et al., 2009; Dahl, Vessio &
Weaver, 2015; Glick et al., 2007; Maass, Cadinu, Guarnieri & Grasselli, 2003; Vandello et
al., 2008; Weaver & Vescio, 2015). Such masculinity threats lead to public discomfort and
anger by men and, in turn, a range of aggressive responses to restore masculinity, such as
derogation of women or effeminate men, greater endorsement of ideological dominance,
greater sexual harassment, and greater aggressive cognitions and behaviors in experimental
tasks. In contrast, women do not react aggressively to threats to their femininity because
being a women does not require demonstrations of power (Bosson & Vandello, 2011).

The centrality of power to masculinity and the evidence that masculinity threat instigates
aggression to restore masculinity indicate that men will be more likely than women to
respond aggressively to low power situations in their relationships. There is some evidence
for this hypothesis. For example, men who have low social power (e.g. low income, low
status jobs, unemployed) are more likely to physically aggress in their relationships (Magdol
et al., 1997; Straus & Gelles, 1990). However, the links between relationship power and
aggression are mixed. Some studies report similar associations between power and
aggression for men and women (e.g., Bentley et al., 2007; Choi & Ting, 2008; Leonard &
Senchak, 1996; Ronfeldt et al., 1998) whereas others have found low perceived influence or
decision-making power to be linked with self-reported aggression for men, but not women
(e.g., Babcock et al., 1993; Rogers et al., 2005; Sagrestano et al., 1999). However, none of
these prior studies tested whether there were significant gender differences, and many of the
existing studies also report several null effects for both men and women.

A key reason for these inconsistent patterns is that, as we have argued above, aggressive
responses need to be examined within important power-relevant situations when low power
is acute and consequential. If displays of aggression operate to restore masculinity, then
aggression should emerge when masculinity is threatened, and masculinity should be most
threatened within situations in which men experience low levels of power because they lack
influence or are highly dependent on their partners. Accordingly, testing whether low power
activates manhood-restoring aggression requires assessing the links between relationship
power and aggression within interactions (1) in which men lack situational power, and (2)
when aggressive responses could be enacted to reestablish power and restore masculinity.
We performed exactly these tests in the current research.
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Research Overview

STUDY 1

The current research was designed to reconcile the inconsistent links between power and
aggression in relationships by distinguishing between the power individuals generally
possess in their relationship (relationship power) and the power they experience within
important power-relevant situations in which individuals need to influence or depend on
their partner to attain desired needs and goals (s/tuational power). We expected that
possessing low relationship power would predict greater aggressive responses toward
romantic partners, but only when individuals were experiencing low situational power
because they were unable to influence their partner in desired ways or were dependent on
their partner for needed support. We also predicted this relationship power x situational
power interaction to emerge for men, and not women, because low influence and high
dependence threatens masculinity and responding aggressively is a way to demonstrate
power and thereby restore masculinity.

We tested our predictions in five studies using multiple methods and operationalizations of
relationship and situational power (see Table 1). First, we wanted to demonstrate that the
predicted effects emerge using the two different ways refationship power has been assessed
in prior research, including (1) assessing relative power by identifying the partner who is
more invested and thus dependent on the relationship (Studies 1, 2 and 4; see Table 1), and
(2) assessing perceptions of influence or decision-making power (Studies 3, 4 and 5; see
Table 1). Second, we wanted to demonstrate that the predicted effects replicate across
important power-relevant situations that involve (1) the need to influence the partner to
achieve desired goals, such as during conflict, and (2) depending on the partner for the
fulfilment of core needs, such as when people need support. Thus, our measures of
situational power assessed the same defining elements of power as our measures of
relationships power—dependence and influence—but captured the degree to which people
(1) were able to influence their partner (Studies 1, 2, 3 and 5) or (2) were dependent on the
partner (Studies 3 and 4) in specific power-relevant situations (see Table 1).

To assess aggressive responses to low power, we assessed well-studied behaviors that (1) are
relevant to the power-relevant situations investigated, (2) have been shown to be destructive
and harmful to partners, and (3) represent psychological aggression involving acts or
communications that are intended, or would be reasonably perceived as intended, to hurt the
partner and cause psychological pain (Gelles & Straus, 1979; Straus, 1979; Vissing, Straus,
Gelles, Harrop, 1991). In Studies 1, 2 and 4, independent observers rated the degree to
which individuals exhibited aggressive communication toward their partner during couples’
video-recorded interactions, such as derogating, criticizing and insulting the partner. In
Studies 3 and 5, we assessed more general aggressive responses that are relevant to the daily
course of relationships, such as being critical, hurtful or yelling at and insulting the partner.

In Study 1, we tested the link between relationship power and observer-rated aggressive
communication when individuals were trying to influence their partner during couples’
video-recorded conflict discussions. We used the principle of least interest (Kelley &
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Thibaut, 1978; Waller & Hill, 1951) to assess relationship power. Regardless of absolute
levels of investment, the person who is more dependent on their relationship—identifies
more strongly and is more emotionally or cognitively involved than their partner—possesses
less power to distribute rewards and punishments to their partner (Orifia et al., 2011;
Sprecher et al., 2006). Thus, we indexed low relationship power as including the partner in
one’s identity more than the partner includes the self in his/hers (see Table 1). To assess
situational power, we measured the degree to which individuals were able to influence their
partners’ attitudes and behavior in desired ways. We predicted men (but not women) low in
relationship power would exhibit greater aggressive communication, but only when
situational power was low because men were unable to influence their partner in desired
ways.

Participants—Study 1 involved new analyses of an existing sample and assessment of
aggressive communication (Overall, Fletcher, Simpson & Sibley, 2009). Sixty-one
heterosexual couples (total /=122 individuals) replied to campus-wide advertisements and
received $40NZD for participating. Participants were on average 23.48 years old (SD =
4.99) and involved in serious (61% married or cohabitating), long-term (M= 2.81 years, SD
= 2.82) relationships.

Materials and Procedure

Relationship Power: Participants completed the Inclusion of the Other in the Self (10S)
Scale (Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992). The 10S involves selecting one of seven Venn
diagrams depicting two circles that represent the self and the partner and vary in their degree
of overlap (1 = no overlap, 7 = almost complete overlap, M=5.59, SD = 1.18). Higher
scores indicate greater incorporation of the partner into the self, and thus higher levels of
cognitive dependence (also see Agnew, Van Lange, Rusbult, & Langston, 1998). Consistent
with prior definitions of relationship power (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Simpson et al., 2013;
Waller & Hill, 1951) and dyadic-based indices of relative dependence (Anderson, Keltner &
John, 2003; Attridge et al., 1995; Loving et al., 2004; Orifia et al., 2011; Sprecher et al.,
2006), we assessed power by measuring partners’ relative 10S. When individuals
incorporate their partner into the self-concept more than their partner incorporates the
individual into his/her self-concept, their outcomes are inherently more strongly influenced
and bound by the partner’s actions and desires than vice versa. Thus, we operationalized low
power as including the partner into one’s identity more than the partner includes oneself, and
high power as the reverse. To do this, we compared dyad members’ 10S scores and scored
each participant as low in relative power (-1) if they reported a higher 10S score than their
partner, equal in power (0) if they reported an 10S score equal to their partner, or high in
relative power (1) if they reported an 10S score lower than their partner. This approach
captures the within-couple interaction between individuals’ and their partner’s level of 10S
(Kenny & Cook, 1999), which is important because power within a relationship is relative to
one’s partner and not whether individuals’ 10S scores are higher or lower compared to the
rest of the sample (see Online Supplemental Material for more detail). Men were the low
power partner in 38% of the couples, equal in 21%, and high in power in 41%.
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Alternative Moderators: To rule out the possibility that our measure or the effects of
relationship power were due to individual differences in relationship security, we also
assessed self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1965) and attachment insecurity (Simpson, Rholes &
Phillips, 1996). All scales were reliable (Cronbach’s alphas [a] > .80), and correlations
across measures (see Table 2) reveal that the power index was not simply capturing
insecurity.

Situational Power: Couples were video-recorded having two 5-minute discussions about
conflicts arising from: (1) male partners wanting to change something about female partners
(male is agent of change and female is target of change), and (2) female partners wanting to
change something about male partners (female is agent and male is target; order
counterbalanced across the sample). Each discussion represents a power-relevant situation
for both agents and targets of change because both positions involve trying to influence, and
resist influence from, the partner (Overall, Sibley & Tan, 2011). However, assessing
situational power requires examining the /eve/ of influence people experience within power-
relevant situations, and in this study we only assessed the degree to which agents’ of change
were successful in their influence attempts. Immediately after each discussion, agents of
change rated: (a) how much their partner moved toward their own position (1 = have not
moved at all, 7 = moved very much), (b) how successful they were in bringing about change
or intention to change (1 = not at all successful, 7 = extremely successful), and (c) how
successful the discussion was in bringing about change or intention to change (1 = not at all
successful, 7 = extremely successful). Items were averaged to assess influence success (a
was .90 for men and .92 for women; descriptive statistics shown in Table 3). We
operationalized low situational power as agents of change perceiving their attempts to
influence their partner as being unsuccessful and high situational power as agents perceiving
their influence attempts to be relatively successful. The degree of influence success
(situational power) was not associated with relationship power (B=-.10, t=-.37, p=.71,
gender diff. = .69, p=.49).

Aggressive Communication: Two trained coders independently rated two forms of
aggressive communication using an established coding scheme that incorporates the most
commonly-assessed hostile and destructive conflict behaviors (see Overall et al., 2009) and
have been shown to have detrimental effects on the partner’s wellbeing (Gottman, 1998;
Karney & Bradbury, 1995; Overall & Simpson, 2013). Coders rated the degree which
agents’ of change exhibited: (1) derogation (criticizing, derogating and threatening the
partner, expressing anger and hostility) and (2) autocracy (being domineering, rejecting,
invalidating the partner; 1= /ow;, 7 = high). Men and women were coded independently in
separate viewings, with order of coding counterbalanced across the sample. Inter-rater
reliability was high (intraclass correlation coefficients [/CCs] > .97) and descriptive statistics
are shown in Table 3. Derogation and autocracy were strongly correlated for men and
women (r=.64 and .51, p<.01) so we standardized (z-scored) and averaged derogation and
autocracy to assess aggressive communication during the discussion (also see Overall et al.,
2009).
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To test our predictions, we regressed agents’ aggression on their relative power score
(relationship power), mean-centered ratings of influence success (situational power), and the
interaction between relative power and influence success (relationship power x situational
power). The relative power score captures the within-couple interaction between the
partners’ 10S scores and so to identify the unique effect of relationship power the
components used to generate the relative power score need to be controlled (Kenny & Cook,
1999). Thus, we included the main and interactive effects of individuals’ own and their
partners’ 10S score to ensure any effects of relative power were not simply due to
individuals’ or their partners’ having high or low 10S scores. Following the procedures
outlined by Kenny, Kashy and Cook (2006), we used the MIXED procedure in SPSS 21 to
run a dyadic regression model estimating the effects pooled across men and women, and
tested whether the effects significantly differed across men and women by modeling the
main and interaction effects of gender (-1 women, 1 men). We then simultaneously
estimated the effects for men and women using a two-intercept model that accounts for the
dyadic dependence in the data (equivalent to decomposing the gender interactions; see
Kenny et al., 2006).

The top section of Table 4 presents the main and interaction effects of relationship power
and situational power for men (first column) and women (second column) as well as the
gender interaction effects testing whether these effects differed across men and women (final
column). As predicted, the interaction between relationship power and situational power was
significant for men (o =.01) and not women (p = .60). The 3-way relationship power x
situational power x gender interaction effect (see bold predicted effect in final column of
Table 4) also revealed this difference was marginally significant (o < .08). Shown in Figure
1, men low in relationship power exhibited greater aggressive communication when they
were unable to influence their partner and thus had low situational power (6= -1.48, ¢=
-3.98, p< .01, r=-.48), but men low in relationship power did not display more aggression
when they were able to influence their partner (6=-0.25, t=-0.84, p= .41, r=-.11).

Alternative moderators and explanations: Self-esteem, attachment anxiety and avoidance
did not demonstrate the same effects as relationship power did and the significant effects
shown in Figure 1 remained robust when controlling for any of these variables. Age,
relationship status (married/cohabiting or not) and relationship length were also not
significantly associated with relationship or situational power, did not demonstrate the same
effects as power did, and controlling for these demographic variables did not alter the
effects.

Study 1 used an existing sample to provide an initial test of our predictions. Men who
possessed low refationship power because they were more dependent than their partner
exhibited greater aggressive communication during couples’ conflict discussions when they
were unable to influence their partner in desired ways and thus had low situational power.
Low relationship power was not associated with aggression when men were able to
influence their partner, and women’s relationship power was not associated with aggression.
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In Study 2, we aimed to replicate the effects shown in Study 1 employing different measures
of power. To assess refationship power, we again followed the principle of least interest
(Waller & Hill, 1951) but in Study 2 identified low power partners as those who received
more rewards from their relationship and were thus more invested in and dependent on their
relationship. We again examined aggressive communication during couples’ discussions but
in Study 2 these discussions focused on general relationship problems rather than conflicts
arising from specific desires to change the partner. To assess situational power, we measured
the degree to which partners avoided and disengaged during the discussion. Avoidance is a
particularly effective way of reducing the power of the other partner because it
communicates that the avoider is (a) unwilling to be influenced and (b) willing to reduce
closeness and intimacy to maintain their position. Indeed, when the partner refuses to engage
and avoids discussing the issue, this directly thwarts the individual’s attempts to influence
their partner and resolve conflict (Christensen & Heavey, 1990; Heavey, Christensen, &
Malamuth, 1995) and this type of partner resistance has been previously associated with
greater aggressive responses by men (Babcock et al., 1993). We predicted that men, but not
women, who possessed low relationship power would exhibit more aggressive
communication when their partner’s high level of avoidance reduced their situational power.

Participants—Participants were 132 newlywed couples (total /=264 individuals)
participating in a broader study of marriage (see McNulty & Russell, 2010). Husbands were
an average age of 25.9 years (SD = 4.6), 70% were employed full time and 26% were full
time students. Wives were an average age of 24.2 years (SD = 3.6), 56% were employed full
time, and 28% were full time students. Ninety-one percent of husbands and 93% of wives
identified as Caucasian.

Materials and Procedure

Relationship Power: This study did not include measures of 10S as used in Study 1 to
assess relative power. However, another important element underpinning levels of
relationship dependence (and thus power) is how much each partner finds the relationship
rewarding and satisfying (Rusbult, 1983; Rusbult, Arriaga & Agnew, 2001). When
individuals find the relationship more rewarding than their partners, their partners will be
relatively less invested in the continued future of the relationship, put relatively less effort
into maintaining the relationship, and be relatively more likely to withdraw from the
relationship (Murray & Holmes, 2009; Rusbult et al., 2001). This study included a good
measure of how rewarding the relationship was experienced; a semantic differential scale
(SMD; Osgood, Suci, & Tannenbaum, 1957) that involved each spouse rating their
perceptions of their relationship on 7-point scales involving fifteen pairs of opposing
adjectives (e.g., “Bad-Good,” “Unpleasant-Pleasant”). Scores ranged from 15 to 105, with
higher scores reflecting more positive relationship evaluations (for husbands, M= 97.40, SD
=8.08, a = .89; for wives, M= 97.57, SD = 8.40, a = .91). Following the same procedure in
Study 1, we assessed relationship power by measuring partner’s relative SMD. Each
participant was identified as low in relationship power (-1) if they found the relationship
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more rewarding then their partner, equal in power (0) if they reported the relationship as
equally rewarding, or high in power (1) if they experienced the relationship as less rewarding
than their partner. Similar to the distributions in Study 1, men were the low power partner in
38% of the couples, equal in 17%, and the high power partner in 45%.

Alternative Moderators: Participants also completed scales (as > .80) assessing self-
esteem (Rosenberg, 1965) and attachment insecurity (Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998). The
patterns of correlations were similar to Study 1 (see Table 2).

Situational Power: Couples were video-recorded having two 10-minute discussions about
current relationship problems; one identified by the husband and one identified by the wife.
Unlike Study 1, husbands and wives were instructed to choose a problem with the
relationship rather than something specifically they wanted to change about their spouse.
Nonetheless, discussions of relationship problems involves both partners trying to influence
and resist influence, and thus is a power-relevant situation regardless of who selected the
topic (Christensen & Heavey, 1990; Gottman, 1998). In addition, unlike Study 1, we did not
assess perceptions of influence of one of the partners. Instead, in Study 2 we assessed both
partners’ situational power by assessing the degree to which each individual’s influence was
forestalled by their partner’s avoidance and disengagement. As described above, avoidance
and disengagement has been previously established as a powerful way of undercutting
others’ power and influence (Christensen & Heavey, 1990; Gottman, 1998; Heavey et al.,
1995) and our assessment of these partner behaviors followed this prior literature. After
viewing the entire discussion, four trained coders independently rated the degree to which
each spouse (a) avoided and (b) was engaged during the discussion (1= Not at all, 7 =
Extremely). To assess reliability, 24% of the conversations were double-coded (average /CC
across coders = 0.66). Ratings of the degree which each spouse avoided and was engaged
were negatively correlated (r=—.57) and so we reverse-coded ratings of avoid and then
standardized (z-scored) and averaged both ratings so that lower scores represented lower
situational power (greater partner avoidance and disengagement). As in Study 1, relative
relationship power did not significant predict levels of situational power for men (B=-.11, ¢
=-.90, p=.37) or women (B=-.15, t=-1.06, p=.29; gender difference t= .19, p= .85).

Aggressive Communication: Four trained coders coded each speaking turn according to
whether it met the definition for rejection as described in the Verbal Tactics Coding Scheme
(VTCS, Sillars, Coletti, Parry, & Rogers, 1982). This code was focused on because the
VTCS assigns precedence to rejection over all other behaviors in recognition of the
importance of these explicitly hostile behaviors. Similar to the elements assessed in Study 1,
speaking turns that directly insulted or pointed out personal flaws in the partner (“You’re so
immature”) and directly undermined the partner’s point of view (“l don’t care what you
think”, “whatever”) were coded as rejection. The number of rejection codes assigned to each
spouse was divided by the total number of speaking turns by that spouse to provide an
estimate of the overall proportion of speaking turns that were classified as rejection. To
assess reliability, 24% of the conversations were double-coded (/CC across coders = 0.65).
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We used the same dyadic analytic approach as in Study 1 to regress aggressive
communication exhibited during the problem-solving discussions on individuals’ relative
power score (relationship power), observations of partners’ behavioral avoidance (situational
power), and the interaction between relative power and partners’ avoidance (relationship
power x situational power). As in Study 1, we also modeled the main and interaction effects
of individuals’ own and their partner’s SMD score (both mean-centered) to ensure that the
effects of relationship power were not due to either partner having high or low SMD scores.

Table 4 (bottom section) presents the effects for men and women (first two columns) as well
as the interaction effects testing whether the effects significantly differed across men and
women (final column). As predicted, the interaction between relationship power and
situational power was significant for men, but not women, and the 3-way interaction testing
the gender difference was also significant (see effect in bold in final column). Shown in
Figure 2, men low in relationship power demonstrated greater aggression when their partners
avoidance was high and they faced low situational power (6=-.01, {=-3.38, p< .01, r=-.
30), but not when their partners’ avoidance was low (6= .00, t=0.95, p=.35, r=.09).

Alternative Moderators and Explanations: As in Study 1, additional analyses supported
that the results were not due to general relationship insecurity: men’s self-esteem,
attachment anxiety and avoidance did not demonstrate the same effects as relationship power
and the significant effects shown in Table 4 and Figure 2 remained when controlling for any
of these variables. Relationship status did not vary across couples, who were all newlyweds
within six months of their wedding. Age and cohabitation status before marriage also did not
alter or modify the effects shown in Table 4 and Figure 2.

Study 2 replicated the results of Study 1 using similar observational methods but different
operationalizations of power (see Table 1). Men (but not women) who possessed lower
relationship power exhibited greater aggressive communication during couples’ conflict
discussions when their partners’ avoidance reduced their situational power.

Study 3 extended Studies 1 and 2 in three major ways. First, to show that the effects of
relative relationship power assessed in Studies 1 and 2 using the principle of least interest
generalize to other ways in which relationship power has been assessed, we measured each
partners’ perception of influence in their relationship using an established scale that has been
applied in a variety of power-relevant contexts (Anderson, John, & Keltner, 2012). Second,
instead of measuring aggression in a single, laboratory-based context, we assessed people’s
daily levels of situational power and aggressive behavior for a 3-week period. These
repeated daily assessments allowed us to examine aggressive responses to low situational
power across couples’ more routine daily interactions, and to test within-person changes in
aggressive responses as participants experienced varying levels of situational power on a
day-to-day basis. The resulting within-person analysis is the strongest test of our contextual
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prediction by showing that a man who possesses low refationship power only responds
aggressively when he confronts low situational power, but does not respond aggressively at
other times.

Finally, in Study 3 we assessed low situational power in two ways that capture the two
different ways relationship power has been previously conceptualized (see Table 1).
Paralleling Studies 1 and 2, we first assessed low situational power arising from participants
being unable to influence their partner in desired ways. Our second assessment of situational
power captured the dependence central to foundational definitions and measures of
relationship power. In particular, we assessed the extent to which participants needed support
from their partner each day. When individuals need support, they are dependent on their
partner for the fulfilment of key relatedness needs (i.e., help, comfort). This dependence
places individuals in a one-down position (Kelley et al., 2003; Kelley & Thibaut, 1978) and
also threatens masculine ideals of self-reliance, toughness, strength and independence
(Levant et al., 1992; Mahalik et al., 2003; Thompson & Pleck, 1986; Vescio, et al., 2010).
Indeed, being masculine involves rejecting feminine qualities, feelings and roles that involve
dependence and so being in such feminine roles or positions threatens masculinity (Bosson
et al., 2009; Dahl et al., 2015; Vescio, et al., 2010). Accordingly, men are more likely to find
support from their partners threatening, especially if they feel less able to effectively cope
with the issue and are therefore more dependent on their partners (e.g., Crockett & Neff,
2012). Thus, we predicted that low power men would respond aggressively in any context in
which situational power (and thus masculinity) was undermined, including when unable to
influence their partners and when dependent on their partners for support.

Participants—Seventy-eight heterosexual couples (total /= 156) replied to
advertisements distributed across a large university campus and associated organizations
(e.g., health and recreation centers). Couples were involved in serious (44% married/
cohabitating), long-term (M= 2.57 years, SD = 1.96) relationships. Participants were on
average 22.44 years old (SD = 4.81), and 47% held a university degree. Participants were
paid $45NZD.

Procedure—Participants completed baseline measures during an initial laboratory session.
Over the following 21 days, both partners independently completed an end-of-day web-
based record regarding their relationship experiences and behavior that day. On average,
participants completed 19.3 diary entries (92%), for a total of 3,014 entries across the entire
sample. Descriptive statistics for the diary measures are shown in Table 3.

Materials

Relationship Power: Participants completed the Sense of Power Scale with reference to
their relationship (Anderson et al., 2012). This 8-item scale (a = .84) assesses individuals’
ability to make decisions (e.g., “if | want to, | get to make the decisions”, 1 = strongly
disagree, 7 = strongly agree), influence the partner’s behavior or opinions (e.g., “even if |
voice them, my views have little sway”, reverse-coded), and satisfy one’s own goals and
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desires (e.g., “even when | try, | am not able to get my way”, reverse-coded). Levels of
perceived power did not differ across men and women (= 1.51, p=.13; see Table 5).

Alternative Moderators: Participants completed the same scales used in Study 1 to assess
self-esteem (a = .89), attachment anxiety (a = .80) and attachment avoidance (a = .75).
Lower perceived power tended to be linked with greater attachment insecurity (see Table 5).

Daily Situational Power: To assess situational power, we measured two contexts: At the
end of each day participants rated the degree to which he/she (1) was unable to influence
his/her partner (“I could NOT get my partner to think, feel or behave the way | wanted
him/her to”) and the degree to which he/she needed support (“I needed support from my
partner”) that day (1 = not at all, 7 = extremely). These items were reverse-coded so that
lower scores represent lower situational power (lower ability to influence the partner and
needing more support) and higher scores represent higher situational power (greater ability
to influence the partner and needing less support). Lower relationship power predicted lower
reported ability to influence the partner for both men and women (8= .35, t=4.22, p<.
001; gender difference ¢=1.08, p=.29), but was not associated with daily levels of support
need (B=.03, t= .12, p=.80; gender difference t= .47, p=.64).

Daily Aggression: Participants rated five items used in prior research to assess destructive
and hostile responses that are relevant to the day-to-day course of relationships (Hammond
& Overall, 2013; Overall & Sibley, 2009, 2010). Based on the widely used and validated
construct of accommodation (Rusbult, Verette, Whitney, Slovik, & Lipkus, 1991), this scale
was developed to assess the degree to which individuals expressed destructive impulses to
derogate or hurt the partner (“I was critical or unpleasant toward my partner,” “I acted in a
way that could be hurtful to my partner”; 1 = not at all, 7 = extremely) rather than transform
their destructive motivations to care for the partner and relationship (“I was willing to let my
partner have things his/her way”, “I was forgiving toward my partner”, “I was affectionate
and loving toward my partner”). The latter items were reverse-scored, and all items averaged
(a =.76). Separate analyses of the items assessing expression and inhibition of aggressive
responses produced the same pattern (see online supplemental materials [OSM]). Although
these daily responses do not capture the overt hostility that we assessed during couples’
conflict discussions in Studies 1 and 2, these more routine responses are associated with
those types of aggressive communication (Rusbult et al., 1991), and they predict more
negative relationship outcomes for both partners (e.g., Wieselquist et al., 1999).

We present two models focusing on our two assessments of situational power: ability to
influence the partner (Model 1) and needing support from the partner (Model 2).

Model 1: Ability to Influence the Partner—Our analyses followed Kenny et al.’s
(2006) and Bolger and Laurenceau’s (2013) recommendations for analyzing repeated
measures dyadic data. Daily aggressive responses were modeled as a function of: (a)
relationship power (mean-centered), (b) situational power (ability to influence the partner
that day; person-centered), and (c) the interaction between situational power and relationship
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power. We also modeled average levels of situational power to isolate change in aggressive
responses as daily situational power varied from typical levels of daily power (Bolger &
Laurenceau, 2013; Bryk & Raudenbush, 2002). As in Studies 1 and 2, and following
procedures by Kenny et al. (2006), we simultaneously estimated the effects for men and
women (first two columns in Table 6) using a two-intercept model that controlled for the
dyadic dependencies in the data, and we tested whether the differences across men and
women were significant (see final column in Table 6) by pooling the effects across partners
and modeling the main and interaction effects of gender (-1 women, 1 men). All analyses
allowed the error variances to differ for men and women, errors were allowed to correlate
within days and across dyad members, and the intercept was modeled as random.

As shown in Table 6 (top section), the relationship power x situational power x gender
interaction revealed that the interaction between relationship power and situational power
significantly differed across men and women. The significant interaction between men’s
relationship power and within-person daily fluctuations in situational power is shown in
Figure 3. Low relationship power was associated with greater aggression on days when men
experienced low situational power because they were unable to influence their partner in
desired ways (b= -.26, t=-2.26, p=.03, r=-.25) but not on days when those same men
were able to influence their partner (6= -.11, t=-0.95, p=.34, r=-.11). Unexpectedly, a
significant interaction also emerged for women (see Table 6; top section) that was in the
opposite direction than that of men (see OSM for more detail): lower relationship power
predicted /oweraggression on days of low situational power (6= .11, t=1.83, p=.07, r=.
21), but not on days of high situational power (6= .02, t= .23, p= .82, r=.03).

Model 2: Needing Support from the Partner—The results from analogous analyses
testing whether men lower in relationship power responded to the dependence associated
with needing support with greater daily aggression are shown in Table 6 (bottom section). A
significant interaction between relationship power and within-person fluctuations in
situational power emerged for men, but not women, and the gender difference was again
significant (see final column). Shown in Figure 4, lower relationship power was associated
with greater aggressive responses on days when men needed high levels of support (6= -.
30, t=-2.79, p< .01, r=-.31) but not on days when men did not need support from their
partners (b=-.15, t=-1.42, p= .16, r= -.16).

Alternative moderators and explanations: As in Studies 1 and 2, rerunning Models 1 and
2 controlling for the main and interaction effects of self-esteem, attachment anxiety,
attachment avoidance, age, relationship status (cohabiting/married versus not) or relationship
length did not change the effects shown in Table 6 and Figures 3 and 4.

Study 3 replicated and extended the results of Studies 1 and 2 using different methods and
measures, including assessing individuals’ perceptions of relationship power, modeling
within-person changes in daily aggressive responses to low situational power encountered
across couples’ daily lives, and assessing an additional low situational power context—the
degree to which individuals needed support and were thus dependent on their partner. As
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predicted, men who had lower relationship power reported greater daily aggression, but only
on days when they experienced low situational power because they were unable to influence
their partner or they needed support from their partner. As in Studies 1 and 2, women did not
show these effects, and one effect suggested women low versus high in relationship power
responded /ess aggressively when they were unable to influence their partner.

An important contribution of Study 3 was showing that men low in relationship power
exhibited greater daily aggression when they needed support and thus their heightened
relational needs increased dependence on the partner. Such dependence for the fulfillment of
relational needs is a central source of low power in relationship interactions (Kelley et al.,
2003). Moreover, demonstrating the low power-aggression link in this situational context is
important because it reveals that the aggressive responses enacted by low power men are
motivated by masculinity related concerns rather than by instrumental efforts to coerce
desired behaviors from partners. Aggressive responses are not effective ways to secure
needed support from partners (e.g., Overall, Fletcher & Simpson, 2010; Pasch & Bradbury,
1998), but aggression does help to reduce dependence and reestablish power and control
(Leary, Twenge & Quinlivan, 2006; Murray & Holmes, 2009; Overall & Sibley, 2009), and
thus helps to restore masculinity (Bosson & Vandello, 2011; Vandello et al., 2008).

Our aim in Study 4 was to replicate the effect of low situational power arising from support
need by examining aggressive responses emitted within couples’ support-relevant
discussions. We also wanted to replicate the predicted relationship power x situational power
interaction for men using the two different methods prior research has used to assess
relationship power—relative power (as in Studies 1 and 2) and perceptions of power (as in
Study 3)—uwithin the same study. We assessed relative power using identical measures and
procedures as in Study 1, and we also gathered participants’ perceptions of relationship
power using the sense of power scale as in Study 3. We expected that both measures would
produce the same effect: men lower in relative or perceived relationship power would exhibit
greater aggression when they faced low situational power because they needed their partner.

To examine low power situations characterized by dependence and the need for support,
participants identified their most important personal goal they were currently trying to
achieve, and then discussed their goal-related strivings and progress with their partner.
Following previously used measures to index greater support need (Collins & Feeney, 2000,
2004; Feeney, 2004; Crockett & Neff, 2012; Girme, Overall & Simpson, 2013; Girme,
Overall, Simpson & Fletcher, 2015), we assessed participants’ distress during couples’
discussions and feelings of hopelessness regarding their personal goal. Greater distress and
hopelessness signal a greater need for help in order to cope with and overcome the
challenges associated with goal pursuit, and thus are associated with greater dependence on
the partner’s support to alleviate distress and generate goal-related efficacy (e.g., Bar-Kalifa
& Rafaeli, 2014; Girme et al., 2013; Cutrona et al., 2007). However, greater distress and
hopelessness also threaten masculine ideals of self-reliance, strength and independence
precisely because they indicate a need for support (Bem, 1974; Bem, 1981; Levant et al.,
1992; Mahalik et al., 2003) and are feminine or ‘non-manly’ feelings and qualities (Bosson
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et al., 2009; Dahl et al., 2015; Vescio, et al., 2010). Thus, we expected men lower in
relationship power would exhibit greater aggressive responses within couples’ discussions
when they needed higher levels of support and this heightened dependence resulted in low
situational power.

Participants—One-hundred heterosexual couples (total /=200 individuals) responded to
paper and electronic advertisements distributed across a large university and associated
organizations (e.g., health and recreation centers). Participants were involved in serious
(13% married, 36% cohabiting, 47% serious dating relationships), long-term (A/= 3.28
years, SD = 4.16) relationships, and were a mean age of 22.64 (SD = 6.51) years.
Participants were paid NZ$80.

Procedure—After completing the questionnaires described below, participants identified
and ranked in order of importance three current personal goals they were trying to achieve,
which they were told they might discuss with their romantic partners. The top-ranked goal
was selected for discussion. After a 5-minute warm-up discussion, each couple was video-
recorded engaging in two 7-minute discussions about each person’s personal goal (order
across male and female partners counterbalanced across the sample). Our analysis focused
on the aggressive responses enacted by the person whose goal was discussed and therefore
was in a position to need support from their partner. To assess support need, immediately
after the discussion participants reported on their distress during the discussion and the
degree to which they felt hopeless regarding their goal. To assess aggressive responses,
objective coders rated the degree to which each individual displayed aggressive
communication and participants reported on their anger toward their partner.

Materials

Relationship Power: We assessed relationship power in two ways that represent the
different methods prior research has adopted to assess relationship power. First, as in Study
1, participants completed the 10S Scale (M= 5.25, SD = 1.24) and we scored each
participant as low in relative power (-1) if they reported a higher 10S score than their
partner, equal in power (0) if they reported an 10S score equal to their partner, or high in
relative power (1) if they reported an 10S score lower than their partner. Men were scored as
the low power partner in 40% of the couples, equal in 30%, and high in power in 30%.
Second, as in Study 3, participants completed the Sense of Power Scale with reference to
their relationship (a = .80; see Table 5). As in prior research (Caldwell & Peplau, 1984;
Farrell et al., 2015; Felmlee, 1994), relative power and perceived power were only weakly
associated (B= .16, t=1.25, p=.22, r=.13; gender t= .22, p=.83), but we expected both
low power based on relative dependence and low power based on perceived influence to
have similar effects.

Alternative Moderators: Participants completed the scales used in Studies 1-3 to assess
self-esteem (a = .87), attachment anxiety (a = .78), and attachment avoidance (a = .76).
The pattern of associations with relative relationship power (see Table 2) and perceptions of
relationship power (see Table 5) were similar to those found in Studies 1-3.
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Situational Power: Using prior assessments of support need during couples’ discussions in
prior research (e.g., Girme et al., 2013, 2015), immediately after the discussion, individuals
whose goal was discussed reported how “stressed” and “upset” they felt during the
discussion (1 = not at all, 7 = extremely, r=.74). An as additional indicator of need specific
to the targeted goal, we asked participants to report the degree to which they felt “hopeless’,
‘discouraged’, ‘sad’ and “hopeful’ (reverse-scored) with regard to their goal (a = .82). These
two measures of support need were highly correlated (= .56), and so we combined them to
construct an overall index of support need. As in Study 3, we then reverse-coded this overall
score so that lower values represent lower situational power (needing more support). Lower
perceptions of relationship power (B = .29, t=3.25, p> .01; gender diff. t=-1.60, p=.11),
but not relative relationship power (B = -.05, t=-.30, p=.77; gender diff. t= .05, p=.96),
were associated with lower situational power (i.e., needing more support).

Aggressive Responses: Four independent coders rated the degree to which individuals
exhibited aggressive communication when discussing their goal. The coding instructions and
responses targeted were derived from established coding schedules of couples’ support
behavior (Overall et al., 2010; Pasch & Bradbury, 1998; Sullivan et al., 2010) and captured
the same aggressive behaviors assessed in Study 1, including the degree to which individuals
(a) criticized and derogated the partner, (b) rejected or invalidated their partner’s input, and
(c) expressed anger and hostility at the partner. Prior research has shown these behaviors
predict lower partner support and reductions in both partners’ relationship wellbeing
(Overall et al., 2010; Pasch & Bradbury, 1998; Sullivan et al., 2010). Men and women were
coded in separate viewings (order counterbalanced). Inter-rater reliability was excellent (/CC
=.94).

To supplement the observed ratings and ensure these aggressive responses were directed
toward the partner, we followed prior assessments of aggression and aggressive motives
(Finkel et al., 2012; Lemay, Overall & Clark, 2012) by also asking participants to report on
the degree to which they felt antagonistic and aggressive feelings toward their partner during
the discussion, including being “angry” and “annoyed” (1 = not at all, 7 = extremely; r= .
77). These partner-oriented aggressive feelings are strongly linked with antagonistic
motivations and hostile behavior (Fitness & Fletcher, 1993; Lemay et al., 2012; also see
Fischer & Roseman, 2007). Accordingly, observer-coded aggressive communication was
positively correlated with participants’ anger (r= .40), and we averaged these measures to
index aggressive responses toward the partner during the discussion. Analyzing the two
measures separately produced the same pattern of results (see OSM).

To test our predictions, we present two models focusing on our two assessments of
relationship power: relative relationship power as assessed in Studies 1 and 2 (Model 1) and
perceptions of relationship power as assessed in Study 3 (Model 2).

Model 1: Relative Relationship Power—We adopted an identical dyadic model to the
analyses of relative relationship power described in Study 1. As shown in the top of Table 7,
the interaction between relationship and situational power was significant for men (first
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column), but not women (second column), and this gender difference was significant (final
column). The significant interaction for men replicated the effects of daily support need in
Study 3. Shown in Figure 5, lower relationship power was associated with greater aggressive
responses toward the partner when men needed greater support and therefore had low
situational power (6= -0.99, t=-3.53, p< .01, r=-.34) but not when men’s support need
and dependence was low (6= .23, t=1.04, p=.30, r=.10).

Model 2: Perceived Relationship Power—The results from dyadic analyses modeling
perceptions of relationship power are shown in the bottom of Table 7. These results replicate
the effects in Study 3 as well as those that emerged when modeling relative relationship
power in this study. The interaction between relationship and situational power was
significant for men (first column), but not women (second column), and this gender
difference was significant (final column). The significant interaction for men is shown in
Figure 6. Lower relationship power was associated with greater aggressive responses within
couples’ discussion when men needed higher levels of support and therefore had low
situational power (6= -0.32, t=-3.41, p< .01, r=-.33) but not when men’s support need
and dependence was low (6= .04, t= .37, p=.71, r=.04).

Alternative moderators and explanations: As in Studies 1-3, the effects shown in Table 7
and Figures 5 and 6 remained when controlling for the main and interaction effects of self-
esteem, attachment anxiety or attachment avoidance. Controlling for age, relationship status
(cohabiting/married versus not) or relationship length also did not alter the effects.

Study 4 replicated the effects of relationship power and situational power (support need)
shown during daily life in Study 3 using methods that captured aggressive responses within
couples’ support-relevant discussions of personal goals. The results also replicated using a
dyadic index of relative relationship power (as in Study 1 and 2) as well as perceptions of
relationship power (as in Study 3). The aggressive reactions shown by men low in
relationship power when they are dependent and need support demonstrate that low power
men do not aggress to coerce partners or “get their way”. Instead, aggression helps to
reestablish power and self-reliance—core elements of masculinity (Bem, 1974; Bem, 1981,
Levant et al., 1992; Mahalik et al., 2003). In Study 5, we more directly test the masculinity
threat that we argue underlies men’s aggressive reactions to low relationship power.

Study 5 was designed to test the theoretical mechanism underlying our hypothesis—that
men with low relationship power respond with aggression when facing low situational power
because low power threatens masculinity. To do this, we examined the links between
perceptions of relationship power and daily situational power, feelings of manliness and
aggressive responses across a 2-week period. To assess levels of situational power we
gathered reports of partners’ willingness to change their own behavior, preferences, or goals
to resolve relationship problems. As with partner avoidance in Study 2, partners’
unwillingness to change directly undercuts power because it conveys that the partner is (a)
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unwilling to be influenced or change for the good of the relationship and (b) prioritizes their
own desires above what is needed to care for their relationship, which (c) reduces the degree
to which individuals can sustain their connection and fulfill their own goals and needs.

Our predictions outlining the key role of masculinity underlying men’s aggressive responses
to low power are shown in Figure 7. We predicted that men (but not women) low in
relationship power should feel less manly on days when they faced lower situational power
because their partner was unwilling to change (see Figure 7, Path A), and it is these drops in
feelings of masculinity that should, in turn, predict aggressive responses by men (Path B).

Participants—~Participants were 117 newlywed couples (total /= 234 individuals)
married for less than three months who participated in a broader study of marriage of 120
couples (3 couples could not be included in the current analyses due to husbands not
completing diary reports [n=2] or the couple was leshian [n=1]). On average, husbands were
31.91 (8D =19.77) and wives were 29.93 (SD = 7.91) years old. The majority of husbands
(70%) and wives (61%) were employed full time, and the majority of the sample (77%)
identified as Caucasian.

Procedure—Couples completed a battery of surveys online, including the Sense of Power
Scale, and attended a laboratory session at which they completed a variety of tasks beyond
the scope of the current analyses. Over the following 14 days, both spouses independently
completed an end-of-day web-based record regarding their relationship experiences and
behavior that day. On average, participants completed 12.25 diary entries (88%), for a total
of 2,854 entries across the entire sample. Descriptive statistics for the diary measures are
shown in Table 3. Couples were paid $100 for completing the surveys and lab session and an
additional $35 for completing all 28 diary records, or $1.00 per diary record if they failed to
complete all 28.

Materials

Relationship Power: As in Studies 3 and 4, participants completed the Sense of Power
Scale with reference to their relationship (a = .83).

Alternative Moderators: Participants completed the scales used in Study 2 to assess self-
esteem, attachment anxiety, and attachment avoidance (as> .87). Associations with
relationship power were similar to those found in Studies 3 and 4 (see Table 5).

Daily Situational Power: At the end of each day, each partner rated “How willing are you
to change your own behavior, preferences, or goals to resolve the problems that exist in your
relationships?” (1 = not at all, 7 = very much). As described above, we indexed situational
power according to the partners’ ratings of their willingness to change for the good of the
relationship. Lower perceptions of relationship power were not significantly associated with
partners’ reporting lower willingness to change for men (8= .13, t=1.61, p=.11) or
women (B=-.09, t=-0.92, p=.36; gender difference t=1.77, p=.08).
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Daily Feelings of Masculinity: To measure the degree to which low relationship and
situational power threatened masculinity, each day participants also rated how much they felt
“manly” today (1 = not at all, 7 = very much). Masculinity involves a set of qualities and
characteristics that, although are considered appropriate to men, are not restricted to one
biological sex (Bem, 1974, 1981; Mahalik et al., 2003). Thus, women vary in their feelings
and presentation of masculinity (as men do in their femininity; Francis, 2010; Halberstam,
1998). Accordingly, despite the average ratings of feeling manly being lower for women
than men (as is expected and typical), women still demonstrated reasonable variation in
feelings of masculinity across persons and days (see bottom of Table 3).

Daily Aggression: On each day, individuals also responded to the question: “Did you do
something today that you think your partner did not like?” When participants answered
“yes” (on average 19% of the days completed for both men and women), they were then
asked to describe what they did that their partner did not like. To determine whether
described behaviors toward the partner were aggressive, two coders experienced in coding
communication in couples’ conflict discussions independently classified whether each
description represented daily aggression toward the partner (coded 1) or not (coded 0). The
coding taxonomy used for coding followed those established schedules used to code
aggressive communication in Studies 1, 2 and 4, including verbal aggression, hostility,
derogating and blaming the partner, using threats, and rejecting and invalidating the partner.
Examples of descriptions classified as aggressive involved yelling, fighting, criticizing,
expressing anger, blaming, accusing, and snapping or saying hurtful things. Coder reliability
was high (Cohen’s Kappa = .93, r=21.82, p<.001), and final classification of the few
instances of disagreement was determined by consensus. Days in which aggressive behavior
was described constituted a total of 6.3% and 8.8% of days for men and women.

All analyses followed the same dyadic modeling strategy described in Study 3 and as
recommended by Kenny et al. (2006) and Bolger and Laurenceau (2013) to analyze repeated
measures dyadic data, but we used the HLM 6.08 computer program (Bryk, Raudenbush, &
Congdon, 2004) in order to model the categorical outcome of aggressive behavior (i.e.,
whether aggressive behavior occurred on a given day). We ran two nested analyses in order
to examine the theoretical process outlined in Figure 7. Our first analysis (Model 1) tested
Path A by examining whether men (but not women) low in relationship power felt less
manly on days when they faced lower situational power. Our second analysis (Model 2)
tested Path B by examining whether such drops in felt masculinity, in turn, predicted daily
aggression by men (and not women). We then calculated indirect effects testing whether
men (but not women) low in relationship power were more likely to be aggressive on days
they encountered low situational power via drops in felt masculinity—the mediation chain
shown in Figure 7 linking Path A (Model 1) and Path B (Model 2) together.

Model 1: Does low power reduce men’s feelings of masculinity?—To test the
first path of our mediation model (Path A, Figure 7), feeling of manliness on a given day
was modeled as a function of: (a) relationship power (mean-centered), (b) situational power
(the partner’s person-centered reported willingness to change that day), and (c) the
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interaction between situational power and relationship power. As in Study 3, we also
modeled average levels of partners’ reported willingness to change so that we were isolating
the degree to which feelings of manliness changed as daily situational power varied from
partners’ typical willingness to change (Bolger & Laurenceau, 2013; Bryk & Raudenbush,
2002). As in Studies 1 to 4, we simultaneously estimated the parameters for men and women
using a two-intercept model that controlled for the dyadic dependencies in the data, and
tested whether the differences across men and women were significant by pooling the effects
across partners and modeling the main and interaction effects of gender (-1 women, 1 men).
As shown in Table 8, the interaction between relationship power and within-person
fluctuations in situational power significantly predicted men’s, but not women’s, feelings of
manliness, and the gender difference was marginally significant. Figure 8 displays the
significant interaction for men. Lower relationship power was associated with men reporting
feeling less manly on days when situational power was low because partners were not
willing to change for the relationship (6= .36, £=2.08, p= .04, r=.19) but not on days of
high situational power when partners were willing to change (6= .14, t=0.82, p= .41, r=.
08).

Model 2: Do threats to masculinity predict aggression toward partners?—To
test the second path of our mediation model (Path B, Figure 7), we tested whether reductions
in daily feelings of manliness (person-centered) predicted a greater likelihood that men (and
not women) behaved aggressively toward their partner that day (0 = no aggression today, 1 =
aggression today). We controlled for average levels of manliness in order to test whether
within-person reductions in feelings of masculinity predicted aggression. We entered all of
the predictors from Path A of our model (relationship power, situational power and the
relationship x situational power interaction) to calculate the pathway and associated indirect
effect between the effects of relationship x situational power on feelings of masculinity (Path
A, Figure 7) and, in turn, the likelihood of aggressive responses toward the partner (Path B,
Figure 7) as recommended by MacKinnon, Fritz, Williams, and Lockwood, 2007.

The results supported the mediation pathway outlined in Figure 7. As predicted, on days that
men experienced reductions in feelings of masculinity they were more likely to report
aggressive responses toward their partner (B = -.35, t=-3.42, p<.001, r=-.31). This was
not true for women (B =-.004, t=-0.03, p=.98, r=-.003) and the gender difference was
significant (B=-.19, t=-2.27, p=.02, r=-.21). Moreover, the indirect effect linking the
relationship power x situational power effects on aggressive behavior via felt masculinity
was significant for men (/ndirect effect= .04, 95% CI [.01, .08]) and not significant for
women (indirect effect= .00, 95% CI [-.01, .Ol]).2 Thus, low relationship power predicted
reduced feelings of manliness on days in which men faced low situational power, which in
turn predicted a greater likelihood of men behaving aggressively toward the partner that day.

2The direct relationship power x situational power interaction effect on aggressive behavior was not significant for men (8= .07, ¢=
0.48, p= .63, r=.05) or women (B=.12, t=0.89, p=.37, r=.09). We conducted a meta-analysis across studies to assess the relative
strength and robustness of the relationship power x situational power interaction predicting aggressive responses. \We focused
specifically on situational power due to low influence as was assessed in Study 5 (although adding in the effects when assessing
situations of dependence only strengthened the results). As expected, the aggression-inducing effect of low relationship power x low
situational power was significant and robust for men (r=.22, z=4.21, p<.001, 95% CI [.12, .32]) and not women (r=-.09, z=
-1.29, p= .20, 95% CI [-.23, .05]).
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Alternative moderators and explanations: As in Studies 1-5, additional analyses revealed
that these effects were not due to self-esteem, attachment anxiety and avoidance. Controlling
for age and length of relationship prior to marriage also did not alter the effects.

Study 5 extended the results of Studies 1-4 by testing the theoretical mechanism underlying
men’s aggressive reactions to low relationship power. As predicted, men who had lower
relationship power reported feeling less manly on days they faced low situational power
because their partner was unwilling to change for the good of their relationship. These
within-person reductions in manliness, in turn, predicted a great likelihood of behaving
aggressively toward the partner that day. Women did not show these effects.

General Discussion

In the present research, we made a distinction between the power individuals generally
possess in their relationship (relationship power) and the power they experience within
power-relevant situations (situational power) in which people’s lack of influence or
heightened dependence could produce aggressive responses to restore power. The results of
five studies using different measures of power and aggression (see Table 1) supported our
predictions. Low relationship power was associated with greater aggressive responses during
relationship interactions, but (1) only when low levels of influence (Studies 1-3) or high
levels of dependence (Studies 3-4) produced /ow situational power, and (2) only when low
relationship and situational power were experienced by men. Study 5 also demonstrated that
men respond aggressively to low power because low power threatens masculinity; men low
in relationship power experienced within-person reductions in felt masculinity on days they
had low situational power, and such drops in felt masculinity predicted a greater probability
of men behaving aggressively toward their partner. Next, we discuss the importance of
adopting a contextual perspective to understand when, why and for who power shapes
interpersonal behavior, including psychological aggression in close relationships.

The Contextual Nature of Power—Although relationship powerinvolves a relatively
enduring state of greater dependence and lower influence across a specific relationship, our
results illustrate that power is also an integral element of the specific context or situation that
people are currently negotiating. Indeed, it is when situational poweris undermined that
lacking relationship power becomes consequential. Accordingly, low power men did not
respond aggressively across all relationship interactions, but only responded aggressively in
situations in which they experienced low levels of influence or high levels of dependence. In
contrast, low situational power was not associated with aggression by men high in
relationship power, which illustrates that moments of low power are relatively
inconsequential for people who are not as heavily dependent on their partner or get their way
the majority of the time.

This contextual pattern illustrates that failing to assess power dynamics within power-
relevant situations in which people need to influence or depend on others to attain key goals
and needs, and failing to use methods that capture variation in such situational power, will
obscure the effects of power. This is likely one central reason why prior research relying on
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broad measures of relationship power has produced inconsistencies, particularly with regard
to the links between relationship power and aggression. Low relationship power will
instigate aggressive responses by men only (or predominantly) within situations in which
their lack of influence and heightened dependence is consequential. In the absence of
unsuccessful influence attempts and dependence on the partner, there may be little or no link
between power and aggression. The tendency of general self-reports to gloss over these
crucial contextual factors helps to explain the inconsistencies in prior studies, and this is
likely to be the case for other important outcomes of power (e.g., compliance, sacrifice,
empathy).

Indeed, the underlying implications of power-relevant situations are central to explaining
why power has the effects it does. When people are unable to influence partners in desired
ways or when they need support from their partners they are placed in a vulnerable, one-
down position (Kelley et al., 2003; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). Our results indicate that,
because the possession and demonstration of power is central to “being a man” (Bosson &
Vandello, 2011; Kimmel, 2008; Vescio, et al., 2010), these situations threaten masculinity
and instigate aggressive responses by men to restore their masculinity. That non-conflictual
dependence arising from needing support produced aggressive responses by low power men
also supports that men’s aggression most likely represents efforts to repair power and restore
masculinity rather than instrumental acts oriented toward “getting one’s way” and coercing
change. Our final study also provided direct evidence that thwarting influence undermines
men’s feelings of manliness, and such drops in masculinity activate greater aggressive
responses toward partners to rebalance power and reestablish masculinity.

The importance of situational power in determining when people will enact power-restoring
strategies is consistent with other research recognizing that the effects of power depend on
context (e.g., Chen et al., 2001; Gordon & Chen, 2013). We examined the effects of power in
a specific context—couples in committed, interdependent relationships. In contrast, many
studies have examined the effects of power within hierarchical relationships that involve
stable power differentials (e.g., boss-employee, leader-subordinate, parent-child). Similar
effects of experiencing low relational power have emerged in those studies, but specifically
for people who hold role-based positions of power, such as parents and leaders (e.qg.,
Bugental & Lin, 2001). In contrast, people in subordinate roles cannot readily use
aggression as a way to restore power because of the punishment people in high power
positions can enact. Thus, the effects in the current studies may be most applicable to people
whose role affords them the ability to aggress when they encounter low power situations.

In the types of committed relationships we investigated, both partners are in positions of
power. In particular, partners low in relationship power do not occupy subordinate roles
because even partners who have high relationship power are invested and dependent to some
degree. Thus, men lower in power could afford to respond aggressively because, at least
temporarily, their restoration of power would not be accompanied by dire consequences,
such as the loss of their relationship. That high power partners were nonetheless invested is
also likely central to why they were not threatened by any given instance of dependence or
low influence and were thus able to respond in ways that prioritize relationship goals over
defending power concerns (Karremans & Smith, 2010). However, when relative power is

J Pers Soc Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 August 01.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Overall et al.

Page 26

extremely divergent, and high power partners have little commitment and dependence, low
power partners may not be able to aggress because the risks of retaliation and rejection are
too high, and thus they will need to adopt other tactics to manage their lack of power.

The contextual nature of power, and the importance of assessing the effects of power in
power-relevant situations, is also important in understanding how additional power-related
variables are related to aggression. For example, unlike the possession of low versus high
power (that we focused on in the current research), the motive to preserve or gain power has
been consistently associated with aggressive responses in research examining both romantic
(e.g., Dutton & Strachan, 1987; Kaura & Allen, 2004; Felson & Outlaw, 2007; Ronfeldt et
al., 1998; Whitaker, 2013) and non-romantic (e.g., Case & Maner, 2014; Maner & Mead,
2010) contexts. This suggests that the links between low power and aggression shown in the
current research will likely be exacerbated for men who have strong motives to sustain
power (e.g., Hammond & Overall, 2013; Overall et al., 2011). However, the motive to attain
power should be most strongly activated when people are unable to exercise desired
influence or are dependent in some way. Thus, identifying when the links between power
and aggression are subdued or intensified requires examining power within situations in
which power matters.

Our contextual perspective also has implications regarding the measurement of relationship
power. Our multiple methods of assessing relationship and situational power uniquely
demonstrated that power based on dependence and influence produce similar effects. In
doing so, we provide coherence across divergent approaches to power that enhances
comparability across the diversity of prior studies. Interestingly, however, dependence-based
and influence-based measures of power were not strongly correlated, which indicates that
they may be distinct elements or bases of power. Both are central to the power-relevant
concerns associated with masculinity, however, and thus both were associated with
aggressive responses by men in the current studies. Nonetheless, given the contextual nature
of power, dependence and influence may be differentially associated with other predictors
and outcomes. Despite the convergence we demonstrated, future studies should consider
what type of power is relevant to the contexts and constructs under investigation.

Power, Aggression and Gender: Caveats and Future Directions—The current
studies identify power as one central factor in understanding the different conditions that
predict men’s and women’s psychological aggression. Restoring power via aggression
should be particularly relevant to men because demonstrating power is a key component of
masculinity. In contrast, femininity does not involve asserting independence or power, but
rather involves comfort with dependence and prioritizing relational wellbeing (Bosson &
Vandello, 2011; Cross & Madson, 1997). We are not suggesting, however, that the important
role of power as a predictor of men’s aggressive responses indicates that men will behave
more aggressively in relationships compared to women. Indeed, consistent with prior
research (Archer, 2004; Esquivel-Santovefia & Dixon, 2012; Straus et al., 1996), women
tended to exhibit greater psychological aggression in relationship interactions compared to
men in the current studies (see Table 2). Thus, our research identifies power as one
important risk factor that is relevant to understanding men’s aggressive responses in
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relationships, but specific risk factors for women are important to consider in future
research.

Additionally, our theoretical analysis and measurement focused on interpersonal power
derived from relative dependence and the ability to influence partners within dyadic
interactions. Power can also be analyzed at the societal level, such as economic and political
inequalities, and societal power is also relevant to understanding gender differences in the
links between power and aggression (Archer, 2006). There was some evidence in Study 3
that women lower in relationship power reacted /essaggressively than women higher in
power on days they were unable to influence their partners. Perhaps women lower in power
inhibit their aggression because of nurturing gender-role expectations, associated social
sanctions, and/or because women compared to men are more vulnerable due to economic
dependence and this lower structural power reduces the degree to which women can respond
aggressively. However, the reverse effect for women was only suggestive in one study. On
the other hand, our samples consisted of relatively well-educated and satisfied couples
embedded within relatively egalitarian cultural contexts. The inhibition of women’s
aggression may emerge or be particularly pronounced when widespread social inequities
impede women’s ability to aggress (e.g., economic dependence, lack of viable alternatives).

Gender differences are also likely to be more pronounced when assessing more severe forms
of physical aggression and interpersonal violence (Archer, 2000; Archer, 2002), particularly
within societies marked by stronger ideological support for the aggressive maintenance of
men’s power (Archer, 2006). In the current research, we focused on more common forms of
psychological aggression, such as criticizing and derogating partners. It is well established
these types of aggressive responses have detrimental effects on partners’ health and
wellbeing as well as the quality and stability of the relationship (see Gottman, 1998; Karney
& Bradbury, 1995; Kiecolt-Glaser & Newton, 2001; Woodin, 2011). Not only are these
forms of aggression as psychologically harmful as physical forms of aggression (Arriaga &
Schkeryantz, 2015), they also precede physical aggression in marriage (Murphy & O’Leary,
1989) and mediate the links between relationship power and self-reported relationship
violence (Babcock et al., 1993; Leonard & Senchak, 1996). Thus, our results highlight an
important set of conditions that activate common forms of aggressive responses that
undermine relationship functioning and can lead to more severe physical violence.

However, although it is important to assess naturally-occurring aggressive responses as
couples negotiate actual power-relevant interactions, our ecologically-valid methods rely on
correlational data that prevent causal conclusions. The reverse causal directions are less
theoretically plausible. Although aggressive responses are likely to undermine influence by
generating partner resistance (i.e., low situational power), it is unlikely this would be the
case only for men—and not women—Ilow in power, particularly given that demanding
responses by women are more likely to elicit avoidance by male partners and women’s lower
social power plays a role in this pattern (e.g., Christensen & Heavey, 1990; Eldridge &
Christensen, 2002). The alternative pathway is even less plausible when considering
aggressive responses within low power situations involving dependence. It is very unlikely
that acts of aggression would lead low power men—and not women—to need more support,
particularly given aggressive responses are implicated in the restoration of independence,
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control, and masculinity (e.g., Leary et al., 2006; Lemay et al., 2012; Vandello et al., 2008),
all of which are undermined when people are dependent on their partner for support (e.g.,
Murray & Holmes, 2009; Mahalik et al., 2003). Finally, a reverse account of the mediating
role of felt masculinity would suggest that aggressive responses predict drops in feeling
manly, which is in direct contrast to masculinity involving the assertion of power, control
and dominance.

The assessment of physical aggression, the additional moderating role of societal-level
power, and the use of additional methods to strengthen causal conclusions, are all important
to address in future research. However, by sampling well-functioning couples living in
egalitarian societies, and by assessing frequent forms of aggressive responding in couples’
actual interactions, our studies illustrate the relevance of power threats for men in the course
of typical day-to-day relationship life. The overall pattern also indicates that men’s difficulty
with dependence will have a sweeping impact on their relationships and do so beyond
conflictual interactions involving attempts to influence partners. Men who find dependence
threatening will struggle to navigate a range of situations central to building and sustaining
relationships (e.g., support, disclosure, emotional and physical intimacy). Moreover,
recognizing the identity threat associated with men’s dependence and low influence may
inform therapeutic attempts to prevent aggressive responses in relationships. In particular,
aggression is only one way for men to embody and demonstrate masculinity. Helping men to
generate more constructive ways of restoring masculinity, such as assertive but non-
aggressive communication of needs and goals, should help reduce psychological (and
perhaps physical) aggression in intimate relationships.

Conclusion—The current research demonstrates that understanding the effects of power
requires assessing the degree to which people possess power across a particular social
relationship (relationship power) as well as the degree to which people are experiencing
power within specific power-relevant situations that involve the need to influence or depend
on relationship partners to attain key goals and needs (situational power). Across five
studies, and multiple methods of assessing power and psychological aggression, the results
illustrate that low refationship power can produce aggressive responses, but only when low
situational power caused by a lack of influence or heightened dependence impedes men’s
ability to negotiate relationship interactions in ways that uphold masculine identities.
Unfortunately, these results suggest the need to possess and demonstrate power to ‘be a
man’ represents a significant risk factor for psychological aggression in relationships. More
broadly, the results demonstrate that to fully understand when and why power is associated
with any type of response requires differentiating between the level of relationship power
people generally hold and the level of situational power people experience within specific
power-relevant social interactions.

Supplementary Material

Refer to Web version on PubMed Central for supplementary material.
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Figure 1. The interaction between relationship power and situational power on men’s aggressive
communication exhibited within conflict discussions in which men were trying to change their
partner (Study 1)

Note: Low (versus high) relationship power was operationalized as incorporating the partner
into one’s identity more (versus less) than the partner incorporated the individual into their
identity. Low situational power was operationalized as being relatively unsuccessful (-1 SD)
in influencing the partner during the discussion and high situational power as being
relatively successful in influencing the partner (+1 SD).
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Figure 2. The interaction between relationship power and situational power on men’s aggressive
communication exhibited within relationship problem discussions (Study 2)

Note. Low (versus high) relationship power was operationalized as experiencing more
(versus less) rewards from the relationship than the partner. Low situational power was
operationalized as the partner resisting influence by disengaging and avoiding whereas high
situational power involved the partner being open to influence by engaging in problem

solving.
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Figure 3. The interaction between relationship power and daily situational power (ability to
influence the partner) on men’s daily aggressive communication (Study 3)

Note: Participants reported on their sense of power in their relationship (relationship power)
and provided daily ratings of their ability to influence their partner in desired ways
(situational power) across a 3-week period. Low and high values are indexed at 1 SD below

and above the mean.
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Figure 4. The interaction between relationship power and daily situational power (need of
partner support) on men’s daily aggressive communication (Study 3)

Note: Participants reported on their sense of power in their relationship (relationship power)
and provided daily ratings of the degree to which they needed support from their partner
(low situational power) across a 3-week period. Low and high values are indexed at 1 SD
below and above the mean.
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Figure 5. The interaction between relative relationship power and situational power (need of
partner support) on men’s aggressive responses within couples’ discussions of men’s personal
goals (Study 4)

Note: Relative relationship power was assessed as in Study 1 (incorporating the partner into

one’s identity more versus less than the partner incorporated the individual into their
identity). Aggressive responses were examined within the context of discussing an important
personal goal with the partner. Low situational power represented greater need for support,
which was indexed by greater levels of distress and goal-related hopelessness. Low and high
values are indexed at 1 SD below and above the mean.
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Figure 6. The interaction between perceptions of relationship power and situational power (need
of partner support) on men’s aggressive responses within couples’ discussions of men’s personal

goals (Study 4)

Note: Perceptions of relationship power were assessed using the sense of power scale as in
Study 3. Aggressive responses were examined within the context of discussing an important
personal goal with the partner. Low situational power represented greater need for support,
which was indexed by greater levels of distress and goal-related hopelessness. Low and high

values are indexed at 1 SD below and above the mean.
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Figure 7. The mediating role of feeling manly linking the interaction between relationship power
and situational power to men’s daily aggressive behavior (Study 5)
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Figure 8. The interaction between relationship power and daily situational power (partner
willingness to change) on men’s daily reports of feeling manly (Study 5)

Note: Perceptions of relationship power were assessed using the sense of power scale as in
Study 3. Situational power was indexed by how willing their partner was to change their
own behavior, preferences or goals each day across a 2-week period. Low and high values
are indexed at 1 SD below and above the mean.
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Table 3

Descriptive Statistics of Measures of Situational Power and Aggression (Studies 1 to 4)

Situational Power and Aggression Measures Men Women Gender Differences

Mean (SD) Mean (SD) t

Study 1 Self-Report and Observer Ratings

Influence Success 4.41(159) 4.22(1.39) -0.69
Derogation 1.41(0.72) 1.75(1.09) 425"
Invalidation 169 (0.98) 2.34(1.24) 245"

Study 2 Observer Ratings

Avoid 2.21(1.23) 1.78(1.05) —4.027*
Engaged 451 (1.05) 5.01(0.95) 535
Rejection 0.01(0.02) 0.01(0.03) 1.69

Study 3 Daily Diary Reports

Inability to Influence Partner 2.69(0.91) 2.70(1.00) 0.08
Needing Support 3.59 (1.30) 4.28(1.29) 450
Daily Aggressive Responses 2.32(0.71) 2.46 (0.58) 1.61

Study 4 Self-Report and Observer Ratings
Needing Support 0.83(1.08) 1.15(1.15) 1.96%

Aggressive Responses 158 (0.84) 1.75(1.17) 1.14

Study 5 Daily Diary Reports
Partner Willing to Change 6.03(1.08) 5.88(1.20) 3477

Feelings of Masculinity 4.09 (1.92) 1.33(0.92) ~49.047*

Note. All measures were assessed on 1-7 scales, except for rejection in Study 2 which represents a proportion of speaking turns during problem-
solving discussions. Gender difference & are tests of whether average levels of situational power and aggression differ across men and women.

*
p =.05.
*ok

p<.0l
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