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Perceived Partner Responsiveness
Minimizes Defensive Reactions to Failure

Peter A. Caprariello' and Harry T. Reis'

Abstract

Can thinking about responsive relationships increase openness to failure? Study 1 tested whether subliminally priming
responsiveness would increase accessibility of words associated with a failed intelligence test. Compared to participants
primed with acquaintances or nonsense letters, participants primed with responsive partners were quicker to recognize
words associated with failure and did so more accurately, suggesting lesser defensiveness. Study 2 tested whether
supraliminally priming responsiveness would decrease self-handicapping on a difficult and potentially embarrassing task. Com-
pared to participants who thought about friends or acquaintances, participants who thought about responsive relationships
claimed less external interference with their abilities. These findings indicate that relationships characterized by understanding
and validation may promote nondefensive reactions to real or potential failure.
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There is much to be said about failure. It is more interesting
than success.
Max Beerbohm, Mainly on the Air

Protecting the self from failure is a process in which people
engage quickly, efficiently, and diversely because considering
one’s inability to meet desired goals or expectations is
unpleasant (Fiske & Taylor, 2008). Reactions to failure take
many forms and depend partly on the certainty of failure
(Carver & Scheier, 2005). Disengagement often follows
definite failure (Klinger, 1975), which may be problematic
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as worthy of acceptance and thereby allows for progress
toward nonattachment goals (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).
Thus, security priming has been shown to attenuate cognitive
biases associated with out-group bias (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2001) and promote nonegoistically motivated altruism
(Mikulincer, Shaver, Gillath, & Nitzberg, 2005). Similarly,
relational schema theories suggest that activating interpersonal
schemas in which the self feels loved and accepted reduces the
variability of self-evaluations (e.g., after failure; Baldwin,
1994). A similar process can reduce self-handicapping (Schimel,
Arndt, Banko, & Cook, 2004) and promote adaptive reactions to
chronic life stressors (Creswell et al., 2007).

Common to these studies is the idea that making accessi-
ble a reassuring relational construct (e.g., closeness;
Kumashiro & Sedikides, 2005) lessens self-protective
motives. Researchers have theorized that these effects reflect
specific features of the relationships being primed (Baldwin,
1992). For example, activating feelings of security after a
failed intelligence test may inhibit anxieties about acceptance
that would otherwise be activated (““Failure is unacceptable
because | need people to like me”), allowing nondefensive
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neither particularly close nor particularly distant towards you,”
“An acquaintance who neither likes nor dislikes you™), and
five filler names (e.g., a friend from their hometown). Order
was randomly generated for each participant. In the responsive
and acquaintance conditions, the respective names were later
used as primes.

Failure feedback. The “cognitive flexibility test” was actu-
ally a Remote Associates Test (RAT; Bowden & Jung-
Beeman, 2003). For each trial, participants were shown three
words and asked to generate a fourth word that, when combined
with the stimulus words, would produce a common compound
word or phrase (e.g., “cottage,” “Swiss,” and “cake” associ-
ate with the solution ““cheese’). Participants were told that the
RAT was a validated measure of intelligence, future career suc-
cess in several areas, and general analytic ability.

For each trial, participants were asked to respond within
30 s, or whenever they knew the correct response. If they did
not respond within 30 s, the program prompted for a solution.
Participants could continue thinking about problems until they
derived a solution or proceeded without one. No feedback was
given about correct or incorrect answers. On completion, all
participants were told that they had scored in the 28th percen-
tile of University of Rochester students.

RAT problems were classified as easy or difficult based on
normative data (Bowden & Jung-Beeman, 2003). Order of pre-
sentation was block randomized: Six easy problems were pre-
sented first in random order, followed by six difficult problems
in random order.

Subliminal priming. Priming took place in the context of a lex-
ical decision task. A fixation point (XXxXxXxxxxx) was dis-
played for 35 ms, following which the prime appeared for 35
ms. The prime was either the name of the responsive partner
or acquaintance (exactly as entered by participants) or a non-
sense string (Sbfi Wnqgsr) resembling a name. Finally,
“XXXXXXXXXX™ reappeared for 35 ms as a backward mask to
control for retinal afterimages. Primes were presented for six
trials. On each trial, one of six real or nonsense words appeared
on the screen.

Accessibility measurement. After the lexical decision task,
60 words (all 36 words from the RAT and 24 filler words)
appeared in random order on the screen. Participants were
instructed to indicate as quickly and accurately as possible
whether or not a displayed word had appeared in the cogni-
tive flexibility test. Filler words were matched with target
words on length and usage frequency in the English lan-
guage (Whitney, 1998). Response latencies were assessed
by DirectRT.

Funnel debriefing. After each session a debriefing procedure
probed for awareness of the prime (Chartrand & Bargh,
1996). We first probed for general suspicion about the failure
feedback and the fixation point flashes in which the primes
were embedded. Participants were generally aware of the
flashes, but no participant associated them with the name gen-
eration task or with RAT performance. Finally, participants
viewed all seven names and were asked to indicate which, if

any, had flashed on screen. There was no evidence that partici-
pants were aware of the primed names.

Results and Discussion

Performance check. On average, participants correctly solved
3.99 easy problems out of 6, which did not vary by condition,
F(2, 79) = 1.68, ns. Participants correctly solved 0.27 difficult
problems out of 6, significantly worse than the easy-problem
average, t(81) = 25.57, p < .01. Difficult problems were clearly
more challenging than easy problems.* Scores varied by condi-
tion, such that participants solved more difficult problems in
the responsive condition (
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and condition, F(2, 78) = 6.35, p
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Method

Participants and procedure.
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but positive in the object condition, B = .20, F(1, 127) = 1.32,
ns. In other words, in the familiar and acquaintance conditions,
the more threatened participants felt, the more they self-
handicapped. Participants primed with responsive partners were
not likely to self-handicap when feeling similar levels of threat.
The pattern of results was the same when we controlled for the
expectation of success.

In sum, threat did not increase self-handicapping among par-
ticipants who wrote about responsive partners. In contrast, par-
ticipants in the acquaintance and familiar friend conditions
showed a tendency to self-handicap more selfi2rrce thre-he
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relationships in reducing defensiveness toward failure. Learn-
ing from one’s mistakes requires attention to failure, a process
facilitated by activating mental representations of persons per-
ceived to be responsive to the self.
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Notes

1. Because of a problem with DirectRT the order in which individual
problems were presented was not recorded. Thus, performance
scores reflect the total number of correct solutions in each category
(e.g., if the solution *“ice” appeared in a block of easy problems, we
assumed a correct response to the specific trial “cream/skate/
water” even if we could not verify).

2. The ideal test would model accessibility as a function of condition
and actual performance (rather than easy—difficult category). For
example, many participants incorrectly solved a few easy problems,
and we would therefore expect enhanced accessibility for those
problems. However, because we did not know the actual order of
problems (see Note 1), we could not conduct this test. Instead, we
tested the hypothesis that accessibility would be generally enhanced
for difficult over easy words and that this accessibility difference
would differ by condition. This represents a conservative test of our
hypothesis, in that greater accessibility of missed easy words would
work against predictions. This strategy assumes that participants
recognized that their performance was worse on later than earlier
problems—an assumption supported by performance results,
reported above. Furthermore, participants spent more time contem-
plating difficult problems (M = 22.06 s) than easy problems (M =
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