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Daily Life in Relationships
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Shannon Kelleher

ost peaple’s daily lives are played

out in A range of social instilo.

tions, such as the home, work:
place, church, and school. These institutions are intercon nected,
moreover, such that people's relationships in one institution can
be affected by events in another. For example, many theorists
have poimted to the strong connections between events in the
workplace and those in the home (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Crouter,
1984; Kanter, 1977; Plotrkowski, 1979). A focus on dally life in
relationships therefore inevitably highlights the lnks between
relationships and their broader social context.

In this chapter, we will illustrate the social context of relation-
ships by describing a program of research that uses Intensive
daily diary methods to study relationships, stress, and psycho-
logical well-being. We hope to demonstrate that research that
relies on more conventional survey research methods may miss
important relationship processes such as the key role of conflict

ALFTTIORS NOTE: We thank Gorakline Downey amd Adam Zuckermin for
comments on an earlier drait of this chapter.
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in daily life and the precise mechanisms whereby problems in
the work place have repercussions on relatdonships at home, and
vice versa. More genceally, we will show that focusing on the
daily fevel of analysis enriches the study of rclationships by
allowing investigators to translate key relationship concepts
such as relatdonship quallty into their referents in recurrent
patterns of daily interaction,

Interest in the psychology of daily life has increased greatly over
the past decade, and reladonships researchers have been at the
forefront of this work (Tennen, Suls, & Affleck. 1991; Wheeler &
Reis, 19917, In fact, daily experience research on relationships was
pioneered more than 15 years ago, in diary studies of everyday
sochl interactions using the Rochester Interaction Record (Rels,
Mezlek, & Wheeler, 1980; Wheeler & Nezlek, 1977). Adaptations
of the basic approach have been used to study, among other things,
initial relationship development (Duck & Miell, 1980), the role of
conversation inever EE__ relationships (Duck, Ruct, [Hurst, 8 Strejc,
19913, and the interactional characteristics of growing, stable, and
disengaging relationships (Baxter & Wilmot, 1986).

Studles of dally life have also become more prominent in the
literature on stress (Coyne & Downey, 19913, Dally stressors
have been shown to have potent effects on psychological and
physical well-being (Bolger, DeLongis, Kessier, & Schilling, 1989,
Delongis, Coyne, Dakol, Folkman, & Lararus, 1982, Delongis,
Folkman, & Lazarus, 1988; Eckenrode, 1984; Kanner, Coyne,
Schaefer, & Lazarus, 1981), and these findings have propelled
the ficld w examine the dally manifestations of other stress
related variables, These include stress appraisals. coping, and,
of central interest in this chapter, relationship variables such as
social support and social conflict (Coyne & Downey, 1991).

Relationships, Stress, and Well-Being

It is a wellaccepted finding that relationships matter for
health and psychological wellbeing. Results of many studies
from Targe-scale epidemiological investigations to in-depth re-
search on particular subgroups, show that deficiencies in social
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relationships such as social isolation and Lick of support are
associated with increases in physical and mental health prob-
lems (Cohen, 1988; House, Umberson, & Landis, 1988). Given that
this basic phenomenon is well established, the focus of qnﬁ:._..ﬂn:
has now shifted to understanding the processes wherelby celation
ships influence physical and mental health.

A working assumption in the field is that the importance of
relationships for health is due, in part, 10 their role in stressful
experiences (Cohen & Wills, 19853). Stressful .r.x_"____..ﬂ_..,_:...e..._. ure
usually clussified into three types: chronic, acute, and dhadly. Chironic
stressors are those that are a constam feature of people’s lives for
long periods of time. Examples include living in _...:EH.E, being in
an overly demanding job, being in a conflcted nuirrige. __.....,_.:n
stressors, also known as major life events, are more time-limited
events such as becoming divorced or unemployed, failing an
exam, and relocating. Clearly, the boundary between chrunic
and seute stressors s relative: Depending on their duration,
certain “acute” problems such as unemployment could also be
classified as chronic,

Although acute stressors recelved almost exclusive research ...:.E._.
tion in the carly years of stress research, there is now an increasing
awareness that chronic stressors, because of their unrelenting, na-
ture, miay be even more important for health and psychological
wellbeing (Coyne & Downey, 1991 Kessler, Price, & Wortman,
1985), Mureover, it appears that the effects of both acute and chronic
stressors on mental health are mediated, in part, by daily stressors
(Eckenrode, 1984; Kanneretal,, 1981 Pearlin, 1983). Thus the stress
of unemployment is likely 10 emerge in the day-by-day experience of
being unable to pay bills and of receiving rejection _..n:..r._.m from

prospective employers. In the same way, the stress of being in a bad
marrage is lkely to emerge in recurrent daily tensions and conflicts
over housework, child care, and spending.

Relationships and Stress in Daily Lite

What is the role of personal relationships in these daily stress
processes? It is reasonable to think that personal relationships
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nuty act s sources of both Jdaily stress and protection against
stress. We already know from conventional survey researcch that
conflicts in relationships can have a more potent effect on well-
being than support in reladonships (Flore, Becker, & Coppel,
1983; Rook, 1984, 1987). Our recent research complements this
work by showing that velationship conflicts are indeed potent
sources of stress in daily life,

[ a Brge-scale dally diacy study of married couples, we lound
strong evidence that relationships are the major source of daily
stress (Bolger, Delongis, Kessler, & Schilling, 1989, Subjects in
the study were 166 married couples, and both husbands and
wives In each couple kept a structured dally diary each day for
6 weeks, Each diary was in fact a short guestionnaice that
subjects completed at bedtime, a task that ook no more than
several minutes w complete. In the diary, subjects repocted their
negative moods and the occurrence of 21 categories of daily
stressors such as conflicts at home and at work, transpartation
problems, Hnancial problenis, and work overload. As expected,
these daily stressors were strongly associated with concurrent
daily mood: On high-stress days, subjects tended to be more
angry, anxious, and depressed than they were on low-stress days.
The surprising finding was that interpersonal conflicts at home
and at work uniguely decounted for over BOW of the explained
viriance in these daily negative affects. All the remadning events
(such as work overdoads, transportation problems) uniguely
accounted for less than 5% of the explained variance in mood.
This suggests that the main sources of stress in dilly life are
interpersonal conflicts,

We noted above that relationships, in addition to acting as a
source ol stress, may also help protect against the effects of
stress, We will discuss the process separately for chronie, acute,
and daily stressors. A major source of chronic stress for many
people is managing the joint demands of work and family life
(Eckenrode & Gore, 1989 Piotrkowskl, 1979), One important
way in which this is manifested is through a process that
family researchers call “crossover” {Crouter, 1984), wherehy
stressors in the work domain spill over to affect the spouse at
home,
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Crossover is usually represented as the deleterions effect ufl
stress experienced by an individual in the workplace on the
individuad's spouse ot home. Examples of such effects include
cases where work stressors lead w increases in avoidable domes-
tic conflicts. We found, for example, thal on days when men had
an argument 2t work, they were more lkely (o argue with theie
spouse at bome later that day (Bolger, Delongis, Kessler, &
Wethington, 1989), Crossover effccts, however, can also repre-
sent instances of how one partner selllessly protects the other
from the daily manifestation of chronic stress, For example, we
found evidence that on days when husbands experienced work
overload, their wives reported an increase in houwsework over-
load that day (Bolger, DeLongis, Kessler, & Wethinglon, 1989),
This process was mediated [n the following way: After o difficolt
day at wock, hushands would withdraw from home activities that
evening {a process also identified by Repetti, 1989, 1942), In
response, wives “took up the slack™ and reported more home
stressors. In constrast, no equivalent compensation process oc-
curred when wives had a stressful day at work. This process is
avoncrete example of how relationships help protect against the
effects of chronic stress in dally life, It may also provide insight
into why men derive more benefits from macriage than women
do (Mirowsky & Ross, 1980).

If relationships protect against the datly manifescition of chronic
stress, do they also protect against the daily mandfestation of acute
stress? To examine this question, we usced a diary design to study
premedical students’ coping with the MCAT, a daylong examina
thon waken by most medical school applicants (Bolger & Eckenrode,

19913, For 35 days surrounding the examination, students re
parted their daily experiences and their emotional distress, The
specific focus of the study was whether a lack of social invalve
ment would predict incresses in anxicty as the exiamination
approached. Although everyone's anxiety increascd substan-
tially as the examination approached, socially isolated persons
showed the largest increases,

The daily reports revealed that this increase in anxicty oc-

curred much sooner for the socially isolated peaple, such that
they were not only more anxious under stress, but (hey were
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anxious lor a longer period of time. For example, soclally iso-
Luied persons showed substantial increases in anxiety by 6 days
belore the examination, whereas socilly integrated persons
showed murked increases onfy 2 days before the examination,
Thus this study not only replicates the finding that social rela
tionships can proteet against the deleterious effects of Stress,
but it also prompts more focused questions aboul tempocal
Issues such as why the effects cmerge carlier in socially isolated
persons tun in soctally integrated ones,

The finding that relationships affected the dynamics of adap-
tation to 4 major event is echoed in the resulls of a diary study
ol everyday stressful events (Caspi, Bolger, & Eckenrode, 1987),
One goal of this study was to assess the cffect of social support
on adaptation w daily stressors in a propulation of low-income
mothers. In doing so, Caspi et al. separated the effects of
support un the initial impact of daily stressors from the eifects
of support on the speed of recovery from siressors. They found
that support did not buffer the initial (same-day) eflfects of
stressful events on mood but ft buffered the laterd ay effects such
that only the low-support group showed enduring effects of
SLressors on muood,

From this bricf survey, it should be clear that relationship
processes are heavily involved in the expericnce of stress in daily
life. Next we will argue tha relttionship processes may be key
mediators of the effect of other variables on adaptation in daily life.
We will use, for illustrative purposes, the case of personality.

Relationship Processes Mediate
the Effects of Personality
in Daily Life

Earlicr we reviewed evidence supgesting that the stressful
aspects of daily Hie are, overwhelmingly, inteepersonal conflicts
in work anmd family relationships. IF relationship conflicts are the
proximal sources of daily distress, then it seems plausible that
they are mediators of the effects of uther, more distal variables
suclias peesonality and living conditions. support for this notion
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was found in a recent study of the ef fects of personality in dally
life by Bolger and Schilling (19491,

Bolger and Schilling examined the mechanisms through which
a major personality disposition, neuroticism, was expressed in
day-to-day distress. They exiimined three potential mechanisms:
Neuroticism might lead people to (a) become more ex posed to
daily stressors, (b) become more upset by the stressors o which
they were exposed, or (¢) become mMore distressed for reasons
that have nothing to do with exposure or reactivity 1o daily
SLTESSUTS.

‘Fhe authors found that exposure and reactivity 10 dally stressors
did, in fact, account for a substantial amount of the effect of
neuroticism on daily distress, What was particularly interesting
about their results was that two aof their nine Ciategorics of
stressors, interpersonal conflicts with spouse and with other
adults, accounted for 50% of what could be explained about the
effect of neuroticism on daily distress.

It seems very likely that refationship conflicts mediate the
effects of uther variables in daily lile. For example, environmen-
tal conditions such as neighborhood quality and degree ol over-
crowding affect psychological and physical well-being. In the
study described carlier, Caspi ¢t al. (1987) showed that these
factors affected the initial impact and speed of recovery from
daily stressors. Although the authors did not distinguish be-
tween different types of stressors, we suspect that interpersonal
conflicts played a key role in mediating the elfects of these
environmental conditions.

Summary and lmplications

The research reviewed above clearly shows that the effects of
relationships on psychological well-being are mediated, in part,
through recuerent patterns of support and conflict in daily life.
‘This is true of the beneficial effects of relationships, which we
illustrated with the example of wives' responscs Lo husbands'

work stress. 1t is also true of the powerful negative effects of $

relationships, which we iltusteated with the example of daily |
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conflicts ar home and at work. The research also shows that
these daily conllicts are, in addition, channels for the expression
of ather Hictors such as personality traits, Finally, the research
demaonstrates that relationship effects cannot be understood
without reference to lirger social structures and contexts such
as the workplace.

There arc at least three implicaions of this work for future
research. First and most obvious, relationships researchers should
pay serions attention to the findings in the stress literature
showing that daily stressors have deleterious psychological and
physical effects. These findings imply that ne_,.._.ms_ﬁ. life in rela-
tivnships is __..r.E:. as worthy of research attention s major
events in relationships. For example, although divorce can be a
major travma for the partners involved (Hetherington, Cox, &
Cox, 1978), it is important to contrast this trauma with the
cumulative effect of spending days, months, and years in a failed
relationship

The second implication of the wurk reviewed above is that
traditional relationship concepts become meaningful when trans-
lated into the language of dally experience research, than is, when
they are defined as recurrent patterns of daily Interaction. For
example, the term relationship gquality becomes more vivid
and perhaps more useful, when it is specified as a _.nr._._:,n:___
pattern of reciprocal support in a relationship. We believe that
the clarity and precision of other concepts in the liveriure, such
as cominitment and loneliness, would be increased _.:._.__F.:
being specified in this way, ‘

The third implication is that daily experience methods can be
used to assess the external validity of relationship processes
studied in the laboratory. For example, Levenson and Gouman
have demonstrated that disteessed couples are more likely than
:c:n__.m:.n..,.m».: couples to exhibit affective linkage—where the
negative emotions of one paciner predict those of the other—when
discussing a relationship problem in the laboratory (Levenson &

L Gottman, 1983, 1985). This is a fascinating discovery, but as yet
f we do not konow whether such effects exist in the interactions
- of couples cutside the laboratory. By tracking the negative emo-
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ascertainn whether couples in poor relatio nships exhibit greater
emotional linkage and, 1 so, establish the contexis i which this
oceurs. It may well be that a contagion of stress between work
and home is an important way in which some couples show
greater affective linkage than others, Such concrete knowledge
would facilitute interventions to limit distress in relationships,

Daily experience research is an gricntation that Ccontinues
grow in both the stress and the relationships literatures. Clearly,
we and others (Duck, 1986, 1991) see this as a good thing. The
wltimate fruitfulness of the approach, however, will depend on
investigations carried out in the years ahcad. For now, we hope
we have provided the reader with a flavor of work at this level
of analysis, a level that we view as critical for understanding
relationship processes, sIress processcs, and the interaction
between the Pwo.
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