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How can I thank you?
Highlighting the benefactor’s
responsiveness or costs when
expressing gratitude
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Abstract
Despite growing evidence that showing gratitude plays a powerful role in building social
connections, little is known about how to best express gratitude to maximize its relational
benefits. In this research, we examined how two key ways of expressing gratitude—
conveying that the benefactor’s kind action met one’s needs (responsiveness-highlighting)
and acknowledging how costly the action was (cost-highlighting)—impact benefactors’
reactions to the gratitude and feelings about their relationship. Using observer ratings of
gratitude expressions during couples’ live interactions (N ¼ 111 couples), and bene-
factors’ self-reports across a 14-day experience sampling study (N ¼ 463 daily reports),
we found that responsiveness-highlighting was associated with benefactors’ positive
feelings about the gratitude expression and the relationship. In contrast, cost-highlighting
had no such effect. These findings suggest that expressing gratitude in a way that highlights
how responsive benefactors were may be critical to reaping the relational benefits of
gratitude and have practical implications for improving couples’ well-being.
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Although meeting a romantic partner’s needs or helping them reach their goals can be

joyful in and of itself (Kogan et al., 2010; Orehek & Forest, 2016), receiving gratitude for

the action can make the experience even more rewarding. Gratitude is a positive emotion

that is evoked from “the perception that one has benefited from the costly, intentional,

voluntary action of another person” (McCullough et al., 2008, p. 281).1 It is considered

as a motivator for prosocial behavior as its experience motivates people to reciprocate

when a future opportunity to do so arises. The find-remind-bind theory of gratitude

(Algoe, 2012) suggests that what serves a crucial role in this process, or the social

functions of gratitude, are a beneficiary’s expressions of their gratitude which signal that

they value the relationship. However, gratitude expressions do not always elicit positive

reactions from the benefactor. Instead, there are important boundary conditions for when

gratitude expressions yield relational benefits. For example, studies have found that the

positive effect of a gratitude expression on how a benefactor feels about the relationship

depends on factors such as the perceived sincerity of the expression (Leong et al., 2019).

This raises the important question of if there are ways of expressing gratitude that can

elicit particularly positive reactions in a benefactor or that are more or less effective. In

the present research, we examine how acknowledging the responsiveness (i.e., how

much the benefactor’s act has met the beneficiary’s needs) and the costs (how costly the

act was to the benefactor) when expressing gratitude shape how the benefactor perceives

the gratitude and feels about their relationship.

To date, only one study has examined if a particular way of expressing gratitude

elicits positive reactions from a benefactor in an established relationship (Algoe et al.,

2016). In this study, researchers examined the extent to which romantic partners

expressing gratitude engaged in “other-praising” behaviors, defined as verbal elabora-

tion of the benefactor’s praiseworthiness combined with non-verbal displays of affec-

tion. They found that the more the speaker engaged in other-praising behavior, the more

positively the benefactor felt about their romantic partner and the relationship. Never-

theless, a crucial question remains as to the specific ways in which people praise the

benefactor and importantly, the different benefits they may afford.

In the present research, we focus on two factors that may be embedded in the

way people (directly or indirectly) convey that they praise the benefactor while

expressing gratitude: acknowledging how much the benefactor’s act met their needs

(e.g., “I wouldn’t have made it to the meeting on time if you didn’t drop me off at the

office today”) and acknowledging the extent of the costs the benefactor incurred for them

(e.g., “I know it was a hassle for you to drop me off at my office during rush hour”).

Notably, both ways of expressing gratitude may elicit inferences of praise, but do so in a

distinct manner. We propose that these two factors are particularly likely to be included

in gratitude expressions as perceptions of a gesture intended to be responsive to one’s

needs that was costly to the benefactor are situational features relevant to the experience

of gratitude (McCullough et al., 2008; Tesser et al., 1968), and people communicating

their feelings often describe their antecedents or causes (observable even among 2-year-

old children; Bretherton et al., 1986; Dunn et al., 1987).

It is conceivable that the responsiveness and costs highlighted in gratitude expressions

each independently play an important role in how the benefactor perceives and reacts to

gratitude expressions. A benefactor is likely to enjoy learning how responsive they have
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been to their partner’s needs since it is a primary goal when helping or sacrificing for a

partner (Feeney & Collins, 2003; Impett & Gordon, 2010), and information signaling

attainment of a goal tends to be accepted positively (Sheldon & Elliot, 1999). Particu-

larly in romantic relationships, the goal attainment signaled by gratitude expressions

(i.e., having been responsive) is highly valued (Clark et al., 2010). Accordingly, when

expressers highlight the partner’s responsiveness in expressing gratitude, benefactors are

likely to accept the expressions favorably and feel satisfied with their relationship.

In addition, acknowledging the costs that a benefactor has incurred for the partner can

also elicit positive reactions from the benefactor because people like to be recognized for

their prosocial acts (McNeely & Meglino, 1994; Winterich et al., 2013). Indeed, people

feel proud and valued when their efforts are noticed and recognized, and feel dissatisfied

when they do not receive acknowledgment for having incurred costs to support their

partner (Visserman et al., 2019). Further, by recognizing the negative experience the

benefactor might have had to go through, cost-highlighting expressions can also make

the benefactor feel understood, which can be satisfying (Gordon & Chen, 2016; Reis

et al., 2017). In fact, even when people request that their partner makes a costly sacrifice,

acknowledging the size of the sacrifice that a partner has to make has been associated

with a partner engaging in more accommodating behavior such as suggesting ways they

can help the requester (Farrell et al., 2016).

Therefore, we investigate if and to what degree conveying that the benefactor has met

one’s needs and recognizing the costs the benefactor incurred in the process are inde-

pendently important when expressing gratitude. Given previous research demonstrating

that gratitude expressions can elicit negative responses (e.g., by signaling interpersonal

distance; Zhang et al., 2018), we also left open the possibility that either of these ways of

expressing gratitude may backfire. For example, although romantic partners typically

idealize non-contingent giving and receiving with no expectation for immediate reci-

procation (Clark et al., 2010), empirical findings have shown that a sense of equity in

relationships is also important, and that inequity in the direction of underbenefiting (i.e.,

feeling as though one receives fewer benefits from the relationship than their partner) can

be particularly detrimental for the person’s relationship quality (Lan et al., 2017;

Sprecher, 2018). As such, if responsiveness- or cost-highlighting gratitude expressions

instill a sense that the benefactor is being underbenefitted, it is possible that either could

cause discomfort and conflicting feelings about the relationship for the benefactor.

Accordingly, the present research examined how positively or negatively a benefactor

reacts to a partner’s gratitude expression as a function of the extent to which the ben-

eficiary embedded responsiveness- and cost-highlighting in their gratitude expressions

using two different methodologies. First, we examined couples’ face-to-face interactions

and had independent observers code the gratitude expressions. We tested how the

observer-rated speaker’s (beneficiary’s) responsiveness- and cost-highlighting gratitude

expressions were associated with the listener’s (benefactor’s) reports of their feelings

toward the gratitude expression and the interaction in general. However, although

observing couples discussing a particular given topic is a widely used method and its

value has been supported to some extent (see Heyman, 2001), it nevertheless comes with

a limitation that we cannot be confident about how representative this researcher-

initiated conversation is of people’s typical interactions (i.e., questionable external
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validity). Further, in our research wherein how the benefactor interpreted the bene-

ficiary’s gratitude expressions is of particular importance, relying solely on how the

third-party (coders) evaluates the degree of responsiveness- and cost-highlighting

embedded in the gratitude might not be sufficient.

In an attempt to address these concerns, our second approach to capturing the effects

of couples’ gratitude expressions involved utilizing the couples’ daily diaries in which

the benefactors reported their own perceptions of the gratitude they received. Specifi-

cally, we followed couples in a 14-day daily experience study and examined days when

couples experienced conflicts of interests and resolved them by sacrificing their own

self-interest for their partner. As these instances are when couples are highly likely to

express gratitude (although not the only instances), we were able to examine how couples

exchange gratitude without explictly instructing them to think about grateful instances as

in the lab conversation. We tested whether a benefactor’s perceptions of responsiveness-

and cost-highlighting within gratitude expressions had similar effects as in the face-

to-face interactions on their feelings toward the expression and satisfaction with the

relationship (i.e., conceptually replicating findings from the laboratory setting in cou-

ples’ natural environment).

The present research

We used lab conversation and daily diary portions of a multi-part study to examine how

benefactors experience the responsiveness- and cost-highlighting embedded in gratitude

expressions. In both sets of analyses (lab conversation and diary), we also conducted

additional analyses to rule out alternative explanations for any effects we find. Specif-

ically, in the lab conversation data, we ran a model controlling for coders’ ratings of

affection a speaker displayed to ensure that their judment of gratitude expressions

(responsiveness- and/or cost-highlighting) was not confounded with general affectionate

behaviors of the speaker. In the diary portion of the analyses, we additionally controlled

for daily positive affect to rule out the possibility that feeling generally positive affected

both the way participants perceive their partner’s gratitude expressions and how they feel

about the expressions or about the relationship that day (see Shiota et al., 2017 for the

importance of differentiating positive emotions). We also controlled for participants’

ratings of the costliness of their actions as they may perceive and react to gratitude in

systematically different ways based on the cost of the act that may have driven our

effects of interest.

Finally, we also examined a potential moderating role of relationship length in the

links between gratitude expressions and outcomes. Previous research has shown that as

the relationship matures, communal actions become a “decisional default” (Kammrath

et al., 2015), and when partners are highly committed to their relationships (i.e., which is

typically the case in longer relationships), enacting nice acts for the partner (e.g.,

sacrifices) is perceived as less costly or harmful to self (Cao et al., 2017; Whitton et al.,

2007). Given such changes in the way the benefactors come to view their own nice acts,

it is possible that their expectations for or responses to a partner’s (certain types of)

gratitude expressions for the acts also change. For example, it might be those in shorter
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(vs. longer) relationships for whom the costs of their kind acts might be more salient, and

thus the extent to which a partner acknowledges costs might be of greater importance.

Method

Participants and procedure

We recruited a coummunity sample of 111 couples through online advertisements

(Reddit, Kijiji) and advertisements posted in public locations (e.g., libraries) in a major

Canadian city. Although the initial eligibility criteria for recruitment were that the

couples had been in a relationship for at least 3 years, we loosened this restriction due to

the difficulty in recruitment and time constraint (as noted below, the shortest relationship

length in the final sample was 1 year). The sample size was determined a priori based on

the available budget. For the laboratory portion of the analyses, we used data from 194

individuals (94 men, 96 women, 4 unidentified) who had all the primary variables of

interest available. Power estimation based on Monte Carlo simulation (1,000 repetitions)

using the R package SIMR (Arend & Schäfer, 2019; Green & MacLeod, 2016) showed

that this sample size provided 88% power to detect a standardized level-1 effect of

medium size (.30) in two-level models. The study was approved by research ethics board

at the University of Toronto.

Participants were 26.94 years old on average (SD¼ 7.34; range¼ 18–57) and had been in

a relationship for an average of 4 years and 6 months (SD¼ 3 years and 7 months; range¼
1–23 years). Fifty-four percent of the final sample met the initial criteria of having been

together for more than 3 years. Most couples were heterosexual (three same-sex couples)

and 146 individuals were not married. Ninety-five individuals reported that they were

currently living with their partner. The sample was culturally diverse, with 65 participants

identifying as Western European, 29 as South Asian, 28 as East Asian, 27 as Eastern Eur-

opean, 19 as Caribbean, 14 as South American, 12 as South East Asian, 6 as Middle Eastern,

6 as Native American, 5 as African, and there were 16 participants who identified as other

(multiple responses allowed). As their highest achieved education level, three participants

indicated not having finished high school, 77 completed high school/some university,

12 completed an Associates/vocational/2-year degree, 76 completed Bachelors, 20 Masters,

and three PhD/MD. Participants indicated their personal gross income for the previous year

in the following categories: less than $10,000 (n ¼ 63), $10,000 � $14,999 (n ¼ 21),

$15,000 � $19,999 (n ¼ 12), $20,000 � $24,999 (n ¼ 9), $25,000 � $29,999 (n ¼ 10),

$30,000 � $39,999 (n ¼ 18), $40,000 � $49,000 (n ¼ 17), $50,000 � $59,999 (n ¼
12), $60,000� $74,999 (n¼ 15), $75,000� $99,999 (n¼ 10), $100,000� $149,999 (n¼
4), and $200,000 � $249,999 (n ¼ 1). Participants were compensated separately for the

background ($15) and in-lab ($30) portions of the study. The payment for the diary study

was prorated based on the number of daily surveys completed: 1–3 days ($5), 4–6 days

($15); 7–8 days ($20); 9–11 days ($30); 12–14 days ($40).

Participating couples first completed an online questionnaire and were invited to the

lab to participate in a conversation study. All couples engaged in conversations about

three different topics. The final conversation was a gratitude conversation in which

couples were instructed to talk about something nice or kind that the partner has done
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that made them feel particularly thankful or appreciative. They were told that the

partner’s gesture could be something that happened before but continues to make them

grateful, or something currently going on in their relationship. Each partner had one

minute to talk about what they were grateful for and they took turns being the speaker.

Thus, speakers can be considered as beneficiaries and listeners as benefactors. Couples’

interactions were videotaped using two cameras, each facing one partner, so that we have

separate videos for each partner. The entire conversation procedure for this study was

adapted from a conversational structure used in past research (Fritz et al., 2003). Par-

ticipants indicated that the conversational structure felt natural to them in the pilot

testing. Participants received instructions about the 14-day diary study before leaving

and began the diary portion of the study on the following day.

For the diary portion of the analyses, we analyzed data from 185 individuals who had

reports on our primary variables of interest on at least one day. Participants completed a

survey every evening that included a question asking if their needs, interests, or desires

conflicted with their partner’s that day. If they indicated there was a conflict, they were

asked to describe what it was about and how they handled the situation (adapted from

Righetti et al., 2016). They were given five options: “I sacrificed what I wanted,” “My

partner sacrificed what they wanted,” “We compromised,” “At least one of us had the

opportunity to sacrifice, but neither of us did,” and “There was no opportunity to

sacrifice, and we each did our own thing.” For the present analyses, we only used days

when participants indicated that they sacrificed or that they compromised with the

partner given that items about the partner’s gratitude expression were relevant and

presented only on those days. We combined the days in order to increase our statistical

power.2 Participants had three days of sacrifice or compromise on average, and a total of

463 daily reports were used for the present analyses.

Lab measures

Following the conversation, listeners of the partner’s gratitude expression completed a

short questionnaire about the conversation. Specifically, they responded to two items

assessing how they felt about the partner’s gratitude expression: “Their gratitude made

me feel good” (gratitude-specific positivity; M ¼ 6.36, SD ¼ 1.00) and “Their gratitude

made me feel bad/uncomfortable/annoyed” (gratitude-specific negativity, adapted from

Zhang et al., 2018; M ¼ 1.71, SD ¼ 1.49). They also responded to two items assessing

positive relationship quality (“I felt satisfied with my relationship in this discussion” and

“I felt close to my partner in this discussion”; a ¼ .97; M ¼ 6.38, SD ¼ 1.05) and

negative relationship quality (“I felt there was tension between my partner and me in this

discussion” and “My partner and I experienced conflict in this discussion”; Impett et al.,

2013; a ¼ .83; M ¼ 1.50; SD ¼ 1.25). All items were assessed on scales ranging from 1

(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Coded procedure and measures

A team of five research assistants who were blind to the purpose of coding watched

videos of the couples’ conversations and rated the speaker’s gratitude expression on the
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degree of responsiveness- and cost-highlighting. Prior to coding, they were trained by the

first author in two separate sessions using a coding scheme the authors had developed

together. Coders were instructed to make a holistic judgment using both verbal and non-

verbal cues, and in the training session (which involved watching a small random set of

videos), a high degree of consensus was established. All coders then worked indepen-

dently to apply the codes to the videos. Each coder watched the videos once to code for

responsiveness-highlighting, then again to code for cost-highlighting. Each video only

showed the speaker’s side; thus, coders could not match the partners and each partner

was judged independent of the other partner’s score. All coders completed coding prior

to any data analyses.

Responsiveness-highlighting gratitude expression. Coders rated the degree to which the

speaker expressed that their partner was responsive to their needs with their kind deed(s)

on a 7-point scale, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much).3 Some examples of

expressions that received a high score on responsiveness-highlighting included: “ . . . that

was probably the most stressful week of my entire degree [ . . . ] I’m so happy that you

were there when I needed you at 4:30 in the morning [ . . . ] I don’t know what I would do

if I didn’t have you there that day”; “I am very grateful that you always support me in my

horseback riding stuff [ . . . ] You know, horseback riding is something that I really enjoy,

so I appreciate the fact that you are supportive and you don’t complain about the amount

of time and money that I spend on horseback riding so that makes me feel happy. [ . . . ]

it’s something I really enjoy and it’s really important to me.” Coders’ ratings were highly

consistent and were averaged (ICC[2,5] ¼ .77; M ¼ 4.13, SD ¼ 1.09).

Cost-highlighting gratitude expression. Coders rated the degree to which the speaker

expressed the costs their partner incurred for their kind deed(s) on the same 7-point scale

(ICC[2,5] ¼ .82; M ¼ 2.79, SD ¼ 1.19). Some examples of expressions that received a

high score on cost-highlighting included: “ . . . even though you are tired, you would

rather stay in bed and watch TV, you are like out in the jeep, cleaning it out, carrying

everything, packing it, making up lunches, you put all of your effort into when we are

travelling”; “I’m very much grateful for the sacrifice that it’s taken to bring [our baby]

into our life [including] taking a year off from school, work like everything, having

[given up on] a path that you really enjoy doing and it has asked a lot more from you than

it has of me. [ . . . ] You’ve sacrificed a lot about your body and I know that’s something

that was very difficult.”

Affectionate display. Coders also rated the degree to which the speaker looked affectionate

toward the partner during the conversation (e.g., displays of warm smiles, baby voices,

glistening eyes, head cocked to the side). The item was coded on the same 7-point scale

(ICC[2,5] ¼ .87; M ¼ 4.25, SD ¼ 1.12).

Diary measures

Every evening, participants completed a short survey that included the following items

about the sacrifice or compromise they made that day. Most diary measures were
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assessed with a single item to minimize participant fatigue and reduce attrition (Bolger

et al., 2003). These items nevertheless echo exactly what was assessed and coded in the

lab conversation data.

Perceived gratitude expression. Participants were asked about how their partner expressed

gratitude for making the sacrifice or compromise.4 Specifically, following the stem

“When my partner expressed gratitude for what I did for them,” they responded to the

item, “they told me that I was responsive to their needs” (responsiveness-highlighting

gratitude expression; M ¼ 4.28, SD ¼ 1.21) and “they acknowledged how costly it was

for me” (cost-highlighting gratitude expression; M ¼ 3.77, SD ¼ 1.30) using a 7-point

scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Reactions to gratitude. The same items as in the lab conversation were asked to assess daily

gratitude-specific positivity (M ¼ 4.74, SD ¼ 1.12) and daily gratitude-specific nega-

tivity (M¼ 2.66, SD¼ 1.33). The items were assessed using a 7-point scale ranging from

1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Relationship quality. Two items were used to assess daily positive relationship quality

(e.g., “How satisfied did you feel with your relationship?”; RC ¼ .88; M ¼ 4.99, SD ¼
1.16) and daily negative relationship quality (e.g., “How much tension did you feel in

your relationship?”; RC¼ .91; M¼ 2.80, SD¼ 1.28). Participants responded to the items

using a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (a lot).

Positive affect. Participants indicated how much they felt happy/pleased/joyful each day

on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (a lot); M ¼ 4.83, SD ¼ 1.08.

Perceived cost of the act. Participants also answered a question, “How costly was this

compromise/sacrifice for you?” on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (a lot);

M ¼ 3.06, SD ¼ 1.24.

Results

Table 1 shows correlations among all key measures. Notably, responsiveness- and cost-

highlighting gratitude expressions were positively correlated, both when coded by

independent observers and perceived by the receiver of the expression. Thus, in all our

analyses, we included both factors in the model simultaneously in order to examine the

independent effects of each.5 We also note that correlations between gratitude-specific

positivity and negativity as well as positive and negative relationship quality were only

small to moderate, highlighting the need to examine the positive and negative outcomes

separately.

Lab gratitude conversation

Analytic plan. We used multilevel models in which individuals were nested within couples

in order to take into account the statistical dependence in the dyadic data (Kenny et al.,
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2006). Following the Actor-Partner Interdependence Model, we ran four different

models, regressing each of the listeners’ outcomes following the conversation on the

speakers’ as well as listeners’ responsiveness- and cost-highlighting gratitude expres-

sions. Of primary interest in this research were the associations between speakers’

responsiveness- and cost-highlighting gratitude expressions and the listeners’ outcomes

(i.e., partner effects). We then ran the same models controlling for the speakers’ and

listeners’ affectionate displays in order to rule out the possibility that responsiveness-

highlighting gratitude expressions were simply judged as more affectionate and the

degree of affection was what drove our effects. Lastly, we ran an exploratory model in

which we tested a moderating role of relationship length.6 Specifically, we included

speaker responsiveness- and cost-highlighting by relationship length interaction terms in

the model. All predictors were grand mean-centered prior to the analyses. All analyses

were conducted using the lme4 package (Bates et al., 2014) in R.

Actor and partner effects. As shown in Table 2, the more the speaker highlighted

the benefactor’s responsiveness in their gratitude, the more positively the listener felt

about the gratitude expression and globally about their relationship. The speaker’s

responsiveness-highlighting gratitude expressions were also associated with lower

negative relationship quality as reported by the listener following the conversation. In

contrast, the degree to which the speaker highlighted the costs that the partner had to

incur was not associated with any of the listener’s outcomes. Although of less interest in

this research, when looking at the effects of listener’s responsiveness- and cost-

highlighting on their own outcomes, the results suggested that those who themselves

tended to highlight responsiveness to a greater extent felt more positive and less negative

about the gratitude their partner expressed, and evaluated their relationship more posi-

tively and less negatively following the partner’s gratitude expression. Those who

themselves tended to highlight costs to a greater extent felt more negative toward the

partner’s gratitude and evaluated their relationship more negatively following the

partner’s gratitude expression.

Additional analyses. We re-ran all the analyses with displays of affection included in the

model. The effects of responsiveness-highlighting gratitude expressions remained the

Table 1. Correlations among all measures in the lab conversation.

1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Partner’s responsiveness-highlightinga —
2. Partner’s cost-highlightinga .56** —
3. Partner’s affection displaya .36** .10 —
4. Gratitude-specific positivity .38** .09 .25** —
5. Gratitude-specific negativity �.14 �.08 �.19** �.30** —
6. Positive relationship quality .40** .16* .28** .75** �.31** —
7. Negative relationship quality �.26** �.09 �.30** �.47** .29** �.40**

Note. aRated by coders.
*p < .05. **p < .01
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same even when affectionate displays were included in models with gratitude-specific

positivity and positive relationship quality as outcomes. However, in the negative

relationship quality model, the effects of responsiveness-highlighting gratitude expres-

sions dropped to non-significance, b ¼ �0.11, t ¼ �1.14, p ¼ .25, after accounting for

the effects of affectionate display (b¼�0.23, t¼�2.87, p¼ .005, for listeners’ and b¼
�0.17, t ¼ �2.15, p ¼ .03, for speakers’).

Lastly, when we examined the moderating role of relationship length, significant

interaction effects between relationship length and both responsiveness- and cost-

highlighting gratitude expressions were found in the model predicting negative rela-

tionship quality (b ¼ �0.01, t ¼ �2.89, p ¼ .004, for responsiveness-highlighting and

b ¼ �0.005, t ¼ 2.14, p ¼ .03, for cost-highlighting). Specifically, for those who had

been together for longer, receiving greater responsiveness-highlighting gratitude

expressions was related to evaluating the relationship as less negative, b ¼ �0.43, t ¼
�3.51, p < .001, while cost-highlighting had no significant effect, b¼ 0.07, t¼ 0.54, p¼
.59. In contrast, for those in a shorter relationship, responsiveness-highlighting gratitude

expressions were not significantly related to negative relationship quality, b ¼ 0.06, t ¼
0.49, p ¼ .62, but more cost-highlighting gratitude expressions were linked with less

negative relationship quality, b ¼ �0.33, t ¼ �2.31, p ¼ .02. Combined, these inter-

actions suggest that how much the partner acknowledges one’s costs might be more

Table 2. The effects of responsiveness- and cost-highlighting gratitude expressions on listeners’
reactions in the lab conversation.

b SE t p r

DV: (L) Gratitude-specific positivity
(S) Responsiveness-highlighting 0.36 0.07 4.96 <.001 0.35
(S) Cost-highlighting �0.10 0.07 �1.38 .17 0.10
(L) Responsiveness-highlighting 0.29 0.07 4.10 <.001 0.29
(L) Cost-highlighting �0.13 0.07 �1.84 .07 0.14

DV: (L) Gratitude-specific negativity
(S) Responsiveness-highlighting �0.02 0.12 �0.17 .87 0.01
(S) Cost-highlighting �0.22 0.13 �1.71 .09 0.14
(L) Responsiveness-highlighting �0.48 0.12 �3.90 <.001 0.29
(L) Cost-highlighting 0.43 0.13 3.36 <.001 0.27

DV: (L) Positive relationship quality
(S) Responsiveness-highlighting 0.39 0.08 5.08 <.001 0.35
(S) Cost-highlighting �0.12 0.08 �1.58 .12 0.12
(L) Responsiveness-highlighting 0.19 0.08 2.40 .02 0.18
(L) Cost-highlighting 0.04 0.08 0.55 .58 0.04

DV: (L) Negative relationship quality
(S) Responsiveness-highlighting �0.21 0.10 �2.16 .03 0.16
(S) Cost-highlighting �0.09 0.09 �0.10 .34 0.08
(L) Responsiveness-highlighting �0.44 0.10 �4.58 <.001 0.32
(L) Cost-highlighting 0.35 0.10 3.66 <.001 0.28

Note. (S) ¼ Speaker, (L) ¼ Listener; Effect sizes (r) were computed using Rosenthal and Rosnow’s (2007)
formula: r ¼

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
t2= t2 þ dfð Þ

p
. N ¼ 194 individuals.
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important for those in shorter relationships, whereas how much the partner benefitted

from one’s act is more important for those in longer relationships.

Daily gratitude expressions

Analytic plan. We next examined how daily gratitude expressions highlighting respon-

siveness and costs were associated with how the benefactor perceived the expression and

felt about the sacrifice or compromise they made each day. We used multilevel models in

which individuals were nested within dyads, and couples and days were crossed to

account for the couples’ reporting on the same days (Kenny et al., 2006).7 To separate the

within- and between-person effects, we included both daily responsiveness- and cost-

highlighting gratitude expressions (person-centered) and their aggregates (grand mean-

centered average across the diary period) as predictors in all models. This allows us to

examine effects of perceiving certain aspects of a gratitude expression on a given day

separate from the general tendency to perceive certain aspects of the expression (i.e., the

extent to which the expression was perceived higher on a given aspect than the typical

level). Partner effects were not included in these models as given our study design, it was

unlikely that both partners had items about the other’s gratitude expressions filled out on

the same day. Indeed, including the partner effects in the models resulted in a great drop

in observation numbers (n ¼ 80).

We first ran separate models for each of the outcomes with both person-centered and

grand mean-centered responsiveness- and cost-highlighting gratitude expressions

included as predictors. In the next set of models, we controlled for variables that might be

confounded in our effects: daily positive affect and perceived cost of the acts (both

within- and between-person effects), both of which, as shown in Table 3, were associated

with responsiveness-highlighting gratitude expressions and some of our outcomes of

interest. We examined whether any effect we found in the previous set of analyses

remained similar. Finally, we ran an exploratory interaction model in which we tested the

moderating role of relationship length. Specifically, we included interaction terms

involving all four gratitude variables (i.e., within- and between-effects of

Table 3. Correlations among all measures in the daily diary.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Perceived responsiveness-
highlighting

—

2. Perceived cost-highlighting .45** —
3. Gratitude-specific positivity .66** .30** —
4. Gratitude-specific negativity �.21** �.08 �.29** —
5. Positive relationship quality .38** .15* .44** �.32** —
6. Negative relationship quality �.22** �.02 �.22** .27** �.25**
7. Positive affect .12* .03 .11 �.12 .23** �.15**
8. Perceived cost �.20** .07 �.22** .21** �.21** .40** �.22**

Note. Correlations represent daily within-person correlations.
*p < .05. **p < .01
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responsiveness- and cost-highlighting gratitude expressions) and the (grand mean-cen-

tered) moderator.

Within-person associations. As shown in Table 4, on days people perceived more

responsiveness-highlighting gratitude expressions than they typically did across the 14-

day study, they showed higher levels of positivity and lower levels of negativity toward

the partner’s gratitude. They also reported higher levels of positive relationship quality

and lower levels of negative quality on such days. On the other hand, cost-highlighting

gratitude expressions were not associated with gratitude-specific feelings or relationship

quality.

Additional analyses. We ran the same models controlling for variables that might be

confounded in our effects: daily positive affect and perceived cost of the acts. Results

showed that all the effects in the models reported in Table 4 remained the same with one

exception: the between-person effect of responsiveness-highlighting gratitude expres-

sions dropped to non-significance, b¼ 0.09, p¼ .18. Nevertheless, as all effects in other

models as well as within-person effects of responsiveness-highlighting gratitude

expressions in this model remained the same, there is no strong evidence that the effects

of responsiveness-highlighting gratitude expressions we found could be explained by the

Table 4. The effects of responsiveness- and cost-highlighting gratitude expressions on listeners’
reactions in the daily diary.

b t p r

DV: Gratitude-specific positivity
Responsiveness-highlighting 0.61 12.77 <.001 0.62
Cost-highlighting 0.02 �0.01 .99 0.001
Responsiveness-highlighting (aggregate) 0.64 11.05 <.001 0.64
Cost-highlighting (aggregate) �0.03 �0.47 .64 0.03

DV: Gratitude-specific negativity
Responsiveness-highlighting �0.24 �3.31 .001 0.35
Cost-highlighting 0.02 0.28 .78 0.02
Responsiveness-highlighting (aggregate) �0.07 �0.84 .40 0.06
Cost-highlighting (aggregate) 0.13 1.53 .13 0.10

DV: Positive relationship quality
Responsiveness-highlighting 0.34 6.18 <.001 0.35
Cost-highlighting �0.02 �0.31 .75 0.02
Responsiveness-highlighting (aggregate) 0.21 2.68 .008 0.19
Cost-highlighting (aggregate) 0.04 0.58 .57 0.04

DV: Negative relationship quality
Responsiveness-highlighting �0.26 �3.80 <.001 0.21
Cost-highlighting 0.06 0.92 .36 0.05
Responsiveness-highlighting (aggregate) �0.008 �0.09 .93 0.006
Cost-highlighting (aggregate) 0.02 0.24 .81 0.01

Note. Effect sizes (r) were computed using Rosenthal and Rosnow’s (2007) formula: r ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
t2= t2 þ dfð Þ

p
. N ¼

463 daily reports.
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levels of positive affect participants felt that day or the costly nature of the act that

elicited the gratitude.

Next, we examined if any of the effects were moderated by relationship length. There

were two significant interactions: in a model with gratitude-specific positivity as an

outcome, a significant interaction between daily responsiveness-highlighting gratitude

expressions and relationship length, b ¼ �0.003, t ¼ �2.36, p ¼ .02, suggested that the

within-person association between responsiveness-highlighting gratitude expression and

felt positivity was stronger for those in shorter relationships, b ¼ 0.72, t ¼ 10.29,

p < .001, than for those in longer relationships, b ¼ 0.50, t ¼ 7.92, p < .001. Further, in a

model with gratitude-specific negativity as an outcome, the interaction between daily

cost-highlighting gratitude expressions and relationship length was significant, b ¼
0.004, t ¼ 2.48, p ¼ .01, such that the within-person association between cost-

highlighting gratitude expressions and felt negativity was positive for those in longer

relationships, b ¼ 0.12, t ¼ 1.51, p ¼ .13, but was negative for those in shorter rela-

tionships, b ¼ �0.18, t ¼ �1.80, p ¼ .07. Combined, these data provide some evidence

that both responsiveness-highlighting and cost-highlighting were received more favor-

ably among those who were in less established relationships.

Discussion

Although expressions of gratitude are theoretically considered an effective “social glue”

that help connect people to their partners (Algoe, 2012), they are not always successful in

serving this role (Leong et al., 2019). In order to understand when gratitude will be

maximally beneficial, we examined how expressing gratitude to a romantic partner

influences relationship outcomes. Specifically, we focused on expresser’s highlighting

of the partner’s (i.e., benefactor’s) responsiveness and/or their costs. We found that

acknowledging the degree to which the benefactor’s act was responsive to the bene-

ficiary’s needs, rather than the degree to which it was costly, was the primary contributor

to the positive effects gratitude expressions had on the benefactor. In both lab con-

versation and in daily life, the more responsiveness-highlighting was embedded in the

gratitude expression, the more positively the benefactor perceived the gratitude and felt

toward their relationship. Importantly, these effects were not attributable to the speaker’s

display of affection when expressing gratitude (in the lab conversation; except in a model

predicting negative relationship quality) and the extent to which the receiver of the

expression felt positive on the day they perceived the gratitude or the costliness of the act

that elicited the gratitude (in the diary data). These findings are consistent with the notion

that romantic relationships are communal in nature and that giving and receiving of

benefits between partners are based on responsiveness to each other’s needs (Clark &

Mils, 1993). That is, benefactors are satisfied to learn that what they did met their

partner’s needs precisely because their behavior was motivated by a concern for their

partner’s welfare (Impett & Gordon, 2010).

In contrast, although the degree to which the beneficiary acknowledged the cost was

also linked with some of the positive outcomes, it did not have any benefits above and

beyond responsiveness-highlighting gratitude expressions. Of course, our results do not

suggest that acknowledgment of the costs has no value to the benefactor in a communal
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relationship; it may still be a better alternative to not expressing gratitude at all (see

Footnote 4). Yet, once feelings of gratitude have been conveyed, it may be the message

of how much they have made an impact in the partner’s well-being that is more satisfying

to the benefactor. Alternatively, it is possible that benefits of receiving cost-highlighting

gratitude expressions are conditional on other factors. For example, the pattern of sig-

nificant interactions in our data indicated that cost-highlighting gratitude expressions

might be associated with the benefactors’ feeling less negative about the gratitude (in the

lab) and perceiving the relationship as less negative (in the diary) particularly among

those in a shorter (vs. longer) relationship. Perhaps when relationship norms and

expectations have not been established yet and concerns about being taken advantage of

are more salient, there may be some benefits of receiving explicit acknowledgment of

one’s efforts. It is noteworthy, however, that while these data provided some suggestive

evidence for the benefits of cost-highlighting in particular relationship contexts, these

observed benefits were nevertheless limited to attenuating the negativity and did not

include imbuing positivity into the relationship. Further, these interaction findings need

to be replicated in larger samples before definitive conclusions can be drawn.

The present findings extend previous work on other-praising expressions of gratitude

(Algoe et al., 2016) by identifying the specific ways of conveying the praiseworthiness that

can maximize the relational benefits of gratitude expressions. Expressions of praise for

another can be conveyed in different ways—sometimes intertwined with responsiveness-

highlighting, other times with cost-highlighting or with both. By examining these expres-

sions in a more nuanced manner, our work makes an important contribution to translating

these findings into practically meaningful information. Indeed, there is a growing interest in

incorporating gratitude into interventions to improve couples’ well-being (Jacobs Bao &

Lyubomirsky, 2013; Parnell et al., 2019) in which such an in-depth investigation into gra-

titude expressions will be particularly useful. Further, our research is unique from the

existing work in speaking to the benefits of perceiving oneself as a responsive partner as

opposed to perceiving a partner as responsive (Algoe et al., 2016). That is, while previous

work has focused on the importance of conveying an expresser’s responsiveness to the

benefactor (Algoe & Zhaoyang, 2016), our findings suggest that it may be as important for

the expresser to clearly communicate how responsive the benefactor has been.

Indeed, people may welcome the knowledge of having met the partner’s needs

because they are aware that their responsiveness, when perceived by the partner, has

important implications for how much the partner values them. For example, people may

believe that they have enacted more responsive behaviors in their romantic life than they

actually did in part due to the motivation to feel more valued by their partner (Lemay,

2014). Similarly, a people-as-means perspective would suggest that to establish a

satisfying relationship, people not only need to perceive their partner as being instru-

mental to their own goals, but they also need to feel important to their partner’s goals

(i.e., mutual perceived instrumentality; Orehek & Forest, 2016). Expressions of grati-

tude, and particularly responsiveness-highlighting expressions, can precisely and

effectively deliver this information. Over time, responsiveness-highlighting gratitude

expressions can even contribute to a benefactor’s belief that they are a competent partner

and are capable of helping, which is critical for maintaining long-term relationship well-

being (Feeney & Collins, 2003).
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Nevertheless, due to the difficulty of collecting dyadic data in romantic couples, one

limitation of our work is that our claims are based on one sample. Although we found

evidence for the positive outcomes associated with responsiveness-highlighting grati-

tude expressions using two different methodologies (i.e., observing couples’ in-lab

conversations and experience sampling) in which the expressions were obtained from

two different sources (i.e., independent observers and benefactors), this within-study

replication only provides support for our claims within this particular relationship

context and cannot speak to their generalizability. In particular, our sample consisted of

couples who have been together for more than a year, which is a specific relationship

context (e.g., indicative of high commitment) that might shape our effects of interest in

different ways. In fact, even within this sample of couples who have all advanced beyond

the early stage of a relationship, there was some evidence that relationship length played

a role in shaping how certain gratitude expressions are received. As such, it will be

important to explore in what relationship contexts (e.g., relationship type, cohabitation

status; also see Footnote 6) responsiveness- and cost-highlighting gratitude expressions

might be related to more or less positive outcomes.

Given the current lack of knowledge regarding specific ways of expressing gratitude and

their associated consequences, our study opens avenues for many novel questions. One such

question is whether there are systematic differences in how people express gratitude and

their implications for the partner’s motivation (or lack thereof) to help them in the future. For

example, individuals who prioritize self-reliance and find intimacy uncomfortable (i.e.,

individuals high in attachment avoidance; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016) may be more

reluctant to express that they have received a benefit from their intimate other. This in turn

may detract from a benefactor’s satisfaction in helping them and even de-motivate them

from engaging in nice acts in the future. Further, the possibility of responsiveness- and cost-

highlighting gratitude expressions eliciting ambivalence deserves an in-depth investigation.

One promising direction to examine this possibility is to assess both cognitive and affective

consequences of receiving gratitude and examine them simultaneously; perhaps, the extent

to which cost-highlighting gratitude expressions elicit positive affective reactions can be

made clearer when cognitive reactions (e.g., heightened perceptions of being under-

benefited in the relationship) are taken into account.

Lastly but importantly, there are ways future research can extend our research from

a methodological point of view. For example, our conversation task was limited to

1 minute which might have been too short to capture the participants’ full gratitude

expressions; with longer conversations, the videos might provide a fuller context and

additional detail that can help us better understand when and how certain gratitude

expressions are expressed and how they are received. Further, given the absence of an

established scale to assess responsiveness- and cost-highlighting gratitude expressions,

we relied on single-item measures in the diary; development of a more valid and reliable

measurement tool to assess different types of gratitude expressions will be valuable.

Conclusion

Gratitude is a relational emotion people commonly feel and express in romantic rela-

tionships (Clark et al., 2017), which over time can help establish a history of reciprocal
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exchanges (as gratitude motivates reciprocity; McCullough et al., 2008). The current

research investigated the specific ways of expressing gratitude that make a benefactor

feel positively about the gratitude and satisfied with their relationship. This study sug-

gests that benefactors feel the best when they know that their kind actions have met their

partner’s needs, highlighting people’s communal motivation to be a responsive partner.

Expanding the present results to delve further into how different ways of expressing

gratitude can affect benefactors will be important for advancing theory on gratitude and

have practical implications for couples’ daily lives.
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Notes

1. Our research focuses on gratitude as an interpersonal emotion as opposed to as a virtue or a

disposition (see Emmons, 2004 for an in-depth discussion on this issue).

2. When we examined if there is a significant interaction indicating a difference in daily gratitude

effects between sacrifice and compromise days, two out of eight significant interactions

emerged, both with regard to the between-person effects of cost-highlighting gratitude expres-

sions. Specifically, higher average levels of cost-highlighting were linked with more negativity

toward gratitude on sacrifice days, b¼ 0.23, t¼ 2.50, p¼ .01, but not on compromise days, b¼
�0.14, t ¼ �0.96, p ¼ .34. Similarly, the link between average levels of cost-highlighting and

negative relationship quality was positive (albeit not significantly) on sacrifice days, b ¼ 0.16,

t¼ 1.67, p¼ .10, but was in the opposite direction on compromise days, b¼�0.30, t¼�2.14,

p ¼ .03.

3. Coders also rated the degree to which the speaker focused on how the partner’s actions

enhanced or benefited the self, following the coding scheme from previous research (Algoe

et al., 2016). Given the possible overlap between the two variables, we also ran the same models

as in Table 2 with this variable from previous work (i.e., self-benefit) included. Results showed

that while the effects of responsiveness-highlighting remained the same (except for in a model

predicting negative relationship quality, in which the effect dropped to non-significance, b ¼
�0.14, t ¼ �0.91, p ¼ .36), self-benefit did not have any significant effects.

4. Participants also had an option to report that their partner did not express any gratitude. There

were 49 such daily reports and on average, positive relationship quality was significantly lower,
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t(54)¼ 5.45, p < .001, and negative relationship quality was higher, t(54)¼�3.02, p¼ .004, on

such days (compared to days where participants perceived gratitude for their compromise or

sacrifice), consistent with previous findings on benefits of receiving gratitude (Chang et al.,

2013).

5. In all the models, we also tested for an interaction between responsiveness-highlighting and

cost-highlighting gratitude expressions, but did not find any significant effects.

6. For both lab and diary portions of the analyses, we also explored moderating effects of cohabita-

tion status (living together vs. not living together) and relationship status (married vs. unmarried).

No significant interactions were found with cohabitation status; only one effect emerged related

to the relationship status. In the felt-negativity model of the diary analyses, an interaction

between daily cost-highlighting gratitude expressions and relationship status was significant,

b¼ 0.34, t¼ 2.36, p¼ .02. Specifically, the within-person association between cost-highlighting

gratitude expression and felt negativity was positive for those who were married, b¼ 0.23, t¼ 1.

92, p¼ .06, but was in the opposite direction for those who were unmarried, b¼�0.11, t¼�1.

38, p ¼ .17, although neither of these simple slopes reached significance.

7. For one of the models that resulted in singular fit (i.e., variance estimated as close to zero), we

dropped the effect of days, which did not significantly decrease the goodness of fit according to

a likelihood ratio test.
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