


imental tests of the hypothesis that the act of telling another person
about personal good fortune is causally responsible for some of the
benefits associated with capitalization. A daily diary study was
also conducted to determine whether these findings generalized to
everyday life.

A second purpose of these studies was closer examination of the
social context of recounting good news. For example, to what
extent does the listener’s response matter? In both dating and
married samples, Gable et al. (2004) found that relationship well-
being was higher among individuals who believed that their part-
ners generally respond to capitalization attempts with active en-
thusiasm. Also, using a laboratory observation paradigm, Gable,
Gonzaga, and Strachman (2006) showed that positive partner
responses to capitalization attempts (as rated by the individual or
independent observers) were associated with higher relationship
well-being. Because these studies were correlational, however,
they did not address the hypothesis of whether a positive response
is causally responsible for the relational benefits of capitalization.

Capitalization Builds Personal Resources

Langston (1994) proposed three marking functions of capitali-
zation attempts: “to make the events more memorable to the self,
to let others know about them, and to maximize their significance”
(p. 1123). Gable and Reis (in press) proposed a theoretical model
of the capitalization process in which these three functions each
and in combination contribute to the affective and relational ben-
efits of capitalization. Gable et al. (2004) evaluated the first of
these, finding that positive events were significantly more memo-
rable when a larger number of others had been told about them.
The other two hypothesized functions, which we refer to as build-
ing social resources and personal resources, have not been directly
examined, although their potential relevance has been discussed
(Gable & Reis, 2006, in press; Reis, 2007). It bears mention that
although memorability and maximizing significance may be re-
lated, they should be considered conceptually distinct processes
(Thompson, Skowronski, Larsen, & Betz, 1996). Gable et al.
(2004) found that event positivity (rated at the time of the event)
was only modestly correlated with memorability (r � .41).

Beginning with building personal resources, as Langston (1994)
noted, one aim with capitalization attempts is to maximize the
event’s significance to the self. This idea suggests that when
capitalization attempts succeed, the personal value of the target
events may grow. Nearly all theories of self-evaluation suggest
that validating (i.e., knowledgeable and approving) feedback from
others may boost self-evaluation and desired identities (e.g.,
Crocker & Park, 2004; Gable & Reis, 2006; Shrauger, 1975;
Tesser, 1986). For example, positive regard by others signals
increased assessments of worth (Leary & Baumeister, 2000), es-
pecially when the positive regard is linked to intrinsic aspects of
the self (Schimel, Arndt, Pyszczynski, & Greenberg, 2001).1 In the
present research, we are not so much concerned with global
assessments of approval and self-worth as with the idea that
capitalization experiences may enhance the personal value or sig-
nificance of particular events and accomplishments. Several stud-
ies suggest that writing or talking into a tape recorder about
positive events may contribute generally to positive affect and life
satisfaction (e.g., Burton & King, 2004; Lyubomirsky, Sousa, &
Dickerhoof, 2006), but in these studies, researchers did not exam-

ine evaluations of the events themselves nor did they consider the
social impact of conversing with other persons and observing their
response. One reason to consider event-specific evaluations as
distinctive is that people’s thoughts about their own experiences
(especially affect-laden experiences) are more differentiated than
simple global affect and self-esteem, including, for example, spe-
cific memories and separate representations of salient events (e.g.,
Collins & Read, 1994; Smith, 1998). Thus, if conversations with
others bolster the personal significance of positive events, as both
Langston’s (1994) theory and our theory predict, it is important to
show that they do so in a differentiated manner rather than by
generally lifting affective states or all self-evaluations.

Furthermore, the idea that event-specific evaluations may be
influenced by the capitalization process is consistent with social
comparison theory (Festinger, 1954), which posits that people
acquire information for evaluating beliefs, abilities, and experi-
ences from others, especially others whose response is deemed
relevant (Suls, Martin, & Wheeler, 2002). Validation is one motive
underlying social comparison: All other things being equal, we
prefer to affiliate with others who are likely to approve of our
world view (Goethals & Darley, 1977; Wheeler, 1974). Reis and
Shaver (1988) proposed that validation is central to the develop-
ment of intimacy following self-disclosure. Their model, sup-
ported by several experiments and diary studies (e.g., Laurenceau,
Barrett, & Pietromonaco, 1998; Laurenceau, Barrett, & Rovine,
2005; Lin, 1992; Reis, 2006), indicates that perceived understand-
ing and validation signal a listener’s awareness, recognition, and
appreciation of core aspects of the self, as revealed in the act of
self-disclosure. This leads us to predict that capitalization attempts
are likely to maximize the personal significance of positive events
only if the listener’s response is perceived to provide relatively
positive and specific support for the event in question. Indirect
support for this prediction comes from Neff and Karney (2002,
2005), who demonstrated that although close partners may wish to be
perceived positively in a general sense, they prefer to be seen accu-
rately on specific attributes—that is, on relatively clear-cut attributes
that are less amenable to motivated reinterpretation (see also Bosson
& Swann, 2001). If so, a partner’s perceived response to the
recounting of good news, concrete events likely to be unambigu-
ous, should be influential in determining whether the person suc-
cessfully capitalizes on that event or not.

Capitalization Builds Social Resources

With regard to social benefits, the second marking function
proposed by Langston (1994), it is well-known that people are
motivated to present themselves to others in a favorable light (e.g.,
Tedeschi, 1981). Various social-psychological theories posit that
people try to establish and maintain positive regard in the eyes of
others, especially significant others (e.g., Leary & Baumeister,

1 To be sure, extensive research suggests that this tendency may be
moderated by factors such as self-esteem (e.g., Deutsch & Solomon, 1959),
contingent self-esteem (e.g., Crocker & Wolfe, 2001), and consistency with
self-conceptions (e.g., Swann, 1990). However, we are concerned here not
with praise per se, which may or may not be discounted, but rather with
positive regard that is unambiguously linked to personal good news that an
individual chooses to share with another person. Presumably this lessens
the likelihood of discounting.
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2000; Murray, Holmes, & Collins, 2006; Shrauger & Schoeneman,
1979). Thus, to the extent that people expect others to be pleased
for their personal good fortune, they may anticipate a boost in
stature or, in other words, more favorable reflected appraisals
(Beach & Tesser, 1995; Tesser, Millar, & Moore, 1988). More-
over, sharing good news with another person is likely to initiate an
interaction sequence in which further positive affects are experi-
enced and shared (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1994; Reis &
Gable, 2003; Rimé, 2007), a process likely to help satisfy belong-
ing and relatedness needs.

For capitalization attempts to be successful, as mentioned
above, the partner’s response must be perceived as recognizing and
appreciating the good news, as well as its personal significance for
the teller. This is not always the case. A conversation about
personal good fortune may foster envy (Tesser et al., 1988; Scinta
& Gable, 2005), it may announce or amplify conflicts of interest
between the self and the partner (Carmichael, 2005), or it may
allow partners to display indifference or distance. Thus, the ben-
efits of marking good news by informing others are likely to
depend on the listener’s perceived response. In close relationships,
this is an example of perceived partner responsiveness or, in other
words, the belief that relationship partners are aware of important
aspects of the self and willing to be attentive and supportive (Reis,
Clark, & Holmes, 2004). Although perceived partner responsive-
ness is typically investigated in the context of conflicts of interest
and other negative events, positive events are also relevant, in that
they afford an opportunity for partners to display awareness of and
a willingness to support, in both words and behavior, aspirations
and goals (Reis, 2007; Rusbult, Kumashiro, Stocker, & Wolf,
2005). Partners may even “bask in reflected glory” by including
the other’s good news in the self, one sign of cognitive and
behavioral interdependence in close relationships (Aron & Aron,





Please take a moment to think about the things that have made you
happiest within approximately the last 2 years. These can include
concrete events such as going on vacation, getting a date with some-
one you like, and so on. They can also include states of mind such as
connecting with God or some higher power, recovering from a period
of depression, and so on. Please list below three of these positive
events or states of mind that stand out to you.

Participants then rated the positivity of each event and, as
described above, randomly selected either the second or third most
highly rated event to be the focal event. This was done by having
participants chose one of three slips of paper marked 1, 2, or 3
from a fishbowl. If 1 was selected, participants were told this
would not be the discussion topic, and they were asked to chose
another slip. No participants indicated awareness that their top-



0.11).2,3 Figure 1 displays change in event evaluations from pre-
manipulation to postmanipulation separately for focal and nonfo-
cal events within each condition. Simple effects tests comparing
change for focal and nonfocal events were significant only in the
enthusiastic condition, F(1, 100) � 5.43, p � .05; other Fs(1,
100) � 1.42, ns.

Mood as a covariate. To examine the possibility that general
mood change is the driving force underlying these effects, we
conducted a one-way ANOVA on overall mood change from
prerating to postrating. This analysis revealed an effect of condi-
tion, F(3, 103) � 9.60, p � .001. The responsive feedback con-
dition produced a significantly greater increase in positive mood
(M � 0.61) than did the other three conditions (Mwriting � 0.16,
Mmood � 0.22, Mcontrol � 0.15). However, the planned contrast
used to test the hypothesized effect of condition on change in event
ratings remained significant after covarying for overall mood
change, F(1, 99) � 3.94, p � .05. We obtained virtually identical
results when controlling separately for positive and negative mood.

Observational coding. To address the possibility that the
randomly chosen focal event may have been more objectively
positive than the nonfocal event, two coders rated the positivity of
each event. A paired samples t test on the average of their ratings
revealed that the nonfocal event was marginally more positive
(M � 2.75) than the focal event (M � 2.57), t(103) � 1.73, p �
.09. Thus it is unlikely that the obtained results were due to
positivity differences between the events.

Participant responses were transcribed from the responsive feed-
back and writing conditions. Two independent coders rated par-
ticipants’ expressions of happiness and liveliness from these tran-
scripts. The two raters’ codes were combined to create one
happiness score and one liveliness score. There were no significant
differences between the two conditions in expressions of happi-
ness, t(53) � 0.08, ns. However, those in the responsive feedback
condition were rated as more lively (M � 1.68) than those in the
writing condition (M � 1.24), t(53) � 2.33, p � .05. This suggests
that the greater activation produced by social interaction, com-
pared with solitary writing, may play a role in the capitalization
experience.

Brief Summary of Experiment 1 and Introduction to
Experiment 2

Experiment 1 demonstrated that socially sharing, not simply
reliving, positive events enhanced feelings about these events. It



ticipant and keeping an open posture. In the PC feedback condi-
tion, confederates responded with neutral or withdrawn feedback.
Verbal responses may have included “Oh yeah” or “I understand,”
communicated in a dry, unchanging tone of voice. Nonverbal
responses included slouching, yawning, fidgeting, and avoiding
eye contact with the participant.

One of three confederates (2 male, 1 female) played the role of
interviewer. Confederates had been trained to provide either AC or
PC feedback by practicing with other undergraduates while being
observed and instructed by the authors. Confederates were un-
aware of the hypotheses.

At the end of the interaction, participants rerated their current
feelings about all three positive events and their current mood.
Participants also provided ratings about the interviewer and the
interaction. Finally, participants were probed for suspicion with a
funnel debriefing.

Materials. All measures for assessing mood, current feelings
about the event, perceptions of the interviewer’s feedback, and
feelings about the interviewer were identical to Experiment 1. For
the mood measure, Cronbach’s alpha was .86 at Time 1 and .88 at
Time 2. For the PRCA measure, alpha was .79. Three additional
questions were added to evaluate the interviewer (How much did
you like the interviewer, how much would you like to interact with
him/her again, and how likely is it that you would be friends with
this person?), each rated on a 1 (not at all true) to 5 (very true)
scale. These items were combined into a composite interviewer
evaluation score (� � .93).

Observational coding. Three independent judges watched
each interaction and rated the interviewer on seven characteristics
(affection, boredom, disengagement, engagement, enthusiasm, hu-

mor, and joy), using a 0 (absent) to 4 (extreme/high levels) scale.
Coders could hear both sides of the conversation, but their view of
the participant was obstructed. They were instructed to focus only
on the confederate’s behavior. Ratings were made every 30 s and
then averaged across the entire 7-min session. The seven coded
variables were combined to create a composite evaluation of
confederate feedback (negatively worded adjectives were re-
versed; � � .97). Coders also made one global rating of the
interviewer by completing the PRCA scale; � � .89.

Experiment 2 Results

Preliminary analyses. To demonstrate that the feedback ma-
nipulation was effective, independent samples t tests were con-
ducted to compare the effect of feedback condition on both par-
ticipant and observer-coded ratings of feedback. For both
participants and independent observers, the AC feedback condition
was perceived as more enthusiastically positive (participant M �
4.91, observer M � 5.32) than the PC condition (participant M �
2.44, observer M � 1.85), ts (100) � 11.72, ps � .001. An
independent samples t test on the composite coded variable re-
vealed that the AC feedback condition was evaluated more posi-
tively (M � 1.48) than the PC feedback condition (M � �0.12),
t(81) � 23.32, p � .001. Separate independent samples t tests
on the seven individual observer codes all revealed the same
pattern: The AC condition was consistently appraised more posi-
tively than the PC condition, |t|s (80) � 15.33, p �



Hypothesis test. To test the hypothesis that AC feedback
would enhance participants’ perceptions of the event they had
discussed, a 2 (feedback) � 2 (discussed) mixed ANOVA was
conducted on change in evaluation (i.e., postdiscussion rating �
prediscussion rating) of the two events. Positive values indicate
increasingly positive appraisals of the event. The two-way inter-
action was significant, F(1, 75) � 4.24, p � .05 (see Figure 2).5

For the event that had been discussed, participants displayed a



Method

Participants. Seventy-six undergraduates participated in ex-
change for extra course credit (57 female, 19 male; Mage � 19.83
years). One female participant did not return for the follow-up
session. Data from 4 participants were excluded because of sus-
picion that the other participant was a confederate (3 from the
capitalization condition, 1 from the notes condition).6 Two



Results

Initial session. All analyses used one-way ANOVAs with
planned contrasts based on our hypotheses. The first contrast
compared the capitalization and fun conditions with the notes
(control) condition. The second contrast compared the capitaliza-
tion and fun conditions with each other. Preliminary analyses
indicated that a factor representing the two confederates did not
interact with the key study variables, so this factor was not in-
cluded in subsequent analyses.

As a manipulation check, we first examined ratings of amuse-
ment. This manipulation was successful. Participants in the fun
interaction condition reported greater amusement than did partic-
ipants in the capitalization condition, F(1, 69) � 4.28, p � .05.
These two conditions combined also showed greater amusement
than did the control condition, F(1, 69) � 26.55, p � .001. (Means
for Study 3 results are reported in Table 1.)

As expected, participants in the two experimental conditions
expressed greater liking for and closeness with the confederate
than did participants in the neutral discussion condition: liking F(1,
69) � 5.37, p � .05; closeness F(1, 69) � 13.06, p � .01. Also as
expected, there was no significant difference between the two
experimental conditions in liking, F(1, 69) � 0.01, ns, or in
closeness, F(1, 69) � 0.00, ns.

Our main hypothesis concerned responsiveness, trust, and the
willingness to self-disclose. As hypothesized, participants in the
capitalization condition reported significantly higher levels of re-
sponsiveness than did those who participated in the fun activity,
F(1, 69) � 7.89, p � .01. Further, participants in the capitalization



Follow-up session. At the follow-up session, participants
again recalled greater amusement in the fun-interaction condition
than in the enthusiastic-response condition, although this differ-
ence was not significant, F(1, 68) �



mother had just sent her some candy and offered the participant a
piece.

After sharing the positive event, participants completed a brief
questionnaire about mood and feelings for the interviewer. Next,
the interviewer handed the participant an envelope with $2 (rather
than promised $1) and asked the participant to open it, sign the
enclosed receipt, and return the receipt to the interviewer. After
handing the envelope to the participant, the experimenter turned
away to get a final questionnaire, ensuring that the participant
found the extra dollar without the experimenter’s notice. When the
interviewer turned back to the participant, she noted whether the
participant returned the additional dollar. If the participant returned
the extra dollar, the interviewer expressed appreciation. If the
participant did not return the extra dollar, the interviewer said
nothing about the overpayment. Upon completion of the final
questionnaire, participants were told the true purpose of the study
and thanked.

Measures.
Affect. After the interview, participants were asked to com-

plete the Positive Affect and Negative Affect Scale (Watson et al.,
1988). This scale presented positive and negative adjectives for
participants to rate how they felt at that moment. A 1 (very
slightly/not at all) to 5 (extremely) scale was used. Cronbach’s
alpha was .81 for positive affect and .82 for negative affect.

Experimenter evaluation. The experimenter’s enthusiasm and
warmth was rated on a 1 (very slightly/not at all) to 5 (extremely)
scale.

Results

Manipulation checks. Overall, there were between-
conditions differences in both enthusiasm, F(3, 242) � 21.80, p �
.001, and warmth, F(3, 238) � 12.10, p � .001 (degrees of
freedom vary due to missing data). As shown in Table 2, a Tukey
test showed that participants in the AC feedback condition rated
the interviewer as more enthusiastic than did participants in the
disparaging feedback condition or the neutral feedback condition
( ps � .01) but did not rate the interviewer as significantly more
enthusiastic than did the participants in the positive mood condi-
tion. For warmth, a Tukey test showed that participants in the AC
feedback condition rated the experimenter as significantly warmer
than did participants in the disparaging condition ( p � .001) but
did not rate the experimenter as significantly warmer than did
participants in the neutral or positive mood conditions. Note that
any lack of difference between AC feedback and the other condi-
tions in ratings of enthusiasm and warmth works against the main
hypothesis of this study.

Returning overpayment. We examined our hypothesis with
chi-square analyses. Overall, there were significant differences
among the four conditions in whether participants returned the
overpayment, �2(3, 248) � 13.30, p � .05. In the AC feedback
condition, 68.3% of the participants returned the $1 overpayment.
This percentage differed from the percentage of participants re-
turning the money in the disparaging condition (35.9%), �2(1,
124) � 13.01, p � .001; neutral condition (47.7%), �2(1, 125) �
5.44, p � .05; and positive mood condition (50.8%), �2(1, 119) �
3.78, p � .052. There were no significant differences among the
other three conditions, with the exception of a marginal difference
between the disparaging and positive mood conditions, �2(1,
123) � 2.78, p � .10. There was no significant difference in the
percentage of men (51%) and women (49%) who returned the $1,
and sex did not significantly qualify the main results.

Brief Discussion and Introduction to Study 5

Study 4 demonstrated that the benefits of an enthusiastic re-
sponse to reports of good news may be obtained even in minimally
involved social interactions. Study 5 was designed to examine
whether the specific findings obtained in Studies 1–4 would rep-
licate in natural social interactions. That is, laboratory Experiments
1–4 were conducted to establish causal effects in capitalization
attempts, with strangers and relatively brief interactions. In real
life, most capitalization attempts probably involve well-
acquainted, interdependent partners. Study 5 was a 2-week daily
diary study in which participants were asked to report, each day,
what their best and worst events of the day were, whether they had
recounted those events to a target person or to another person, and
how that target or other person had responded. Although our
theoretical focus was on positive events, we also examined nega-
tive events for comparison purposes. Consistent with Studies 1 and
2, we hypothesized that recounting good news should lead to
increased ratings of those positive events at the conclusion of the
diary study. We also hypothesized that consistent with Studies 3
and 4, partner responses perceived to be enthusiastic and support-
ive would engender a more prosocial orientation toward that
partner.

Method

Participants. Undergraduates were recruited for a diary study
on “daily life events” in exchange for extra credit in one of their
psychology courses. Of 217 participants who began the diary, only
3 completed fewer than 6 of the 14 diary days and were excluded
from analyses. The remainder of the sample completed at least 9 of
14 days, resulting in a final sample of 214 (141 female, 73 male).
Eighty-seven percent of the final sample completed 13 or 14 days.
Participants averaged 19.89 years of age (SD � 1.39). Participants
were run in 10 waves over 1 academic year, six during the fall
semester and four during the spring semester.

Procedure. Participants were recruited via an online experi-
ment board and attended an initial session in which they selected
a target person, completed a set of questionnaires not relevant to
the present report, and learned how to access and complete the
online diary. Participants were asked to choose a target person with
whom they had a meaningful relationship and anticipated commu-
nicating every day over the 14 days of the study. The following

Table 2
Participant Ratings of the Interviewer: Study 4

Category Interviewer enthusiasm Interviewer warmth

AC feedback 4.18a 4.28a

Disparaging 3.16b 3.48b

Neutral 3.77c 4.08a

Positive mood 3.95a,c 4.18a

Note. Means in the same column with different subscripts differ signif-
icantly from each other. AC � active–constructive.
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targets were reported: 117 close friends, 65 romantic partners, 16
others, and 16 not reported. Beginning that evening and continuing
for 13 consecutive evenings, participants were asked to log on to
the study website before going to bed and to answer questions
about the events of the day. After 14 days, participants returned to
a follow-up session to complete the “postcast ratings” of their daily
events. Follow-up sessions were held between 1 day and 3 days
after the diary protocol had ended.

To encourage timeliness with the diary protocol, on each of the
14 diary days research assistants sent three reminder e-mails to
participants containing a link to the diary website. The first re-
minder was sent at 6:00 p.m., asking participants to complete the
diary at the end of the day. If participants had not done so by the
following 1:00 a.m., research assistants sent a second reminder
e-mail. Diary completion was checked once more at 9:00 a.m. the
following morning, and participants who had not yet submitted
their diaries were sent a final reminder to complete yesterday’s
diary by noon. As an incentive, participants earned two lottery
tickets for each diary that was completed by 9:00 a.m. the next
morning and one lottery ticket if the diary was completed by noon.



and, in separate analyses, (a) whether the participant had told
someone about the event (i.e., the target or someone else) and (b)
what that person’s response was. If the participant had told both
the target and someone else, those ratings were averaged. To be
certain that our analyses would reflect telling, events in which the
target person was involved were considered told only if partici-
pants had informed someone else; they were considered not told if
no one else was informed. Separate analyses were used for telling
and response ratings because no response ratings were collected
when no one had been told about the event.

In the analysis for capitalization attempts, the Level 1 (within-
person) equation was

postcastij � b0j � b1j�daily_how_goodij	 � b2j�tell_anyoneij	

� b3j�weekij	 � rij, (1)

where b0j refers to the intercept (i.e., person j’s average postcast
ratings of the 14 daily events), whereas b1j, b2j, and b3j, respec-
tively, refer to slopes between the postcast ratings and how good
that event had been rated on the day it occurred, whether they had
told anyone about that event, and in which week of the 2-week
diary period the event occurred. Error is represented by rij. Ratings
of daily_how_good were centered on each participant’s mean.
Tell_anyone and week were dummy variables (0, 1) and not
centered.

The Level 2 (between-persons) equations were as follows.

b0j � g00 � u0j. (2)

b1j � g10 � u1j. (3)

b2j � g20 � u2j. (4)

b3j � g30 � u3j. (5)

In the first Level 2 equation, g00 represents the average intercept
for postcast ratings. In the remaining equations, g10, g20, and g30

bb



(B � 0.45, SE � 0.02), t(212) � 21.17, p � .001, and (B � 0.41,
SE � 0.03), t(207) � 12.06, p � .001. The positive sign of this
coefficient indicates that when partners’ responses were perceived
as helpful and comforting, later ratings of those events were more
negative, suggesting that partners’ responses validated partici-
pants’ views of how bad those events had been, thereby magnify-
ing them. Another explanation is that partner responses, although
perceived to be helpful and comforting, may have been a kind of
visible support, which in prior research has been associated with
increased distress (Bolger, Zuckerman, & Kessler, 2000).

Propartner orientation results. Results of these analyses for
the key variables are displayed in Table 3. As expected, controlling
for the prior day’s propartner orientation, telling targets about
one’s daily positive events was significantly associated with in-
creased propartner orientations (B � 0.47, p � .001) and felt
closeness (B � 0.81, p � .001). Similarly, the more enthusiastic
the partners’ response, the greater the increase in propartner ori-
entation (B � 0.05, p � .001) and felt closeness (B � 0.08, p �
.001).

Findings for negative events were comparable. Telling targets
about the day’s worst event was significantly associated with
increased propartner orientations (B � 0.39, p � .001) and felt
closeness (B � 0.68, p � .001). Similarly, the more supportive the
partners’ response, the higher the level of propartner orientation
(B � 0.14, p � .001) and felt closeness (B � 0.34, p � .001).10,11

Brief Discussion of Study 5

These daily diary results support the findings of the prior lab-
oratory experiments. Consistent with Studies 1 and 2, when par-
ticipants told others about their best events of the day and when
those others responded in an enthusiastic manner, ratings of those
events up to 17 days later increased. Relating negative events had
no comparable benefit, although comforting responses did appear
to validate the participants’ view of those events. Consistent with
Studies 3 and 4, daily reports of willingness to sacrifice and to
accommodate a partner and of felt closeness increased when
participants told their partners about those events and when their
responses were perceived to be enthusiastic. Relating negative
events was associated with similar benefits. Thus, this diary study
provides convergent evidence from natural experiences within
ongoing relationships for the findings reported earlier from labo-
ratory experiments conducted with previously unacquainted indi-
viduals.

General Discussion

Several prior studies have shown that retelling positive news to
another person is associated with higher levels of affective well-
being. As described earlier, Langston (1994) proposed three mark-
ing functions to account for this correlation: increasing memora-
bility, maximizing the event’s personal significance, and building
social resources. The four experiments and one diary study re-
ported in this article were designed to provide experimental evi-
dence for the latter two mechanisms.

Regarding maximization, Experiment 1 showed that recounting
one of the best things to have happened in the past 2 years to an
enthusiastic listener led to increased ratings of the positivity of that
event but not of another event that had been nominated but not

recounted. In contrast, writing about the event in private did not
produce a comparable increase, nor did two control conditions.
The results of Experiment 2, which directly compared enthusiastic
listening with a more passive, distant style of listening, further
suggested that it is not merely the act of recounting a positive event
that boosted ratings but rather a process of interaction in which
personal disclosures are responded to and encouraged by a listener
whose enthusiasm implies interest and appreciation. Experiments 3
and 4 also supported the idea that enthusiastic listening is more
effective in the capitalization process than neutral listening, al-
though these two studies did not assess postdiscussion ratings of
the recounted event. Study 5 similarly showed that temporally
delayed ratings of a positive event are also more positive when
those events have been shared with others and when those others
are perceived to have responded enthusiastically.

Two aspects of this interaction process are likely to be critical.
The first, consistent with our model of perceived partner respon-
siveness (Reis, 2007; Reis et al., 2004), is that enthusiastic re-
sponses convey validation, or in other words, the partner’s atten-
tive valuing of the material being revealed, and in particular its
significance for the self (Gable & Reis, 2006). Several theories and
related research indicate that positive feedback from interaction
partners may influence self-assessments in a generally favorable
way (e.g., Leary & Baumeister, 2000; Shrauger, 1975; Suls et al.,
2002), but few of these examine assessments of the event itself.
Observing increases in event-specific ratings is theoretically im-
portant because it shows that enthusiastic feedback helps people



expected with neutral feedback, inasmuch as speakers would have
no reason to believe that their comments had been received favor-
ably.

Experiments 3 and 4, as well as the diary study, addressed social
resources built by the capitalization process. Experiment 3 hypoth-
esized and showed that capitalization led to increased liking, trust,
and willingness to self-disclose personal information, whereas fun
interactions led only to increased liking. This result was confirmed
in the daily diary study, in terms of perceived closeness and
adopting a prosocial orientation toward the target person. Exper-
iment 4 demonstrated that even in the superficial setting of a brief
street interview, enthusiastic responses to descriptions of personal
positive events fostered greater willingness to return an overpay-
ment. Thus, it appears that by supporting speakers’ capitalization
attempts, listeners may acquire a useful social resource, in the form
of increased trust and greater prosocial concern.

Several explanations for this finding are plausible. For one,
perceived responsiveness has often been posited to be a reciprocal
process, whereby the receipt of need-responsive feedback encour-
ages reciprocation in kind (e.g., Reis & Shaver, 1988), perhaps
because of reciprocity norms (Gouldner, 1960) or perhaps because
responsive feedback signals the listener’s desire for a communal
relationship, which itself facilitates a communal response (M. S.
Clark & Mills, 1993). Another explanation is that enthusiastic
responses suggest lack of envy on the listener’s part and motiva-
tion to attend supportively to the speaker. As a consequence,
enthusiastic responses probably help speakers feel secure and
accepted, minimizing the need for self-protection and allowing
prosocial responses to emerge (Murray et al., 2006). It is signifi-
cant that Experiment 3 distinguished trust from liking. Our model,
supported by this key result, builds on the assumption that capi-
talization is another vehicle for self-regulation in relationship
contexts and not just a means for managing impressions and
pursuing increased liking.

All four experiments in this series were designed to evaluate or
control effects attributable to positive affect. Experiments 1, 3, and

4 showed differential responses for capitalization, compared with
conditions in which positive affect was induced through noninter-
personal means. Of course, one cannot assume that the mood
increase caused by a humorous film (Experiment 1) or candy
(Experiment 4) is comparable with the mood increase caused by
capitalization interactions, but the fact that these interactions did
have demonstrable effects on prosocial outcomes, whereas the film
and candy did not, suggests that mood is not the best explanation
for our findings. Furthermore, in all four experiments, the primary
effects remained significant after controlling for affect ratings.
Thus, it seems safe to conclude that these findings cannot be
explained by saying that enthusiastic listeners increase one’s hap-
piness and positive mood. On the other hand, the process we
describe is not unrelated to positive affect, broadly construed. As
Gable et al. (2004) and this research demonstrated, capitalization is
associated with increased positive mood. Perceiving a partner’s
enthusiastic response to recounted positive events creates and
maintains enjoyable interactions and helps people savor those
events. On the other hand, perceiving a partner’s disinterest or
disparagement is likely to diminish and perhaps even undo the
positive affect associated with the event. Thus, we propose that the
capitalization process includes elements of the broaden-and-build
cycle of positive affect and well-being described by Fredrickson
(1998). It should not, however, be reduced to simple positive
affect.

Limitations

One limitation of this research stems from our decision to
conduct all four experiments with stranger-dyads. In real life, the
targets of capitalization attempts are likely to be relationship
partners and other close acquaintances, individuals whose re-
sponses may be interpreted in the context of previous experiences
and expectations. We chose to study stranger-dyads for several
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