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Perceived Partner Responsiveness
Minimizes Defensive Reactions to Failure

Peter A. Caprariello1 and Harry T. Reis1

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 I 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 (xxxxxxxxxx) 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 Wnqsr) 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) ¼ 1.68, ns. Participants correctly solved 0.27 difficult

problems out of 6, significantly worse than the easy-problem

average, t(81)¼ 25.57, p < .01. Difficult problems were clearly

more challenging than easy problems.1 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) ¼ 6.35, p
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Method
Participants and procedure.
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but positive in the object condition, B ¼ .20, F(1, 127) ¼ 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 ¼ 22.06 s) than easy problems (M ¼

http://spp.sagepub.com/


Gable, S. L., & Reis, H. T. (2006). Intimacy and the self: An iterative

model of the self and close relationships. In P. Noller & J. A. Feeney

(Eds.), Close relationships: Functions, forms, and processes

(pp. 211-225). New York, NY: Psychology Press.

Goschke, T., & Kuhl, J. (1993). Representations of intentions: Persist-

ing activation in memory. Journal of Experimental Psychology:

Learning, Memory, and Cognition, 19, 1211-1226.

Green, D. M., & Swets, J. A. (1966). Signal detection theory and psy-

chophysics. New York, NY: John Wiley.

Kirschbaum, C., Pirke, K. M., & Hellhammer, D. H. (1993). The Trier

social stress test: A tool for investigating psychobiological stress

responses in a laboratory setting. Neuropsychobiology, 28, 76-81.

Klinger, E. (1975). Consequences of commitment to and disengage-

ment from incentives. Psychological Review, 112, 219-227.

Kumashiro, M., & Sedikides, C. (2005). Taking on board liability-

focused information: Close positive relationships as a self-

bolstering resource. Psychological Science, 16, 732-739.

Laurenceau, J., Barrett, L. F., & Pietromonaco, P. R. (1998). Intimacy as

an interpersonal process: The importance of self-disclosure, partner

disclosure, and perceived partner responsiveness in interpersonal

exchanges. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 74,

1238-1251.

Leary, M. R., & Baumeister, R. F. (2000). The nature and function

of self-esteem: Sociometer theory. In M. P. Zanna (Ed.), Advances

in experimental social psychology (Vol. Vol. 32, pp. 1-62). San

Diego, CA: Academic Press.

Liberman, N., Forster, J., & Higgins, E. T. (2005). Completed vs. inter-

rupted priming: Reduced accessibility from post-fulfillment inhibi-

tion. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 43, 258-264.

Linville, P. W. (1985).Self-complexity and affective extremity: Don’t put

all of your eggs in one cognitive basket. Social Cognition, 3, 94-120.

http://spp.sagepub.com/


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 266
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 200
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 266
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 200
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 900
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 9
      /MarksWeight 0.125000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [288 288]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


