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    Chapter 9   
 “We-ness” in Relationship-Defi ning 
Memories and Marital Satisfaction 

             Nicole     Alea      ,     Jefferson     A.     Singer     , and     Beata     Labunko    

           The single largest negative event in my relationship occurred… about a year after the birth 
of our fi rst child. My husband and I were adjusting to life with a newborn and I had taken 
time off of work to be a stay-at-home-mom. I was hormonal and no longer had the 
familiarity of going to work and being at the offi ce with my husband every day. Prior to the 
baby, my husband and I worked as a team at the offi ce and spent a lot of time together. After 
the baby came, I was home, he was at work and we both resented each other for not being 
available. Resentment grew into negative feelings which pushed us further away from each 
other emotionally until it all unravelled… I found myself in the fetal position on my 
bathroom fl oor, crying, on the phone with him and talking about divorce… we both knew 
we didn’t want to go through a divorce. He agreed to counseling and after many months, 
began repairing our relationship. That event has made our marriage stronger today. 

   The above narrative excerpt is from a 52 year-old woman who had been married to 
her husband for 18 years. The event occurred more than 15 years before we asked 
her to take part in a research study in which participants shared both positive and 
negative  relationship - defi ning memories  (Alea & Vick,  2010 ). The above was her 
negative memory. Relationship-defi ning memories are recollections about specifi c, 
signifi cant events that occur during the course of an interpersonal relationship, and 
are vividly and emotionally remembered. The emotion and imagery comes across 
clearly in this woman’s narrative: there is a very sad woman curled up on the bath-
room fl oor. Relationship-defi ning memories are usually thought about often, have 
been shared with others, and remain salient for the person over time. It is almost a 
certainty that other negative events have happened in this woman’s marriage, but 
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this one, from 15 years ago, is the event she chose to recall. These memories are a 
refl ection of the relationship, represent an enduring theme, and can be linked to 
other memories that have occurred. These types of memories are unique in that they 
are central in the life of the relationship, and stand out from the myriad of other 
potential memories that a person may have over the course of, for example, 18-years 
of marriage. 

 In defi nition then, relationship-defi ning memories are similar to Singer and col-
leagues’ self-defi ning memories (e.g., Blagov & Singer,  2004 ; Moffi tt & Singer, 
 1994 ; Singer,  2004a ; Singer & Salovey,  1993 ) which refl ect a person’s life goals, 
personal concerns, dispositional traits, and distresses, and serve as an anchor for a 
person’s sense of coherence over time (Conway, Singer, & Tagini,  2004 ). 
Relationship-defi ning memories serve the same function not for the individual 
(McLean & Thorne,  2003 ), but for the unit – the “we.” Acknowledging the “we- 
ness” or interdependence, connection, and mutual infl uence on one another in a 
marriage is a property of marital resiliency (Skerrett,  2003 ). Relationship-defi ning 
memories should refl ect this “we-ness”, if it exists in the marriage, and perhaps do 
so differently for positive compared to negative events. Does a couple feel a sense 
of unity, or togetherness only during the positive times, or might it be even more 
important to experience “we-ness” during the bad times (e.g., Skerrett,  2003 )? To 
clarify, we are not suggesting that there is not an individual in a relationship, or an 
“I.” In fact, the healthiest relationships may maintain a balance between inter- and 
independence that best suits the rhythms and relational needs of each partner (e.g., 
Aron & Aron,  1997 ; Feeney,  2007 ; Reid, Dalton, Laderoute, Doell, & Nguyen, 
 2006 ). Thus, the goal of the study presented in this chapter is to examine differ-
ences in the extent to which married individuals express “we-ness”, compared to 
“I-ness”, in both positive and negative relationship-defi ning memories, to assess 
the relation of both states of mind to marital satisfaction, and to consider potential 
clinical implications. 

    Relationship-Defi ning Memories and Marital Satisfaction 

 The initial research on relationship-defi ning memories by Alea and Vick ( 2010 ) 
focused on what were referred to as “fi rst encounter memories” or those moments 
in a relationship when a person has the fi rst inkling of enduring love and relation-
ship potential. These fi rst relationship memories are the anchor for a couple’s story 
and refl ect the current aspirations and satisfaction in a marriage, and hopes about 
the future (Belove,  1980 ). In their study, Alea and Vick ( 2010 ), asked married men 
and women from young adulthood to old age to report their marital satisfaction, and 
then to write about their fi rst encounter memory. Participants then reported on how 
vivid the memory was, the emotional quality of the memory, and how often the 
memory was rehearsed, or thought about and shared with others. They found that 
remembering the fi rst moments of a relationship with vividness and heightened 
emotion predicted higher levels of current marital satisfaction. 

N. Alea et al.
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 In a follow up study, Alea and colleagues ( 2010 ) examined the narrative properties 
of relationship-defi ning memories that were not fi rst encounter memories (which 
were mostly about positive events), but rather memories about the most positive and 
most negative events in the marriage. They found similar results, in that the proper-
ties of the relationship-defi ning memories predicted marital satisfaction. Most of 
the effects emerged in the negative relationship-defi ning memories. If the person 
had found some redeeming outcome from the negative event (e.g., McAdams, 
 2006 ), and had made meaning out of the experience (e.g., McLean & Thorne,  2003 ; 
Singer,  2004b ), they were less likely to feel bad about their marriage. This suggests 
that the way that negative relationship events, particularly those that are central and 
defi nitional to the marriage, are viewed relates to martial satisfaction. One way to 
approach a negative situation in a marriage is as a unit or a “we” (Skerrett,  2003 ) as 
opposed to as an “I”.  

    “We-ness” and Marital Satisfaction 

 Healthy marriages are represented by cognitive interdependence and the inclusion 
of the other in one’s view of oneself (e.g., Agnew, Van Lange, Rusbult, & Langston, 
 1998 ; Aron & Aron,  1997 ). Couples move from viewing themselves as two separate 
“I”s together, and to see themselves as a “we” unit. This notion of “we-ness” has 
been assessed in a variety of ways including scalar-type questionnaires (e.g., Marital 
Engagement – Type of Union Scale; Chap   .   7     by Singer, Labunko, Baddeley, & Alea, 
this volume), pictorial diagrams (e.g., Inclusion of Other in the Self scale; Aron, 
Aron, & Smollan,  1992 ), the extent to which couples, when engaged in conversa-
tions have linguistic matching (e.g., Ireland & Pennebaker,  2010 ), and the use of 
pronouns in conversations, memories, and descriptions of relationships (e.g., Agnew 
et al.,  1998 ; Buehlman, Gottman, & Katz,  1992 ; Honeycutt,  1999 ; Seider, 
Hirschberger, Nelson, & Levenson,  2009 ; Simmons, Gordon, & Chambless,  2005 ), 
which is the focus of the study presented below. 

 The words people speak relate to a variety of physical and mental health out-
comes (see Pennebaker, Mehl, & Niederhoffer,  2003  for a review). Pennebaker 
( 2011 ) has argued that even the words that seem meaningless, or “function words” 
(e.g., prepositions, articles, pronouns), are meaningful, and perhaps even more 
meaningful than narrative content. Function words link the content of a conversa-
tion, written sentence, or story together. Pronouns are one type of function word, 
and refl ect where attention is being allocated (Tausczik & Pennebaker,  2010 ): on me 
(1st person singular pronouns) or on we (1st person plural pronouns), for example. 
In the relationship-defi ning memory excerpt at the beginning of this chapter, the 
content is clear: a woman is describing how resentment built up in her marriage and 
almost led to divorce. However, a closer inspection of the pronouns used is equally 
revealing. First person singular pronouns (e.g., I, my) are used to describe the event 
and breakdown on the bathroom fl oor (e.g., “ My  husband and  I  were adjusting to 
life with a newborn”). This statement could have just as easily been, “ We  were 
adjusting to life with a newborn,” but it did not use this construction. However, in 

9 We-ness in Relationship-Defi ning Memories
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the last three sentences there is a noticeable shift in the way that the woman is 
talking about the event; her husband becomes an integral part of it. The focus is on 
the unit, on “we”: “ we  didn’t want to go through a divorce” and “ our  marriage is 
stronger today.” The use of 1st person plural pronouns thus has the potential to be a 
natural, implicit indicator of “we-ness” in marital relationships. 

 In perhaps one of the earliest studies of language use in couples’ research, 
Buehlman and colleagues ( 1992 ) conducted oral history interviews with 56 cou-
ples (see Honeycutt,  1999  for related research). As part of the larger study, the 
couples were asked to talk about the “really good times” and the “really hard 
times” in their marriage. The researchers coded the husband and wife’s responses 
for “we-ness,” or how much the spouse identifi ed his or herself as part of a unit or 
couple. 1  For both husbands and wives, the use of “we-ness” linguistic markers by 
a spouse was positively related to one’s own marital satisfaction, as well as to the 
satisfaction that one’s spouse was feeling about the marriage. A focus on “we” was 
also a predictor of marital separation and divorce: the less “we-ness” expressed, 
particularly by the husbands, during the oral history interviews the more likely the 
couple was to be separated or divorced 3 years later. In the project, however, no 
attempt was made to compare whether there were differences in the levels of “we-
ness” refl ected in the good and bad conversations separately. This seems necessary 
since recent experimental research suggests that the use of “we-ness” linguistic 
markers and relationship satisfaction seems to vary by situation (Karremans & 
van Lange,  2008 ). 

 “We-ness,” refl ected by 1st person plural pronouns, however, should probably 
not be considered in isolation from pronouns refl ecting a sense of “me” or “I” in the 
relationship, or 1st person singular pronouns. The two types of pronouns seem to 
refl ect distinct viewpoints within a relationship (e.g., sharing only 3 % of variance; 
Seider et al.,  2009 ). In one part of a larger study, for example, Seider and colleagues 
( 2009 ) asked middle-aged and older married couples to complete marital satisfac-
tion inventories, and engage in a video-taped 15-min conversation about a mutually 
agreed upon topic of confl ict in their marriage. Pronouns refl ecting “we-ness” (e.g., 
we, our) and those refl ecting separateness (I, me, you, yours) were coded from the 
transcribed narratives of the couple’s conversations. Contrary to previous work, the 
researchers found no relation between pronouns refl ecting “we-ness” and marital 
satisfaction. There were effects, however, for the separateness pronouns: the use of 
I, me, you, etc. was associated with  lower  marital satisfaction for the person who 
was using those pronouns. This was particularly true for older wives: their use of 
separateness pronouns was negatively related to their own marital satisfaction. 
For older husbands, however, it was the wife’s use of “I”s and “me”s that was 
related to their own marital satisfaction. This negative association between “I-ness” 
and marital satisfaction seems to hold for couples who are in relatively healthy rela-
tionships; on the other hand, a positive association between “I-ness” and relationship 
satisfaction exists for distressed couples (Williams-Baucom, Atkins, Sevier, 

1   It is not clear from the description whether a count of “we” pronouns was used in the coding 
process, but it seems likely to have been incorporated somehow. 

N. Alea et al.
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Eldridge, & Christensen,  2010 ) as well as young, dating couples (Slatcher, Vazire, 
& Pennebaker,  2008 ). Thus, “I” might sometimes refl ect enhanced self-disclosure 
(see also Simmons et al.,  2005 ).  

    The Current Study 

 This previous research suggests inconsistencies regarding whether “we-ness” and 
“I-ness,” as refl ected in pronoun use, is associated with higher or lower marital sat-
isfaction. The length and type of relationship (long-married couples versus dating 
relationships), the topic being analyzed (i.e., confl icts, instant messages, relation-
ship descriptions), and gender seem to matter. Given these mixed fi ndings, the cur-
rent study attempted to hold some of these variables constant while simultaneously 
examining others. The current design included individuals who had been married 
for at least 2 years (but not to each other) to avoid the potential confound of the 
recency of marriage on marital satisfaction (McNulty & Karney,  2001 ). The couples 
ranged in terms of relationship length, and thus this variable was held constant in 
the analyses. 2  Finally, we examined what is perhaps one of the most insightful nar-
rative indicators of relationship satisfaction, “relationship-defi ning memories.” 
These memories tell the story of the relationship: both the good and the bad. It was 
expected that “we-ness” would be greater in positive relationship-defi ning memo-
ries, and that “I-ness” would be greater in negative relationship-defi ning memories. 
Further, we predicted that “we-ness” expressed in both positive and negative 
relationship- defi ning memories would be associated with relationship satisfaction 
because of the centrality of these memories for the relationship. Finally, because the 
sample was relatively healthy and not recruited from marital therapy clinics, we 
expected that “I-ness” would be associated with lower marital satisfaction, particu-
larly when expressed in the negative relationship-defi ning memories. Gender pat-
terns were also explored.  

    Method 

       Participants 

 Participants were men ( n  = 99) and women ( n  = 168) from the Southeastern United 
States. 3  All participants were married, and had been for a minimum of 2 years. The 
mean length of marriage was 20.38 years ( SD  = 12.93). Participants ranged in age 

2   Preliminary analyses were conducted to examine whether age and relationship length were dif-
ferentially related to “I-ness” and “we-ness” in positive and negative relationship-defi ning memo-
ries. No effects were found and thus these variables were not considered further. 
3   Sample sizes vary in analyses due to missing data. 
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from 20 to 85 years-old ( M  age = 47.19 years,  SD  = 12.32). 4  Ninety-one percent of 
the sample was Caucasian. Participants were well-educated with an average of 
15.33 ( SD  = 2.69) years of education. Participants were also healthy: on a 6-point 
Likert-scale measure of subjective health compared to own-age peers (Maddox, 
 1962 ), participants’ average health was 5.06 ( SD  = .87). There was no gender differ-
ence in length of marriage, mean age, or subjective health in the sample. Men ( M  = 
15.93,  SD  = 2.56), however, were more educated than women ( M  = 14.96,  SD  = 2.70), 
 t  (247) = 2.78,  p  < .01. Participants were recruited via email from an adult partici-
pant pool, as well as graduate, undergraduate, and faculty and staff list-serves at a 
mid-sized university. Psychology undergraduate student participants received extra 
credit in a course.  

    Measures 

  Marital satisfaction . The 3-item Kansas Marital Satisfaction Scale (KMS; 
Schumm et al.,  1986 ) assesses the extent to which couples are satisfi ed with their 
marriage, with their husband or wife as a spouse, and in their relationship with 
their husband or wife. Responses are made on a 7-point Likert scale, where 1 is 
 extremely dissatisfi ed  and 7 is  extremely satisfi ed . Responses to the items are 
totalled to assess overall marital satisfaction ( M  = 17.66,  SD  = 3.78). Cronbach’s 
alpha was .97 in the current study. 
  “I-ness” and “we-ness” . “I-ness” and “we-ness” were coded from the relationship- 
defi ning narratives that participants wrote using Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count 
content-coding software (LIWC,  2001 ; Pennebaker, Francis, & Booth,  2001 ). The 
program counts the number of words that are representative of several reliable gram-
matical, psychological, and cognitive categories of written language and verbal dis-
closure. Two pronoun categories were used in the current study to represent the 
constructs of “I-ness” and “we-ness” (see also Seider et al.,  2009 ; Simmons et al., 
 2005  for similar methodology). “We-ness” was represented by 1st person plural pro-
nouns (e.g., we, us, our) and “I-ness” was represented by 1st  person singular pronouns 
(e.g., I, me, mine). The fi nal “I-ness” and “we-ness” variables were calculated as the 
total proportion of all the pronoun words in a given text.  

    Procedure 

 Data were collected as part of a larger online study (SurveyMonkey  1999 ). After 
fi rst indicating that they had been married for at least 2-years, participants pro-
ceeded to the marital satisfaction questionnaire, followed by approximately 30 min 
of fi ller tasks (e.g., episodic memory, vocabulary), and then to the memory-writing 

4   Age was only related to one study variable, length of relationship,  r  (267) = .79,  p   <  .001, which 
was controlled for in analyses. 
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portion of the survey. The directions to elicit the relationship-defi ning memories 
were adopted and modifi ed from Moffi tt and Singer’s ( 1994 ) work on self-defi ning 
memories. The directions asked participants to think about a positive/negative event 
that happened at least 1 year ago that they experienced together  with their spouse . 
In order to emphasize that the memory was a  defi ning  moment in the relationship, 
the memory had to meet the following criteria:

  It is a memory from your relationship that you remember very clearly. The memory still 
feels important to you even as you think about it, and it leads to strong feelings. It is a 
memory that might be the memory you would tell someone else if you wanted that person 
to understand the positive/negative aspects of the relationship between you and your spouse. 
It is a memory about a specifi c event, but it can be linked to other similar memories that 
share the same theme. It is a memory that you have thought about. It is familiar to you, like 
a picture you have studied or a song you have learned by heart. 

 Participants wrote about their memory in a large text box that expanded as they 
typed. Standard directions were used to facilitate memory completeness (Alea & 
Bluck,  2007 ). The negative relationship-defi ning memories were always asked 
before the positive memories for ethical reasons, to help ensure that individuals did 
not end the survey in a negative affective state. Demographic questions were asked 
last. Examples relationship-defi ning memories are provided in Table  9.1 .    

    Table 9.1    Examples of positive and negative relationship-defi ning memories   

  Positive relationship-defi ning memory  
 A few years back,  we  took a trip to Greece.  We  were on a ship bound for Athens, and stopped 
over at a few islands on the way.  My  husband had never been anywhere outside of the United 
States (abroad) and  I  was so excited for him to see and experience this journey. (He was raised 
in the Greek Orthodox faith and  we  were married in a Greek Church). One of  our  stops was at a 
tiny island called Kythira. The sea was a gorgeous blue and  we  went ashore to the beach there 
and swam in the Aegean. After  our  swim,  we  dried off and walked into the village to fi nd lunch. 
 We  found a tiny little restaurant and they could speak little or no English, so  we  ended up in their 
kitchen pointing out what  we  wanted to eat – a plate of pasta with tomatoes and a salad of olives 
and feta. To this day,  we  think it is the fi nest meal  we  ’  ve  ever eaten – just because of the 
freshness and the circumstances and the hospitality of these people. While walking further into 
the village after  our  delicious lunch,  we  neared an alley with a door open into a little room 
where a very weathered Greek man sat listening to the most gorgeous tenor/opera type music, 
resonating through this small alley way.  My  husband and  I  both immediately broke into tears at 
the beauty of it and the wonderful memory of  our  day, thanking God that  we  were so blessed to 
be in this time and in this place experiencing this together.  We  talk about this all the time! 
  Negative relationship-defi ning memory  
  I  had been suspicious of  my  husband’s activities for a while. One Sunday morning  I  fi nally 
heard a voicemail left by his girlfriend and knew for sure. When  I  drove up to his gym to 
confront him, he was still outside in his car, leaning back in the driver’s seat with one arm over 
his eyes, talking on his cell phone.  I  sat in my van within two feet of his car for several 
minutes before someone got in a nearby car and drove off. He heard that, opened his eyes and 
saw me sitting there.  I  will never forget the look of shock and fear on his face.  I  said, “you son 
of a bitch” and drove off, with him following me and trying to call me 

   Note . Identifying information has been changed. Pronouns in underlined italics are 1st person 
plural, and those in underlined bold are 1st person singular  

9 We-ness in Relationship-Defi ning Memories
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    Results 

    Levels of “We-ness” and “I-ness” in Positive and Negative 
Relationship-Defi ning Memories 

 A 2 (type of relationship-defi ning memory: positive, negative) × 2 (gender: men, 
women) mixed multivariate analysis of covariance (MANOVA) was conducted. 
Type of memory was a within-subjects variable. The dependent variables were the 
proportion of 1st person plural (representing “we-ness”) and singular pronouns 
(representing “I-ness”) in the narrative out of the total number of pronouns. Length 
of the relationship was the covariate. The multivariate type of memory x gender 
interaction was not signifi cant, Wilk’s λ = .99,  F  (2, 229) = 1.33,  p  > .05,  η   p    2   = .01. 
However, main effects existed. 

 The type of memory multivariate effect was signifi cant, Wilk’s λ = .88,  F  (2, 229) 
= 15.73,  p  < .001,  η   p    2   = .12. Results are displayed in Fig.  9.1 . Contrary to expecta-
tions, there was no signifi cant effect for “I-ness.” Positive and negative relationship- 
defining memories had the same proportion of “I-ness” pronouns, 
 Greenhouse - Geisser F  (1, 230) = 2.28  p  > .05, η p  2  = .01. There was, however, an 
effect for “we-ness” consistent with expectations: positive relationship-defi ning 
memories had a greater proportion of “we-ness” pronouns than negative memories, 
 Greenhouse - Geisser F  (1, 230) = 23.38,  p  < .001,  η   p    2   = .09.  

 The multivariate gender main effect was also signifi cant, Wilk’s λ = .97,  F  (2, 229) 
= 3.73,  p  < .05, η p  2  = .03. Results are reported in Fig.  9.2 . There was no signifi cant 
univariate gender effect for the proportion of “I-ness” pronouns in the 

  Fig. 9.1    Differences in the proportion of “we-ness” and “I-ness” in positive and negative 
relationship- defi ning memories. Marginal means are reported. Covariate in the model is relation-
ship length,  M  = 20.50. *  p  < .001       
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relationship- defi ning memories,  F  (1, 231) < 1.00. However, there was a signifi cant 
effect for “we-ness,”  F  (1, 230) = 7.30,  p  < .01, η p  2  = .03. Men had a higher proportion 
of “we-ness” pronouns in their relationship-defi ning memories than did women.    

    “We-ness” and “I-ness” in Relationship-Defi ning 
Memories and Marital Satisfaction 

 The second set of analyses was conducted to examine whether “we-ness” and 
“I-ness” in relationship-defi ning memories predicted relationship satisfaction, and 
if the pattern varied by gender. Regression analyses could not be conducted because 
the marital satisfaction variable was skewed: the majority of the sample was highly 
satisfi ed in their relationship ( M  = 17.66,  Mdn  = 18.00,  mode  = 21.00,  SD  = 3.78). 
Thus, non-parametric Spearman’s rank-order correlations were conducted for the 
sample as a whole, and for men and women separately. 

 For  positive  relationship-defi ning memories, the proportion of “I-ness” pro-
nouns,  r   s   (247) = −.04, and the proportion of “we-ness” pronouns,  r   s   (247) = .10, 
were not signifi cantly related to marital satisfaction,  p s > .05. There was no signifi -
cant relationship between the proportion of “I-ness” pronouns in negative 
relationship- defi ning memories and martial satisfaction,  r   s   (247) = .00,  p  > .05, 
which was contrary to expectation. There was, however, a relationship for “we- 
ness”: as the proportion of “we-ness” pronouns in  negative  relationship-defi ning 
memories increased, marital satisfaction also increased,  r   s   (247) = .16,  p  < .05. 

  Fig. 9.2    Differences in the proportion of “we-ness” and “I-ness” in relationship-defi ning memories 
(across type of memory) for men and women. Marginal means are reported. Covariate in the model 
is relationship length,  M  = 20.50. *  p  < .05       
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 The correlations between “we-ness” and “I-ness” in positive and negative memo-
ries and marital satisfaction separately for men and women are reported in Table  9.2 . 
For women and men, there was no signifi cant relation between the proportion of 
“I-ness” in positive or negative relationship-defi ning memories and marital satisfac-
tion. This mirrored results for the sample as a whole. However, for women, two 
signifi cant relations emerged. The more that “we-ness” pronouns were used in 
women’s  positive  relationship-defi ning memories, the higher their reported marital 
satisfaction. “We-ness” was also related to martial satisfaction for women in their 
 negative  relationship-defi ning memories. The more that women used “we-ness” 
pronouns in their negative relationship-defi ning memories, the higher their marital 
satisfaction, as was the case for the entire sample. Thus, the pattern found for the 
sample overall seems particular to women. 5 

       Discussion 

 This chapter focused on the extent to which “we-ness”, compared to “I-ness”, is 
expressed in relationship-defi ning memories by married men and women across 
adulthood, and whether these constructs predict marital satisfaction. Most previous 
work examining pronoun use has focused exclusively on negative relationship 
events (e.g., Seider et al.,  2009 ; c.f., Buehlman et al.,  1992 ) or generic relationship 
descriptions (e.g., Karremans & van Lange,  2008 ). We examined both high points 
and low points in the marriage in order to fully understand the extent to which view-
ing oneself as part of a unit – a “we” – relates to marital satisfaction. It was found in 

5   Fishers’  r  to  z -transformation was conducted to compare the correlations between “we-ness” and 
martial satisfaction for positive and negative relationship-defi ning memories for men and women. 
The correlations for men and women were not signifi cantly different from one another. However, 
these non-signifi cant fi ndings should be interpreted with caution because Spearman rank-order 
correlations were used due to non-normal data. 

  Table 9.2    Correlations 
between marital satisfaction 
and “We-ness” and “I-ness” 
in positive and negative 
relationship-defi ning 
memories separately for men 
and women  

 Relationship-defi ning 
memories 

 Gender 

 Men  Women 

 Positive: “we-ness”  −0.01  0.16* 
 Positive: “I-ness”  0.05  −0.02 
 Negative: “we-ness”  0.10  0.18* 
 Negative: “I-ness”  −0.01  0.02 

   Note . Spearman rank-order correlations are reported. 
Sample sizes vary due to missing data: positive 
relationship- defi ning memories: men  n  = 88, women 
 n  = 159; negative relationship-defi ning memories: men 
 n  = 87, women  n  = 160. Men and women did not differ in 
marital satisfaction 
 * p   .05  
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the current study, as expected, that “we-ness” was lower in negative memories that 
defi ne the relationship compared to positive memories. Negative moments in rela-
tionships, like extremely emotional arguments, dealing with losses, or infi delity, 
perhaps necessitate separating oneself from the unit, or interdependence of mar-
riage. How can “I” be part of a “we” if he/she did that to me? This is clearly dem-
onstrated in the negative relationship-defi ning memory example provided in 
Table  9.1 , which did not have a single instance of a 1st person plural pronoun. It 
may be that the tendency to downgrade past marital satisfaction in favor of current 
marital accord (Frye & Karney,  2004 ; e.g., Karney & Coombs,  2000 ) is also evident 
in the way that married individuals narrate relationship events. “We” are still 
together and happy, so this negative event did not happen to “us.” 

 This inclination to separate from the unit during diffi cult times, however, is not 
refl ected in an increase in “I-ness” in the negative events. We had expected that 
“I-ness” (i.e., “I” and “me” pronouns) would be higher in negative events com-
pared to positive events. However, contrary to expectations, regardless of whether 
positive or negative relationship-defi ning memories were recalled, there was no 
signifi cant difference in the proportion of using 1st person singular pronouns. 
Although interdependence in a marriage and including the other in one’s self-con-
cept are benefi cial for relationship satisfaction (e.g., Agnew et al.,  1998 ; Aron & 
Aron,  1997 ), completely losing one’s sense of “I” when talking about events that 
defi ne a relationship does not seem to happen. The individual is still an actor in the 
relational event. 

 In accord with this view, “I-ness” represented by the use of 1st person singular 
pronouns did not show a signifi cant association with marital satisfaction in the cur-
rent sample overall. This was contrary to what we expected, at least for the negative 
relationship-defi ning events. Only “we-ness” predicted marital satisfaction. This 
was true, however, mostly for  negative  relationship-defi ning memories, and it was 
particularly the  women  who were driving this effect. It is considering oneself as a 
unit during the negative, diffi cult, and challenging times in a marriage which is 
associated with better marital satisfaction, particularly for women. This is resiliency 
in marriage: fostering a sense of “we” even during, or especially during, the diffi cult 
times (Skerrett,  2003 ). Having and successfully overcoming negative events early in 
a marriage may actually be benefi cial for the relationship (e.g., Neff & Broady, 
 2011 ), and having a sense of “we” during those diffi cult times, our work suggests, 
may be necessary in building strong redemptive themes (McAdams,  2006 ). 

 The strong relation of “we-ness” to marital satisfaction for women in relationship- 
defi ning memories is opposite to what has been found in previous research where 
focusing on “we” when discussing pleasant and confl ict topics in the marriage was 
more important for men’s relationship satisfaction (Buehlman et al.,  1992 ). However, 
we suspect that the pattern of gender differences that emerged in our work was 
because  memories  were the focus of the content analysis. Women enjoy purposeful 
reminiscing more than men and do so with more ease (e.g., Davis,  1999 ), have 
qualitatively richer autobiographical memories (e.g., Ross & Holmberg,  1992 ), and 
are more likely to benefi t in terms of relationship intimacy and satisfaction when 
recalling autobiographical events about their relationship (e.g., Alea & Bluck,  2007 ; 
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Alea & Vick,  2010 ). Memories are more likely to serve a social-bonding function 
for women compared to men (Alea & Bluck,  2003 ). Thus, any future research, or 
even perhaps clinical work, which uses relationship-defi ning memories as a way to 
explore “we-ness” in relationships, would need to consider this gender difference.  

    Future Research and Clinical Implications 

 The fi ndings of greater numbers of “we” pronouns in positive memories, and of a 
relation between “we-ness” and marital satisfaction in women’s relationship- 
defi ning memories, in particular, regardless of memory valence, point to several 
future research directions and implications for clinicians working with couples in 
therapy (Singer & Skerrett,  2014 ). Longitudinal work is needed, since the current 
study and much of the previous research are only providing a moment-in-time 
assessment of relationship satisfaction and a person’s sense of “we-ness” when 
describing moments in the relationship. The longitudinal work that does exist comes 
mostly from Gottman and colleagues. For example, a close examination of 
Buelhman and colleagues’ ( 1992 ) longitudinal study indicates that “we-ness” by 
husbands and wives is more strongly related to relationship satisfaction when the 
two constructs are assessed concurrently. Three-years after “we-ness” expressed 
during the discussion of confl ict topics in the relationship was assessed, the relation 
to relationship satisfaction was lower, and for the wives in the study, the relation 
went away. The wives’ “we-ness” at initial assessment did not predict relationship 
satisfaction 3 years later. Thus, future work should consider whether there is a long- 
term and perhaps cumulative impact of using “we-ness” when remembering the 
diffi cult times. 

 Experimental manipulations would also help to further elucidate the potential 
causal link between “we-ness” and “I-ness” in relationship-defi ning memories and 
relationship satisfaction. One example might be a study that instructs participants to 
explicitly focus on either “we” or “I” when remembering negative and positive 
relationship- defi ning moments, and assesses relationship satisfaction before and 
after the manipulation. This approach would also allow researchers to examine 
whether having too great a sense of “we” when remembering relationship events 
may actually be problematic. Currently the assumption is that greater “we-ness” is 
better, but perhaps there is an inverted U-shaped function, and that there is an opti-
mal amount of “we-ness” that is benefi cial for relationship satisfaction. Another 
program of experimental work might examine whether there is something unique 
about levels of “we-ness” and “I-ness” expressed when remembering relationship- 
defi ning memories specifi cally, versus other types of memories (i.e., neutral 
moments in the relationship, daily routines, etc.) which could act as a control condi-
tion (see Alea & Bluck,  2007  for a similar approach). 

 There are obvious clinical implications that arise out of the current work. First, 
in our clinical experience, most couples in distress have lost track of a relational 
language. As Gottman and DeClaire ( 2001 ) have demonstrated, a language of 
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“fi nger- pointing” and defensiveness prevails, highlighting one’s personal griev-
ances and the offenses infl icted by one’s partner. Interventions that shift the couple’s 
focus back to experiences of togetherness and to a vocabulary of “we-ness” have the 
potential to break this damaging cycle of separateness. At the same time, clinicians 
in the assessment phase of the couple can look for moments of “we” language dur-
ing couples’ accounts of negative relational memories and “tag” these expressions 
of unity as indicators of potential resilience for future shared work by the couple. 
Partners in the heat of frustration with each other may focus on their moments of 
discord, while neglecting ways in which they still depict their relationship in strong 
relational terms. The data presented in this chapter highlight that attention to this 
subtle phrasing, especially during negative recollections, may be a window into 
positive reclamation of the relationship. Even more, and congruent with our recent 
studies of mutuality assessed by the ME (To US) in married couples (Chap.   7     by 
Singer et al. ( 2015 ), this volume), the current results point to the fact that women 
who perceive more active engagement by their spouses in the various activities of 
the relationship (more instances of “we” and mutuality) are likely to express more 
satisfaction in the relationship and hope for its improvement. 

 In conclusion, the clinical use of relationship-defi ning memories and linguistic 
assessments of “we-ness” in a couple’s description of relationship events seems 
promising. More empirical work to determine whether “we-ness,” compared to 
“I-ness,” can actually change and improve feelings within a marriage is necessary. 
The most obvious direction is to begin experimental clinical-trial type work where 
men, and especially women, are trained and encouraged to fi nd and narrate the “we” 
in relationship events, particularly those events that were diffi cult and are tarnished 
with instances of blame and fi nger pointing. These are the moments when “we- 
ness,” and a sense of unity and mutuality, are perhaps diffi cult to envision and 
express, but it may be precisely at these moments that “we-ness” is most necessary 
for marital happiness and resilience of a marriage over time.     
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