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ABSTRACT 

The present study investigated the effect of 

discrepancies between experienced versus desired levels ·of 

intimacy on relationship satisfaction using data from 13§ 

undergraduate students. Subjects completed the Personal 

Assessment of Intimacy in Relationships (PAIR), the Dyaqic 

Relationship Questionnaire (DRQ), the Dyadic Adjustment 

Scale (DAS), and a Background Questionnaire (BQ). 

Correlation and multiple regression analyses indicated that 

discrepancies between Desired and Experienced Intimacy, as 

measured by the PAIR and DRQ, was highly predictive of 

relationship satisfaction, as measured by the DAS. However, 

Experienced Intimacy was a better predictor of relationship 

satisfaction. Both males and females ranked Emotional 

Intimacy as most important to relationship satisfaction and 

it was also the strongest predictor of relationship 

satisfaction. The DRQ was found to be an efficacious 

pictorial assessment of intimacy. 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Relationship satisfaction and psychological adjustment 

have been of interest to researchers and mental health 

professionals for many years. In particular, researchers 

have been concerned with identifying factors which 

contribute to relationship satisfaction. This interest has 

accelerated in the last few decades due to the marital and 

family enrichment movement and the escalating divorce rate 

(Worthington, Burton, & Hammond, 1989). Most of the 

research which examines relationship satisfaction or 

intimacy has focused on married or divorced couples. The 

rationale for the selection of these two groups has been 

that marriage supposedly epitomizes the most intimate 

relationship and that divorce represents a breaking of this 

intimate bond and a dissatisfaction with the relationship. 

Due to this selection practice, however, little is known 

about the development of intimacy and satisfaction in 

non-marital or pre-marital relationships. 

1 

By understanding intimacy and relationship satisfaction 

in non-married couples we may be better equipped to counsel 

and help resolve differences between partners prior to 
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marriage. If therapists had a framework for unders~anding 

the nature of intimacy, gender differences in intimacy, and 

how intimacy impacts relationship satisfaction, then perhaps 

they would be better equipped to identify and remediate 

problems at an earlier stage in the relationship. With the 

high rate of divorce, this would seem to be a worthwhile 

goal. 

Intimacy is highly valued in our culture and people 

seek to fulfill their needs for intimacy through friendships 

and marriage (Schaefer & Olson, 1981). Furthermore, the 

role of intimacy in relationship satisfaction has received 

considerable attention. There is empirical evidence, for 

example, that the development of intimate bonds is important 

for personal and interpersonal well-being and adjustment. 

Research indicates that human and non-human animals alike 

require at least a basal level of intimate contact to 

develop normally and adaptively (Harlow, 1971; Bowlby, 

1973). Furthermore, some theorists postulate that 

developing intimate relationships is a necessary 

developmental task and that these intimate relationships 

provide significant personal satisfaction and support 

(Erickson, 1963; Maslow, 1954). Some researchers also 

believe that high levels of intimacy in relationships result 

in high levels of relationship satisfaction (Waring, 1984). 

In the clinical domain, increasing interpersonal 

intimacy has long been a primary therapeutic goal for many 

marital therapists. There are several problems, however, 
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with this approach to dyadic counseling. First, the,re is 

little agreement in the literature as to how to define 

intimacy. Although the term intimacy is used frequently, 

few theorists have attempted succinctly to conceptualize and 

operationalize it (Schaefer & Olson, 1981). Given the 

semantic ambiguity surrounding the term intimacy, the , 

prevailing belief that it is an important factor in 

interpersonal relationships appears to be based more on 

assumptions rather than on demonstrated facts. Some 

researchers have defined intimacy as the ability to 

self-disclose (Frey, Holley, & L'Abate, 1979; Gilbert, 

1976). However, disclosure does not necessarily produce 

intimacy, and in some cases, disclosure can be used to hurt 

others rather than to produce closeness. Nevertheless, few 

would disagree that disclosure is a vital and possibly a 

necessary component of intimate relationships, but it may 

not be a sufficient element in itself. 

Other writers have defined intimacy as a multifaceted 

phenomenon with such components as conflict resolution, 

affection, cohesion, autonomy, and expressiveness (Waring, 

1980). Most attempts to define intimacy have conceptualized 

it as mutual need satisfaction and closeness to another 

person in several interpersonal areas, such as sexual, 

intellectual, and emotional (Schaefer & Olson, 1981). 

Schaefer and Olson (1981) differentiated between an intimate 

experience and an intimate relationship. An intimate 

relationship involves the expectation that the sharing in 



various areas will continue into the future, wherea~ an 

intimate experience may involve sharing during a moment in 

time. 

Other researchers regard intimacy as a dynamic process 

rather than a static state. Mace (1982) suggested that 

couples establish the level of intimacy they are able to 

tolerate and then work to maintain homeostasis at that 

' level. This homeostatic process is described as a pattern 

of drawing close, at which point differences are 

accentuated, which then leads to disagreement and, 

ultimately, to distancing. In a similar vein, Feldman 

(1979) postulated that in some relationships intimacy may 

lead to anxiety. When partners feel too close or too 

intimate, they experience anxiety, they then initiate 

conflict (perhaps unconsciously) as a means of distancing 

from the relationship in order to reduce their anxiety. 

When anxiety levels are reduced, partners are free to move 

back toward greater intimacy. These dynamic patterns are 

quite similar to the approach-avoidance conflict described 

by Dollard and Miller (1950), in which there is desire to 

both approach and avoid the same goal. In the case of 

4 

intimacy, there would be a strong desire to increase contact 

and closeness through sharing and disclosure, combined with 

a desire to maintain autonomy and independence (which 

increasing intimacy may threaten). However defined, past 

research suggests that intimacy, in and of itself, plays a 



significant role in the overall satisfaction within,a 

relationship (Tolstedt & Stokes, 1983). 

5 

Second, some couples may desire less intimacy than they 

are currently experiencing in their relationship to feel 

more satisfied (Harper & Elliott, 1988). There appears to 

be, for some people, a delicate balance between 

interpersonal cohesion and a feeling of being overly 

enmeshed. In fact, the relationship between intimacy and 

relationship satisfaction may be curvilinear rather than 

linear. Increasing intimacy may have the effect of 

increasing relationship satisfaction to a point. After a 

subjectively determined point of optimal intimacy has been 

achieved, increasing intimacy beyond this point may have 

diminishing returns and may, in fact, be perceived as 

negative. 

Furthermore, the optimal level of intimacy in a 

relationship may be significantly different for the 

individual members of a dyad. One member may desire a high 

level of intimacy to feel satisfied with the relationship, 

while the other may experience this high level of intimacy 

as enmeshment and thus desire more autonomy. Conflict, and 

ultimately relationship dissatisfaction, may result when 

partners differ significantly in their need and desire for 

intimacy. Thus, utilizing a blanket approach of increasing 

intimacy in dyadic counseling may be inappropriate and 

actually be a disservice to the couple. In extreme cases, 



the therapist may unwittingly impose his or her own,values 

concerning intimacy on the couples being counseled. 

6 

The focus of the present study was on intimacy and 

satisfaction in non-marital relationships. Intimacy was 

defined as feelings of closeness and sharing in five domains 

thought to be important to relationship satisfaction: 

Emotional, Social, Sexual, Intellectual, and Recreational 

(Schaefer & Olson, 1981; Harper & Elliott, 1988). Of 

particular interest were the effects of discrepancies 

between Experienced versus Desired levels of intimacy on 

relationship satisfaction. 

The literature discusses the importance of intimacy in 

relationship satisfaction (Waring, 1981), as well as the 

role of discrepancies between desired and experienced 

intimacy and relationship satisfaction (Harper & Elliott, 

1988). Little mention is made, however, of the relative 

importance of different aspects of intimacy on relationship 

satisfaction. Tolstedt and Stokes (1983) looked at verbal, 

affective, and physical intimacy and found that all three 

were related to marital satisfaction. Of the three types of 

intimacy, verbal and affective intimacy were more strongly 

related to relationship satisfaction than was physical 

intimacy. 

Schaefer and Olson (1981) developed the PAIR to assess 

five types of intimacy: Emotional, Social, Sexual, 

Intellectual, and Recreational. Each of the five areas, 

however, was considered to be equally important to 
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relationship satisfaction. It would seem reasonabl~, 

however, that some areas of intimacy would be more important 

for some individuals than other areas. As a consequence of 

this differential weighting, intimacy areas ranked high in 

importance would be likely to account for more of the 

variance related to relationship satisfaction than areas 

ranked lower in importance. Perhaps the most efficacious 

predictors of relationship satisfaction would be the 

discrepancy scores of the highest ranked intimacy areas. 

A discrepancy in an area ranked low in importance, for 

example, might have little or no effect on relationship 

satisfaction while a similar discrepancy in an area ranked 

high in importance might have a greater impact. If an 

individual ranks sexual intimacy as relatively unimportant, 

for example, it would stand to reason that a large 

discrepancy between his or her Experienced and Desired level 

of sexual intimacy would be likely to have little 

discernable effect on relationship satisfaction. On the 

other hand, a large or even moderate discrepancy in an area 

that is given high priority (e.g. emotional intimacy) would 

be likely to have a negative impact on relationship 

satisfaction. 

In addition, it is possible that males and females 

differ in the way they perceive the importance of the 

different areas of intimacy. What are the most important 

aspects of intimate relationships for women? What are they 



for men? Do they differ? These are but a few questions 

that need to be addressed. 

8 

Previous research has suggested, for example, that 

women are more adversely affected by large discrepancies 

between Experienced and Desired Intimacy in interpersonal 

relationships than are men (Harper & Elliott, 1988). This 

may partly explain the higher incidence of depression in 

married women as compared to married men and non-married 

women (Russo, 1990). Women may have higher expectations for 

their intimate relationships or a greater desire to have 

most of their intimacy needs met in this one relationship 

than do men. When these expectations are frustrated or go 

unmet, some women may become discouraged and experience 

feelings of hopelessness. These feelings of discouragement 

and hopelessness may ultimately lead to depression. Waring 

and Patton (1984) found, for example, that the relationship 

between intimacy and depression was much stronger in women 

than in men. In addition, Aneshensel (1986) found that 

women who worked outside of the home had lower rates of 

depression than women who did not work outside of the home. 

Furthermore, rates of depression were lower in women who had 

high marital and high work strain than for non-employed 

women with high marital strain. Thus, diversity of supports 

and activities may mitigate psychological distress. 

In addition to more restricted societal roles, women 

have traditionally placed more of an emphasis on 

interpersonal relationships than have men. Kohlberg (1981) 
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suggested that women have a strong interpersonal bias and 

that they work toward an interdependence of love and care, 

whereas men work toward a more autonomous life. Therefore, 

if the above description of gender roles is accurate, it 

would be expected that women because they tend to place 

greater emphasis on interpersonal relationships, and are 

less likely to meet their intimacy needs outside of their 

romantic relationships, would be more adversely affected by 

large discrepancies between Desired and Experienced Intimacy 

than would men. 

Summary 

A review of the literature suggests that intimacy is an 

important and perhaps highly desired element of 

interpersonal relationships. Further, intimacy seems to be 

related to relationship satisfaction and psychological 

adjustment. Just how intimacy is related to relationship 

satisfaction is unclear because some theorists have 

suggested that the relationship is linear while others have 

argued that it is curvilinear. Most empirical studies 

investigating intimacy and relationship satisfaction have 

used married couples and instruments designed to assess 

marital intimacy and satisfaction. The present study 

investigated intimacy in non-marital relationships. 






















































































