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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

People frequently make assumptions about what others think or believe. These 

assumptions are often based on their own personal views, beliefs, and opinions. Not 

surprisingly, their assumptions about others are often incorrect. Part of their mistaken 

beliefs is due to a generalized tendency of perceivers to overestimate the extent that other 

people agree with them, a phenomenon known as “false consensus.” Since Ross, Green, 

and House (1977) first demonstrated it, false consensus has been observed in numerous 

situations including those involving both hypothetical and actual choices. False 

consensus also influences opinions and beliefs. Some of these may involve trivial 

preferences such as the preference for brown over white bread. Others, however, are 

more serious and involve religious and political preferences. Unlike the former, trivial 

errors, errors here are likely to lead to communication and relationship difficulties.  

This tendency to overestimate the extent that others share our views can alter the 

way that we communicate with others. In fact, one of the more influential explanations 

for false consensus (the “motivational processes” explanation) states that people engage 

in false consensus as a way of reducing anxiety about future social interactions (Marks & 

Miller, 1987). If we believe that the person with whom we are about to interact shares our 

views we will be less anxious about social interactions with them. This reduced anxiety 
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has a potential cost, however.  If we think someone agrees with us when they do not, we 

have already increased the likelihood of communication problems and more serious 

disagreement. 

Statement of the Problem 

A significant amount of existing research supports the existence of false 

consensus in a variety of contexts. None of this research, however, directly addresses 

whether or not false consensus occurs in couples in ongoing, romantic relationships. 

There are at least two reasons to expect that it will occur in such couples.  First, previous 

literature on false consensus indicates that it is likely to occur where physical attraction is 

involved such as would be true in couples in an ongoing relationship (Marks, Miller, & 

Maruyama, 1981).  Second, false consensus is more likely to occur when future 

interaction with the target person is expected, which would also be true between those in 

ongoing relationships (Miller & Marks, 1982). Because both of these conditions may be 

found in romantically involved couples one may anticipate that false consensus would 

occur in couples.   

It is important for counselors and psychological clinicians to know if and to what 

extent false consensus occurs in couples because it could provide valuable information 

about how accurately couples view each other.  At its most basic level false consensus is 

a measure of disagreement and lack of understanding. False consensus may thus be 

associated with other forms of communication difficulties that couples experience. For 

example, couples may not discuss certain issues because they mistakenly believe their 

partners agree with them.  If true, this information could be useful to clinicians because 

poor communication or lack of communication is one of the most common reasons that 
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couples cite for seeking therapy (Doss, Simpson, & Christenson, 2004). Demonstrating 

the presence of false consensus in couples could add to the existing literature on 

communication difficulties by providing an additional explanation for communication 

difficulties. Failing to discuss an important issue because of an assumption of agreement 

is much different than failing to discuss the same topic due to the desire to avoid conflict.  

Another reason that it is important to understand false consensus within couples is 

because relationship distress increases when couples’ expectations about their 

relationship do not coincide (Hackle & Ruble, 1992; Juvva & Bhatti, 2006). Couples who 

share a similar view on topics central to their relationship experience fewer 

communication difficulties (Allen & Thompson, 1984; Craddock, 1980). Distorted 

perceptions of one’s partner appear to increase the number of disagreements that are 

experienced by couples (Schulman, 1974). 

Couples that experience false consensus may not realize that their expectations do 

not correspond to their partner’s expectations. For example, if both members of a couple 

assume that their partner agrees with their own views regarding childrearing they may 

never discuss the topic until they have children; it then becomes apparent that they do not 

agree. The failure to discuss this topic would not be because the couple wanted to avoid 

discussing a potentially difficult topic, but rather because the couple believed there was 

no need to discuss it. The failure to discuss the topic would be the result of a false 

assumption of similarity.    

Research Question 1 

This study asked whether false consensus would occur at the same rate in couples 

as it does in non-couples. False consensus rates in non-couples have been consistent 
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across studies. The reliability and significance of these results is best illustrated in a 

meta-analysis of 115 false consensus studies (Mullen et al., 1985). Previously mentioned 

research found that false consensus is likely to occur when people find each other 

attractive and when they expect to interact in the future. With rare exceptions, both 

conditions apply to most couples.  An additional reason to anticipate that couples will 

manifest false consensus may be linked to Marks and Miller’s (1987) “motivational 

processes” explanation of false consensus.  As will be recalled, they proposed that false 

consensus emerges as a means of reducing anxiety associated with anticipated social 

interactions.  Although superficial social anxiety may be less in couples, more 

fundamental anxiety about the durability of their relationship may be potentially high.  

Incorrectly assuming consensus may serve to diminish this anxiety. 

Research Question 2  

Next, this study asked if false consensus occurs less in couples with longer 

relationships than in couples with briefer relationships. This decrease in false consensus 

over time is suggested by the tendency of couples to idealize their partners at the 

beginning of relationships, often known as the “honeymoon effect” (Schulman, 1974). 

These overly positive and even idealistic images of the partner early in the relationship 

decrease the likelihood of accurate perceptions of the other and concurrently increase the 

likelihood of the inaccurate perceptions and beliefs associated with false consensus.  

Additional support for this hypothesis may be found in research showing that 

perceived “value consensus” is as facilitative to the beginning of a relationship as actual 

value consensus. People want to start relationships with others to whom they perceive 

themselves to be similar (Combs, 1996). In some couples the gap between perceived and 
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actual values is small.  In others, however, the gap between perceived and actual 

consensus is large.  Such couples are especially likely to demonstrate false consensus 

early in their relationship (Combs, 1966).  As time progresses, however, couples expect 

to be accurately perceived by their partners (Swan, De La Ronde, & Hixon, 1994); 

misperceptions become a source of friction that must be reduced. With increasing 

accuracy as relationship lengthens, there should be a concomitant decrease in false 

consensus.  

Implications 

Couples that begin their relationship with negative or unhealthy communication 

are more likely to experience negative relationship outcomes (Markman, Rhoades, 

Stanley, Ragan, & Whitton, 2010). It is important to note that negative relationship 

outcome does not always mean the end of the relationship. Negative relationship outcome 

can also mean a sustained but unhappy relationship. These sustained but unhappy 

relationships have been found to be far more likely to be filled with conflict. Long term 

interpersonal conflict can have damaging psychological impact on the members of the 

couple as well as their family (Markman et al., 2010). It is this type of conflict that is 

frequently seen by providers of couples therapy. 

Research on false consensus within romantically involved couples is important 

because it demonstrates and begins to explore a type of disagreement that is unlikely to 

be apparent during clinical interviews or in the self-report measures that are typically 

used to gather information about conflicts and negative communication patterns within 

couples. False consensus is by definition a type of disagreement that an individual is 
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unaware of and therefore unable to report. This is a problem because a disagreement that 

neither the therapist nor the client’s is aware of cannot be addressed in therapy.  

Assessing false consensus within couples should be a straightforward adaptation 

for couples’ therapists.  Any existing relationship measure can be adapted by adding the 

question “Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item” to each 

item. This would provide couples’ therapists with two pieces of information that they did 

not have previously. First it would provide the therapist with knowledge of disagreements 

that the couple may not be aware of themselves (i.e., false consensus). Second, it would 

provide the therapist with a more comprehensive understanding of the communication 

within the couple, because more false consensus would indicate less open communication. 

Once both the therapist and the couple are aware of the specific topics or areas in which 

the couple displays false consensus, the topics can be addressed in therapy. 

Reducing false consensus within couples could increase healthy communication 

within relationships and reduce relationship distress by decreasing inaccurate perceptions 

within relationships that have been found to lead to poor communication and relationship 

distress (Craddock, 1980; Hackle & Ruble, 1992). Providing people with information 

about what false consensus is and how it works has been found to reduce the degree to 

which people overestimate the extent to which others agree with them (Verlhiac, 1999) . 

False consensus can also be decreased by providing people with information about both 

sides of the topic for which false consensus is being displayed (Bauman, 2002). This 

exposure to different viewpoints seems to decrease the presence of false consensus.  

Creating awareness of both the existence of false consensus as well as the 

presence of varying viewpoints could be useful therapeutic techniques. Couples’ 
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therapists could explain the phenomenon of false consensus to their clients as a way of 

promoting more open communication within couples. Therapists could also present 

clients with multiple viewpoints on specific topics for which their clients are displaying 

false consensus in an effort to increase awareness and understanding, thereby decreasing 

false consensus. The more information that is gained about the circumstances in which 

false consensus is more likely to occur in couples, the better this technique could be 

targeted toward couples who are likely to be experiencing greater amounts of false 

consensus.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

False consensus was first defined by Ross, Green, and House (1977) as a person’s 

tendency “to see their own behavioral choices and judgments as relatively common and 

appropriate to existing circumstances while viewing alternative responses as uncommon, 

deviant or inappropriate” (p. 280). Ross et al. (1977) emphasized the breadth of this 

phenomenon by demonstrating that it applied in a wide range of situations involving both 

hypothetical and actual choices. They found that people consistently overestimated the 

extent to which other people agreed with them. Their findings have been replicated in 

multiple studies using a variety of situations and populations (Gilovich, 1990; Marks & 

Miller, 1987; Wetzel & Walton, 1985). 

Although they collected data regarding a wide range of situations, Ross et al.’s 

best known and perhaps most humorous example asked college students if they would be 

willing to walk around campus wearing a sandwich board that read either “Repent” or 

“Eat at Joes.” Students who chose to wear the sign “estimated that their own response 

was shared by a clear majority of their peers” (p. 293). This finding was consistent 

regardless of the message on the sign.  Ross et al. (1977) went on to describe a variety of 

situations in which false consensus was found to occur. They found that false consensus 

occurred when people were asked to estimate how many other people shared their 
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personal traits such as competitiveness and optimism. It was found when people were 

asked to estimate how many others shared their personal preferences for commonplace 

things such as type of bread or movie.  False consensus was identified in estimates of eye 

color or types of mental health problems such as depression or social anxiety. False 

consensus was also observed when people were asked to estimate how many other people 

participated in the same sports activities or religious services. Perhaps not surprisingly, it 

was observed when asked which candidate was best suited for the presidency of the 

United States. It was even observed when people were asked to estimate by what age they 

expected to be married.  

Explanations for False Consensus  

The two most widely cited explanations for false consensus are (a) selective 

exposure to information and (b) motivational processes influencing perception. Two 

additional, less widely cited, explanations for false consensus are (c) logical information 

processing and (d) salience and focus of attention. 

Marks and Miller (1987) offer the following explanation for how the first of these, 

selective exposure to information, influences social perception and recall availability.  

Cognitive availability has frequently been introduced as an explanation of the 

false-consensus effect (e.g., Mullen et al., 1985; Nisbett & Kunda, 1985; Ross et 

al., 1977). . . . the availability in memory of instances of similarity between self 

and others presumably stems from selective exposure to similar others and 

increases estimates of consensus for one's position. (p. 76) 

Because people tend to associate with persons who are similar to them both in 

their communities and at work, they often share similar values and ideas with those in 
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their immediate social environment. This creates a bias in the ease with which they can 

retrieve instances where persons agree with them and leads to a “cognitive availability 

bias.”  The consequence of this is that it is difficult to appreciate “the true diversity of 

opinion in the larger social environment” (Marks & Miller, 1987, p. 74).  

The second explanation, the motivational processes explanation of false 

consensus, is premised on the relation of the self to others.  “Perceived similarity between 

the self and particular targets may bolster perceived social support, validate the 

correctness or appropriateness of a position, maintain self-esteem, maintain or restore 

cognitive balance, or reduce tension associated with anticipated social interaction” 

(Marks & Miller, 1987, p. 75).  False consensus may thus be a way for people to maintain 

self-esteem and reduce social anxiety. Perceived agreement has functional value to the 

self’s immediate sense of worth. The perception of agreement promotes social interaction 

by reducing the tension that may be associated with that interaction. Persons are less 

likely to feel anxious about interacting with others whom they believe share their views; 

they are unlikely to have to defend their views with such persons and can craft more 

effective responses toward them. Selective exposure and motivational process 

explanations of false consensus are not mutually exclusive. In fact, there are many 

research findings that support both selective exposure and motivational processes (e.g., 

Jones, 2004; Sherman, Presson, Chassin, Corty, & Olshavsky, 1983; Wolfson, 2002).  

The third and less frequently cited explanation, the “logical information 

processing” explanation, notes that attributions made for behavior influence estimates of 

false consensus (Marks & Miller, 1987). When a behavior or choice is attributed to 

situational factors rather than dispositional factors false consensus has been found to be 
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more likely. Studies that support this explanation of false consensus often induce 

participants “to locate the cause of their choice in the environment” (Marks & Miller, p. 

79). This inducement to make a situational behavioral attribution for others may explain 

why logical information processing runs contrary to the “fundamental attribution error,” 

which states that people tend to attribute their own behavior to situational causes while 

attributing the behavior of others to internal or dispositional causes. Additionally, there is 

a significant amount of research that demonstrates the presence of false consensus with 

regard to opinions attributed to dispositional or internal factors. Because false consensus 

is also found to be present when choice is attributed to dispositional factors it is clear that 

the attribution of situational causes is not the only mechanism that influences the false 

consensus bias. It is instead more likely that the results of the studies supporting logical 

information processing were influenced by encouraging participants to make situational 

behavioral attributions.  

“Salience and focus of attention” is the fourth explanation for false consensus. It 

is based on the idea that persons focus their attention on their preferred position, which 

makes that position their most cognitively salient position when they are asked to 

estimate the positions of others (Marks & Miller, 1987). Research that supports this 

explanation exposes participants’ to only one position, making the position more salient. 

This explanation is similar to the selective exposure explanation because both state that 

people tend to focus on the information that is most salient to them. The salience and 

focus of attention explanation argues that this information is salient because it is the 

person’s personal opinion. The selective exposure explanation argues that the information 

is salient because we tend to spend time with people who share our views, thereby 
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selectively exposing us to those views and making them more salient. Both of these 

explanations operate on the premise that our own opinions are most salient and readily 

accessible. The slight difference in these explanations lies in why those views are more 

salient.  These explanations do not contradict each other; it is possible that the specifics 

of individual research studies dictate which explanation is applicable. For instance, 

research comparing peer groups is likely to cite the selective exposure explanation while 

research involving the opinions of individuals in tightly controlled settings without 

reference to group membership may cite the salience and focus of attention explanation.  

It is clear that no single theory explains every instance of false consensus. 

Measurement of False Consensus 

False consensus has not always been measured in the same way (De La Haye, 

2000; Krueger & Zeiger, 1993). In earlier studies, false consensus was measured relative 

to choices made by others (Krueger & Zeiger, 1993).  Later considerations raised 

objections to this strategy. Relative estimates “are considered biased when people who 

endorse an attitude item or make a certain behavioral choice provide higher consensus 

estimates than people who do not endorse the item or choose an alternative behavior" 

(Krueger & Zeiger, 1993, p. 671). Krueger and Zeiger (1993) believed that this measure 

was too lenient and suggested that a more accurate picture of false consensus would be 

shown if participant estimates of consensus were compared with the amount of actual 

consensus. They called this the “truly false consensus effect.” Although this method of 

measurement is more stringent than the previous method, it has yielded results consistent 

with relative measurements. 
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Situations That Influence the Likelihood of False Consensus  

Deviant behavior. When an actor commits a deviant behavior he or she may 

justify the behavior by assuming others would have also engaged in the behavior. By 

falsely assuming others would have done the same thing, the actor – if only in his or her 

own mind – is less culpable. Middle school students who smoke, for example, have been 

shown to overestimate the prevalence of other middle school students who also smoke 

(Sherman et al., 1983).  This was not the case for the adults in Sherman et al.’s study 

where smoking was not seen as deviant. In a similar study, Wolfson (2000) showed that 

illegal drug users overestimated the rate of illegal drug use by others. Because smoking is 

seen as a more deviant behavior for middle school students than it is for adults, middle 

school students were believed to be more motivated to see the behavior as more prevalent 

and therefore more justified. Wolfson (2000) also used a motivational process framework 

to explain why participants in her study who used illegal drugs gave significantly higher 

estimates of drug use among their peers than participants who did not use illegal drugs.  

Sherman et al. (1983) also found that the number of friends the adolescent 

participants had who smoked was directly correlated to participants’ estimates of 

smoking prevalence. Participants who had a greater number of friends who smoked 

overestimated the prevalence of smoking among their peers to a greater degree than 

participants with a smaller number of friends who smoked. Similar results were obtained 

by Wolfson (2000) who noted that drug use among participants who used illegal drugs 

was directly correlated with the number of friends each participant had who used drugs.  

A selective exposure interpretation may additionally be applied to these results.  Those 
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who engaged in deviant behavior were more likely to be exposed to others engaged in the 

behavior and, as a consequence, were likely to overestimate its prevalence. 

Negative influences on behavior. As noted previously, persons who engage in 

deviant behavior are likely to believe that others do the same.  It may be that believing 

that others engage in deviant behavior normatively supports their intention to engage in 

this behavior.  Bauman conducted two studies examining this issue (2002). In the first 

study college students were given a questionnaire designed to measure their views on a 

variety of controversial topics. These topics included: abortion, euthanasia, gay marriage, 

legalization of drugs, lower drinking age, animal testing, ban on gun sales, condom 

distribution in high schools, racial quotas, internet pornography, and prayer in schools. 

This questionnaire also measured the degree to which these participants believed that 

their peers agreed with their views. Participants were then given a behavioral-intention 

questionnaire, which was designed to measure the probability that they would engage in 

activities that that were associated with the topics measured on the first questionnaire. 

Results showed that persons who falsely believed that others agreed with their acceptance 

of potentially injurious activities, such as underage drinking and illegal drug use, were 

likely to intend to actually engage in these activities.  This effect was the strongest with 

regard to topics thought to be most relevant to college students: legalization of drugs and 

the lowering of the drinking age.  

Bauman’s second study hypothesized that false consensus could be reduced if the 

participants were exposed to both sides of controversial topics (2002).This intervention 

was specifically designed to counteract the effects of selective exposure.  In this study the 

participants, who were provided with information about both sides of the issues they were 
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being asked to judge, displayed significantly less false consensus than participants who 

were not provided with this information (Bauman, 2002). Although false consensus was 

reduced, it was still present. This lends support to Marks and Miller’s (1987) argument 

that no single explanation can account for the existence of false consensus.  It is possible 

that a more comprehensive approach to the reduction of false consensus (i.e., one that is 

designed to counteract both selective exposure and motivational processing) would result 

in a greater decrease in false consensus.  

Bauman’s second study has important implications for addressing social problems. 

Providing people with information about both sides of controversial issues can help to 

reduce the false consensus that has been found to influence behavioral intentions. For 

example, if the false belief that most people are engaging in illegal drug use makes an 

individual more likely to engage in illegal drug use, it is possible that providing that 

individual with accurate information about the prevalence of illegal drug use in that 

individual’s peer group could make that individual less likely to engage in the behavior in 

question. Similar research by Verlhiac (1999) found that making the participants aware of 

the concept of false consensus and how it works could also reduce false consensus. This 

supports the idea that providing more comprehensive information to people before they 

are asked to render their opinions can reduce the tendency that people have to engage in 

false consensus and, in turn, to base their behavioral intentions on their inaccurate beliefs 

about the behavior of others.   

Threat to self. Persons confronted with a threat may also be more likely to 

manifest false consensus.  Sherman, Presson, and Chassin (1984) found that participants 

who received negative feedback on an experimental task were more likely to engage in 
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false consensus than participants who were not experiencing this threat to self.  It 

appeared that respondents sought to normalize their failed responses by viewing them as 

more common than they really were (Sherman et al., 1984). The motivation to reduce the 

consequences of failure may thus lead to the false perception that others also experience 

these failures.  

Physical attractiveness. False consensus has also been found to be more 

common in situations in which the comparison person is physically attractive. One study 

showed that participants perceived attractive others to be much more similar to 

themselves than unattractive others on a list of personality traits (Marks, Miller, & 

Maruyama, 1981). This finding was found to be true for both men and women, although 

the effect was slightly stronger in women. There was no interaction effect between the 

gender of the subject and the attractiveness of the target.  Participants judged themselves 

to be more similar to attractive targets than to unattractive targets on both positive and 

negative personality traits. The researchers interpreted these results to reflect the 

“subjects’ desire to make culturally desirable people similar to themselves” (Marks et al., 

1981, p. 205). This finding is in keeping with the motivational processes explanation for 

false consensus. It could support the selective exposure explanation as well, given the 

frequency with which the media expose us to attractive people.  We may see the traits of 

attractive people to be more common, and therefore more likely to be possessed by others 

including ourselves, because the media has exposed us to an inordinately large and biased 

sample of attractive people.   

Expectation of future interaction. The prospect of future interaction with a 

target person may motivate the perceiver to engage in false consensus. When Miller and 
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Marks (1982) asked participants to evaluate hypothetical court cases the participants 

judged a confederate’s opinion to be more similar to their own when they believed that 

they were going to have to discuss the case with the confederate than when they did not 

expect to have future interaction. The authors’ interpretation of these findings was that 

the perceiver’s anxiety about future interaction was reduced if they could perceive the 

other person as similar. 

Social distance. Jones (2004) found false consensus within a group to be greater 

than false consensus with out-group members.  In his study people who belonged to three 

distinct social groups (i.e., undergraduate introductory psychology students, economics 

lecturers and researchers, and commercial information technologies analysts) were 

surveyed. Persons in these groups were selected because they were judged to have 

familiarity with their own in-group and had no known antagonism toward the other 

groups. All participants were given a questionnaire on which they were asked to rate their 

abilities and opinions on a variety of constructs. Participants were then asked to estimate 

the overall percentage of other people who shared their abilities and opinions as well as 

the percentage of people in each of the three groups who shared their abilities and 

opinions. His analysis revealed that perceivers manifested greater false consensus when 

compared to in-group members than they did with out-group members, where social 

distance was greatest.  It would appear that selective exposure to the in-group increases 

the tendency for false consensus.  In addition, social identification with the in-group may 

enhance motivational reasons for false consensus.  

Monetary incentives. Contrary to what one might expect, financial incentives for 

accuracy do not reduce the prevalence of false consensus. A clever study by Mullen 
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(1983) showed that even when participants in the televised NBC game “Play the 

Percentages” show were rewarded with thousands of dollars in prizes for accurate 

consensus estimates, they manifested false consensus. Mullen (1983) argued that the 

desire to win a significant amount of money was not enough to override the perceptual 

distortion leading to false consensus. Mullen’s study shows that whether or not there are 

significant incentives for accuracy, persons overestimate others’ agreement with them.  

False Consensus in Couples 

There are no published studies that explicitly measure false consensus in couples. 

There are, however, findings that indicate that false consensus is likely to occur in 

couples. As previously observed, false consensus is more likely to occur in situations in 

which the individual is physically attracted to the target and in situations in which there is 

an expectation of future interaction. Because both of these conditions are likely to be 

present within romantically involved couples it is also likely that they will manifest false 

consensus. In addition, the motivational processes explanation of false consensus and the 

selective exposure explanation of false consensus are applicable to couples. According to 

the motivational process explanation of false consensus assuming similarity within a 

relationship makes communication within that relationship less anxiety provoking. 

Assuming that one’s partner agrees with you can make communication less stressful.  

Because people tend to spend significant time with their partners instances of agreement 

may be more easily recalled than instances of disagreement. This can lead to assumed 

agreement, perhaps even false consensus, regarding topics that have yet to be discussed. 
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The Importance of Accurate Consensus in Couples 

When literature other than that concerning false consensus is examined, the 

importance of accurate perceptions within romantic relationships quickly becomes 

evident. Conflicting expectations about a variety of relationship issues have been shown 

to be related to the levels of distress and dissatisfaction a couple experiences. These 

relationship issues include: family, finances, sex, intimacy, childcare, religion, and 

household responsibilities. Numerous studies indicate that couples experience distress, 

conflict, and dissatisfaction with their relationships when their expectations do not 

coincide with their partner’s expectations (Craddock, 1980; Hackle & Ruble, 1992; Juvva 

& Bhatti, 2006; Markman, et al. 2010). Couples who agree on these topics, by contrast, 

report a high degree of communicative satisfaction within their relationships (Allen & 

Thomson, 1984). One might assume that high levels of distress, conflict, and 

dissatisfaction lead to the dissolution of these relationships; this is, however, not always 

the case (Markman, et al. 2010). While it is true that some relationships end as a result of 

these factors, many individuals remain in unhappy relationships. These ongoing, and yet 

unhappy, relationships often have damaging psychological consequences for both the 

immediate participants and for children and other family members.  

Relationship expectations. A significant amount of research has been dedicated 

to the description and categorization of expectations in romantic relationships. Early 

measures of relationship expectations (e.g., Dunn, 1960) measured relationships 

expectations within married couples using wording and concepts that are outdated today. 

By way of illustration, consider the following examples: “It will be more important for 

my wife to be a good cook and housekeeper than for her to be an attractive and 
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interesting companion” and “It would be undesirable for my wife to be better educated 

than me” (Dunn, 1960, p. 105). The inventory also has separate forms for men and 

women. Separate forms are not typical of more recent inventories.  Contemporary 

relationship expectations fall into two broadly defined categories: expectations of married 

couples and more general expectations of both married and non-married couples. The 

model of marital expectations developed by Juvva and Bhatti (2006) is characteristic of 

the first approach and assumes that each partner within a marriage brings his or her own 

attributes and characteristics into that marriage. These characteristics and attributes 

influence how partners relate to each other. The Relationship Belief Scale (RBS) by 

Fletcher and Kininmonth (1992) was developed using the second approach. In the 

development of the RBS Fletcher and Kininmonth first identified factors believed to be 

important to the success of close romantic relationships (but not necessarily marriages). 

These relationship beliefs were then categorized and developed into a scale that could be 

used for all persons in romantic relationships. Despite the slightly different populations 

(married and non-married) there is substantial overlap in the relationship expectations of 

married and non-married individuals. Previous research indicates that relationship 

expectations develop during adolescence (Shulman, Rosenheim, & Knafo, 1999; Sterret 

& Bollman, 1970).  There is evidence that these expectations are influenced by parental 

relationship expectations.  Furthermore, the relationship between adolescent relationship 

expectations and parental relationship expectations is larger when there is strong maternal 

attachment (Shulman et al., 1999).This evidence of the early development of relationship 

expectations helps to explain the overlap between the relationship expectations of 

married and non-married individuals. If relationship expectations are formed in the years 
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before we enter into romantic relationships, relationship status would not significantly 

influence them.   

 According Juvva and Bhatti’s model, the quality of a marriage depends on five 

different domains or areas of expectation that are brought into the marriage by each 

partner (Juvva & Bhatti, 2006). These five domains are expectations from the partner, 

expectations for marriage, expectations of and from the family of origin, expectations of 

the institution of marriage, and the concept of the ideal partner. The RBS includes 18 

belief categories: communication, love, trust, independence, support, acceptance, sex, 

equity, compromise, relationship validity, commonality, personal security, friendship, 

finance, children, important others, coping, and respect. Four factor-analytically derived 

belief scales (i.e., intimacy, external factors, passion, and individuality) summarize these 

categories. The dimension of intimacy includes relationship beliefs about trust, respect, 

communication, coping, support, acceptance, love, friendship, and compromise. The 

dimension of external factors includes relationship beliefs about personal security, 

important others, finance, children and commonality. The passion dimension includes 

relationship beliefs about sex and vitality. The fourth dimension, individuality, includes 

relationship beliefs about independence and equality. 

The first domain in Juvva and Bhatti’s model, expectations from the partner, 

includes the expectation of sexual intimacy, the expectation of shared social and 

intellectual interests, and the expectation of equality within the marriage. These 

relationship expectations are consistent with the relationship beliefs about sex, equality, 

and friendship on the RBS. Socioeconomic status (SES) has been found to influence 

marital expectations regarding martial equality (Sterrett & Bollman, 1970) with higher 
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SES being directly related to more egalitarian marital expectations.  Younger age is 

similarly related to more egalitarian marital expectations.  

The second and third domains both concern, at a general level, financial and 

social stability.  More specifically, the second domain involves expectations derived from 

the family of origin that relate to social position as well as expectations related to 

financial and emotional security. The third domain, expectations from the partner’s 

family, includes the expectation of either help or independence during the transitions that 

occur during marital life. It also includes the relationship that the couple will have with 

each partner’s family of origin. These two dimensions are very similar to the relationship 

beliefs about personal security, important others, commonality and finance found on the 

external factors dimension of the RBS. Research has shown that couples who share the 

same religious views and family relationship expectations experienced less difficulty 

communicating about these issues (Craddock, 1980). Couples with equivalent views on 

these topics were able to problem solve more efficiently than couples who did not share 

the same views on these topics. Couples who possessed differing views about religion 

and family relationships engaged in more sustained conflict that lasted longer than 

couples with shared views. Conflict was not necessarily more frequent, it just took 

significantly longer to resolve. This suggests that sharing similar views facilitates 

healthier and more efficient communication and conflict resolution. Schulman (1974) 

found mutually distorted perceptions within engaged couples to be related to the number 

of disagreements that the couple experiences. In fact, it was found that the more distorted 

perceptions people hold about their partners the more disagreements they are likely to 

have with their partners. These perceptions occurred on a range of issues including: 
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religion, sexual relations, role relations, economic matters, parents and in-laws, and 

political positions.  These distorted perceptions were hypothesized to result from the 

reciprocal idealization that often occurs within engaged couples.  

The fourth domain, expectations of the institution of marriage, includes the 

expectations of sincerity, fidelity, honesty, and respect from one’s partner. This domain 

also includes the expectation of procreation followed by the care and socialization of 

children. The expectations in this domain are consistent with the relationship beliefs 

about trust, respect, love, and acceptance found on the intimacy dimension of the RBS as 

well as the expectations about children that are found on the external factors dimension of 

the RBS. Hackle and Ruble (1992) found that when expectations about the sharing of 

childcare responsibility and the division of household labor are not met following the 

birth of a child the marriage tends to be viewed more negatively by both partners. These 

data were obtained by surveying 50 couples recruited from prenatal classes. Couples 

were asked about their expectations about the division of household labor and the sharing 

of childcare responsibilities during pregnancy. The couples were then surveyed again 

four months after the baby’s birth. At this point they were asked about the actual division 

of household labor and the sharing of childcare responsibilities in their relationship as 

well as their happiness with the division of these responsibilities. The finding that unmet 

expectations correlate with negative views of the relationship indicates that agreement 

with regard to these dimensions of relationship expectations is important to marital 

satisfaction.  Acceptance of favorable attitudes toward divorce has also been found to 

undermine long-term marital quality (Amato & Rogers, 1999). Couples who do not share 
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the view that marriage is a lifelong commitment have been found to have higher levels of 

disagreement, and earlier dissolution of the relationship. 

The fifth domain, the concept of an ideal partner, is described as the perception 

that an individual creates in his or her mind of what an ideal partner should be. It is 

important that an individual’s concept of their ideal partner be similar, but not necessarily 

identical, to their actual partner. There is no corresponding relationship belief on the RBS 

for this domain, although it can be argued that the 18 belief categories collectively 

represent an individual’s ideal partner. 

According to this model, couples experience distress when their expectations are 

not met or when their partner’s expectations do not coincide with their own expectations.  

This model does not place a greater importance on any particular domain. Instead, the 

model emphasizes the importance of all the domains. It also does not include an 

inventory for measuring these domains.  Although there is some difference in 

categorization of relationship beliefs, the beliefs included in the RBS and the 

expectations included within the model of relationship expectations are consistent. This 

consistency lends support to the importance of these relationship beliefs.  

Additional research found that agreement on topics important to the marital 

relationship and the feeling of being understood were positively correlated with 

communicative satisfaction (Allen & Thompson, 1984). This research also found that the 

husbands’ feelings of being understood were more important to the overall 

communicative satisfaction of the couple than were the wives’ feelings of being 

understood. It was hypothesized that this was due to the power differential in the 

relationship. If the husband has more power in the relationship it is more important that 
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he feel understood because of his greater potential to negatively influence the relationship. 

This, of course, assumes that the husband has more power in the relationship than the 

wife, which was not measured in this study. In earlier research, Craddock (1980) found 

that having a centralized structure of authority in the relationship did not significantly 

increase the ease of communication or the efficiency of problem-solving. Craddock’s 

data were collected from couples recruited from premarital classes and university 

students engaged to be married. The couples’ values and marital power expectations were 

assessed. Then the couples’ communication and problem solving skills were assessed in 

laboratory setting in which they were asked to come to a consensus on several conflict 

situations. Couples in which one member typically carries more authority with regard to 

decision-making did not solve problems in a significantly different way than couples in 

which both members possess equal authority in problem solving.  

Accuracy of Partners’ Perceptions  

As previously stated, there is significant evidence that couples tend to experience 

distress when their expectations do not coincide with the expectations of their partners. It 

has been additionally demonstrated that agreement about relationship expectations 

increases communicative satisfaction. There is also evidence that couples do not always 

perceive each other accurately (Kenny & Acitelli, 2001; Shapiro & Swensen, 1959; 

Wilhelm & Perrez, 2004). When couples do not perceive each other accurately they may 

be unaware when their relationship expectations do not match up with the expectations of 

their partners. This inaccurate perception can lead to problems in the relationship. 

Over 50 years ago, Dymond (1954) conducted a study using the MMPI to assess 

marital satisfaction. In this study Dymond sought support for the hypothesis that happier 
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couples would have more understanding of each other than unhappy couples. In order to 

determine this, 15 couples completed the MMPI twice. The first time they completed it 

for themselves and the second time they were asked to answer as they believed their 

spouses would answer. The hypothesis that happier couples would have more accurate 

predictions of their spouse’s responses was supported. Happy couples were also found to 

be more alike than unhappy couples.   

The most interesting thing that Dymond (1954) found was that, when the couples 

made errors in predicting their partners responses, the unhappy couples were far more 

likely to predict that their partner agreed with them when they actually did not. By 

contrast, the happy couples predicted differences when there was actually similarity. This 

finding shows that there is more assumed similarity (i.e., false consensus) between 

unhappily married couples than there is between happily married couples. Clearly this is 

a false consensus finding, although because false consensus had not yet been defined it 

was not labeled as such.  It is important to note that the distinction between happy and 

unhappy couples was made in a nonobjective manner. Instead of being given a measure 

of marital satisfaction, which did exist at that time, couples were asked to rate their own 

happiness as compared to other couples they knew. Dymond, who described himself as 

knowing the couples well, also rated the happiness of the couples. His ratings were 

consistent with the couples’ own ratings. 

 More recent findings also support this tendency for individuals to assume 

agreement or similarity with their partners. Wilhelm and Perrez (2004) examined how 

accurately spouses could judge their partner’s feelings in everyday situations when they 

are apart.  Partners in this study were asked how they thought their partners were feeling 



FALSE CONSENSUS IN COUPLES 27 

 

throughout the day. They were also asked to record how they themselves were feeling. 

The emotions that were measured were satisfaction, concern, anger, sadness, stress, 

tension, tiredness, and physical well-being. Results showed that individuals often 

believed that their partners were feeling the same way that they were feeling. For 

example, if one member of a couple was feeling sad that individual was more likely to 

believe that his partner was also feeling sad. Although the couples in this study assumed 

that their partners’ feelings were similar to their own they were able to judge each others’ 

feelings with a greater amount of accuracy than could be explained by chance. The 

results varied depending on the spouse’s gender, whether or not the spouse was at work 

or at home, and the specific feelings that were being judged. These variations in accuracy 

followed no specifically recognizable pattern and the researchers offered no explanation 

for them. Results additionally showed that assumed similarity, which is similar to false 

consensus, was higher than would be expected due to chance in all situations except 

when the partners were making judgments about each others’ physical well-being.  

Kenny and Acitelli (2001) likewise surveyed couples in order to establish how 

similar they assumed their partners were to themselves. Five different variables were 

measured in their study including closeness, equity, enjoyment of sex, job satisfaction, 

and feelings of closeness to each other’s family. These particular variables were chosen 

because the researchers wanted to determine their influence on the couple’s relationship 

(Acitelli, 2001). For example, enjoyment of sex was thought to strongly affect 

relationship quality, whereas job satisfaction was not. Results confirmed that the more 

central the topic was to the relationship, the more the participants assumed that their 

partner was similar to them regarding that topic. There was a greater level of assumption 
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in similarity in relation to the enjoyment of sex variable and there was very little 

assumption of similarity about job satisfaction.  

 These studies have come the closest of any studies to date to measuring false 

consensus within couples. Their results are important because they demonstrate that 

partners tend to assume that their partners feel the same way as they do. Yet because they 

did not determine how often the assumed similarity resulted in a false assumption, the 

studies did not measure false consensus. Instead, they only recorded how often couples 

assumed that their partners were similar to themselves.  

Shapiro and Swensen (1959) provide a possible explanation for the inaccuracy in 

which romantic partners view each other. They found that spouses obtain the majority of 

their knowledge about their partners from behavior observations rather than from verbal 

communication with their partner. It was also found that knowledge gained from 

behavior observations, although sometimes accurate, tends to be less accurate than 

knowledge gained from verbal communication. More recent findings support this, 

especially with regard to sexual behavior.  Byers (2011) found that the majority of 

couples do not verbally disclose their sexual preferences and dislikes to their partners. 

The couples believed that they were communicating their preferences and dislikes 

nonverbally; however, on average the participants only correctly understood 62% of their 

partner’s preferences and 26% of their partner’s dislikes.  This finding further supports 

the possibility that the practice of drawing more information from observations of 

partners’ behavior than from verbal communication facilitates the process of false 

consensus.  
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False Consensus and Length of Time in the Relationship 

The way that partners view each other changes as their romantic relationship 

progresses. Research indicates that couples tend to idealize each other at the beginning of 

their relationships (often referred to as the honeymoon effect) (Watson & Humrichouse, 

2006). This idealization is desired by individuals in romantic relationships even if it is not 

accurate (Swan, De La Ronde & Hixen, 1994).  Watson and Humrichouse (2006) found 

that at the beginning of the relationship partner ratings of personality were much more 

favorable than they were two years later on five different dimensions of personality: 

neuroticism, extroversion, openness, agreeableness and conscientiousness. Self-ratings, 

however, did not change over the two year period. This inconsistency between partner- 

ratings and self-ratings could indicate that the early idealization may be inaccurate.  The 

desire to be seen positively by one’s partner regardless of accuracy in the early stages of a 

relationship may further increase the likelihood of inaccurate partner perceptions. Swan 

et al. also found that married couples prefer that their partners view them as they view 

themselves even if that view is negative. This finding indicates that the way persons 

prefer to be viewed by their partner changes as the relationship progresses. At the 

beginning of relationships couples wish to be viewed positively, however, later on 

couples wish to be viewed accurately.  

The initial desire to see one’s partner in a positive light may prevent accurate 

perceptions and set the stage for later conflict. Although, it must be noted that because 

these were not a longitudinal studies it is impossible to say for sure if these findings are 

due to a change that occurred as a result of the progression of the relationship or a 

difference between the two groups that were sampled. The Swan et al. (1994) study also 
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failed to measure the total length of time that the couples were together. Instead the 

couples were categorized as married or not married. It is therefore possible that some of 

the unmarried couples were in longer-term relationships than the married couples. 

 Although it may lead to long-term relationship problems the honeymoon effect is 

likely facilitative at the beginning of relationships. It has been found that actual value 

consensus, as well as perceived value consensus, facilitates the initial formation of 

romantic relationships (Combs, 1966). People enjoy being around others whom they 

perceive share their values. Yet once the relationship has formed, only actual consensus 

has been found to have a positive influence on communication within couples. Perceived 

consensus, which may or may not be accurate, has not been found to improve 

communication or to increase couples satisfaction with their communication. It would 

therefore be useful to differentiate between actual and perceived consensus at the 

beginning of relationships. Interpersonal attraction, which is often strongest at the 

beginning of a relationship, may lead to false consensus.  False consensus, in turn, may 

lead to later communication difficulties. Combs’s (1996) findings are consistent with the 

motivational processes explanation of false consensus reviewed earlier in the chapter. 

Reeder (1996) examined how intimacy, commitment, and passion are defined and 

communicated by couples of different ages. These relationship dimensions were chosen 

based on Sternberg’s three factors of love. In order to determine how couples defined and 

communicated intimacy, commitment, and passion, 79 heterosexual couples were 

recruited using the “snowball” method of sampling. “Snowball” sampling is a method of 

data collection in which participants are encouraged to invite other people they know to 

participate in the study if the acquaintances also fit the criteria of the study (Monette, 
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Sullivan, & DeJong, 2002).  Participants were asked what each of the three factors of 

love meant to them and how each of the three factors was communicated in their 

relationship.  It was found that the way in which couples communicate and define 

intimacy, commitment, and passion remain stable across age groups. The average length 

of the relationship of the couples in the sample was 6.8 years, with the average age of the 

couples in the sample being 30.5 years. Results may have been different if older couples 

had been included. Of note is that intimacy, commitment, and passion remained stable 

after the ‘honeymoon period’ had ended.  

Research on older couples (i.e., 60 years and older) indicates when socioeconomic 

status and mental and physical health are controlled couples have high marital 

satisfaction (Stinnentt, Carter, & Montgomery, 1972). The majority of these couples 

reported that their marital satisfaction had improved over time. They also reported that 

their ability to express their feelings accurately to their partner contributed to their 

increased marital satisfaction. Because high marital satisfaction is correlated with good 

communication skills (Stinnentt, et al. 1972), this high level of marital satisfaction could 

indicate that these older couples possess good communication skills. Good 

communication skills are correlated with shared values and a more accurate 

understanding of one’s partner.  This provides support for the hypothesis that false 

consensus is lower among long-married couples. Because there is significantly less data 

about older couples than younger couples, it is much more difficult to make definitive 

statements about the relationships of older couples (Gottman & Notarius, 2000). 

 In addition to comparing false consensus within couples to false consensus within 

non-couples it would also be useful to demonstrate when false consensus is more likely to 
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occur within couples. Is false consensus more likely to occur early in a relationship or 

later? This information could assist therapists and researchers in designing interventions 

for couples who are likely to be experiencing false consensus. For example, if it is 

discovered that false consensus is more likely to occur in the early stages of relationships 

therapists would know to focus on false consensus in premarital counseling. 

The honeymoon effect influences couples early in their relationships. Because 

individuals tend view their relationships more positively at the beginning, accuracy is 

sacrificed. In fact, couples do not even value being viewed accurately at the beginning of 

romantic relationships. Instead it is far more important to be seen positively. It is also 

important for individuals in the early stages of relationships to view themselves as similar 

to their partner’s (Combs, 1966). This, again, is true regardless of the accuracy of that 

perception. These overly positive perceptions are helpful in the formation of new 

romantic relationships. It is likely that they are helpful because they reduce the anxiety 

associated with starting new relationships. As is described in the motivational processes 

explanation of false consensus, the belief that others see things as we see them reduces 

the social anxiety associated with interacting with new people.   

When perceptions are less accurate there is a high likelihood of false consensus, 

because false consensus is a type of inaccurate perception. High levels of satisfaction in 

couples in the later stages of their relationships indicate good communication and 

accurate perceptions of one’s partner. Good communication and accurate perceptions are 

inconsistent with the presence of false consensus, suggesting the hypothesis that false 

consensus will occur to a greater degree at the beginning of relationships.  
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Altering Unrealistic or Distorted Relationship Expectations 

As shown in many of the previously described studies, unrealistic or distorted 

relationship beliefs may be associated with relationship difficulties.  Raising awareness of 

unrealistic and distorted relationship beliefs is one way to help improve the accuracy of 

these beliefs (Sharp & Ganong, 2000). This can be accomplished through an integrative 

teaching process that shows that people in the early stages of relationships tend to hold 

unrealistic relationship beliefs. This teaching process informs students about how the 

media influence how relationship expectations are developed. It also allows students to 

discuss and reflect on ways they have learned with their fellow students. In Sharp and 

Ganong’s study the students who were exposed to the integrative teaching process 

displayed a significant reduction in their unrealistic relationship beliefs when compared 

to a control group of students that did not receive the intervention. Research suggests that 

the best time to alter unrealistic relationship beliefs is during the very early stages of 

relationships (Jacobson & Addis, 1993; Sharp & Ganong, 2000). It is thought that it is 

easier to alter relationships early in the relationship because the couples’ unrealistic 

expectations have not yet had a chance to undermine marital satisfaction.  

This information could be applied to create a counseling intervention that would 

create awareness of false consensus within couples. The goal of this intervention would 

be to reduce false consensus and create more accurate and consistent relationship beliefs. 

These more consistent beliefs would then promote greater communicative satisfaction 

within the relationship and reduce relationship distress. 
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Research Questions and Hypotheses 

  False consensus is a type of inaccurate person perception.  When it occurs the 

perceiver thinks erroneously that the perceived person agrees with him or her.  This error 

is thus a source of potential disagreement, unexpected conflict, and distress.  Two 

conditions of current interest that are apt to facilitate the appearance of false consensus 

are physical attraction to the perceived person and the expectation of future interactions 

with them.  Both of these conditions are likely to be present, especially in the early 

phases, of romantic relationships.  Furthermore there appear to be motivations or 

pressures early in the formation of a relationship to perceive consensus with one's partner.  

Some of these initial perceptions will be accurate, but others will be inaccurate.  And 

although the perception of consensus may initially serve to propel the couple together, it 

is only accurate perceptions that have been shown to contribute to continuing satisfaction 

with the relationship.   

This study thus asks two questions.  The first of these is whether false consensus 

is more likely to occur in persons who are in a romantic relationship (i.e., among couples) 

than it is among persons who are not in such a relationship (i.e., among non-couples)?  

Some parts of the literature suggest that this general condition may occur.  Yet persons in 

romantic relationships are not less competent social perceivers than are other persons.  

Although John may perceive soul-felt consensus with Mary early in their relationship and 

be blind to any contrary information, he eventually may understand the she disagrees 

with him on many things, may have different values, and may seek different outcomes in 

life.  This prompts the second question.  Does false consensus occur less in couples who 
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have been together longer than it does in couples who are just beginning their 

relationship? 

 Research Question 1: Does false consensus occur at the same rate in couples that 

it occurs in non-couples? 

 Research Question 2: Does false consensus occur less in couples in longer-term 

relationships? 

 Hypothesis 1: Rates of false consensus within couples will be consistent with 

previous research findings on false consensus within non-couples. 

 Hypothesis 2: There will be an inverse relationship between length of time in 

relationship and false consensus.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

METHOD 

Participants 

A total of 342 persons comprised the initial sample.  It was necessary that both 

partners in a couple complete the survey in order for their results to be used.  After 

eliminating 56 surveys that did not match with their partner’s survey, a final sample of 

143 couples (286 persons) was obtained. There were two groups of participants: 

undergraduates and their partners and sorority alumna and their partners.  In the student 

sample at least one of the partners was enrolled in an undergraduate psychology course 

(n = 146; 73 couples) at one of two medium-sized Midwestern state supported 

universities (i.e., Ball State University and the University of Southern Indiana). These 

participants were recruited from psychology research pools; research credit was provided 

for their participation. The remaining 140 participants (70 couples) were recruited from 

websites for sorority alumna of the Zeta Kappa chapter of Gamma Phi Beta. All 

participants were 18 years of age and had to have been in a romantic relationship for at 

least three months.  Data were collected for a period of one academic semester (i.e., 

approximately four months). Based on the demographic information participants 

provided, there were 143 men (50%) and 143 women (50%) in the sample.  All couples 

were in heterosexual relationships. They were between the ages of 18 to 63 years old 
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(M = 21.66, SD = 4.62). The ethnicity of the participants was as follows: 88.1% 

Caucasian, 7.7% African American, 2.1% Hispanic, 1.4% Bi-racial .3% Asian, and .3% 

Arab American. Participants’ educations ranged from 13 years (freshman in college) to 

22 years (M = 14.19, SD = 1.93). Reported household income levels were as follows: 

35% reported $0-$25,000, 15.7% reported $25,000-$50,000, 18.9% reported $50,000-

$75,000, 18.9% reported $75,000-$125,000, and 8.9% reported over $125,000. The 

length of time the participants reported being in their current relationship ranged from 3 

months to 488 months (M = 27.57, SD = 45.307). Most participants were not married at 

the time of the survey (90.2%), while only 9.8% reported that they were married.  

Participants also reported 14 different home states, with Indiana, Kentucky and Ohio 

being the most frequent. 
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Table 1  

Demographic Information 

Variable  

Participants 

(N=286) 

 

Percentage (%) 

(N=100%) 

 

Gender 

  Male 

 

 

143  

 

 

50% 

  Female 143 50% 

Ethnicity 

  Caucasian 

 

252 

 

87.5% 

  African American 22 7.6% 

  Hispanic 6 2.1% 

  Bi-racial 4 1.4% 

  Asian 1 .3% 

  Arab American  1 .3% 

Age 

  18 

  19 

  20 

  21 

  22 

  23 

  24 

  25 

  26 

  27 

  28 

  29 

  30 

  31 

  33 

  35 

  63 

Relationship Status 

  Married 

  Not Married 

 

25 

56 

52 

57 

30 

21 

8 

6 

6 

5 

3 

4 

3 

6 

1 

1 

2 

 

28 

258 

 

8.7% 

19.4% 

18.1% 

19.8% 

10.4% 

7.3% 

2.8% 

2.1% 

2.1% 

1.7% 

1.0% 

1.4% 

1.0% 

2.1% 

.3% 

.3% 

.7% 

 

9.7% 

89.6% 
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Procedure 

Undergraduates from the Ball State University, Department of Counseling 

Psychology research pool were recruited using instructor announcements during class, 

email messages that included the Internet link to the survey, and by posting the link to the 

survey on the department bulletin board. Undergraduates from the University of Southern 

Indiana (and students in the Psychological Sciences research pool at Ball State 

University) were recruited by using instructor announcements during class and by email 

messages that included the link to the survey. 

Additional participants were recruited by posting the survey link on the social 

networking sites “MyFamily.com” and “Facebook.com” that are associated with the Zeta 

Kappa Chapter of the Gamma Phi Beta Sorority. The posting invited sorority alumna and 

their partners to participate in a study on communication in relationships. It also provided 

a brief description of the study to prospective participants and with a link to the survey.  

In order to obtain a more diverse demographic sample of couples (couples of 

different races, ages and varying lengths of time in their relationships) an additional 

method was used to recruit participants.  This involved the “snowball” sampling 

procedure.  As noted earlier, “snowball” sampling is a method of data collection in which 

participants are encouraged to invite other people they know to participate in the study if 

the acquaintances also fit the criteria of the study (Monette, Sullivan, & DeJong, 2002). 

Snowball sampling has been successfully used to obtain participant couples in research 

regarding couples’ gender role preferences and in research regarding couples’ reasons for 

cohabitation (Brown & Miller, 2002; Rhoades, 2008).   
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Once the participant accessed the required link they were taken to an electronic 

informed consent page that provided the participants with information about the possible 

risks and benefits of participating in the study. See Appendix A. It also provided the 

participants with contact information for the primary researcher and her dissertation 

chairperson. In order to complete the survey, participants had to grant informed consent. 

Once consent was given, participants were allowed access to the survey. Participants 

could withdraw from the study at any time. Participants were also asked to complete the 

surveys without discussing their responses with their partners. This instruction has been 

used successfully in previous studies involving couples (Rhoades, 2008).  

The use of “Surveymonkey.com” allowed participants to complete the surveys at 

their convenience. It also allowed for immediate electronic survey data collection.  Data 

were collected individually from each participant. Because the study measured awareness 

of agreement within couples each couple had to be paired together. In order to preserve 

anonymity each couple was asked to create a unique ID so that their survey could be 

paired with their partner’s survey. They were instructed that the ID should not include 

any identifying information about either member of the couple. Participants were also 

instructed that both members of the couple must use the same ID when filling out the 

surveys. In order to facilitate this process it was recommended that after filling out the 

survey each participant send an email message to his or her partner with the unique ID 

and the link to the survey. This instruction was given at both the beginning and end of the 

survey. This system prevented anyone except the individual couple from connecting their 

ID with their response. All survey data were stored securely online. Data were assessable 

solely through the use of a password known only to the primary researcher.  
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Each participant received research credit for completing the survey, although both 

partners had to participate in order for the student to receive credit. The following process 

verified participation while still keeping the participants’ responses anonymous. Once 

participants completed the survey they were automatically directed to a new unconnected 

survey (also using “Surveymonkey.com”). This second survey used a yellow background 

so that it would contrast with the green background of the original survey.  See Appendix 

B. The second survey asked participants to enter their email address if they wished to 

receive credit or if they wished to enter the gift card drawing. Student participants were 

instructed to send an email message to the researcher with the email address they entered 

on the yellow survey page, the email address that their partner entered on the yellow 

survey page, and their class information (instructor and section number). This process 

allowed verification of the participation of both partners by checking the email addresses 

entered on the yellow surveys. It also allowed notification of the proper instructors so that 

research credit could be credited to the students.  Because no verification process was 

used with nonstudent samples, it is impossible to know how many of the remaining 

participants came from the sorority alumna sample or from the “snowball” sample 

method.  

Prior to beginning this study Institutional Review Board approval was obtained 

from Ball State University and from the University of Southern Indiana.  See Appendices 

C and D.  

Measures 

Demographic questionnaire. All participants were asked to complete a brief 

demographic questionnaire. This questionnaire included questions regarding age, race, 
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education, income, length of time in the relationship, and status of relationship (i.e., 

married or unmarried). It also included the participant’s state of residence. See 

Appendix B. 

 False consensus. Two existing relationship belief scales were modified in order 

to assess false consensus.  Each will be discussed separately, followed by a description of 

how false consensus values were calculated using the modified versions. 

Relationship beliefs scale. Participants completed a modified version of the 54-

item Relationship Beliefs Scale (RBS) (Fletcher & Kininmonth, 1992). Because the scale 

was modified (see Appendix C) to measure false consensus, the reliability of the 

modified measure was assessed. The modified measure was found to have good internal 

reliability, as shown by a Cronbach’s alpha of .89.  

  The original RBS includes the following belief categories: communication, love, 

trust, independence, support, acceptance, sex, equity, compromise, relationship validity, 

commonality, personal security, friendship, finance, children, important others, coping, 

and respect. These categories were developed by asking 151 participants (100 psychology 

students and 51 nonstudents) to list “What you believe are the important factors in 

producing a successful relationship” (Fletcher & Kininmonth, 1992, p. 376). Three 

coders then categorized responses into the 18 different categories listed above. In order to 

test the reliability of the coding system a fourth independent coder sorted the items into 

the 18 established categories. Based on Cohen’s kappa, there was good inter-rater 

reliability (κ = .94) (Fletcher & Kininmonth, 1992).  

Fletcher and Kininmonth (1992) determined that the 18 belief categories loaded 

onto four factor analytically derived belief scales: intimacy, external factors, passion, and 
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individuality. The dimension of intimacy includes relationship beliefs about trust, respect, 

communication, coping, support, acceptance, love, friendship, and compromise. The 

dimension of external factors consists of relationship beliefs about personal security, 

important others, finance, children, and commonality. The passion dimension includes 

relationship beliefs about sex and vitality. The fourth dimension, individuality, is 

composed of relationship beliefs about independence and equality. These four 

dimensions, as well as the items included within them, have been consistently judged to 

be important relationship dimensions and have been frequently used in research regarding 

relationship views, beliefs, and expectations (Hackle & Ruble, 1992). 

The RBS developers examined the validity of the four-factor structure based on 

responses from four different groups of participants which included both men and women 

in romantic relationships (Fletcher & Kininmonth, 1992). All factor scales displayed 

good internal reliability (above .70) and test-retest reliability (above .70) with the 

exception of the individuality factor, which obtained reliability values of  .51 and  .64, 

respectively.  

The RBS also displayed good discriminant validity. Discriminant validity was 

established using the Marlow-Crowne (1964) Social Desirability Scale and Hendrick and 

Hendrick’s (1986) Love Attitude Scale (Fletcher & Kininmonth, 1992).  It was found that 

neither social desirability nor relationship satisfaction was significantly related to any of 

the four belief factors, thus demonstrating discriminant validity.  

Attitudes toward divorce scale. Participants were also given a modified version 

of the Attitudes Toward Divorce Scale (ATDS). Because the RBS fails to assess couples’ 

beliefs about divorce, the ATDS was added to the modified RBS. The RBS was created 
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by Amato and Rogers (1999, p. 75) using six items such as “Couples are able to get 

divorced too easily today,” “The personal happiness of an individual is more important 

than putting up with a bad marriage,” and “In marriages where parents fight a lot, 

children are better off if their parents’ divorce or separate.” It is written in the same four-

item Likert format as the RBS (see Appendix D). The reliability coefficient for the ATDS 

was reported as .67.   

Assessment and calculation of false consensus. In order to assess false 

consensus, each question in the original RBS and ATDS was paired with the following 

question: “Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item?” False 

consensus was then determined by comparing the responses within in each couple. For 

example, John (illustrated in Table 2) indicated that he strongly agreed with Item 1a and 

then indicated that he believed that his partner Mary agreed with his view on that item.  

But she indicated that she disagreed with Item 1a (illustrated in Table 3). This 

demonstrates the presence of false consensus regarding that item. In this example false 

consensus exists not just because John and Mary do not agree, but because John believed 

that they agreed when they did not. False consensus occurs anytime one member of a 

couple believes the other member of the couple agrees with him or her but that partner 

really does not agree.  
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Table 2 

Responses From Partner 1A (John) on Questions 1A and 1B 

Item Response 
  

1A. Having children bring couples 

together. 
Strongly 

agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

disagree 

 (1)
a
 (2) (3) (4) 

     

1B. Do you believe that your partner 

agrees with your view on this item? 
Yes No 

  

Note. Bolded items represent the participant’s responses. 

a
 Numbers were not visible to participants. 

Table 3 

Responses From Partner 1B (Mary) on Questions 1A and 1B 

Item Response 
  

1A. Having children bring couples 

together. 

Strongly 

agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

disagree 

 (1)
a
 (2) (3) (4) 

     

1B. Do you believe that your partner 

agrees with your view on this item? 
Yes No 

  

Note. Bolded items represent the participant’s responses. 

a
 Numbers were not visible to participants. 

In the example illustrated in Tables 2 and 3, Mary has also displayed false 

consensus because she indicated that she believed that John agrees with her when he did 

not. Therefore, both members of the couple reflect false consensus in their responses on 

Item 1. This is not always the case, however. It is possible for only one member of a 

couple to display false consensus on an individual item.  
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False consensus exists anytime one partner believes that the other partner agreed 

with him or her when in fact the other partner did not agree. The magnitude of false 

consensus is determined by the degree of the disagreement. For example, on Item 1 the 

level of false consensus illustrated by John is a 3. The level of false consensus (also 

known as the false consensus score) of John is a 3 because he believes that Mary agrees 

with his view on Item 1a and his view is “strongly agree.”  Mary, however, strongly 

disagrees with the item. Her view of strongly disagree is 3 units away from the score 

value for strongly agree. (FCi1a = |1ai-1bi|, where FCi1a = false consensus for respondent 

1a on the ith item, 1ai = respondent’s response on the ith item, and 1bi = partner’s 

response on ith item.) This is the highest degree of false consensus possible for one 

partner on any one item.  

In order to determine the overall level of false consensus for this couple for this 

item John’s false consensus score must be added to Mary’s false consensus score. In this 

case, Mary also has a false consensus score of 3. This is because she indicated that she 

strongly disagrees with Item 1a and she also indicated that she believes that John agrees 

with her view. John, to the contrary, strongly agrees with the item. Because the view of 

strongly disagree and strongly agree are 3 units away from each other, Mary’s false 

consensus score on Item 1 is also a 3. (FCi1b = |1bi-1ai|, where FCi1b = false consensus 

for respondent 1b on the ith item, 1bi = respondent’s response on the ith item, and 1ai = 

partner’s response on ith item.) Because John’s score is 3 and Mary’s score is also 3 the 

overall false consensus score for this couple on this item is 6. (FC1i = FCi1a + FCi1b, 

where FC1i = false consensus score for couple 1, ith item.) 



FALSE CONSENSUS IN COUPLES 47 

 

On Item 2 (illustrated in Tables 4 and 5) John is not displaying false consensus 

but partner Mary is. John is not displaying false consensus because he did not indicate 

that his partner agreed with his position. When this occurs it does not matter whether his 

partner actually agrees or not because he does not think that she agrees. In order for false 

consensus to occur one partner must believe that that other partner agrees with their view. 

Because John did not display false consensus on Item 2 his false consensus score for this 

item is a 0. Mary displayed false consensus on Item 2 because she indicated that her 

partner agrees with her when he really does not. Her false consensus score on this item is 

a 2 because she indicated that she strongly agrees with the item and she indicated that she 

believes that John agrees with her view.  John, however, disagrees with the item. Because 

strongly agree is 2 units away from disagree Mary’s false consensus score on Item 2 is 2. 

The overall false consensus score for this couple on this item is 2. 

On Item 3 (illustrated in Tables 6 and 7) the level of false consensus for John is a 

3. His false consensus score is 3 because he believed that Mary agrees with his view on 

Item 3a and his view is strongly agree. She, however, strongly disagrees with the item. 

The view of strongly disagree is 3 units away from the view of strongly agree. On this 

item Mary does not reflect false consensus because she did not indicate that she believed 

that John agrees with her view, making the overall false consensus score as 3 for Item 3. 
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Table 4 

Responses From Partner 1A (John) on Questions 2A and 2B 

Item Response 
  

2A. Men and women must equally 

share household chores. 

Strongly 

agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

disagree 

 (1)
a
 (2) (3) (4) 

     

2B. Do you believe that your partner 

agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes No 

  

Note. Bolded items represent the participant’s responses. 

a
 Numbers were not visible to participants. 

 

Table 5 

Responses From Partner 1B (Mary) on Questions 2A and 2B 

Item Response 
  

2A. Men and women must equally 

share household chores. 
Strongly 

agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

disagree 

 (1)
a
 (2) (3) (4) 

     

2B. Do you believe that your partner 

agrees with your view on this item? 
Yes No 

  

Note. Bolded items represent the participant’s responses. 

a
 Numbers were not visible to participants. 
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Table 6 

Responses From Partner 1A (John) on Questions 3A and 3B 

Item Response 
  

3A. Without good sex relationships 

do not survive. 
Strongly 

agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

disagree 

 (1)
a
 (2) (3) (4) 

     

3B. Do you believe that your partner 

agrees with your view on this item? 
Yes No 

  

Note. Bolded items represent the participant’s responses. 

a
 Numbers were not visible to participants. 

 

 

Table 7 

Responses From Partner 1B (Mary) on Questions 3A and 3B 

Item Response 
  

3A. Without good sex relationships 

do not survive. 

Strongly 

agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

disagree 

 (1)
a
 (2) (3) (4) 

     

3B. Do you believe that your partner 

agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes No 

  

Note. Bolded items represent the participant’s responses. 

a
 Numbers were not visible to participants. 
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On Item 4 (illustrated on Tables 8 and 9) the degree of false consensus that John 

manifests is a 1. The false consensus score for John is a 1 because he believed that Mary 

agrees with his view on Item 4a and his view is agree, yet Mary disagrees with the item. 

The scale value for disagree is 1 unit away from that of agree. This is the lowest degree 

of false consensus possible on any one item. Mary also has a false consensus score of 1 

because she believed that John agrees with her view on the item and her view is disagree, 

which is 1 unit away from John’s response of agree. Therefore, the overall false 

consensus score for this couple is 2. 

On Item 5 (illustrated in Tables 10 and 11) neither John nor Mary manifest false 

consensus. John does not because he indicated that Mary agrees with his view on Item 5; 

he is correct. Mary did in fact agree with John’s view on this item. Mary did not exhibit 

false consensus for the same reason. (She correctly believed John agrees with her.) The 

overall false consensus score for John and Mary on Item 5 is 0.  

Table 8 

Responses From Partner 1A (John) on Questions 4A and 4B 

Item Response 
  

4A. There must be complete 

honesty between partners. 

Strongly 

agree 
Agree Disagree Strongly 

disagree 

 (1)
a
 (2) (3) (4) 

     

4B. Do you believe that your partner 

agrees with your view on this item? 
Yes No 

  

Note. Bolded items represent the participant’s responses. 

a
 Numbers were not visible to participants. 
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Table 9 

Responses From Partner 1B (Mary) on Questions 4A and 4B 

Item Response 
  

4A. There must be complete 

honesty between partners. 

Strongly 

agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

disagree 

 (1)
a
 (2) (3) (4) 

     

4B. Do you believe that your partner 

agrees with your view on this item? 
Yes No 

  

Note. Bolded items represent the participant’s responses. 

a
 Numbers were not visible to participants. 

Table 10 

Responses From Partner 1A (John) on Questions 5A and 5B 

Item Response 
  

5A. In happy relationships partners 

totally accept each other. 

Strongly 

agree 
Agree Disagree Strongly 

disagree 

 (1)
a
 (2) (3) (4) 

     

5B. Do you believe that your partner 

agrees with your view on this item? 
Yes No 

  

Note. Bolded items represent the participant’s responses. 

a
 Numbers will not be visible to participants. 

Table 12 provides an illustration of how the false consensus scores sum for this  

five-item example. (



FCI  FC
i

j

 ,  where FC1 = false consensus score for couple 1, ith  

through jth items.) In the study there were 60 items in total but false consensus was 

measured in this way for each individual and each couple on each item.  
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Table 11 

Responses From Partner 1B (Mary) on Questions 5A and 5B 

Item Response 
  

5A. In happy relationships partners 

totally accept each other. 

Strongly 

agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

disagree 

 (1)
a
 (2) (3) (4) 

     

5B. Do you believe that your partner 

agrees with your view on this item? 
Yes No 

  

Note. Bolded items represent the participant’s responses. 

a
 Numbers were not visible to participants.  

Table 12 

False Consensus Scores 

Item 

John  

(partner 1A) 

Mary  

(partner 1B) 

Total couples 

score per item 

    
1 3 3 6 
2 0 2 2 
3 3 0 3 
4 1 1 2 
5 0 0 0 
    
    

Total FC Scores 7 6 13 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

RESULTS 

Initial Description of False-Consensus Findings 

The false consensus scores for couples ranged from 2 to 40 (M = 18.08,  

SD = 7.92). The individual false consensus scores ranged from 1 to 25 (M = 9.03,  

SD = 4.36). As noted earlier, when false consensus was not displayed participants 

disagreed but were aware of the disagreement (disagreement with awareness), agreed and 

were aware of it (agreement with awareness), or agreed but were not aware of it 

(agreement with no awareness).False consensus scores are summarized in Table 13. 

Participants believed that their partners agreed with them 90% of the time. Seventy five 

percent of this 90% is accounted for by agreement with awareness; 15% is accounted for 

by false consensus.   

Twenty percent of the time the participants did not agree with their partners. Fifteen of 

this 20% is accounted for by false consensus; 5% is accounted for by disagreement with 

awareness. 

 When there was disagreement the participants were unaware of it 75% of the time. A 

dependent (i.e., paired samples) t-test was calculated in order to determine if there was a 

statistically significant difference in the frequency with which couples knowingly 

disagreed and those times when they disagreed but were unaware of their disagreement 
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(i.e., manifested false consensus.) In other words, when the couples disagreed were they 

aware that they disagreed? The results of the t-test indicated that the amount of false 

consensus (M = 9.03, SE = .258) was significantly greater than the  

amount of disagreement with awareness (M = 2.97, SE = .209, t (286) = 16.97, p < .01,  

r = .70). The effect size for this analysis (d = 2.0) was found to exceed Cohen’s (1988) 

standard for a large effect (d =.80).  

Individual false consensus scores in which items were endorsed or approved 

ranged from 0 to 23 (M = 4.85, SD = 3.38).  Individual false consensus scores in which 

items were not endorsed or rejected ranged from 0 to 16 (M = 4.19, SD = 2.88).  An 

additional t-test was calculated to determine if false consensus occurred significantly 

more when an individual endorsed an item. The results of this t-test indicated that false 

consensus was more common when the individual endorsed the item (M = 4.85,  

SE = .20) than when the individual did not endorse the item (M = 4.19, SE = .17,  

t (286) = 2.47, p < .05, r = .14). The effect size for this analysis (d = .29) is considered to 

be a small effect (Cohen, 1988).  
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Table 13 

Description of Responses Given by Individual Members of Couples  

Response type Min Max M SD % 
      

False consensus       

 

 

1 25 9.03 4.36 15 

Disagreement with 0 32 2.97 3.54 5 

Awareness      

Agreement with no 

Aawareness 

0 18 3.02 3.41 5 

awareness       

Agreement with awareness 11 59 44.57 6.88 75 
      

 

As previously mentioned, the measure (consisting of the RBS and the ATDS) 

contained five different subscales designed to measure different relationship dimensions. 

Of the five different relationship dimensions, the greatest amount of false consensus was 

displayed on the external factor dimension (M = 3.24, SD = 1.96). The amount of false 

consensus shown on the other four relationship dimensions was as follows: intimacy 

dimension (M = 2.90, SD = 2.43), attitude toward divorce dimension (M = 1.14, SD = 

1.01), passion dimension (M = .99, SD = .99), and individuality dimension (M = .77,  

SD = .82). These results are shown in Table 14.  

Table 14 

False Consensus in Individual Members of Couples by Relationship Dimension   

Response type Min Max M SD 
     

External factor      

 

 

0 10 3.24 1.96 

Intimacy  

aw awa 

wiwith 

0 13 2.90 2.43 

Attitude toward divorce 0 4 1.14 1.01 

Passion 0 4 0.99 0.99 

Individuality  0 4 0.77 0.82 
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Hypothesis 1 

It was hypothesized that false consensus would be present in couples to a degree 

that is consistent with previous research on non-couples. This hypothesis was tested by 

comparing the false consensus effect demonstrated in the literature between non-couples 

with the false consensus effect demonstrated in this study. The truly false consensus 

method was used. In this method the false consensus effect is calculated by correlating 

item endorsements with the difference between estimated and actual consensus (Krueger 

& Zeiger, 1993). Estimated consensus is how often the participants believed that their 

partners agreed with them. Actual consensus is how much their partners actually agreed 

with them. Mullen et al. (1985) conducted a meta-analysis of 115 studies of false 

consensus in non-couples. This meta-analysis indicated that the average effect size 

corresponded to a correlation of r = .31. This effect is described as “highly reliable and of 

moderate magnitude” (Krueger & Zeiger, 1993, p. 75). The data from the current study 

showed a nonsignificant correlation of r = .08. The correlation from this study was 

compared to the correlation from previous research on non-couples using the Fisher r to z 

transformation (Preacher, 2002).  The results showed that the correlations of r = .31 is 

significantly greater than the correlation of r = .08 (p = .01). The findings of this study 

are clearly not consistent with previous findings; therefore the hypothesis is not supported. 

Instead, these findings appear to indicate that false consensus occurs less frequently 

within couples than within non-couples. 

Previous research on false consensus in non-couples has also demonstrated a 

consistently significant correlation between consensus estimates and item endorsements 

of r = .34. This means that individuals are significantly more likely to believe that others 
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will agree with their viewpoint if they endorse an item than if they do not endorse the 

item. In this case, the data from the current study are highly consistent with previous 

findings, with the current study demonstrating a correlation of r = .35. The correlation 

from the previous study was compared to the correlation from this study using the Fisher 

r to z transformation.  The results showed that the correlation of r = .34 was not 

significantly different from the correlation of r = .35 (p = .46). This finding indicates that 

couples estimated consensus on endorsed items to the same degree as non-couples. 

Prior research is also consistent in its reporting of no significant correlation 

between estimated and actual consensus with an average nonsignificant negative 

correlation of r = -.07. The current study shows a significant positive correlation of 

r = .48. The correlation from the previous study was compared to the correlation from 

this study using the Fisher r to z transformation.  The results showed that the correlation 

of r = -.07 was significantly smaller than the correlation of r = .48 (p = .00). These 

results, paired with the previous two findings, indicate that couples estimated the same 

amount of consensus as non-couples but they were more accurate in their estimates than 

non-couples. Again, these findings do not support the first hypothesis. 

Hypothesis 2 

An analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted in order to test the second 

hypothesis.  This hypothesis stated that there would be an inverse relationship between 

false consensus and length of time in the relationship. Total N was 286. Individual false 

consensus score was the dependent variable, length of time in the relationship (measured 

in months) was the covariate and gender was the fixed factor. Equality of variance, as 

tested by Levene’s test, showed a nonsignificant probability value of .89. This supports 
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the assumption of homogeneity of variance. A Q-Q plot indicated that the data were 

normally distributed. The results of the ANCOVA are illustrated below in Table 15. No 

significant relationship between false consensus and length of time in the relationship 

was found. This finding does not support the second hypothesis. 

 

Table 15 

Analysis of Covariance for Individual False Consensus Scores 

Source 

Type III sum  

of squares Df F Sig. 
     

Corrected model 8.19
a
 2 .11 .89 

Intercept 28,869.90 1  733.13 .00 

Length of time in relationship 1.721 1 .04 .83 

Gender 7.168 1 .18 .67    

Error 11,144.26 283   

Total 51,075.00    

Corrected total 11,153.17    
     

a
 R

2
 = .001 (Adjusted R

2
 = .006). 

To determine if there was a relationship between any of the subscales of false 

consensus (relationship dimensions) and the independent variable (false consensus), a 

multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was conducted. The total N was 286. 

The false individual false consensus scores on each of the five subscales (passion, 

individuality, external factors, attitude toward divorce, and intimacy) were the dependent 

variables. Gender was the fixed factor and length of time in the relationship was the 

covariate. Results of evaluation of assumptions of normality (Q-Q plots of each 

dependent variable) and homogeneity of variance-covariance matrices (Box’s Test of 
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Equality of Covariance Matrices, p = .97) were satisfactory.  Results of this analysis are 

illustrated in Table 16 and Table 17. 

 

Table 16 

Multivariate Analysis of Covariance  

Effect Value F 

Hypothesis 

df 

Error 

df Sig 

Partial 

Eta
2
 

       

Intercept Pillai’s trace .741 159.387
a
 5.000 279.0 .000 .741 

Length of time Pillai’s 

trace in relationship 

.021 1.193
a
 5.000 279.0 .313 .021 

Gender Pillai’s trace .004 .200
a
 5.000 279.0  .962 .004 

       

 
a
 Exact statistic. design: Intercept + length of time in Relationship + Gender. 

No significant relationship between any of the variables was found. This finding 

indicates that these data do not support a relationship between any of the subscales of 

false consensus and length of time in relationship or gender. Further analysis was not 

appropriate due to the nonsignificant results. 
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Table 17 

MANCOVA Results (Tests of Between-Subjects Effects) 

Source 

Type III 

sum of 

squares df 

Mean 

square F Sig. 

Partial 

Eta
2
 

       

Corrected Model       

Passion FCS 6.593
a
  2 3.297 1.937 .146 .014 

Individ. FCS .225
b
  2 .112 .081 .922 .001 

Ext. Fac. FCS 10.989
c
  2 5.495 .740 .478 .005 

Att.T.D. FCS 1.277
d
  2 .639 .265 .768 .002 

Intimacy FCS 6.324
e
  2 3.162 .272 .762 .002 

       

Intercept       

Passion FCS 275.164 1 275.164 161.63 .741 .364 

Individ. FCS 205.238 1 205.238 148.25 .000 .344 

Ext. Fac. FCS 3,570.410 1 3,570.410 480.76 .000 .629 

Att.T.D. FCS 5,52.313 1 552.313 228.83 .000 .447 

Intimacy FCS 3,107.613 1 3,107.613 267.08 .000 .486 

       

Length of time in 

relationship 

      

Passion FCS 6.592  1 6.592 3.872 .050 .013 

Individ. FCS .000 1 .000 .000 .986 .000 

Ext. Fac. FCS 8.815  1 8.815 1.187 .277 .004 

Att.T.D. FCS .405  1 .405 .168 .682 .001 

Intimacy FCS 5.441  1 5.441 .468 .495 .002 

       

Gender       

Passion FCS .000 1 .000  .000 .9888 .000 

Individ. FCS .224 1 .224  .162  .687 .001 

Ext. Fac. FCS 2.212 1  2.212  .298  .586 .001 

Att.T.D. FCS .877 1 .877  .363  .547 .001 

Intimacy FCS .901 1 .901  .077  .781 .000   

       

Error       

Passion FCS 481.760  283 1.702    

Individ. FCS 391.761  283 1.384    

Ext. Fac. FCS 2,101.727  283 7.427    

Att.T.D. FCS 683.076  283 2.414    
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Source 

Type III 

sum of 

squares df 

Mean 

square F Sig. 

Partial 

Eta
2
 

       

Intimacy FCS 3,292.781  283 11.635    

 

 

Total 

      

Passion FCS 929.000  286     

Individ. FCS 674.000  286     

Ext. Fac. FCS 6,761.000  286     

Att.T.D. FCS 1,421.000  286     

Intimacy FCS 7,748.000  286     

       

Corrected Total         

Passion FCS 448.353  285     

Individ. FCS 391.986  285     

Ext. Fac. FCS 2,112.717  285     

Att.T.D. FCS 684.353  285     

Intimacy FCS 3,299.105  285     
       

a 
R Squared = .014 (Adjusted R Squared = .007)

 

b 
R Squared = .001 (Adjusted R Squared = .006)

 

c 
R Squared = .005 (Adjusted R Squared =.002)

 

d 
R Squared = .002 (Adjusted R Squared = .005)

 

e 
R Squared = .002 (Adjusted R Squared = .005)
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CHAPTER 5 

 

DISCUSSION 

False consensus occurred in every individual (and therefore in every couple) in 

this sample. False consensus was the most common type of disagreement between 

couples (i.e., when couples disagreed, they were three times more likely to demonstrate 

false consensus than disagreement with awareness) . The majority of the time that 

couples disagree they are not aware of that disagreement. Previous research supports the 

importance of agreement on topics central to the romantic relationship (i.e., intimacy, 

family, finances, children, equality, and divorce). The topics used in this study were 

chosen for this reason. Couples who disagree on these topics have been found to have 

high levels of conflict and low levels of relationship satisfaction (Craddock, 1980; Hackle 

& Ruble, 1992; Juvva & Bhatti, 2006; Markman, et al. 2010). Sometimes this leads to the 

termination of the romantic relationship and other times it leads to a sustained but 

unhappy relationship. Because these topics are so central to the relationship the chance 

that each individual’s view on the topics will be made evident at some point during the 

relationship is high. It is, for example, unlikely that a couple will remain together long 

without their views on whether or not they would like to have children or how they 

believe their finances should be handled becoming evident. Many differing views can 

find common ground through compromise and open communication; however, some 
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cannot. False consensus was also more likely to occur when the individual endorsed the 

item in question. This finding is consistent with previous research by Krueger and Zeiger, 

(1993).  
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Although this study demonstrated the presence of false consensus within couples, 

it also showed that false consensus in couples occurs far less than false consensus in non-

couples. It appears that individuals are more accurate at estimating the viewpoints of their 

partners than they are at estimating the viewpoints of others with whom they are less 

close.   

It is also possible that the design of this study reduced the presence of false 

consensus in ways unrelated to the romantically involvement of the participants. For 

example, this study included 60 items. Previous research has indicated that false 

consensus effect becomes weaker when there are a greater number of items (Marks & 

Miller, 1987). This study also asked participants to make their consensus estimates after 

they provided their own viewpoint on the items. The false consensus effect has been 

found to be stronger when individuals are asked to make their consensus estimates prior 

to providing their own ratings.  

The second hypothesis, that false consensus will decrease with length of 

relationship, was also not supported. There are several possible explanations for this 

finding. It is, of course, possible that the diversity in the length of time in relationship 

variable was not great enough to yield significant results. An attempt was made to 

address this possibility with the use of snowball sampling. It is, however, still possible 

that a larger and more diverse sample would produce different results. 

 It is also possible that there is an optimum or necessary level of false consensus 

within romantic relationships. Boyes and Fletcher (2007) suggest that viewing partners in 

a biased fashion is a necessary and normative part of romantic relationships. Their 

research points out a paradox that has been observed in the study of romantic 
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relationships. Couples want open and honest relationships but they also want to be 

viewed positively by their partners. Sometimes these two goals are in conflict with one 

another. This suggestion that bias with regard to the way people view their romantic 

partners is necessary and normal is consistent with the findings of this study. It is also 

consistent with the lack of support that was found for the second hypothesis.  Boyes and 

Fletcher (2007) also assert that couples are aware of this biased lens through which they 

view their partners. This assertion, however, is not consistent with the findings of this 

study. This study found that when partners disagreed they were unaware of that 

disagreement 75% of the time. Despite the fact that false consensus was shown to occur 

less in couples than in non-couples, this finding could still be useful to clinicians.  It is 

also, consistent with a large amount of previous research on false consensus (Ross et al., 

1977; Marks & Miller, 1982; Marks & Miller, 1987; Marks et al., 1981).  

Additional analyses failed to discover a difference in the amount of false 

consensus present on five relationship dimensions (intimacy, passion, external factors, 

individuality and attitudes toward divorce). There was also no relationship found between 

the length of time in the relationship and the amount of false consensus on any of the five 

relationship dimensions. This could indicate that, as previous research suggests, false 

consensus is a widespread phenomenon that occurs with regard to a variety of topics.  

Just as Ross et al. (1977) demonstrated that false consensus was present with regard to 

brown versus white bread preference as well as religious and political views, this study 

has demonstrated that false consensus was present with regard to attitudes about divorce 

as well as views about the importance of sex within a romantic relationship.         
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 Clinical Implications 

While it is possible that some level of bias or inaccuracy in perception is 

normative and even necessary to a sustained romantic relationship, a large body of 

research supports the importance of romantic partners holding similar views on topics 

central to the relationship (Craddock 1980; Hackle & Ruble, 1992; Markman et al., 2010). 

It could be that bias with regard to certain topics is facilitative to the relationship, while 

bias with regard to other topics is harmful. For example, a biased view of how sexy one’s 

partner is could be facilitative to the relationship, whereas a biased view about a partner’s 

religious beliefs could lead to conflict. The job of a couple’s therapist is to address issues 

that are causing conflict within the couple. Premarital therapy specifically addresses 

topics that are currently causing conflict as well as those that may cause conflict in the 

future. In order for these topics to be addressed the therapist must first be aware of them. 

If the couples themselves are not aware of them it is unlikely, if not impossible, that the 

therapist will be aware of them. This is why the finding that couples are unaware of their 

disagreements with their partners the majority of the time is so important. It implies that 

clinicians could be taking a more proactive approach to couples therapy by assessing a 

couple’s actual disagreements instead of just the disagreements that the couple self-

reports. This could be done by a simple adaptation of any relationship questionnaire.  

The first step in couples’ therapy is most often to identify the couple’s sources of 

conflict as well as the negative communication patterns that are making it difficult for the 

couple to resolve their conflict (Williams, 2007). This information is frequently collected 

in two ways: self-report and therapist observation. Self-report can occur by clinical 

interview or by using a written relationship measure or survey. Many relationship 
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measures used by couples’ therapists are not empirically tested or published and it is not 

uncommon for therapists to create their own measures which often evolve with time and 

therapist experience (Williams, 2007). 

Because no standard measure exists, it is important that the adaptation be 

applicable to any existing measure. As was done in this study each question could be 

paired with the question “Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this 

item?” This adaptation has the advantage of being simple and inexpensive. It could 

provide the therapist with far more information than the questionnaire provided before 

adaptation. The therapist would then be more aware of all of the disagreement within the 

couple (at least all of the disagreement with regard to the topics included in the measure) 

instead of merely the disagreement that the couple is aware of and therefore able to report. 

The amount of false consensus that a couple presents could help the therapist to assess 

that couple’s specific communication pattern. For example, a couple’s failure to discuss 

an issue on which they consciously disagree is evidence of an avoidant communication 

style. By contrast, failure to discuss a topic on which they are not aware of disagreement 

is not evidence of avoidance. It could instead be evidence of a lack of communication 

with regard to that topic. This type of disagreement can only be addressed once the 

therapist and the couple become aware of it.  

Limitations 

The generalizability of these findings is limited by the lack of diversity of the 

sample. A large percent of this sample consisted of undergraduate psychology students. 

Additionally, the sample was predominantly Caucasian and resided in the Midwest. 

While an attempt was made to diversify the sample through the use of snowball sampling 
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the resulting sample lacked desired amounts of demographic diversity. Therefore, the 

generalizability of the study is limited to the population that was sampled. 

Research Implications  

Because there is some indication that level of intimacy influences false consensus, 

future studies comparing false consensus in close friends and family members are needed. 

This would allow researchers to compare levels of false consensus between people with 

varying levels of intimacy. Future research could also explore the difference in false 

consensus between couples with high relationship satisfaction and couples with low 

relationship satisfaction. This could be done in one of two ways; by comparing the false 

consensus scores of couples in counseling to a non-clinical sample of couples or by using 

a measure of relationship satisfaction.  
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APPENDIX A 

 

INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD NARRATIVE FOR EXEMPT PROTOCOL  

 

FOR RELATIONSHIP EXPECTATIONS WITHIN COUPLES 

Mandy Cleveland, M.A.  (Doctoral Candidate in the Counseling Psychology Department) 

Section 1: Title, Purpose of the Study, and Rationale 

 

1.1 Title 

Relationship Expectations within Couples: Does the False Consensus Effect Apply 

1.2 Purpose of the study 

The purpose of this study is to determine if false consensus will occur within 

couples. False consensus is a phenomenon in which people tend to overestimate the 

extent that other people agree with them. A significant amount of existing research 

supports the existence of false consensus. None of that research, however, has addressed 

whether or not false consensus occurs in couples with ongoing, close relationships. 

Previous literature on false consensus indicates that it is likely to occur in situations 

where physical attraction is involved (Marks, Miller, & Maruyama, 1981). People are 

more likely to overestimate how much persons whom they find attractive agree with them. 

It has also been found that false consensus is more likely to occur when future interaction 

with the target person is expected to occur (Miller & Marks, 1982). People are more 

likely to overestimate the extent to which someone agrees with them when they expect to 
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have future interactions with that person. Because both of these conditions are likely to 

exist in couples it is likely that false consensus may occur in couples. 

1.3 Rationale 

It is important for clinicians to know if and to what extent false consensus occurs 

in couples because it could provide information about how accurately couples perceive 

each other.  At its most basic level, false consensus is a measure of disagreement or lack 

of understanding. False consensus may thus be associated with other forms of 

communication difficulties that persons experience. Persons may not discuss certain 

issues because they believe their partners agree with them.  If true, this information could 

be useful to clinicians because poor communication or lack of communication is one of 

the most common reasons that couples cite for seeking therapy (Doss, Simpson, & 

Christenson, 2004). Demonstrating the presence of false consensus in couples could add 

to the existing literature on communication difficulties by providing an alternative reason 

for communication difficulties. Failing to discuss an important issue because of an 

assumption of agreement is much different from failing to discuss the same topic due to 

the desire to avoid conflict.  

Another reason that it is important to understand false consensus within couples is 

because relationship distress increases when couples’ expectations about their 

relationship do not coincide (Hackle & Ruble, 1992; Juvva & Bhatti, 2006). Couples who 

share similar views on topics central to their relationship experience fewer 

communication difficulties (Allen & Thompson, 1984; Craddock, 1980). Distorted 
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perceptions of one’s partner have been found to be correlated to the number of 

disagreements that are experienced by couples (Schulman, 1974). 

Individuals that experience false consensus may not realize that their expectations 

do not correspond to their partner’s expectations. For example, both members of a couple 

may assume that their partner agrees with their views regarding how their children should 

be raised.  Because of this they may never discuss the topic until children arrive at which 

time they may learn that they have different views. The differences in their views may be 

a source of conflict. The failure to discuss this topic would thus not be because the couple 

wanted to avoid discussing a potentially difficult topic, but rather because there was no 

perceived need to discuss it. The failure to discuss the topic would be the result of a false 

assumption of similarity.    

The presence of false consensus in couples has not been demonstrated or explored. 

Doing so could provide very useful information to both clinicians and researchers. One 

possible explanation for why these two areas of research have not been previously 

integrated is that false consensus has been largely studied by social psychologists while 

communication within couples has been typically studied by counseling psychologists, 

clinical psychologists and marital and family therapists. This study seeks to combines 

these two approaches by asking whether or not false consensus occurs in couples. 

Section 2: Description of Subject Population 

2.1 Number of subjects 

 There will be approximately 75–100 couples involved in this study. 

2.2 Describe the subject population 
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 The participant population will include undergraduate students from the 

Counseling Psychology research pool and the Psychological Sciences research pool at 

Ball State University and their partners. Undergraduate students in psychology classes at 

the University of Southern Indiana (located in Evansville Indiana) and their partners will 

also be included. These classes include freshman, sophomores, juniors, and seniors who 

are from a variety of majors. The subject population will also include couples that will be 

reached through the use of the social networking sites MyFamily.com and Facebook.com.  

2.3 Describe any specified inclusion/exclusion criteria  

 In order to be included in the study individuals must be 18 years of age or older 

and in a romantic relationship that has been ongoing for at least three months. Individuals 

of all races and ethnicities will be invited to participate.  

Section 3: Subject Recruitment 

3.1 Describe the method of subject recruitment 

 Undergraduate students from the Department of Counseling Psychology research 

pool will be recruited using instructor announcements during class, emails which will 

include the link to the survey, and by posting the link to the survey on the bulletin board 

on the 6
th

 floor of Teachers College (this is the location where all research for the 

Counseling Psychology Department is posted). Undergraduates from the University of 

Southern Indiana (and students in the Psychological Sciences research pool at BSU) will 

also be recruited by using instructor announcements during class and emails which will 

include the link to the survey. 

 Subjects will also be recruited by posting the survey link on the social networking 

sites MyFamily.com and Facebook.com which are associated with the Zeta Kappa 
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Chapter of the Gamma Phi Beta Sorority. The primary researcher is an alumna of this 

sorority and therefore has permission to post on these sites. Additionally, in order to 

obtain a more diverse demographic sample of couples (couples of different races, ages 

and varying lengths of time in their relationships) an additional method will be used to 

recruit participants.  This will involve the “snowball” sampling procedure.  “Snowball” 

sampling is a method of data collection in which participants are encouraged to invite 

other people they know to participate in the study if the acquaintances also fit the criteria 

of the study (Monette, Sullivan, & DeJong, 2002). In this study the “snowball” method of 

sampling will encourage participants to invite other couples to participate in the study 

which will increase the number and diversity of couples that the researcher is able to 

reach. Snowball sampling has been successfully used to obtain couples in research 

regarding couples’ gender role preferences and in research regarding couples’ reasons for 

cohabitation (Brown & Miller, 2002; Rhoades, 2008).   

Section 4: Methods and Procedures 

4.1 Describe the methods and procedures to be used 

 The data will be collected via an online survey. The subjects will be provided 

with a link which will take them to the survey. When they go to the link they will first be 

provided with an information page. This page will provide a description of the study. 

After reading this description subjects can decide whether or not to participate. The 

subjects will then be asked six simple demographic questions and 60 multiple-choice 

questions related to relationship expectations. The survey will take approximately 25-30 

minutes to complete.  
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Section 5: Anonymity/Confidentiality of Data 

5.1 Describe how data will be collected and stored 

 The data will be collected using the online survey website SurveyMonkey.com. 

The data will be stored online and will be accessible by a password known only to the 

primary researcher. All data will be anonymous. The researcher will have no way of 

connecting data from the survey to any specific participant. Because the study is 

measuring agreement within couples the surveys will need to be paired by couple. In 

order to preserve anonymity each couple will be asked to create a unique ID so that their 

survey can be paired with their partner’s survey. They will be instructed that the ID 

should not include any identifying information about either member of the couple. They 

will also be instructed that both members of the couple must use the same ID when filling 

out the surveys. The researcher will have no way of connecting the IDs to specific 

couples. The ID will simply be used for statistical purposes. 

 Students who wish to receive research credit and all participants wishing to enter 

the gift card drawing will enter their email addresses on a separate survey that is linked to 

the end of the relationship expectations survey. Participants will be automatically taken to 

this page when they finish the relationship expectations survey. The data entered on the 

second survey is in no way connected to the data entered on the first survey. 

Section 6: Potential Risks and Benefits 

6.1 Describe the potential risks and discomforts 

 This research is of minimal risk to the subject. There is no risk of physical distress. 

The risk of psychological distress is no greater than encountered in everyday life.  
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6.2 Describe how risk will be minimized 

 Subjects are informed that if they feel distress they may discontinue the survey at 

any time without consequence.  

6.3 Describe potential benefits 

 Subjects who participate may gain insight into their personal relationship 

expectations. They may also derive satisfaction knowing that by completing this survey 

they are contributing to better understanding how persons perceive their partner.  

Section 7: Subject Incentives/Inducements to Participate 

7.1 Describe any inducements/incentives to participate that will be offered to the subject 

 Students in the Counseling Psychology research pool at BSU will be given two 

research credits for their participation. Students in the Psychological Sciences research 

pool will be given one research credit. All students who fit the inclusion criteria will be 

eligible to participate in this study. All participants will be entered into a drawing to win 

one of two $100 gift cards. A drawing for a $100 gift card will take place after 50 couples 

complete the survey. Another drawing will take place after another 50 couples complete 

the survey (a total of 100 couples). All participants who do not win the 1st drawing will 

be included again in the second one. Entering the drawing is optional and the information 

provided will in no way be connected to the answers provided on the survey.  

 Anonymity is able to be maintained by collecting the subject information (an 

email address) on a completely separate survey. This survey asks for an email that the 

participant can be contacted at in the event that they win a gift card. The link to this 

survey is connected to the last page of the relationship expectations survey. Subjects will 

automatically be taken there when they finish the survey. Students who wish to receive 
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research credit (and their partners) must enter their email addresses on this survey (there 

are clear instructions on the survey). Students who wish to receive credit must then email 

the primary research (at ajcleveland@bsu.edu) from the email that was entered on the gift 

card and include in that email their partner’s email so that that the primary researcher can 

verify that both partners completed the survey. The primary researcher will then email the 

students instructor to let them know to give the student credit. 

The link for the survey is as follows: 

http://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm = PwSZSXSPqXCC5phCcjWiwA_3d_3d 

Section 8: Other Financial Considerations 

8.1 Describe and financial expense to the subject 

 There is no financial expense to the subject.  

8.2 Describe provisions for compensation for research-related injury 

 For students of Ball State University counseling services are available to you 

through the Counseling Center at Ball State University (765-285-1376) if you develop 

uncomfortable feelings during your participation in this research project. For non-BSU 

students please contact the primary researcher for an appropriate referral. You will be 

responsible for the costs of any care provided [note: Ball State students may have some 

or all of these services provided to them at no cost]. It is understood that in the unlikely 

event that treatment is necessary as a result of your participation in this research project 

that Ball State University, its agents and employees will assume whatever responsibility 

required by law. 
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Section 9: Informed Consent 

9.3 Introductory letter 

The Introductory letter provided as it appears on the first page of the link to the 

survey: 

INTRODUCTION 

Hello! Thank you for signing onto my survey. My name is Mandy Cleveland and I am a 

doctoral candidate in the Counseling Psychology program at Teachers College, Ball State 

University. You are invited to participate in a research study exploring relationship 

expectations within couples. Please read the following information carefully before 

beginning the survey. 

 

1. YOU MUST BE AT LEAST 18 YEARS OLD to participate in this research project. 

 

2. YOU MUST BE CURRENTLY IN A ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIP that has been 

continuous for at least the last 3 months. 

 

3. BOTH MEMBERS OF THE COUPLE MUST FILL OUT THE SURVEY  

 

4. PAIRING OF COUPLES: Each couple will need to create a unique ID so that their 

survey can be paired with their partner's survey. The ID should NOT INCLUDE ANY 

IDENTIFYING INFORMATION about either member of the couple. BOTH MEMBERS 

OF EACH COUPLE MUST USE THE SAME ID. The easiest way to do this is for one 

member of the couple to create the ID, fill out the survey and then email the survey link 
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along with the unique ID to their partner. This is done for statistical purposes and will not 

be used identify individual couples. 

 

5. RESEARCH PROCEDURES: If you decide to take part in this study, your 

participation will involve completing a survey pertaining to relationship expectations. 

The survey will take approximately 25-30 minutes to complete.  

 

6. CONFIDENTIALITY: All your responses will be anonymous and kept confidential. 

No identifying information (your name, address, etc.) will be asked. Scientific reports 

will be based on group data and will not identify you or any individual as being in this 

project. Please take all precautions in keeping your information confidential on your 

computer by completely closing your web browser when you have completed the survey. 

 

7. POTENTIAL RISKS AND BENIFITS: The risks for participating in this research 

study are expected to be minimal. If you encounter discomfort in answering any of the 

questions in this study, please feel free not to answer them. You will not be penalized in 

any way if you do not answer certain questions or if you choose to no longer participate 

in this study. Your answers may increase your awareness of your own relationship 

expectations. Your answers will also serve as a basis for understanding the relationship 

expectations that exist within couples. You will also be directed to an unconnected page 

which will prompt you for your contact information to be entered into a drawing for a 

chance to win a $100 gift card. Your contact information and responses will not be linked 

as they are collected by separate surveys.  
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8. VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION: The decision to participate in this research is up to 

you. You do not have to participate and you can refuse to answer any question. 

 

9. CONTACT INFORMATION: If you have questions about the study, you can contact 

the principle investigator, Mandy Cleveland, M.A. at ajcleveland@bsu.edu or the faculty 

supervisor Dr. Michael White at 00MJWHITE@bsu.edu 

-If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, you may contact 

Research Compliance, Office Sponsored Programs, Ball State University, Muncie, IN 

47306, (765) 285-5070, irb@bsu.edu. 

 

10. RESEARCH CREDIT FOR BSU STUDENTS: If you are a Ball State student. You 

will receive two research credits once you and your partner complete this survey. 

Directions about how to receive credit are detailed on the final page of this survey. 

 

CONSENT  

Responding to the questions in this online survey indicates that I am informed of the 

study and acknowledging my willingness to participate. My participation in this study is 

voluntary and I can stop at any point in the survey by closing out of my web browser. I 

understand that by consenting to participate my identity will be anonymous and all my 

responses will be kept confidential. Data will be temporarily stored on 

surveymonkey.com and once all data are collected, the numerically coded information 

will be downloaded to a password protected computer used solely by the principal 

investigator.  



FALSE CONSENSUS IN COUPLES 87 

 

It is possible that the results may be utilized for future educational publications and/or 

conferences/presentations. Confidentiality will be ensured at all times. By continuing on 

with this online survey and providing responses I give consent for my responses to be 

utilized in this way. 

 

Please enter a 5 character unique user ID. Do not include any personal or identifying 

information in the user ID. Please share this user ID with your partner. Your PARTNER 

MUST USE THE SAME USER ID as you to fill out his/her survey. 

An easy way to share this information with your partner is to create the ID, fill out the 

survey and then email your partner the link to the survey along with the user. 

Section 10: Additional Materials 

10.1 Survey Link 

The link to the online survey is as follows: 

http://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm = PwSZSXSPqXCC5phCcjWiwA_3d_3d 

10.2 Survey Text 

The following is text of the Demographics Questions and the Relationship 

Expectations Survey. 

*Demographic Questions were as shown in Appendix B 

*The Relationship Expectations Survey was as shown in Appendices C & D 
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APPENDIX B 

 

DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONS 

Please answer the following demographic questions. 

1. What is your age? _______ 

2. What is your race? _________ 

3. How many years of education have you completed? (Graduation from high school 

equals 12 years of education. Please add any subsequent years of education to this 

number.  For example, two years of college equals 14.) 

________________________ 

4. Are you and your partner married?  

 a. Yes 

 b. No 

5. How long have you and your current partner been in a relationship? If you are married 

please indicate the time that you were together before you were married as well as 

the time you have been married. For example you could answer, We have been 

married seven years and we were together for two and a half years before we 

married._____________ 
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6. What is your approximate household income? (If you are a student please choose that 

income bracket that best represents your family income) 

 a. between 0 and $25,000 per year 

 b. between $25,000 and $50,000 per year 

 c. between $50,000 and $75,000 per year 

 d. between $75,000 and $125,000 per year 

 e. more than $125,000 per year 

7. What state do you currently live in? ________ 
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APPENDIX C 

 

THE RELATIONSHIP BELIEFS SCALE 

 

(WITH FALSE CONSENSUS ADAPTATION) 

Please answer the following questions without discussing them with your partner.  

1a. People must always listen to their partner’s underlying messages.  

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

1b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

2a. In successful relationships partners constantly show how much they love on another. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

2b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

3a. There must be complete honesty between partners. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

3b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

4a. Each partner has a right to absolute personal privacy. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  
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4b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No 

 

5a. Partners must support one another completely in close relationships. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

5b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

6a. In happy relationships partners totally accept each other. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

6b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

7a. The best relationships are built on strong sexual attraction. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

7b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

8a. Men and women must equally share household chores. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

8b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

9a. Both partners must make sacrifices in relationships. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

9b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   
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10a. Relationships must be full of laughter. 

 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

10b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

11a. Sharing interests and hobbies keeps relationships healthy.  

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree 

11b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

12a. People from similar backgrounds will have more successful relationships. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

12b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

13a. Partners must be best friends as well as lovers. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

13b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

14a. Financial problems wreck relationships. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

14b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

15a. Having children brings couples together. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  
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15b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No 

16a. Not getting along with each other’s friends or families wrecks relationships. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

16b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

17a. A good relationship is strong enough to survive anything. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

17b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

18a. In most successful relationships partners are completely sensitive to each others 

feelings.       

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

18b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

19a. Partners must be able to speak freely with each other on any topic no matter how 

distressing. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

19b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

20a. Close relationships cannot work without love. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  
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20b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No 

21a. The best relationships depend on being absolutely loyal to one another. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

21b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

22a. Partners in close relationships must have time apart from each other. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree 

22b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

23a. In the best relationships partners work hard at satisfying each other’s needs. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree 

23b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

24a. Partners in the best relationships have unconditional approval of one another. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

24b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

25a. Without good sex relationships do not survive. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree 

25b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   
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26a. Without equality between partners, relationships die. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree 

26b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

27a. Partners must be prepared to compromise for the sake of the relationship. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

27b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

28a. Relationships must be exciting. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree 

28b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

29a. Partners must share the same beliefs and values. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree 

29b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

30a. To have a good relationship each individual must feel secure with him/herself. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

30b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

31a. Your partner should be your best friend. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree 
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31b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No 

32a. Close relationships depend on economic security. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree 

32b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

33a. Long-term relationships are shallow without children. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree 

33b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

34a. Having friends in common cements relationships. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

34b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

35a. Conflict in a relationship must be confronted directly. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree 

35b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

36a. Mutual respect is the foundation for the best relationships. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

36b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

 



FALSE CONSENSUS IN COUPLES 97 

 

37a. It is essential for partners to express all their feelings in relationships. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree 

37b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

38a. Love between partners is enough to ensure a successful relationship. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

38b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

39a. Partners must be completely faithful to one another in close relationships.   

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree 

39b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

40a. It is essential for partners to remain individuals no matter how close they are. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

40b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

41a. Partners must provide practical support for each other to the utmost of their 

capabilities.  

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

41b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

42a. If partners do not accept each other, they cannot really love each other. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  
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42b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

43a. Sexual compatibility is essential to good relationships. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

43b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

44a. The best relationship is one in which the partners take equal responsibility for its 

maintenance.  

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

44b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

45a. Within a healthy relationship partners accommodate each other’s needs, even if this 

involves self-denial. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

45b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

46a. Romance is an essential element of a relationship. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

46b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

47a. The more time partners spend together the better. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree 
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47b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No 

48a. If both partners come from secure and caring families the relationship is much more 

likely to succeed.  

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

48b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

49a. Relationships cannot survive without a very close friendship between partners. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

49b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

 

50a. Money is as important as love in a relationship. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

50b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

51a. Having children leads to fulfillment in close relationships.  

 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

 

51b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

 

Yes                     No                   

 

52a. Your own friends must be your partner’s friends. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

52b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   
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53a. The success of a relationship depends on how well any conflict is dealt with. 

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

53b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

54a. Courtesy toward your partner is one of the most important factors in the success of  

the best relationships.  

Strongly Agree                   Agree                    Disagree                   Strongly Disagree  

54b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   
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APPENDIX D 

 

ATTITUDES TOWARD DIVORCE SCALE (WITH FALSE  

 

CONSENSUS ADAPTATION IN PARENTHESES) 

1. (55a.) Couples are able to get divorced too easily today. 

Strongly Agree                    Agree                    Disagree                    Strongly Disagree 

55b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

2. (56a.) It is okay for people to get married, thinking that if it does not work out, they 

can always get a divorce. 

Strongly Agree                    Agree                    Disagree                    Strongly Disagree 

56b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

3. (57a.) The personal happiness of an individual is more important than putting up with a 

bad marriage. 

Strongly Agree                    Agree                    Disagree                    Strongly Disagree 

57b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   
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4. (58a.) If one spouse becomes mentally or physically disabled, the other person should 

stay in the marriage regardless of his or her own happiness. 

Strongly Agree                    Agree                    Disagree                    Strongly Disagree 

58b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No           

5. (59a.) Marriage is for life, even if the couple is unhappy. 

Strongly Agree                    Agree                    Disagree                    Strongly Disagree 

59b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   

6. (60a.) In marriages where parents fight a lot, children are better off if their parents’ 

divorce or separate.  

Strongly Agree                    Agree                    Disagree                    Strongly Disagree 

60b. Do you believe that your partner agrees with your view on this item? 

Yes                     No                   
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APPENDIX E 

 

INFORMATION FOR GIFT CARD DRAWING 

A drawing for a $100 gift card will take place after 50 couples complete the previous 

survey. Another drawing will take place after another 50 couples complete the survey (a 

total of 100 participants). If you do not win the 1st drawing you will be included again in 

the second one. Entering the drawing is optional and the information you provide will in 

no way be connected to the answers you provided on the survey. 

 

1. Please provide a valid email address. If you are NOT a Ball State or a 

University of Southern Indiana student your email address will only be used to 

contact you in the event that you win the drawing. It will not be used for any other 

purpose.  

 

 
 

If you are a Ball State or a University of Southern Indiana student your email address will 

be used to confirm that you and your partner filled out the survey so you can receive class 

credit.  

 

STUDENTS WISHING TO RECEIVE CLASS CREDIT MUST EMAIL ME AT 

ajcleveland@bsu.edu FROM THE EMAIL ADDRESS YOU ENTERED ON THIS 

PAGE.  

 

IN THAT EMAIL YOU MUST ALSO INCLUDE YOUR PARTNER'S EMAIL(the one 

that he/she entered on this page) SO THAT I WILL BE ABLE TO CONFIRM SURVEY 

COMPLETION BY BOTH YOU AND YOUR PARTNER.  

 

BOTH PARTNERS MUST COMPLETETE THE SURVEY TO RECIEVE CREDIT.  

REMEMBER THE EMAIL ADDRESSES ENTERED ON THIS PAGE CAN IN NO 

WAY BE CONNECTED TO THE RESPONSES ON THE PREVIOUS SURVEY. 
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IN THE EMAIL PLEASE INDICTE IF YOU ARE A PSYSC 100 STUDENT A CPSY 

STUDENT OR A USI STUDENT AS WELL AS THE NAME OF YOUR 

INSTRUCTOR AND BE SURE AND TELL ME YOUR NAME 

 

2. If you win the drawing which type of gift card would you prefer to receive? 

  Walmart 

Bed Bath and Beyond 

Target 

Amazon.com 

 

If you win the drawing you will receive an email from the primary researcher from the 

email address ajcleveland@bsu.edu. You will then be asked for a mailing address that 

your gift card can be sent to you. 

 

Thank you so much for your participation! 
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APPENDIX F 

 

INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL FOR EXEMPTION 
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APPENDIX G 

 

INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD SECOND 

 

APPROVAL FOR EXEMPTIONS 

 


