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Abstract

Honesty is a highly valued virtue, yet it can be challenging to enact when it may compromise our most valued relationships. We
tested preregistered hypotheses examining the distinct effects of expressed, perceived, and accurate perceptions of honesty on well-
being and change. Romantic partners (Ncoupres = 2 14; Nindiviquais = 428) discussed a desired change in the lab and reported on out-
comes concurrently and three months later. Honesty was self-reported and rated by observers, with correspondence between
these measures observed. Results of multilevel response surface analyses showed that greater expressed and perceived
honesty—but not accurate perceptions of honesty—predicted greater well-being, relationship satisfaction, and target motivation
to change concurrently, with some benefits emerging over time. The current results indicate that honesty can benefit relation-
ships even when the truth may hurt, with more expressed and perceived honesty fostering better relationships regardless of

whether couples share in that perception of honesty.
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Honesty is valued across societies and is a desired charac-
teristic sought in relationship partners (Anderson, 1968;
Mogilski et al., 2019; Regan et al., 2000). Honesty can be a
crucial avenue for people to come to know one another,
shaping relationships for the better (Clark et al., 1996;
LaFollette & Graham, 1986). However, honesty may have
costs when honest communication hurts or strains a rela-
tionship. Because of these potential costs, people have mis-
conceptions about the effects of honesty—through
overperceiving its harm and underestimating its benefits
(Levine & Cohen, 2018). These misperceptions may create
barriers to honest expressions that may in fact promote
closeness. To the extent that honesty can strengthen our
connections, uncovering when honesty helps versus hurts is
essential for promoting satisfying relationships that bolster
our health and well-being (Le et al., 2022; Levine et al.,
2023).

We conducted a multimethod study to elucidate the
effects of honesty in one of our most intimate relation-
ships, those between romantic partners. We examined a
relationship-threatening context in which honesty may be
challenging, but necessary: requesting partner change.
Honestly requesting change from a partner can be threa-
tening because couples often raise highly sensitive issues
(Storaasli & Markman, 1990). This may prompt

individuals to avoid or lie about these topics to avoid
punishment or hurting their partner’s feelings (Cole,
2001; DePaulo & Kashy, 1998; Metts, 1989). However,
honesty matters for change requests since people are
unable to change without awareness of their partner’s
concerns.

The current work is informed by recent theories posit-
ing that honesty is an interpersonal communication pro-
cess that includes the intellectual element of sharing the
truth and the relational element of communicating in
ways that foster an accurate understanding in others
(Cooper et al., 2023; Fritz, 2020). We undertake two
notably novel directions. To address challenges of study-
ing honesty, a moral characteristic that may be suscepti-
ble to social desirability, we examine honesty using both
self- and observer-reported measures. In addition, we
take an interpersonal approach examining how expressed
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and perceived honesty from both members of a relation-
ship shapes well-being and change.

Identifying the Personal and Interpersonal
Effects of Honesty

We test three sets of preregistered hypotheses concerning
the effects of expressed honesty by an agent requesting
change; perceived honesty by a target receiving a change
request; and accurate perceptions of honesty at higher, rela-
tive to lower, levels of agent-expressed and target-perceived
honesty. We propose that personal and interpersonal bene-
fits may be observed from just one, or a combination, of
these facets of honesty. We additionally propose that in the
context of requesting change, these benefits will emerge pri-
marily over time.

Our first set of hypotheses examines the effects of agent-
expressed honesty. Agents and targets may experience nega-
tive emotions and stress when agents are honest about a
desired change due to the actual or perceived harm of shar-
ing truthful, but potentially hurtful, information (Levine &
Cohen, 2018; Levine et al., 2020, 2023). These negative feel-
ings may cancel out the relational benefits of honesty in
increasing intimacy, having a neutral effect on short-term
well-being (Levine et al., 2023; Overall et al., 2009).
However, in the longer-term after the initial sting of a
change discussion has passed, agents may feel a greater
sense of well-being from being honest and acting in a forth-
right, moral way with their partner (Allan & Alba-Fisch,
2015; Levine & Cohen, 2018). Furthermore, an agent’s
honesty provides useful feedback that spurs targets’ long-
term growth and improves relationship quality for both
relationship partners (LaFollette & Graham, 1986; Levine
et al., 2020, 2023; Overall et al., 2009). Altogether, we
hypothesized that an agent’s honest change requests would
predict greater target motivation to change in the moment.
In the longer-term, we hypothesized that agent honesty
would predict greater personal and relationship well-being
for both partners and greater target (reported and agent
perceived) change success.

Our second set of hypotheses examines the effects of
target-perceived agent honesty. Meta-analytic research indi-
cates that perceptions of our partners’ characteristics and
behaviors shape relationship satisfaction more than our
partner’s actual qualities and behaviors (Joel et al., 2020).
Thus, it may be target perceived honesty that primarily
shapes couple outcomes. In both the short- and longer-
term, the negative feelings elicited for agents and targets
(i.e., due to sharing and hearing hurtful information) may
cancel out any positive feelings associated with perceived
honesty, neutralizing effects on personal well-being.
However, relational benefits of perceived honesty may
emerge through increased couple intimacy (Fritz, 2020;
LaFollette & Graham, 1986) and a target’s desirable per-
ception of their partner as moral (Anderson, 1968;

Mogilski et al., 2019; Regan et al., 2000). Perceived honesty
may additionally prompt targets to feel they received a
clear message that facilitates growth, spurring them to
change (Levine et al., 2023; Overall et al., 2009). Thus, we
hypothesized that target-perceived honesty would predict
higher relationship satisfaction for both partners and target
change in the moment and over time, even if it does not
improve personal well-being per se.

Our final set of hypotheses examines the effects of accu-
rate perceptions of honesty at higher, relative to lower, lev-
els of agent-expressed and target-perceived honesty. Recent
theories highlight that honesty does not end with the
expression of truthful thoughts, but honest individuals
must also aim to foster an understanding of the truth in a
target (Cooper et al., 2023). Accordingly, we theorize that
the shared perception of honesty, through expressed and
perceived truth, may be key to maximizing well-being and
change. Accurate perceptions of honesty may help couples
behave in synchronized ways that promote relationship
quality (Gregory et al.,, 2020; Sened et al, 2017).
Specifically, targets may not know what to change if they
do not accurately perceive agents to be communicating
their honest desires. Relatedly, an agent’s lack of honesty
may compromise a target’s understanding of important
changes they can make (Cooper et al., 2023; Fulham et al.,
2022). Thus, accurate perceptions of honesty may be
important, above and beyond agents’ expressed and tar-
gets’ perceived honesty, given the possibility that partners’
perceptions of one another must be grounded in reality for
benefits to emerge. Consistent with our previous theoriz-
ing, we hypothesized that accurate perceptions of honesty
would promote personal and relationship well-being for
both agents and targets in the longer-term after the initial
sting of a change discussion has passed. We additionally
hypothesized that accurate preceptions of honesty would
predict greater concurrent and longer-term target change.

We test our hypotheses in a three-part study (back-
ground survey, lab interaction, and three-month follow-up
survey). We use both self- and observer-reported measures
to assess expressed honesty and well-being. In addition to
our key hypotheses, we test whether an agent’s communi-
cation style magnifies or attenuates honesty’s benefits.
Finally, we sought to rule out third variable explanations
for our effects.

Method
Participants

We recruited 214 romantic couples (428 individuals) from
the community through Facebook and our university. We
aimed to recruit 200 couples to exceed samples used in pre-
vious research examining change and relationship outcomes
(Le et al., 2020; Overall et al., 2009). Our preregistration,
measures, analysis scripts, and supplemental materials are
available on the Open Science Framework (OSF) at https://
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osf.io/dyzb4/?view_only = de65e844cc0f4f548bfcdd989d-
da0aal. Our hypotheses and analysis plan were preregis-
tered prior to completing data collection.

Participants were 35.94 years old on average
(SD = 13.68; range = 18-87). The sample was 46.73%
male, 49.77% female, and 3.5% gender variant/non-con-
forming, other, or did not report their gender. The average
relationship length was 15.15 years (SD = 11.96) with
53.27% of participants in monogamous marriages; 43.94%
in unmarried, monogamous relationships; and 2.79% in
open or polyamorous marriages or relationships, unmar-
ried, or did not report their status. Participants were
80.61% White, 7.71% Asian, 3.50% Biracial, 2.34% Black
or African American, 2.10% other ethnicity, 1.64% multi-
racial, one participant was American Indian or Alaskan,
and eight participants did not report their ethnicity.

Procedure

Couples completed a background survey, lab session, daily
experience survey (not reported in the current paper),' and
three-month follow-up survey. In the background survey,
participants reported on demographic, control, and individ-
ual difference measures. In addition, participants reported
two topics they would like their partner to change, with one
selected for discussion in the lab. The selected change topic
was the one that participants reported they would be will-
ing to discuss (an ethical consideration taken for the study)
and would be most uncomfortable to share with their part-
ner (i.e., would be more challenging to be honest about).

Participants were asked to be as honest as possible when
describing their desired partner changes and were informed
their responses would be kept confidential from their part-
ner. Informed by research on lying (DePaulo & Kashy,
1998), participants were given the definition of honesty
(i.e., “the truthful expression of [their] thoughts and feel-
ings” and “not lying, omitting information, or use of decep-
tion”) to maximize honest responding.

In the lab, participants engaged in four video-recorded
conversation topics structured as in previous research
(Fritz et al., 2003; Le et al., 2020): a baseline conversation
about their day, desired partner change, and two other
conversations not assessed in the current work. In the
background and lab measures, we included filler questions
to mask the goals of the study (none of which participants
identified in pilot sessions).

Partners were randomly assigned to the role of the agent
or target of change in the first discussion and then switched
roles for the second. Agents were first given an envelope
that included a paper copy of the selected change they
described in the background survey. They read their
responses silently and then returned the envelopes to
research assistants. We provided these original responses
to ensure that any discrepancies between what agents
stated privately in the survey and to their partner in the lab
were not due to forgetting their original response (a

consideration for observer-rated honesty). Agents were
then instructed to tell their partner their desired change
and that they could share as much or as little as they pre-
ferred. Each discussion lasted six minutes, with agents and
targets switching off speaking for one minute until the last
two minutes when they spoke freely. After each discussion,
participants completed self-report measures on honesty,
change, and well-being.

Measures

Background, lab, and follow-up measures were self-
reported. Observer-rated lab measures were coded after the
lab sessions. Two teams of five research assistants indepen-
dently rated agent and target measures. Reliability for
observer codes was computed with intraclass correlation
coefficients (/CCs) using two-way random effects models
assessing absolute agreement among raters (i.e., agreement
within the coding team; Bliese, 2000). Items were rated
from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly disagree and
averaged into composites unless otherwise noted. A com-
prehensive list of measures is accessible on our OSF page.

Background Measures

Change Characteristics. Participants reported in free
response format on two desired partner changes and
described why they desired these changes. Participants also
rated their willingness to discuss each change with their
partner (1 = not at all willing, 7 = extremely willing; M =
4.99, SD = 1.70) and their (dis)comfort discussing each
change topic (1 = not at all comfortable, 7T = extremely
comfortable; M = 4.46, SD = 1.71).

Lab Measures

Honesty. Agents rated their expressed honesty when
requesting change with a 12-item measure created for the
current study. This measure adapted existing honesty mea-
sures (Lopez & Rice, 2006; Reynolds et al., 2024) and
included new items capturing key theoretical facets of hon-
esty (@ = .93; M = 6.58, SD = 0.58) including truthful
communication, (reverse-scored) deception and sharing
misinformation, and (reverse-scored) omission of informa-
tion. Targets rated their perceptions of agent honesty with
the same 12 items adapted to capture perceptions, rather
than expressions, of honesty (a« = .90; M = 6.27, SD =
0.76). Full measure details appear in the Supplement
Appendix A.

Informed by previous research on couple observations
(Simpson et al., 2003), agent observer-rated honesty was
assessed by having coders compare agents’ private back-
ground survey responses of desired partner change with video
footage of what they verbally asked their partners to change
in the lab. Coders rated the item, “How honest would you
characterize this person to be in this conversation?” (ICC =
82; M = 6.23, SD = 0.76). The item-rating points included


https://osf.io/dyzb4/?view_only=de65e844cc0f4f548bfcdd989dda0aa1
https://osf.io/dyzb4/?view_only=de65e844cc0f4f548bfcdd989dda0aa1

Social Psychological and Personality Science 00(0)

detailed instructions for assessing the same key facets of hon-
esty that were assessed in our self-report measure of honesty
(full details appear in the Supplement Appendix B).

Emotional Well-Being. Self-reported agent (« = .77, M =
3.69, SD = 0.66) and target (a« = .82; M = 2.67, SD =
0.47) emotional well-being were assessed immediately after
the change discussions (1 = not at all, 5 = extremely; Le
et al., 2020). Positive emotion was captured with the item
“happy.” Negative emotions were captured with nine items
(e.g., “angry,” “sad,” “resentful”). Observer-rated emotional
well-being was assessed for agents (/CC = .65; M = 3.71,
SD = 0.46) and targets (/CC = .64, M = 3.48, SD =
0.51; 1 = none at all, 5 = an extreme amount). Positive
emotions were assessed with the code “How much positive
emotion did this person express in this conversation?”
Negative emotions were assessed with an average of three
codes:  “irritation/frustration/hostility,”  “anxiousness/
uncomfortableness/nervousness,” and “sad/upset.” We cre-
ated composite measures of self- and observer-rated emo-
tional well-being by averaging positive and (reverse-scored)
negative emotions.

Relationship Measures. Agent (. = .85; M = 6.01, SD =
0.97) and target (a« = .87; M = 6.00, SD = 1.00) self-
reported relationship satisfaction were assessed using a
composite of five items tapping satisfaction, closeness,
love, (reverse-scored) tension, and (reverse-scored) conflict
(Impett et al., 2013). Observer-rated agent (ICC = .81; M
= 3.20, SD = 0.67) and target (ICC = .83; M = 3.27, SD
= 0.65) relationship satisfaction were also assessed (e.g.,
“In this conversation, how satisfied and happy do you
think this person is with their relationship?”). Couple con-
Slict was assessed with the item “How much conflict did the
couple experience in this conversation?” (ICC = .75, M =
1.47, SD = 0.55; 1 = not at all to 5 = an extreme amount;
Le et al., 2020).

Target Motivation to Change. Target motivation to change
was assessed with a composite of four items from previous
research (a = .89; M = 594, SD = 0.85; Le et al., 2020;
Overall et al., 2009; Sisson et al., 2022).

Follow-Up Measures

Well-Being. Satisfaction with life was assessed with the
five-item Satisfaction with Life Scale (o« = .88; M = 5.21,
SD = 1.17; Diener et al., 1985). Emotional well-being was
assessed with the Positive and Negative Affect Scale (1 =
very slightly or not at all; 5 = extremely; Watson et al.,
1988). Participants reported on the emotions they felt in
the last week, including 12 positive (e.g., “happy,”
“excited”) and 10 negative emotions (e.g., “distressed,”
“hostile”). A composite measure was created by averaging
the positive and (reverse-scored) negative emotion items (o
= 91, M = 3.74, SD = 0.59).

Relationship  Satisfaction. Relationship satisfaction was
assessed using the 32-item Couples Satisfaction Index. As
per Funk and Rogge (2007), each item had unique scale
points and items were summed into a composite score («
= .96; M = 128.86, SD = 25.66).

Change Success. Target-reported change success (a0 =
.93) was assessed with six items drawn from previous
research (Le et al., 2020; Overall et al., 2009; Sisson et al.,
2022) and created for the current study. Items assessed par-
ticipants’ perceived change in response to their partner’s
request in the lab (rated on seven-point scales, with one
item rated from 0% to 100% change success). Participants
also reported on perceived target change success (. = .96)
using the same six items as before, except reworded to cap-
ture perceived partner (target) success. All items had the
rating option of “I don’t remember the change discussed,”
with these responses excluded from analyses. Due to differ-
ing scale points, items were standardized prior to creating
their respective mean composites (Ms = 0.00, SDs =
1.00).

Moderator Variables. We examined whether agents’ commu-
nication style in the lab shaped the benefits of honesty
using four observer-rated measures informed by previous
research (1 = not at all, 5 = extremely; Levine & Cohen,
2018). These communication styles assessed the extent to
which agents communicated with benevolence (ICC = .71,
M = 3.14, SD = 0.57), bluntness (ICC = .65, M = 1.74,
SD = 0.54), disclosure ICC = .69, M = 3.24, SD =
0.58), and restraint (ICC = .73, M = 1.89, SD = 0.62).

Results

We conducted multilevel response surface analyses (ML-
RSA) to test all three sets of hypotheses parsimoniously
in one model (Nestler et al., 2019). Analyses were con-
ducted in R v. 4.3.1 (R Core Team, 2023) using the RSA
(Schonbrodt & Humberg, 2023), Ime4 (Bates et al., 2015),
and ImerTest (Kuznetsova et al., 2017) packages and
additional functions by Nestler et al. (2019). ML-RSA
allows for testing the effects of accuracy, and the main
effects of the components of accuracy (i.e., honest expres-
sions and perceptions), while preserving all information
from continuously measured variables. Specifically, these
effects are modeled in three-dimensional space, which
prevents inferential errors that may occur from other
methods of testing accuracy (i.e., difference scores;
Edwards, 2002; Nestler et al., 2019). All models included
the following predictors: agent self-reported (or observer-
rated) honesty (X), target-perceived honesty (Y), squared
terms of agent self-reported (or observer-rated) honesty
(X?) and target-perceived honesty (Y?), and the interac-
tion between agent self-reported (or observer-rated) hon-
esty and target-perceived honesty (the linear terms; XY).
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Figure 1. Example Response Surface Plots for Each Set of Hypotheses. Graph (A) depicts the expected pattern for the positive effects of agent
honesty on one example outcome of relationship satisfaction (along the X-axis). Graph (B) depicts the positive effects of target-perceived honesty on one
example outcome of relationship satisfaction (along the Y-axis). Graph (C) depicts the positive effects of accuracy, or congruence, between agent’s
expressed and target’s perceived honesty at higher, relative to lower, levels on one example outcome of target motivation to change (along the line of

congruence)

For all graphs here and throughout, the darker-shaded parts of the graphs indicate higher values of the outcome whereas the lighter-shaded

parts of the graph indicate lower values of the outcome.

In all models, individuals were nested in couples, inter-
cepts were specified as random, and slopes were fixed. All
concurrent and longitudinal analyses use the same predic-
tors. The longitudinal models also included one addi-
tional variable to model change over time (i.e., when
predicting emotional well-being at follow-up, we control
for emotional well-being in the lab).

The hypotheses concerning the effects of agent-expressed
honesty were captured by the main effect of agent self-
reported (or observer-rated) honesty, controlling for all
other variables in the model (i.e., X in all tables; Figure 1,
Graph A). The effects of target-perceived honesty were cap-
tured by the main effect of target-perceived honesty, con-
trolling for all other variables in the model (i.e., Y in all
tables; Figure 1, Graph B). As we explain below, the
squared and interactive terms in the polynomial models
(along with the main effects) are used for computing the
response surface coefficients required for testing questions
about accuracy.

For hypotheses concerning the effects of accuracy, we
examined five response surface coefficients derived from
the effects estimated in the multilevel polynomial models:
Ay, Ao, a3, &4, and &s (Nestler et al., 2019). These five
response surface coefficients are computed using combina-
tions of the five polynomial coefficients as described in
Nestler et al. (2019), in turn allowing us to test new slopes
along the three-dimensional graph. Notably, we focused on
the &4 slope along the line of congruence, or LOC (com-
puted as the coefficients for X*> — XY + Y?). The LOC is
where values of an agent’s honesty match with values of a
target’s perceived honesty (i.e., congruence/matching ver-
sus not, whether that be high or low levels of honesty)—or

where accurate perceptions of honesty occur. In addition,
we focus on the &; slope along the LOC (computed as the
coefficients for X + Y). This slope tests whether a positive
or negative mean-level effect is observed (i.e., the combined
main effects of agent-expressed [X] and target-perceived
honesty [Y]), indicating whether accurate perceptions of
honesty that occur at higher, rather than lower, levels of
expressed and perceived honesty predict higher (or lower)
values on the outcome. Altogether, the following pattern
of parameters must be observed to meet the criteria for
broad congruence (Nestler et al., 2019) to test our hypoth-
eses that accurate perceptions of higher levels of honesty
predict benefits: &; > 0, &, = 0, &3 = 0, &4 < 0, and &5
= 0 (Figure 1, Graph C).

Correspondence Between Self-Report and Observer
Ratings

We first examined whether there was correspondence
between self- and observer-rated honesty measures. We
report bivariate multilevel coefficients to account for
dependencies between romantic partners’ reports. Agent
observer-rated honesty was positively associated with self-
reported agent honesty (b 0.168, 95% CI [0.098,
0.239], p < .001) and target-perceived honesty (b = 0.1006,
95% CI [0.011, 0.202], p .029). In addition, agent
self-reported honesty was positively associated with target-
perceived honesty (b = 0.378, 95% CI = [0.259, 0.496], p
< .001). These positive associations are consistent with
research indicating that people’s self-perceptions, although
not perfect, are tethered to reality and correspondent with
others’ perceptions (Vazire & Carlson, 2010). Consistent
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with our preregistration, we test our hypotheses separately
for agent self-reported and observer-rated honesty.
However, we note that including both self-reported and
observer-rated honesty as simultaneous predictors in the
same models yields consistent results as when assessing
these measures of honesty in separate models.

For the well-being measures, all self- and observer-rated
indicators of the same constructs were positively associated
for agent and target emotional well-being and relationship
satisfaction (0.117 =< all bs =< 0.189, all ps < .001).
Observer-rated couple conflict was negatively associated
with agent self-reported relationship satisfaction (b
=—0.046, 95% CI = [—0.097, 0.002], p = .034) but unas-
sociated with target self-reported relationship satisfaction
(b = 0.007, 95% CI = [—0.045, 0.56], p = .720).
Consistent with existing research (Schneider & Schimmack,
2009), these findings provide some validity for our assess-
ments of well-being across methods.

The Personal and Interpersonal Effects of Honesty

We first explored whether couples found the change con-
versations to be challenging, suggesting it may be difficult
to be honest. We indeed found that the discussions were
unpleasant, with both agents (b = —0.190, 95% CI =
[—0.225, —0.154], p < .001) and targets (b = —0.255,95%
Cl = [-0.292, -0.218], p < .001) experiencing lower emo-
tional well-being after the change, relative to the baseline,
conversation.

The Effects of Agent-Expressed Honesty. Turning to our key
hypotheses, and as shown in Table 1 (rows labeled X) and
Figures 2 and 3 (slopes along the X-axes), agents’ self-
reported honesty significantly predicted greater agent and
target emotional well-being and greater agent and target
relationship satisfaction following the change discussion.
These effects were observed across self-reported and
observer-rated outcomes. Agents’ self-reported honesty
also marginally predicted greater target motivation to
change. As seen in Table 2 (rows labeled X), observer-rated
agent honesty also predicted greater observer-rated target
emotional well-being and observer-rated relationship
satisfaction.

Agents’ self-reported honesty also had a few positive
over-time effects. Agents’ self-reported honesty predicted
greater agent emotional well-being (b = 0.146, 95% CI =
[0.020, 0.272], p = .024) and agent-perceived target change
success three months after the change discussion (b =
0.192, 95% CI = [0.008, 0.377], p = .043). Observer-rated
agent honesty also predicted target relationship satisfaction
(b = 6.108, 95% CI = [2.125, 10.102], p = .003), but no
other outcomes, in the longer-term. All longitudinal results
can be viewed in the Supplement, Tables S1 and S2 and
Figure S1.
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Figure 2. Response Surface Plots of Agents’ Self-Reported Honesty and
Targets’ Perceived Honesty Predicting Concurrent Agent Outcomes and
Couple Conflict

Agent’s self-reported honesty corresponds to the X-variable in
Table |, target’s perceived honesty corresponds to the Y-variable in
Table 1, and accurate perceptions of honesty occur along the line of
congruence as indicated in Figure | and correspond to the &, and
G4 variables in Table I. SR = self-report and OR = observer rating.
Bag plots on the graph floors indicate areas in which data were
observed.

The Effects of Target-Perceived Honesty. As shown in Table 1
(rows labeled Y) and Figures 2 and 3 (slopes along the Y-
axes), target-perceived honesty significantly predicted
greater agent and target emotional well-being, greater
agent and target relationship satisfaction, and greater tar-
get motivation to change concurrently after a change dis-
cussion. These effects were observed across both self-
reported and observer-rated outcomes. Similar benefits of
target-perceived honesty emerged after accounting for
observer-rated honesty, but these benefits emerged particu-
larly for self-reported, rather than observer-rated, out-
comes (Table 2, rows labeled Y). Targets’ perceived
honesty had a positive effect on target emotional well-being
three months after the change discussion (b = 0.159, 95%
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Figure 3. Response Surface Plots of Agents’ Self-Reported Honesty and
Targets’ Perceived Honesty Predicting Concurrent Target Outcomes
Agent’s self-reported honesty corresponds to the X-variable in
Table |, target’s perceived honesty corresponds to the Y-variable in
Table |, and accurate perceptions of honesty occur along the line of
congruence as indicated in Figure | and correspond to the &, and
G4 variables in Table I. SR= self-report and OR = observer rating.
Bag plots on the graph floors indicate areas in which data were
observed.

CI = [0.046, 0.272], p = .006), but on no other long-term
outcomes.

The Effects of Accurate Perceptions of Honesty. We did not find
support for accurate perceptions of honesty predicting well-
being and target motivation to change concurrently (Tables
1 and 2, rows labeled &; and &4; Figures 2 and 3, slopes
along the LOC) or longitudinally (Supplement, Tables S1
and S2 and Figure S1). Instead, we observed consistent and
significant positive &; effects, indicating that the combina-
tion of greater agent and target-perceived honesty together
are predictive of greater agent and target personal and rela-
tionship well-being and greater target motivation to change

concurrently and (to a lesser degree) longitudinally. Thus,
it was more important that agents felt honest and targets
perceived them to be honest—regardless of whether they
shared in their perception of honesty—for couples to
benefit.

Additional Analyses. The benefits of honesty may be shaped
by an agent’s communication style. When honest change
requests are communicated more benevolently and less
bluntly, agents may convey their messages more sensitively,
facilitating positive outcomes (Fritz, 2020; Levine et al.,
2020). Further unfettered honesty and disclosure can be
hurtful to partners (Levine & Knapp, 2018). Accordingly,
we tested preregistered hypotheses that the benefits of hon-
esty would be magnified when agents were highly benevo-
lent, less blunt, and moderately restrained and disclosing.
Moderated multilevel polynomial models (conducted as
per Edwards [n.d., 2002]) indicated no consistent pattern of
moderation by communication styles, suggesting consis-
tency in the effects of expressed and perceived honesty
across agent communication styles (details appear in the
Supplement, Appendix C).

Finally, we sought to rule out the possibility that the
benefits of agent-expressed and target-perceived honesty
could be explained by couples having higher baseline satis-
faction prior to discussing change, agents using direct posi-
tive and negative communication styles that elicit change
(Overall et al., 2009), and the severity of the issue couples
discussed. When controlling for each of these variables in
separate scts of analyses, the large majority of results
remain consistent with a few exceptions: agents’ baseline
satisfaction could account for some of the longer-term ben-
efits agents experienced and target baseline satisfaction
could explain many of the benefits agents, but not targets,
experienced when targets perceived higher honesty.

Discussion

Being honest is challenging, especially when doing so may
compromise our valued relationships. In the current study,
we found, in support of our hypotheses, that couples bene-
fited in both the short- and longer-term when agents
expressed and targets perceived honesty about a desired
change. These benefits were consistent regardless of agents’
communication styles. Further, baseline satisfaction,
agents’ direct communication, and the severity of issues
raised could not explain the majority of the benefits
observed. Importantly, and contrary to our hypotheses,
accurate perceptions of honesty were not required for cou-
ples to benefit. These results provide a new understanding
of the relational nature of honesty (Cooper et al., 2023;
Fritz, 2020), indicating that expressed and perceived hon-
esty can benefit the self and others, regardless of whether
partners share in their perceptions of honesty.
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There are a number of limitations of the current study.
While the Iab design allowed for behavioral observation
of honesty, observing couples in the lab may have limited
ecological validity. Couples may have held back from
engaging in less socially desirable communication styles
(i.e., suppressed more aggressive and confrontational
styles, focused on constructive rather than hurtful expres-
sions of honesty). Furthermore, the couples who volun-
teered for the study may be more open to feedback or
change knowing that they would be reporting on these
issues in the study. Observing couples in more naturalis-
tic settings, such as in therapy, may provide opportunities
to address these limitations. Furthermore, it will be
important to examine the effects of honesty in other
relationship-threatening contexts to ascertain the general-
izability of the current findings (i.e., during relationship
disagreements).

While it will be important to address these limitations in
future work, the current multimethod approach provides
some new insights. Using a novel paradigm to compare
couples’ private thoughts to what they actually shared with
their partners in the lab, we found convergence between
self- and observer-reported honesty. These results suggest
that self-reports of honesty have some validity, buttressing
existing research (Fleeson et al., 2022). At the same time,
we also observed distinct predictive validity, indicating that
self- and observer-reports can provide unique insights into
the effects of honesty.

The current findings help us disentangle when honesty
uniquely benefits those who express and perceive it during
challenging discussions. When agents were honest, both
agents and targets benefited. However, targets’ mere per-
ception of honesty, irrespective of whether agents were
actually honest, predicted benefits only for target them-
selves (after accounting for targets’ baseline satisfaction).
These results suggest that it is important for actual honesty,
rather than the mere perception of honesty, to arise for
both individuals to benefit during challenging discussions.

It is important to note that it was particularly important
that agents subjectively felt honest for them to experience
enhanced personal well-being. The importance of felt,
rather than observer-rated, honesty in predicting intraper-
sonal outcomes may be true particularly in close relation-
ships, where being honest is considered a subjective
impression (i.e., feelings about a partner) rather than a fac-
tual one (i.e., a scientific fact). Thus, observers may have
limited knowledge of agents’ honesty in these contexts.
Indeed, correspondence between self- and observer assess-
ments tends to be lower for less observable, but highly eva-
luative traits, which may be true of honesty (Vazire &
Carlson, 2011). For targets, positive outcomes were identi-
fied across both self- and observer-reported agent honesty.
These results suggest that couples may be able to “handle
the truth” immediately after hearing hurtful information,
rather than in the longer-term as we originally expected.

Thus, honesty may benefit couples while not increasing
short-term harm as we often believe it will (Levine &
Cohen, 2018; Levine et al., 2020).

The current findings also revealed that target-
perceived honesty, irrespective of agents’ actual honesty,
motivated targets to change and boosted their well-being.
Importantly, these outcomes were all intrapersonal and
largely concurrent (after accounting for targets’ baseline
satisfaction), suggesting that perceived honesty confers
only short-term, one-sided benefits to individuals with
this positive illusion. It will be important to identify what
drives the benefits of mere perceptions of honesty that
are untethered from a partner’s actual honesty. It may be
that individuals who perceive their partners as honest are
inclined to give their partners the benefit of a doubt, are
motivated to see their partners as moral, or are generally
trusting, resulting in personal benefits for targets.

Of importance, a shared perception of honesty need not
emerge for couple members to benefit. It may be that hon-
esty is challenging to ascertain in others, as we know to be
true with lies (Brennen & Magnussen, 2023), thereby mak-
ing it challenging to reap the benefits of accurately perceiv-
ing honesty. While we did not see benefits of accuracy
emerge, it is important to note that we did identify honesty
as a dyadic phenomenon: when agents were honest about
desired change, this shaped both their own and their part-
ners’ outcomes. While it has been theorized that key aspects
of honesty include sharing the truth and fostering a truthful
understanding in a target, the current results suggest that at
least in the context of requesting change, a truthful message
alone predicts benefits for both relationship partners. Thus,
while sharing truthful information can be challenging, the
current findings suggest that in our close relationships,
being honest about our desires, even if it might hurt, can
benefit the self and others.
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Note

1. We focused on the lab, rather than diary, because it allowed
for the most rigorous tests of accuracy through observa-
tional coding of honesty. In the lab, we were also able to
ensure that participants discussed and reported on the same
change topic, as opposed to in the diary when they may
have reported on different events in the same day.
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