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Romantic relationships are one of the closest types of interpersonal relation-
ships that people experience; indeed, people rank romantic relationships at the 
top of their relationship hierarchies (Clark & Mills, 2011). Because romantic 
partners are interdependent and one person’s thoughts, feelings, and actions 
can hold considerable sway over the other’s, the dynamics of power in close, 
intimate relationships are particularly important to understand. Power plays 
a pivotal role in the development and maintenance of close intimate relation-
ships as it determines how partners relate to each other and how important 
decisions are made. Before relationships are formed, when partners feel an 
initial spark of attraction, one partner often takes the lead in initiating the first 
date or initiating a first sexual encounter. In new relationships, when norms for 
how partners interact and make decisions have not yet developed, one part-
ner might have more influence over the amount of time partners will spend 
together, how they will spend their time, or future plans they might make as a 
couple. In more established relationships, one partner might have the final say 
in most financial decisions, whereas the other partner might have more influ-
ence over decisions related to parenting or sex. The amount of power partners 
have in different domains can also change as partners confront new life events 
such as buying their first home, having a baby, or retiring from a life- long 
occupation. As these examples illustrate, power pervades all aspects of inti-
mate interactions, from the first moments when partners are getting to know 
each other, when they are establishing more committed bonds, and when they 
navigate important relationship and life transitions.

In this chapter, we provide a review of the literature on power in the context 
of romantic relationships, highlighting the ways in which power operates in 
romantic relationships and how people’s experiences and expressions of power 
can predict whether relationships will thrive or falter. We begin by defining 
power in intimate relationships by reviewing key theoretical perspectives on 
power. Next, we review what we know about how power shapes initial attrac-
tion before relationships develop. Moving on to established relationships, we 
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examine who is most likely to hold power in relationships by considering the 
role of individual difference factors including socioeconomic and relational 
resources, dependence power, and attachment orientation. Then, we review 
the literature on the implications of having or lacking power in relationships 
and the outcomes of power imbalances among partners in romantic relation-
ships. Finally, we discuss how power relates to prosocial behavior in romantic 
relationships, and at the conclusion of the chapter, we discuss what we see as 
interesting but currently unanswered questions as well as promising directions 
for future research on power in close, intimate relationships.

Defining Power: Past Theoretical Perspectives  
and Sources of Power

Research on power has a long history in the social sciences, and the concep-
tualization of power has been informed by various theoretical perspectives 
across multiple disciplines including psychology, sociology, communication 
studies, and family science. The first attempt to identify and systematically 
define the major sources of power came from French and Ravin’s (1959) social 
power theory, that defined power as the capability of a person to persuade or 
influence others by causing psychological change (which includes changes in 
a person’s behaviors, attitudes, and goals). While foundational to the study of 
power, a main limitation of this early power theory is that it focuses on power 
solely at the level of the individual and does not incorporate the person being 
influenced or consider power in a dyadic context. Thus, power is described as 
an individual characteristic independent of the social relationships in which 
it is embedded and is expressed (Simpsonet al., 2015; see Chapter  6 in this 
volume). Over the last half- century, several major power theories have been 
proposed including interdependence theory (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959), resource 
theory (Blood & Wolfe, 1960), dyadic power theory (Rollins & Bahr, 1976), 
power within relationships theory (Huston, 1983), and power- approach theory 
(Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003). We will not discuss these theories in 
depth, but we direct interested readers to other chapters within this volume 
for a review of these theories. What is important for us to note in this chapter 
is that these theories have outlined several key factors that shape the dynamics 
of power across different relationship contexts. Individuals may have power 
within their relationship if they experience greater rewards and fewer costs if 
the relationship were to end (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959), if they hold more socio-
economic resources (Blood & Wolfe, 1960) or perceive greater resources and 
authority than their partner (Rollins & Bahr, 1976), if they possess certain per-
sonality traits or skills (Huston, 1983), as well as if they have the capacity to 
administer punishment to their partner (Keltner et al., 2003).

Although these major theoretical perspectives and definitions of power 
diverge with respect to the proposed bases or sources of relationship power, 
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the manner in which power is expressed, and the outcomes associated with 
having or not having power, a few key commonalities emerge. First, power is 
largely understood as having some form of influence or control over another 
person. This influence can come in the form of behavior, thoughts, and/or atti-
tudes. Second, with the exception of social power theory and power- approach 
theory, a constant theme among all these theoretical perspectives is that power, 
particularly in romantic relationships, is a construct which is fundamentally 
dyadic and relational in nature. Thus, power can only be understood by taking 
into account both partners’ levels of resources, authority, or dependence in 
relation to each other as opposed to an individual’s absolute levels of these 
bases of power.

More recently, Simpson et al. (2015) have integrated concepts from these 
past theoretical perspectives on power and proposed the Dyadic Power Social- 
Influence Model (DPSIM), a process model that describes the experience and 
consequences related to power for both individuals in a relationship (see 
Chapter 5 in this volume). Across the numerous theoretical perspectives and 
varying definitions of power, we believe this to be the most compelling and 
refined conceptualization of power, particularly for understanding power in 
romantic relationships. According to the DPSIM, power is defined as “the 
ability or capacity to change a partner’s thoughts, feelings, and/or behavior so 
they align with one’s own desired preferences, along with the ability or capac-
ity to resist influence attempts imposed by the partner” (Simpson et al., 2015, 
p. 409). Notably, this model extends the definition of power from past theo-
ries to include the ability to resist influence by one’s partner. According to the 
DPSIM, the sources of power for partners emerge from both their individual 
characteristics (e.g., each partner’s personality traits) and dyadic characteristics 
(e.g., each partner’s relative level of commitment to the relationship). Partners 
then choose particular influence tactics to use in a given situation by select-
ing strategies that draw on their principal power bases. These processes also 
occur dyadically, reflecting the interdependence that exists between intimate 
partners. For example, a wife’s particular characteristics (e.g., lower social sta-
tus) help determine her husband’s power bases (e.g., greater legitimate power; 
French & Raven, 1959), which if exercised, can impact the wife’s feelings (in 
this case, generally in negative ways) as well as influence her behavior in the 
future.

Another advance of the DPSIM is that power is not considered to be 
necessarily stable, either over time or across all decision domains, within 
a relationship. For example, a husband who has more power over financial 
decision- making may have less power than his wife over household decisions. 
Power is also noted to have different components, including process power 
(i.e., control over the decision- making process itself, which can be enacted by 
leading conversations or proposing options and ideas) and outcome power 
(i.e., control over the final decisions made by a couple; Galliher et al., 1999).  
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In the DPSIM, both of these components are considered in order to fully 
understand the power dynamics within a specific relationship.

As the DPSIM has integrated the various facets of past definitions of 
power, the ability to measure dyadic power has also undergone develop-
ments in recent years. Farrell, Simpson, and Rothman (2015) constructed the 
Relationship Power Inventory (RPI), which measures an individual’s ability to 
both use and resist power and is specifically designed for use with romantic 
dyads. The RPI was developed from the DPSIM, and taps into the constructs 
of both process power and outcome power, and identifies 10 key domains of 
power for romantic couples, including friends and family, finances, future 
plans, when/how to spend time together, parenting, purchases, relationship 
issues, religion, and vacations. The RPI therefore accounts for the notion that 
both partners in a relationship can have different power bases and to varying 
degrees.

In sum, over a number of decades, scholars from different disciplines 
have proposed multiple theories of power. The study of power in romantic 
relationships has been difficult as power is a general construct and there are 
several different definitions as well as different domains and sources of power. 
However, in more recent theories of power such as the DPSIM (Simpson et al., 
2015), scholars have refined our conceptualization and understanding of the 
construct and have suggested that power is best characterized as a dyadic as 
opposed to individual construct given its interpersonal nature.

Power and Initial Romantic Attraction

Power affects feelings of initial attraction before relationships are even estab-
lished. Within the context of established relationships, power is considered a 
relational characteristic, in which the focus pertains to relative power differ-
ences, or who holds more power in the relationship (Rusbult, 1983). However, 
within first encounters between potential romantic partners, power has usu-
ally been conceptualized and measured as a characteristic that an individual 
possesses (e.g., a person may be perceived as powerful through displays of 
power status cues).

Much of the literature on the role of power in the context of initial roman-
tic attraction has focused on the role of gender differences and norms. This 
research mostly reveals that men hold more power than women in initial 
interactions (e.g., Laner  & Ventrone, 2000), which is not surprising given 
that women seem to prefer men who display cues signaling their power (e.g., 
Buss, 1989). Social norms traditionally cast the male partner as the initiator 
and leader in heterosexual relationships, wherein the typical script for a first 
date depicts the man as taking the lead to ask the woman out, plan their activ-
ities, and pay their joint expenses (Rose & Frieze, 1993). More recent research 
has revealed that this gender difference in norms and expectations regarding 
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these first encounters largely persists (Laner & Ventrone, 2000; Sakaluk et al., 
2014). Thus, men are initially the power holders in the interaction, as they 
mostly influence what to do and when, while women are encouraged to adopt 
a more passive role (Kiefer  & Sanchez, 2007). Other research has taken an  
evolutionary psychology perspective (see Chapter 1 of this volume), suggesting 
that women feel particularly attracted to men who seem to possess high power 
status, indicated by good financial prospects, ambition, industriousness, social 
status, and a somewhat older age (Buss, 1989, 2006; Buss  & Schmitt, 1993;  
Elliot et al., 2010; Wiederman & Allgeier, 1992). Moreover, women typically 
desire taller men as men’s height serves as another cue for perceived power sta-
tus (Bryan, Webster, & Mahaffey, 2011; Korda, 1975; Wilson, 1968), while men 
do not prefer taller women (Lynn  & Shurgot, 1984; Pierce, 1996). However, 
more recent research examining women’s preference for high power status in 
men only found this preference in ideal partners but not in actual potential 
partners (Eastwick & Finkel, 2008).

There may be particular domains of power, however, in which women 
might have a power advantage, and the domain of sexuality is one example 
(see Chapter 8 of this volume). When it comes to sexual interactions, liter-
ature on “sexual economics” casts the female partner as the most influential 
(Baumeister & Vohs, 2004). This literature describes sex as a female resource, 
suggesting that women tend to be more selective in agreeing to sex (e.g., 
because of higher costs such as pregnancy), which should provide them 
with power over the sexual interaction. Also, men may need to “sell” their 
qualities more, such as by demonstrating their power status to acquire sex 
(Baumeister  & Vohs, 2004). Furthermore, men seem to mostly initiate sex, 
while women seem to be the “gatekeepers,” controlling when to engage in sex 
(Peplau, Rubin, & Hill, 1977; Sakaluk et al., 2014). Thus, women typically feel 
attracted to high power mates, and may focus their selection based on this cri-
teria, but at the same time, seem to hold more power when it comes to sexual 
interactions.

Although women may generally feel attracted to powerful men (e.g., Buss, 
1989), male status may also pose a risk to male–female interactions during 
initial romantic attraction. For example, when men experience power over a 
potential dating partner (i.e., holding power over how to complete tasks and 
how to divide monetary rewards in a laboratory experiment), they tend to be 
more sexually motivated, and as a result, overperceive a woman’s sexual inter-
est (Kunstman & Maner, 2011). Potentially, this overperception of the other’s 
sexual interest may result in men behaving in a more sexualized way towards 
women when feeling in power (Kunstman & Maner, 2011). Thus, there might 
be a dark side of women being attracted to powerful men, as men’s overper-
ception of women’s sexual interest might lead to unwanted advances.

While gender norms are changing with more women entering positions 
of power in many, but not all, parts of the world (e.g., Inglehart  & Norris, 
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2003), one may wonder if women still prefer high power status men, irrespec-
tive of their own power position. For example, are perceptions of men’s power 
status driven by relative power differences; that is, do women feel especially 
attracted to potential mates who possess more power (e.g., higher income) 
than they do? Some recent research by Eastwick et al. (2013) has shown that 
power can only inspire romantic desire when the powerholder actually pos-
sesses power, and, crucially, is in fact perceived by the other as possessing this 
power. As perceptions of power may be largely driven by a relative power dif-
ference between partners, this finding suggests that women do indeed prefer 
a “higher” power mate. With women gaining power in much of the world, 
perceptions of a potential partner’s power may decline. Thus, as society shifts 
to one in which there are more egalitarian roles for men and women, power 
status may play less of a role in the initial attraction women feel towards men, 
and additional research is needed to test this possibility. We also do not know 
if and how changing gender norms impact the relative amounts of power pos-
sessed by men and women in romantic relationships; panel research investi-
gating changes in gender norms and power across multiple decades would be 
informative. A related question concerns the consequences of being in rela-
tionships in which women have greater power than their romantic partner. 
Some research suggests that men prefer women to have less power than them 
(Meier & Dionne, 2009), illustrating that the opposite case – women having 
more power than men – may work against women on the mating market. But 
as gender norms change in contemporary society, we might begin to see dif-
ferent patterns.

Who Possesses Power in Relationships? Key  
Individual Difference Factors

Moving beyond initial attraction, in this section, we discuss several individ-
ual difference factors that play a role in shaping power dynamics in roman-
tic relationships. Specifically, we focus on the interplay between gender and 
resources, dependence power, and attachment orientation, all of which influ-
ence which partner has greater power in a relationship.

Gender and Resources

In addition to influencing the power dynamics in the context of initial attrac-
tion, as outlined in the previous section, gender plays a significant role in deter-
mining who has greater power in established relationships. Perhaps no other 
individual factor has been discussed and studied more with regards to power 
in committed relationships than gender. This research has predominantly 
focused on how men and women differ in their experience of power, as well as 
the influence of gender role beliefs on power (e.g., Diekman, Goodfriend, & 
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Goodwin, 2004; Sprecher & Felmlee, 1997; Tichenor, 2005). Partners and cou-
ples who hold traditional conceptions of intimate relationships endorse the 
idea that in heterosexual relationships, the man should have greater authority 
and lead while the woman should take on a passive role, and that in marital rela-
tionships, men are expected to be the breadwinners while women are expected 
to take on domestic responsibilities (Fitzpatrick et al., 2004; McDonald, 1980; 
Peplau  & Campbell, 1989; Tichenor, 2005). Studies have found that men in 
dating relationships report more decision- making power than women, and 
are more likely to be viewed as the partner having more power compared to 
women (Felmlee, 1994; Sprecher, 1994). This result was found despite most 
individuals reporting they desire an egalitarian relationship (Eaton & Rose, 
2011; Falbo & Peplau, 1980; Lamont, 2013; Peplau, 1979).

More recent conceptions of intimate relationships emphasize an egalitar-
ian model in which partners share in authority and influence (see review by 
Impett & Peplau, 2006). Although significant differences still remain, the gen-
der imbalance in education and income has been reduced over the past few 
decades in large parts of the world (DeNavas- Walt, Proctor,  & Smith, 2013; 
Schwartz & Gonalons- Pons, 2016). Women are receiving more education and 
out- earning their spouses at a greater rate than in previous decades, and close 
relationships are becoming more flexible, fair, and egalitarian in nature, in 
part due to men’s increased participation in household work (Fry  & Cohn, 
2010; Kornrich, Brines,  & Leupp, 2013; Sullivan 2006; Sullivan  & Coltrane 
2008). Nevertheless, gender differences still remain (Bianchi et  al., 2012; 
Blau & Kahn, 2006; Horne et  al., 2018; Lothaller, Mikula, & Schoebi, 2009; 
Weichselbaumer & Winter- Ebmer, 2005).

Scholars have often explained the gendered nature of power in terms of 
the relative resources, including both socioeconomic and relational, that part-
ners have in the relationship. Resource theory suggests that power in relation-
ships is profoundly shaped by the relative control of socioeconomic resources, 
which includes features such as income, occupational prestige, and educational 
attainment (Blood & Wolfe, 1960; Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983; Menaghan & 
Parcel, 1990; Scanzoni & Szinovacz, 1980). Partners with these resources typ-
ically have greater influence and control over finances, the division of house-
hold labor, and the decision- making process in relationships, including having 
the “final say” about important matters (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983; Tichenor, 
1999; Vogler, Lyonette, & Wiggins, 2008). As research shows that partners who 
earn more money, are more educated, or have a more prestigious job tend to 
have a power advantage, this is especially true if the partner with the greater 
resources is a man (Bittman et  al. 2003; Impett  & Peplau, 2006). Indeed, 
women who are financially dependent on their partners experience lower rela-
tionship power, although the same is not always true for men (Tichenor, 2005).

Research on marital power has defined the capacity to exert influence 
based on status and economic resources as positional power (Fox & Blanton, 
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1994). Men have more positional power than women as they have histori-
cally experienced more access and opportunities to economic resources given 
the patriarchal norms that exist in most societies (Chen, Fiske, & Lee, 2009; 
Felmlee, 1994; Galliher et  al., 1999). Women have also had access to fewer 
resources that would allow them to gain more power in relationships due to 
factors such as lower wages received relative to men as well as greater house-
hold and familial responsibilities (Chen et al., 2009; DeNavas- Walt, Proctor, & 
Smith, 2013; Felmlee, 1994; Travaglia, Overall, & Sibley, 2009). Research shows 
that women feel more powerful in relationships when they have economic 
independence, while men feel more powerful when they have control over 
their partner and bring home money (Harvey et al., 2002). Studies also suggest 
that a woman’s earnings increase her financial control in the marital relation-
ship (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983; Pahl, 1989; Whyte, 1990).

A large body of work suggests that even when women’s earnings exceed 
those of their husbands, the balance of power seems largely unaltered, with 
men continuing to exercise greater control in decision- making and women 
continuing to carry the burden of domestic labor (Bianchi et al., 2000; Bittman 
et al., 2003; Tichenor, 2005). These findings may be largely influenced by adher-
ence to traditional gender role beliefs in which men are expected to take the 
position of the strong and masculine breadwinner and women are expected 
to take on the role of the kind and caring homemaker (Faulkner, Kolts,  & 
Hicks, 2008; Fischer, 2006; Fitzpatrick et al., 2004). Furthermore, research has 
shown that men in heterosexual relationships prefer to out- earn their partners 
(Pierce, Dahl, & Nielsen, 2013; Zuo, 1997) and can suffer depression when they 
are economically dependent on their wives (Crowley, 1998), partially explain-
ing a link between marriages with female breadwinners and increased spousal 
abuse (Atkinson, Greenstein, & Lang, 2005).

Although the majority of attention given to relative resources and rela-
tionship power has focused on the role of socioeconomic resources shaping 
men’s power, romantic relationships are also more strongly influenced by the 
particular partner who has more control over relational resources (Dragon & 
Duck, 2005; Hanks, 1993; Safilios- Rothschild, 1976). Research suggests women 
are more likely to have “relational power”, which Fox and Blanton (1994) define 
as the influence one has over emotional resources such as support, relational 
information, trust, attention, and love. Women often possess these resources 
because they are stereotyped as being higher in warmth and affection than 
men and because relationships are traditionally considered to be the domain 
of women (Knudson- Martin, 2013; Vogel et  al., 2007). For example, despite 
holding more positional power, research shows that men can often feel pow-
erless, especially in the domain of the family (Blanton & Vandergriff- Avery, 
2001; Walsh, 1989) and husbands feel less effective than their wives in main-
taining family relationships and taking care of children (McGoldrick, 1991). 
Evidence also suggests that women who do not have access to socioeconomic 
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resources may gain power by controlling love and sex in the relationship 
(Dragon & Duck, 2005). For example, Safilios- Rothschild (1976) found that 
woman reported greater decision- making power when they thought their 
husbands were the partner more in love. Thus, women may gain power by 
controlling the reciprocation of a partner’s love and affection, as well as use 
their sexuality as a resource to gain power in the relationship (Ackerman, 
Griskevicius,  & Li, 2011; McIntosh  & Zey, 1989; Safilios- Rothschild, 1977; 
Seabrook et  al., 2016). Studies have revealed that a frequently used strategy 
and source of power for women is withholding sex (Harvey et al., 2002; Senn 
et al., 2009). As we reviewed in the section on initial attraction, this notion is 
also consistent with sexual economics theory, which was developed as a way 
to understand the “mating marketplace” among men and women. According 
to this theory, sex is argued to be a female resource as men have greater desire 
for sex and must therefore offer other resources in order to engage in sex with 
women (Baumeister, Catanese, & Vohs, 2001).

Dependence Power

Another factor that predicts which partner has greater power is a partner’s 
level of involvement in the relationship and their quality of romantic alterna-
tives. The resulting power advantage has been called dependence power as it 
arises from an individual feeling less dependent on the relationship relative 
to their partner (Lawler & Bacharach, 1987). Based on social exchange theory 
(Thibaut  & Kelley, 1959; see Chapter  3 in this volume), power is structured 
according to the rewards and costs of being in a relationship, and one part-
ner may experience fewer relationship rewards than the other. Thus, partners 
who are less invested in the relationship or have better romantic alternatives 
will have more power because they will have less to lose if the relationship 
were to end (Cloven & Roloff, 1993). This is known as the principle of least 
interest (Sprecher, Schmeeckle,  & Felmlee, 2006; Waller  & Hill, 1951), and 
studies of dating relationships have found that the less interested partner per-
ceives greater control over the continuation of their relationship and expe-
riences greater overall power and decision- making (Felmlee, 1994; Peplau, 
1979; Sprecher et al., 2006). Research has shown that men are more likely than 
women to be the less emotionally invested partner, suggesting that men have 
greater power in this respect (Sprecher & Felmlee, 1997; Sprecher et al., 2006).

Whereas dependence power relates to the ability to control rewards when 
individuals are less dependent on the relationship, punitive power arises when 
individuals can increase the costs or negative outcomes of a partner (Lawler & 
Bacharach, 1987). Thus, aggression may also constitute a relevant source of 
power in close relationships as a partner’s greater power may arise from their 
punitive capabilities (Stets  & Henderson, 1991; Straus  & Gelles, 1990; see 
Chapter 10 in this volume). The less powerful partner may inhibit expressing 
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complaints due to fear that doing so will lead to conflict and aggression at 
the hands of their partner (Cloven & Roloff, 1993; Newell & Stutman, 1991). 
Notably, studies show that it is the perceptions individuals have that their part-
ners might take punitive actions that result in this power discrepancy, and not 
necessarily whether the powerful partner actually or intentionally responds 
aggressively (Cloven & Roloff, 1993).

Adult Attachment Style

Individual differences in romantic attachment are also associated with rela-
tionship power. Romantic attachment refers to the characteristic ways individ-
uals relate to their significant others to maintain intimacy and closeness based 
on their internal models of self and others (Bartholomew, 1994; Hazan  & 
Shaver, 1987; Mikulincer  & Shaver, 2016), and is typically conceptualized 
along two continuous dimensions of anxiety and avoidance (Bartholomew & 
Horowitz, 1991). People who score high on attachment anxiety tend to desire 
closeness with romantic partners but have heightened fears of rejection and 
abandonment, while people who score high on attachment avoidance are typ-
ically uncomfortable with closeness in romantic relationships, have a height-
ened desire for self- reliance, and tend to believe that their partners cannot 
be relied upon (Hadden, Smith, Webster, 2014; Shaver & Mikulincer, 2005). 
People who score high on both avoidance and anxiety are characterized by 
feelings of inadequacy as well as distrust of others and have expectations that 
close others will hurt or reject them. People who score high on either or both 
of these dimensions are assumed to have an insecure adult attachment orien-
tation, while low scores on both the anxiety and avoidance dimensions reflect 
attachment security, characterized by feelings of emotional closeness and inti-
macy with one’s partner and the belief that the closeness and intimacy is ade-
quately reciprocated (Lopez & Brennan, 2000; Wei et al., 2007).

Given that attachment is a key factor that shapes individuals’ thoughts, 
emotions, and behaviors in romantic relationships (for a review see Birnbaum 
et al., 2006; also, see Chapter 2 in this volume), it is unsurprising that romantic 
attachment has implications for relationship power. Studies have found inse-
cure attachment styles to be linked with lower perceived power (Overall et al., 
2016) and power imbalances in romantic relationships (Rogers, Bidwell,  & 
Wilson, 2005; Shaver, Segev, & Mikulincer, 2011). Research has also focused on 
the role of power to explain the association between insecure attachment and 
relationship aggression (Fournier, Brassard, & Shaver, 2011; Linder, Crick, & 
Collins, 2002; Wilson, 2010). Oka, Brown, and Miller (2016) found that power 
mediates the link between attachment and aggression, suggesting that when 
they feel insecurely attached (i.e., as indicated by high anxiety and avoidance 
scores), both men and women perceive less power in the relationship than 
their partner and engage in relational aggression to regain a sense of power. 
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Rogers, Bidwell, and Wilson (2005) found that both attachment anxiety and 
avoidance predicted greater physical aggression both when individuals had 
low or high perceptions of relationship power. Specifically, when individuals 
high in both anxiety and avoidance had low perceived relationship power, they 
were more physically aggressive toward their partner compared to avoidant 
individuals. Further, when anxious individuals and avoidant individuals had 
high perceptions of relationship power, they were significantly more aggres-
sive with their partners than secure individuals. These findings are generally 
consistent with research showing that insecure individuals tend to react nega-
tively if they are high in power and feel the need to gain control over the inti-
macy in the relationship to lessen their anxiety, as well as when they are low in 
power and feel that their relationship is threatened (Oka et al., 2016).

In sum, there are a variety of individual difference factors that can act as 
important bases of power for individuals in romantic relationships. In deter-
mining which partner may possess or perceive greater relationship power, it 
is pertinent to consider the ways in which features such as gender, resources, 
dependence, and attachment orientation shape power dynamics in couples.

Power and Relationship Outcomes

We now turn to the implications of having or not having power in romantic 
relationships as well as how imbalances of power between partners predict 
personal and relationship outcomes. Given that the majority of the research 
on power and romantic relationships focuses on heterosexual relationships, 
we conclude by discussing power dynamics in same- sex couples.

Pursuing Power Versus Having Power

Research has yielded mixed findings on the link between power in roman-
tic relationships and well- being, with differential effects found for having 
versus pursuing power (Kifer et al., 2013). Although motivations to strive for 
power have been shown to predict greater subjective well- being in domains of 
achievement such as the workplace (Baumann, Kaschel, & Kuhl, 2005; Boyd & 
Nowell, 2014), some research suggests that the desire or need for power  – 
conceptualized by Winter (1973) as a stable tendency to seek an impact on 
others – has negative implications in affiliative contexts such as in romantic 
relationships. For example, in a study of heterosexual dating couples, Stewart 
and Rubin (1976) found that the need for power among male partners pre-
dicted greater relationship dissatisfaction and less relationship stability, poten-
tially because these men lack the ability to handle conflict or compromise with 
their partners. The need for power among men is also known to be a predictor 
of domestic violence and aggressive sexual behavior (Dutton & Strachan, 1987; 
Mason & Blankenship, 1987; Zurbriggen, 2000). However, Job, Bernecker, and 
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Dweck (2012) showed that people with a high power motive actually reported 
greater relationship satisfaction if they report feeling strong and excited when 
thinking about their partner as opposed to calm and relaxed, suggesting 
implicit power motives can lead to positive outcomes if regularly accompanied 
by the experience of high- arousal affective states.

In contrast to this work on the need for power, other work supports the 
notion that people actually experience high levels of well- being, greater posi-
tive affect, as well as greater responsibility in romantic relationships when they 
experience power (Keltner et al. 2003; Smith & Hofmann, 2016), supported by 
evidence that this is due to enhanced feelings of authenticity (Kifer et al., 2013). 
Indeed, general findings on power show that it leads people to behave more 
consistently with their internal traits and desires (Galinsky et al., 2008; Keltner 
et al., 2003), and can increase feelings of authenticity in social contexts (Kraus, 
Chen,  & Keltner, 2011). Thus, achieving and experiencing power can be an 
important element of authentic self- fulfillment, which then predicts greater 
personal well- being (Kifer et al., 2013).

In sum, this research suggests that having high motivations for power can 
have negative implications for the well- being of close relationships as it may 
impede affiliative motives in romantic relationships and the ability to manage 
conflict successfully. In contrast, actually experiencing or achieving power can 
be associated with increased personal well- being as it can lead to more positive 
affect and less stress, as well as enhanced authenticity. In other words, want-
ing versus having power can have different implications for relationship well- 
being. Another important distinction that to our knowledge has not yet been 
explored is the distinction between having power and expressing or imple-
menting that power. Given that power is often defined as the potential to influ-
ence a partner, we do not know how much of the implications of power are due 
simply to having power versus expressing one’s sources of power, or how this 
distinction may have different implications for oneself and for one’s partner.

The Balance of Power

As power in close relationships is fundamentally dyadic and relational in 
nature (Simpson et al., 2015), the bulk of the literature has focused primar-
ily on the relative levels of power between partners, and how the balance of 
relationship power predicts key relationship outcomes. Factors such as gen-
der and relative levels of economic resources (e.g., income) have been a key 
focus in studying the distribution of relationship power, with many studies 
showing that the endorsement of traditional sex roles is associated with une-
qual power in relationships (Peplau & Campbell, 1989; Tichenor, 2005), and 
that greater financial disparity among partners predicts a greater imbalance of 
power (Blood & Wolfe, 1960; Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983; Greaves et al., 1995). 
Relationship power is also considered to be balanced when partners influence 
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the thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of each other to a similar degree, as well 
as have similar levels of dependency on one another (Peplau & Gordon, 1985) 
and share equal responsibility for maintaining the relationship (e.g., division of 
household labor; Knudson- Martin & Huenergardt, 2010). Relationship imbal-
ances occur when the degree of influence for any of these factors is shifted to 
one of the partners.

A wealth of research has provided evidence that individuals commonly 
perceive power imbalances in their relationships. In one study of heterosexual 
couples, Sprecher and Felmlee (1997) found that the majority of both men and 
women reported imbalances in decision making power and general levels of 
power. In turn, imbalances of power can be detrimental for relationships, and 
various findings speak to why this may be so (Knudson- Martin, 2013; Steil, 
1997). Unequal power may interfere with intimacy as partners may feel less 
safe to express vulnerable emotions, and this applies to both high- power and 
low- power partners (Beavers, 1985). Research has also shown that although 
low- power partners may be more inclined to behave in the best interest of 
the relationship, they may do so at the expense of their own interest. Again 
drawing from literature on “dependence power”, some studies have shown that 
when partners experience low power because of high dependency on the rela-
tionship, they may feel reluctant to speak their minds and confront their (often 
high power) partners when they engage in dissatisfying behavior (Rusbult 
et al., 1991) or when problematic events occur (Samp & Solomon, 2001). They 
are also more likely to appraise their own negative relationship behaviors as 
more severe (Samp & Solomon, 2001), indicating that low power partners may 
be overly concerned with risking the maintenance of their relationship. Thus, 
individuals who are overly dependent on a partner may not feel powerful 
enough to communicate their needs regarding important relationship issues 
(Cloven  & Roloff, 1990, 1993; Samp  & Solomon, 2001; Rusbult et  al., 1991). 
Research taking a gendered power perspective in which power is assigned 
through traditional gender norms also supports this view (Hochschild, 1989). 
Men as higher power partners are less responsive to their intimate partners’ 
feelings and interests while women as lower power partners tend to auto-
matically comply with and accommodate partners irrespective of their own 
needs (Knudson- Martin, 2013; Mahoney & Knudson- Martin, 2009). Women 
who perceive their partners as having more power also report greater levels of 
depression and anxiety as well as decreased sexual desire and greater fatigue 
(Walsh, 1989). Further, perceived inequality in the division of housework is 
associated with decreased psychological well- being, especially for women 
(Lavee & Katz, 2002; Mikula, Riederer, & Bodi, 2012). Given this research, it 
is unsurprising that power disparities represent one of the main reasons why 
couples seek therapy (Parker, 2009).

On a more positive note, the literature shows that equal power among 
couples helps create intimacy and relationship success. Romantic partners 
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who perceive their relationship as egalitarian or equitable report greater trust, 
happiness, commitment, security, and willingness to self- disclose compared 
to those who perceive their relationships to be inequitable (Grauerholz, 1987; 
Guerrero, Anderson,  & Afifi, 2013; Walster, Walster,  & Traupmann, 1978). 
Several studies have consistently found that higher relationship quality is 
linked with equal levels of emotional investment and dependency between 
partners (Attridge, Berscheid, & Simpson, 1995; Drigotas, Rusbult, & Verette, 
1999; Sprecher, Schmeeckle, & Felmlee, 2006; Stanley et al., 2016). Moreover, 
men who think their relationship is more egalitarian in power are more sat-
isfied than men who perceive power inequalities (Rochlen & Mahalik, 2004). 
Research on shared decision making in married couples has also found that 
relationship satisfaction tends to be highest in egalitarian relationships (Gray- 
Little & Burks, 1983) and that partners experience greater relationship adjust-
ment, less conflict, and less aggression when they are similar in their levels 
of commitment than when there are asymmetries in commitment (Stanley 
et al., 2016). Lastly, some studies focusing on the division of household labor 
in relationships have found that higher levels of perceived support result when 
partners contribute equally to household duties (Frisco & Williams, 2003; Van 
Willigen & Drentea, 2001) and that perceived fairness with respect to the divi-
sion of housework is a key predictor of marital satisfaction (Wilkie, Ferree, & 
Ratcliff, 1998; Yodanis, 2010).

It is important to point out that some studies have found that imbalances 
in power do not always predict negative relationship outcomes. For example, 
Felmlee (1994) found lower rates of breakup when men were perceived to 
have more power in the relationship relative to women, and other studies have 
failed to find that equity predicts greater relationship stability (Lujansky  & 
Mikula, 1983; Cate, Lloyd, & Henton, 1985). However, as these earlier studies 
were conducted during times when egalitarian relationships were less socially 
accepted, these findings have often been explained as being due to the distress 
or dissatisfaction experienced when couples break traditional gender norms 
(Felmlee, 1994). Indeed, as egalitarian relationships have become more nor-
mative over time, research has failed to replicate these findings and indeed 
finds lower rates of relationship dissolution among couples with balanced  
levels of power (Schwartz & Gonalons- Pons, 2016).

Research examining economic disparities among couples has been stud-
ied intensively, with a particular focus on the impact of women’s income on 
marital outcomes. For decades, scholars have examined whether greater rel-
ative income among married women is associated with marital dissatisfac-
tion and higher divorce rates (e.g., Parsons, 1949; Sayer et al., 2011), but the 
evidence has been inconclusive. Some studies suggest that women’s gains 
in economic independence predict relationship dissolution (Dechter, 1992; 
Furdyna, Tucker, & James, 2008; Heckert, Nowak, and Snyder, 1998; Ruggles, 
1997; Sayer et  al., 2011; Schoen et  al., 2002; South, 2001; Teachman, 2010), 

c09.indd   205 16-10-2018   15:48:15



James J. Kim, Mariko L. Visserman, and Emily A. Impett206

while others find no support or at best weak support for this link (Brennan 
et  al., 2001; Oppenheimer, 1997; Rogers  & DeBoer, 2001; Sayer  & Bianchi, 
2000). It is likely that the inconsistency in findings is due in part to differ-
ences in the operationalization of economic independence and the use of dif-
ferent research methods. In addition, to understand this link, some scholars 
have focused on the influence of gender- role ideology, pointing out that the 
association between women’s economic independence and divorce rates may 
have more to do with women gaining financial independence to exit unhappy 
marriages than women’s economic independence leading to dissatisfaction 
in relationships (Oppenheimer, 1997; Sayer  & Bianchi, 2000). Recent work 
by Schwartz and Gonalons- Pons (2016) on US couples has provided support 
for this notion, finding that wives’ relative earnings were positively associated 
with the risk of divorce among couples married in the 1960s and 1970s (when 
traditional models of marriage were standard), but not for couples married 
in the 1990s (when society’s norms of marriage became more egalitarian in 
nature).

In sum, relationships appear to be more stable and satisfying when there 
is an equal or equitable balance of power among partners across a number of 
different domains. Important questions for future research on the outcomes 
of the balance of power in relationships concern determining if there are 
“healthy” levels of relational power and if there are absolute levels of power 
that are harmful versus helpful for relationships. For example, a “healthy dose” 
of power may be beneficial for individuals and their partners, especially when 
pursued for approach goals (Keltner et al., 2003) and when people feel authen-
tic about pursuing their goals (Impett et al., 2014; Kifer et al., 2013). However, 
once power reaches particularly high levels, it may resemble narcissism, and 
power holders may feel entitled and less committed to the maintenance of 
their relationships (Campbell & Foster, 2002; Foster, Shrira & Campbell, 2006; 
McNulty & Widman, 2014).

Same-Sex Couples

Although the majority of work on power in close relationships has been limited 
to heterosexual couples, researchers have studied the lives of same- sex couples 
to investigate the degree to which power dynamics may operate in a similar or 
different manner (see review by Peplau & Spalding, 2000). Generally, research 
shows that power imbalances also exist in same- sex relationships, although 
they are less pronounced when compared with heterosexual relationships 
(Caldwell & Peplau, 1984; Falbo & Peplau, 1980; Felmlee, 1994; Kurdek, 2005; 
Peplau & Fingerhut, 2007; Reilly & Lynch, 1990; Sprecher & Felmlee, 1997). As 
partners in same- sex relationships are not constrained by traditional gender 
norms which assign status or responsibilities, equity may be easier to achieve 
(Haas & Stafford, 1998), and same- sex partners have been shown to place more 
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emphasis on the value of equality (Kurdek 1995; Peplau  & Cochran 1980). 
Similar to heterosexual couples, however, not all couples who strive for power 
equality achieve this ideal. Peplau and Cochran (1990) found that only 38% of 
gay men and 59% of lesbians identified their relationship as equal, consistent 
with other studies measuring power among lesbians and gay men (Harry & 
DeVall, 1978; Reilly & Lynch, 1990). In turn, several studies of lesbians and 
gay men have found that satisfaction is higher when partners believe they are 
relatively equal in power and decision making (Horne & Biss 2009; Peplau & 
Spalding, 2000; Schreurs & Buunk, 1996).

Same-sex couples also experience power imbalances due to economic dis-
parities. Findings that partners with greater financial resources have greater 
power also apply to same- sex couples (Caldwell  & Peplau, 1984; Patterson, 
2000; Reilly & Lynch 1990). Studies have also found that gay men who are 
older and wealthier than their partner tend to have more power suggesting 
that income can be a particularly influential factor in determining power posi-
tions among gay male couples (Harry, 1984; Harry & DeVall, 1978). Indeed, an 
early study by Blumstein and Schwartz (1983) found that financial resources 
are significantly related to power for gay men but not for lesbian women.

Lastly, limited work has examined the extent to which dependence power 
operates in a similar manner among same- sex couples (Quam et  al., 2010), 
although Caldwell and Peplau (1984) found in a sample of lesbian couples that 
the partner who was less committed in the relationship held greater power, 
supporting the principle of least interest discussed earlier in this chapter. In 
sum, relationships appear to be more stable and more satisfying when part-
ners’ expectations for the relationship align and when there is an equal or equi-
table balance of power among partners across a number of different domains. 
This is true for heterosexual and same- sex couples alike, however achieving 
these balanced relationships may be more tenable and common among same- 
sex couples compared to heterosexual couples.

Power and Pro- Relationship Behavior

We now turn to research on the link between power and pro- relationship 
behavior, defined as prosocial behavior in which people engage to maintain 
their relationships. With a few exceptions, partners who hold more power 
tend to engage in fewer pro- relationship behaviors such as sacrificing their 
own self- interest for the good of their partner and engaging in compromise 
to resolve important relationship issues. However, a more nuanced view of 
the recent literature in this area suggests that although power can negatively 
impact the relationship when a power holder is self- oriented and weakly 
committed to the relationship, people can also use their power status to bene-
fit their relationship if this is actually their goal, such as if they are high in 
commitment or are communally oriented.

c09.indd   207 16-10-2018   15:48:15



James J. Kim, Mariko L. Visserman, and Emily A. Impett208

General Impact of Power on Pro- Relationship Behavior

Generally, the literature reveals that when individuals are high in power (either 
relative to their partner, or as the result of feeling weakly dependent on the 
relationship), they are less motivated to engage in pro- relationship behaviors 
to benefit their relationship (Chen, Lee- Chai, & Bargh, 2001; Gordon & Chen, 
2013; Righetti et al., 2015; Rusbult et al., 1991). This general finding follows from 
interdependence theory: when people are highly committed to their relation-
ship – as a result of feeling satisfied, having made high investments and experi-
encing low quality of alternatives (Rusbult, 1983) – they feel more dependent on 
the relationship, and as a result, experience lower power (Lawler & Bacharach, 
1987; Lennon, Stewart,  & Ledermann, 2013). In turn, when partners report 
lower power and are more dependent on the relationship, they are more likely 
to engage in pro- relationship behaviors.

Evidence for a link between power and engaging in less pro- relationship 
behavior comes from research on accommodation (Rusbult et al., 1991) and 
sacrifice (Righetti et al., 2015). Rusbult and colleagues conducted three studies 
of romantic couples to examine the role of power in shaping accommodation, 
defined as reacting positively and constructively to a partner’s negative and 
destructive behaviors (Rusbult et  al., 1991). Their results revealed that peo-
ple are more inclined to accommodate their partner when they feel highly 
dependent on the relationship and therefore experience low relationship 
power. In addition to being less accommodating of their partner’s negative 
behavior in conflict situations, people who hold more relative power than their 
partner in relationships – deemed “power holders” – are also less willing to 
make sacrifices for the good of their partner or their relationship. Five studies 
of romantic couples, using questionnaires, daily diary reports, and videotaped 
interactions, showed that when encountering situations of conflicting inter-
ests, power holders were less likely to sacrifice their preferences to benefit their 
partner or relationship and were more likely to pursue their own self- interest 
(Righetti et al., 2015).

One exception to this general pattern of findings showing that high power 
is linked with less pro- relationship behavior is research on forgiveness, defined 
as a decrease in avoidance motivation and decreased desire to seek revenge 
toward a partner who has transgressed against the relationship (McCullough 
et al., 1998). Karremans and Smith (2010) asked people in romantic relation-
ships to recall a past offense by their partner and report on how powerful they 
felt in their relationship (i.e., defined as experiencing control over outcomes 
and resources within the relationship). The results showed that powerful part-
ners tended to be more forgiving of their partner’s transgression than partners 
lower in power, especially when they felt highly committed to the relation-
ship (i.e., when they are strongly motivated to maintain the relationship). 
Although these results do not correspond with the results of the studies on 
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accommodation and sacrifice, it is important to note that their findings gener-
alized to other close relationships (e.g., friendships) using experimental proce-
dures to assess the causal link between power and forgiveness in hypothetical 
scenarios. One possible explanation for why higher power fosters forgiveness 
is that feeling more powerful helps combat rumination about the offense 
(Karremans & Smith, 2010), which is an important predictor of whether peo-
ple are able to forgive an offense (McCullough et al., 1998).

In short, partners who possess greater relative power and feel less depend-
ent on the relationship are less inclined to behave in the best interest of the 
relationship, which could compromise the well- being and longevity of the 
relationship (Van Lange et  al., 1997). However, forgiveness seems to be an 
exception to this general finding, with high power partners being more forgiv-
ing of their partner’s transgressions.

Power and the Moderating Role of Relationship Motivation

Although the research on power and pro- relationship behavior paints a some-
what grim view of how power holders are less invested in maintaining their 
relationships, recent research provides a more nuanced perspective. One rea-
son powerful partners may be less prosocially motivated in general, drawing 
from an interdependence theory framework, is because they tend to be less 
committed to their relationships (Lennon et al., 2013), and commitment is a 
driving force for engaging in pro- relationship behavior (e.g., Rusbult, 1983). 
Different levels of relationship motivations may thus differentially affect rela-
tionship maintenance behaviors. Research has shown that power heightens 
goal pursuit (Guinote, 2007), suggesting that in a romantic relationship that 
involves sufficient commitment by both partners, power should heighten 
pursuit of relationship- maintenance goals. Further, power should amplify 
thoughts and behaviors that promote relationship well- being. As reviewed 
above, research on forgiveness has shown that high power partners can actu-
ally be more forgiving, and interestingly, this finding was stronger for highly 
committed individuals, which may reflect their goal to maintain the relation-
ship (Karremans & Smith, 2010). Thus, when a partner’s goal is to maintain 
the relationship, they can use their power to behave in the best interest of the 
relationship.

Another piece of evidence for the assertion that power can heighten 
relationship motivation comes from communal and exchange perspectives 
on relationships (Clark & Mills, 1979, 2011). When people have a communal 
orientation they are focused on meeting their partner’s needs without expec-
tation for reciprocation, whereas when people have an exchange orientation 
they are concerned about making sure that comparable benefits are given by 
each partner in the relationship (Clark  & Mills, 1979). Research has shown 
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that when people are exchange oriented, high power (i.e., evoked exper-
imentally through verbal and environmental cues) promotes the pursuit of 
self- interested goals. However, this work has shown that power can actually 
promote social- responsibility goals, such as being attentive to another person’s 
interests and social norms in general, among people who are more commu-
nally oriented (Chen et  al., 2001). Similarly, relative power over a romantic 
partner (i.e., being the power holder) reduces the inclination to take a partner’s 
perspective in daily life. However, this is only the case when people are self- 
focused but not other- focused (Gordon & Chen, 2013).

Lastly, drawing on the power- approach theory (Keltner et  al., 2003), 
research from an approach and avoidance motivation framework has shown 
that when experiencing power, people are more likely to adopt an approach 
motivational orientation, in which they are focused on promoting positive 
outcomes (e.g., being more sensitive to social rewards). In contrast, low power 
or a lack of power is typically associated with an avoidance orientation, in 
which people are focused on averting negative outcomes (e.g., being more sen-
sitive to social threat; Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; Keltner et al., 2003; Smith & 
Bargh, 2008). Many studies have now documented the important relationship 
benefits of approach motivation (see review by Gable & Impett, 2012), includ-
ing being more responsive to a romantic partner’s needs (Impett et al., 2010). 
Thus, adding to a more nuanced perspective on power and relationship main-
tenance behaviors, these findings again suggest that people’s motivations may 
play an important role when it comes to choosing how to use their power 
status in their relationship, which can sometimes be in the best interest of the 
relationship.

To conclude, when partners hold more power in their relationship, they are 
less likely to behave in the best interest of the relationship, illustrated by a lower 
willingness to sacrifice their own self- interest or accommodate their partner’s 
negative behavior. However, a more nuanced view suggests that people’s rela-
tionship motivations can affect how they decide to use their power in their rela-
tionship. An important future direction for research on power and prosociality 
is to consider how different motivations impact power holders’ pro- relationship 
behaviors. One example comes from work on approach–avoidance theories 
of motivation, documenting the relationship benefits of approach motives 
(Gable & Impett, 2012). Although partners with more power in general are less 
willing to sacrifice (Righetti et al., 2015) and accommodate their partners’ neg-
ative behavior (Rusbult et al., 1991), when they do decide to act prosocially, this 
could translate into positive outcomes for both their own and a partner’s well- 
being. In this way, this approach motivation could make these pro- relationship 
behaviors “truly” pro- relational in that they would actually benefit the relation-
ship, an important question to examine in future research on power. We now 
turn to other topics ripe for additional research in this domain.

c09.indd   210 16-10-2018   15:48:15



Power in Close Intimate Relationships 211

Future Research on Relationship Power: The 
Importance of the Dyad

Research and theory on power have grown considerably over the past half- 
decade, especially with the DPSIM in which power is seen as a truly rela-
tional construct (Simpson et al., 2015; see Chapter 6 in this volume). As such, 
we think the time is ripe for relationships scholars to take stock of important 
questions that have yet to be answered and look toward the future of research 
on power in romantic relationships. We conclude our chapter by highlighting 
what we see as four key areas of growth in research on power and romantic 
relationships, all stemming from our need for more dyadic research on power 
that investigates influences that partners have on each other. These include (1) 
research on accuracy and bias in the perception of power in romantic rela-
tionships; (2) research to test theoretical predictions based on the DPSIM 
(Simpson et al., 2015); (3) research on if and how power might change over the 
course of relationships and during key relationship and life transitions; and (4) 
research on broader sociocultural factors that shape power and the outcomes 
of holding power in romantic relationships.

A crucial future direction for research on power in romantic relation-
ships concerns understanding the extent to which partners agree about each 
person’s level of power and the power balance in their relationship, as well 
as the personal and relationship consequences of this agreement or disagree-
ment. Because so much of the work on power relies on self- report measures, 
often provided by only one partner, we currently know very little about the 
degree to which partners agree about power dynamics in their relationship. 
Although relationship researchers have yet to examine accuracy of percep-
tions of power in romantic relationships, research on person perception and 
status provides some clues. This research has revealed that in group settings, 
people are motivated to form accurate perceptions of their own status in order 
to be accepted by others in the group (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), and as such, 
are often quite accurate about estimating the degree to which they have influ-
ence over other people (Anderson, Ames,  & Gosling, 2008). This work has 
also revealed that there are distinct costs that arise when people overestimate 
their status in a group setting, as those who do so are liked less by their fellow 
group members (Anderson et al., 2008). Thus, this work shows that in group 
settings where people are dependent on one another for success, people are 
motivated to assess their own status accurately. Romantic partners are argua-
bly even more interdependent than those who work together in group settings, 
as they have coordinated their interests and built a life together (Rusbult & 
Van Lange, 2003). As such, it is likely that people would be motivated to know 
how they are seen in the eyes of their romantic partner, as the costs of overes-
timating one’s level of influence might be higher in dyadic relationships. On 
the other hand, there might also be benefits of underestimating one’s level of 
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power given that doing so might make people more willing to sacrifice their 
own self- interest or accommodate their partner’s negative behaviour to main-
tain harmony in their relationship. Dyadic research in which both partners 
provide ratings of their own and their partner’s power, ideally over a variety of 
domains, would be needed to test this possibility. As it is based on the DPSIM 
model, we see the Relationship Power Inventory (RPI; Farrell et al., 2015) as a 
particularly promising measure to assess power across a variety of domains.

A second future direction centers on the need for more empirical evidence 
for the theoretical assertions outlined in the DPSIM, the most fundamentally 
dyadic theory of power to date (Simpson et al., 2015). The DPSIM clearly spec-
ifies how both partners’ characteristics, as well as the interaction between the 
two, impact both partners’ bases of power, which in turn impact the specific 
influence strategies that both partners are able to use, which finally, impact 
personal outcomes and interpersonal outcomes of both partners. Existing 
dyadic research provides support for some of the pathways specified in the 
model but others are based on theoretical propositions or indirect empirical 
findings. Perhaps the greatest empirical support has been provided for the link 
between the use of specific influence tactics and the ability to change a part-
ner’s behavior. For example, Overall, Fletcher, and Simpson (2006) found that 
while the greater use of direct strategies of influence is perceived by both part-
ners as less effective at getting a partner to change or improve something about 
themselves in the moment, these strategies often lead to greater influence over 
a partner over time. Further, the use of negative influence tactics is typically 
ineffective in inspiring partner change (Overall & Fletcher, 2010). Other work 
has shown that referencing the relationship (e.g., using “we” language) tends 
to be particularly effective in changing a partner’s opinions, whereas using 
coercion or trying to reason with a partner tends to push them away from the 
relationship (Oriña, Wood, & Simpson, 2002; Oriña et al., 2008). Although 
this research provides some support for the link between influence strategies 
and personal outcomes, less work has provided empirical evidence for other 
paths in the DPSIM, such as the link between specific influence strategies and 
relationship outcomes (but see Overall et al., 2006; Overall & Fletcher, 2010), 
and even less work has investigated the antecedents and determinants of the 
use of particular influence strategies in relationships.

A third future direction that we see as particularly exciting is to examine 
how the dynamics of power might change in relationships over time as cou-
ples undergo important relationship and life transitions. Relationship partners 
confront different types of issues, challenges, and opportunities at different 
relationship and life stages. For example, how does the decision to buy a home 
together impact power dynamics, or the birth of a new baby, or partners leaving 
the workforce after a life- long career? According to the Relationship Stage Model 
of Power proposed by Simpson et al. (2015), in fledgling relationships, power 
should be especially salient as partners are getting to know each other, as well as 
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developing norms and rules for making decisions. As relationships become more 
established, power dynamics might be less salient as partners have developed 
norms and perhaps divided up different domains of decision making. However, 
when partners confront new life events together (such as buying their first home, 
welcoming a baby into the family, or even managing shared responsibilities [e.g. 
children] after a relationship has ended) it is likely that power will become more 
salient again as partners need to re- negotiate norms around decision making. 
While provocative, these claims remain untested, and we need dyadic, longitudi-
nal research to examine how power changes over the course of time in relation-
ships as partners confront relationship transitions and new life events.

Finally, it is important to point out that each person is situated in a larger 
sociocultural context that should affect power and the outcomes of holding 
power in romantic relationships. Power is impacted by more than just individ-
ual and dyadic factors, which have been the focus of much of the research on 
romantic relationships. Power is also shaped by societal and cultural factors, 
and relationship power must be considered in the context of all of these fac-
tors. For example, most of the work on power, to our knowledge, has been con-
ducted in Western cultures, so we know little about how power might affect 
relationship outcomes in different cultures, or even among people in Western 
culture from different socioeconomic or ethnic backgrounds. For example, 
in societies which place a greater emphasis on maintaining group harmony 
(Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Singelis, 1994), it is possible that power might shape 
pro- relationship behaviors to a greater degree because these behaviors enable 
partners to maintain the harmony that they so highly value. In addition, socio-
cultural factors are likely to shape the financial, social, and relational resources 
that people have to draw upon, ultimately affecting personal and interpersonal 
outcomes in relationships (see Chapter 7 in this volume).

In conclusion, it is clear that power is a construct of crucial importance as 
it pervades the lives of romantic partners and is fundamental to understanding 
key relationship processes, dynamics, and outcomes. The study of power has 
particular relevance for romantic partners as romantic relationships represent 
one of the closest social bonds that people experience. We hope that research 
on power in romantic relationships continues to grow, now more than ever, 
as scholars improve upon its definition and measurement, and integrate our 
knowledge and theories of power to promote relationships that thrive.
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