Motivation and Emotion (2019) 43:874-882
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11031-019-09792-8

ORIGINAL PAPER q

Check for
updates

Examining the associations of autonomy and directive support
given and received with relationship satisfaction in the context
of goals that romantic partners have for one another

Noémie Carbonneau'® - Tamas Martos? - Viola Sallay? - Samuel Rochette’ - Richard Koestner®

Published online: 21 August 2019
© Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2019

Abstract

Previous research has shown unique benefits associated with both providing and receiving autonomy-support among same-
sex friends (Deci et al. 2006). The present research examined the provision and receipt of two types of goal support from the
viewpoints of the two partners in heterosexual couples (n =247 Hungarian couples). The level of autonomy and directive
support that each partner delivered and received in relation to vicarious goals (i.e., goals that partners have for one another)
was assessed. Autonomy support from the partner was found to be consistently and positively associated with relationship
satisfaction, and this pattern of results was found whether we considered perceived autonomy support from the partner or
actual partner report of support given. In addition, providing autonomy support to one’s partner was found to positively
relate to relationship satisfaction over and above the effects of receiving support. Overall, directive support was found to be
either unrelated or negatively related to relationship satisfaction, suggesting that it can actually backfire and impair satisfac-
tion. Overall, results underscore the relational benefits of supporting vicarious goals in an autonomous rather than directive
manner. These findings have implications regarding the pursuit of goals in the context of romantic relationships.
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relationships

Being a part of dyads and social groups provides individu-
als with greater access to social support, which can help
individuals cope with adverse situations (Cohen and McKay
1984) and achieve desired personal goals (Duncan et al.
2005). Not all forms of support are equally beneficial, how-
ever, with recent research indicating that autonomous sup-
port of goal pursuits (providing support with empathy such
that the other feels understood and cared for) is related to
more positive outcomes for the recipient than support that
is more directive (e.g., Koestner et al. 2012; Koestner et al.
2015). Furthermore, although the benefits of receiving sup-
port from others have been well documented (e.g., Cheng
and Boey 2000; Helgeson and Cohen 1996; Uchino et al.
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1996), research has also demonstrated important positive
outcomes associated with providing support to others (e.g.,
Inagaki and Orehek 2017). Indeed, research by Deci et al.
(2006) suggests that there are unique benefits associated
with both providing and receiving autonomy-support among
same-sex friends. Focusing on vicarious goals (i.e., goals
that partners have for one another) in the context of romantic
relationships, the present research aims to examine whether
providing autonomy and directive support contribute to the
prediction of relationship satisfaction over and above the
effects of receiving goal support. We also examine whether
the associations between goal support and relationship sat-
isfaction depend on whose perspective (i.e., the provider or
recipient of support) is considered.

On autonomy-support and directive support
In recent research, Koestner et al. have distinguished two

forms of goal support from close others: autonomy and
directive support (Koestner et al. 2012, 2015; Powers et al.
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2008). Autonomy support encompasses interpersonal behav-
iors such as providing choice and options to a relationship
partner (e.g., child, friend, spouse), nurturing his/her inner
motivational resources, acknowledging his/her feelings, and
empathizing with his/her perspectives (e.g., Deci and Ryan
2000; Reeve 2009; Ryan and Deci 2000). In contrast, direc-
tive support is characterized by providing guidance, advice,
and reminders, and emphasizing the actions that the other
person should take in order to reach a given goal (Chua et al.
2015; Koestner et al. 2012; Koestner et al. 2015). Relation-
ships characterized by autonomy (vs. directive) support
allow greater opportunities for self-initiation and choice,
and should therefore be associated with greater personal and
relational benefits (Koestner et al. 2012). This is consist-
ent with research showing that autonomy support is largely
related to positive outcomes (Ryan and Deci 2017). How-
ever, the picture is not as clear for directive support (Gorin
et al. 2014; Koestner et al. 2012; Koestner et al. 2015; Pow-
ers et al. 2008). For example, autonomy-support has been
shown to be positively related to goal progress, psychologi-
cal well-being, and relationship quality, whereas directive
support was only marginally related to better goal progress
but unrelated to either relationship quality or psychologi-
cal well-being (Koestner et al. 2012). More recent research
suggests that directive support is sometimes associated with
negative outcomes (Gorin et al. 2014; Koestner et al. 2015).
More specifically, Koestner et al. (2015) contend that direc-
tive support has negative effects on important developmental
goals because it negatively predicts both goal internaliza-
tion and goal satisfaction. In addition, research by Gorin
et al. (2014) found that autonomy support from one’s partner
facilitates weight loss while some forms of directive support
are associated with less weight loss. Other research sug-
gests that in the context of certain relationships that high-
light issues of autonomy—such as parent’s support of young
adults career goals—there is emerging evidence that direc-
tive support can actually backfire resulting in retarded goal
progress (Koestner et al. 2016).

In the present study, autonomy and directive support
between romantic partners are examined in relation to rela-
tionship satisfaction. Overall, we expect autonomy support
to be a better predictor of relationship satisfaction than
directive support, a prediction that is in line with the tenets
of Self-Determination Theory (e.g., Deci and Ryan 2000;
Ryan and Deci 2000). This theory posits the existence of
three basic psychological needs (i.e., for autonomy, com-
petence, and relatedness), that are essential nutriments that
promote personal growth, thriving, and well-being (Ryan
and Deci 2000). Satisfaction of these needs has been related
to numerous positive outcomes including psychological and
physical well-being (Deci and Ryan 2000). Important links
have also been documented between need satisfaction and
dyadic functioning. For example, individuals report more

relational well-being in close relationships where they expe-
rience greater satisfaction of their psychological needs (La
Guardia et al. 2000). Deci and Ryan (2014) further argue
that for close relationships to be experienced as being of
high quality, the two partners need to experience autonomy
and give each other autonomy support. In contrast, relation-
ships in which the partners’ need for autonomy is not fully
satisfied should result in less positive feelings about the
relationship. In the present research, we expect autonomy
support with regard to vicarious goals to promote more posi-
tive feelings about the relationship than directive support—a
prediction consistent with Self-Determination Theory and
past research.

On the benefits of giving support

There is growing evidence that providing support to others
produces emotional, physical, and social benefits (Inagaki
and Orehek 2017). For example, in a sample of young adults,
Piferi and Lawler (2006) found that giving social support
was associated with reduced cardiovascular activity (i.e.,
lower blood pressure and heart rate) independently of receiv-
ing support. Research conducted in laboratory settings also
suggests that providing support has stress-reducing effects
(Inagaki and Eisenberger 2012). Among older adults, giv-
ing and receiving support independently contributed to the
positive health status (Momtaz et al. 2014). Further, in a
study of recovery from the loss of a spouse, helping behav-
iors toward others performed by bereaved individuals pre-
dicted an accelerated decline in depression, independent
of support received (Brown et al. 2008). In another study,
researchers demonstrated that giving emotional support to
one’s romantic partner uniquely predicted a reduced risk of
mortality over 5 years for the provider, beyond the effects of
receiving support (Brown et al. 2003). Interestingly, Brown
et al. (2003) argued that in some contexts, providing support
might be more beneficial than receiving support.

Support in dyadic relationships: On taking
both members of the dyad into account

Even though social support is transactional in nature (Kahn
and Antonuci 1980), studies examining support in dyadic
relationships often analyze the perspective of only one mem-
ber of the dyad. When conducting research on individuals
rather than dyads, researchers usually target either the pro-
vider or recipient of support. Research into autonomy-sup-
port has mainly focused on the point of view of the recipi-
ent of support. For example, participants have been asked
to report their perceptions of autonomy support provided
to them by various types of relationship partners such as
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their supervisor (e.g., Gillet et al. 2012), teacher (e.g., Guay
et al. 2001), coach (e.g., Pelletier et al. 2001), parent (e.g.,
Brenning et al. 2015), romantic partner (e.g., Carbonneau
et al. 2015), or best friend (e.g., Demir et al. 2011). Only a
few studies focused on the point of view of the provider of
autonomy support: for example, Solstad et al. (2015) exam-
ined the degree to which coaches reported supporting the
autonomy of their athletes, and Mageau et al. (2017) exam-
ined the degree to which mothers reported being supportive
of their children’s autonomy.

One of the few studies in which autonomy support has
been examined from the point of view of both dyad members
is that of Hanna et al. (2013). These researchers examined
autonomy support in parent-adolescent dyads and assessed
autonomy-support from the standpoints of both the providers
of support (i.e., parents) and the recipients of support (i.e.,
adolescents). They found a moderate correlation (r=.46)
between parents’ and adolescents’ reports of parental auton-
omy-support. Deci et al. (2006) conducted a series of studies
on the benefits of providing and receiving autonomy support
in close, same-sex, friendships. Small to moderate correla-
tions were found between autonomy support received and
given by a person and between friends’ perceptions of the
autonomy support they receive and provide in the relation-
ship. These results point to mutuality of autonomy support
in close friendships. In addition, participants’ reports of the
autonomy support they receive and provide from/to their
friend were both found to positively predict their own rela-
tionship quality. Directive support was not assessed in these
studies.

On the importance of examining support
in the context of vicarious goals

While personal goals have been largely studied, especially
from the Self-Determination Theory perspective, vicari-
ous goals are a distinct type of goals also worth examin-
ing. These are defined as goals that are adopted and pur-
sued because of other people in one’s life (Carbonneau and
Milyavskaya 2017; Koestner et al. 2012, Study 3). Given
that these goals have been generated by someone else, they
risk being experienced as more controlled than self-initiated
goals. Given the social context in which vicarious goals are
embedded, the type of support (autonomy supportive or
directive) of the person who prompted the goal could play
an important role in determining whether these goals affect
one’s relationship with the goal generator in a positive or
negative way.

Research by Mageau et al. (2016) showed that vicari-
ous goals are common in parent—child relationships.
More specifically, they examined achievement goals that
parents have for their children. They found that parental
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achievement goals, just like personal achievement goals,
can be mastery, performance-approach or performance-
avoidance oriented. More importantly, they found that
types of goals predict mothers’ tendency to adopt auton-
omy-supportive and controlling behaviors: mothers who
have performance goals for their teenager are more con-
trolling while parents with mastery goals for their teenager
display more autonomy-supportive behaviors.

Although vicarious goals are likely to be at play in
hierarchical relationships (such as parent—child relation-
ships), they can also manifest in more egalitarian rela-
tionships such as friendships and romantic partnerships
(e.g., Carbonneau and Milyavskaya 2017; Koestner et al.
2012, Study 3). Research by Markey et al. (2008) suggest
that vicarious goals are rather common between romantic
partners, at least in the sphere of eating where partners
often attempt to regulate one another’s eating behaviors.
Building on research by Markey et al. (2008), Carbon-
neau and Milyavskaya (2017) showed that vicarious goals
individuals have for their romantic partner are likely to
originate from goals that they themselves pursue. Results
of this research show that whether women want their part-
ner to regulate their eating behaviors mainly for appear-
ance or health reasons depends on their own personal
reasons for pursuing such goals. More importantly, this
research shows that when women’s vicarious eating regu-
lation goals for their male partner are accompanied with
an empathic, autonomy-supportive attitude, men report
higher psychological well-being. Conversely, men whose
female partner rely on a controlling attitude when trying
to motivate them to regulate their eating behaviors report
both lower psychological well-being and relationship sat-
isfaction. Further attesting to the benefits of autonomy-
support in relation to vicarious goals are the results of
Koestner et al. (2012, Study 3), showing that perceived
autonomy support from the goal provider is related to
greater psychological well-being, relationship quality, and
progress toward the vicarious goal, whereas directive sup-
port is not significantly related to these outcomes.

Given that vicarious goals are common between roman-
tic partners and that the romantic relationship is central
in many people’s lives, it would thus appear important to
conduct further research on how autonomy and directive
support function in relation to vicarious goals’ impact on
couples’ relationship functioning. Research has shown that
perceived autonomy support is related to greater relationship
quality with the goal provider than perceived directive sup-
port (Koestner et al. 2012, Study 3), but does actual partner
report of support given relates to one’s satisfaction with the
relationship? And does one’s provision of support to the
partner contribute to one’s relationship satisfaction over and
above the benefits of receiving support? These are some of
the questions that the present research sought to explore.
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The present research

Our general aim was to examine provision and receipt of
autonomy and directive support from the viewpoints of the two
partners in heterosexual couples. Two hundred and forty seven
Hungarian couples were recruited for a study that focused on
vicarious goals. In this study, vicarious goals refer to goals that
relationship partners have for one another (Carbonneau and
Milyavskaya 2017; Koestner et al. 2012). Examples include: “I
would like my partner to continue her studies” and “I want my
partner to take better care of his health.” How support impacts
the relationship appears especially important to examine in rela-
tion to vicarious goals given that individuals should be particu-
larly motivated to ensure that their partner pursue and attain such
goals. In the present study, we assessed the level of autonomy
and directive support that each partner delivered and received in
relation to the vicarious goals they had for one another.

In line with past research, three main predictions were
derived. Previous studies showed that perceived autonomy
support was better than directive support in terms of leading
to goal progress and relationship satisfaction (Koestner et al.
2012; Study 3). The current study will distinguish perceived
and objective levels of support given by the partner. This will
allow us to test whether actual reports of partner giving auton-
omy and directive support relate to one’s own satisfaction. Our
first prediction is that the positive association between receiving
support and relationship satisfaction would be observed regard-
less of whether we consider perceived or objective support.

In this research, we also examined whether providing sup-
port to one’s partner would relate to one’s own relationship
satisfaction over and above the effect of receiving support.
Our second prediction is that giving autonomy support to one’s
partner would enhance relationship satisfaction independently
from receiving support. Giving directive support to one’s part-
ner was not expected to enhance relationship satisfaction. It
was further expected that this pattern of results would be found
whether we considered support given from the point of view
of the provider or the recipient of support.

Finally, in line with past research (e.g., Gorin et al. 2014;
Koestner et al. 2015), our third prediction is that directive
support can sometimes backfire and actually impair relation-
ship functioning. Overall, directive support was thus expected
to be either unrelated or negatively related to relationship
satisfaction.

Method
Participants and procedure

Participants were 247 heterosexual couples from Hungary.
Mean age was 39.97 years for men (SD=10.71 years) and

37.74 years for women (SD =10.08 years). The average rela-
tionship length was 13.42 years (SD=9.53 years). Regard-
ing relationship status, 106 couples (42.9%) were cohabit-
ing, and 136 were married (55.1%); relationship status was
missing for five couples (2%).

Participants were recruited in the central region of
Hungary by a market research firm that chose potential
participants from its pool of former participants and con-
tacted them through experienced interviewers. Inclusion
criteria were: at least 1 year of cohabitation, at least one
partner has a job, no psychiatric event in the last 5 years.
Those who participated in the procedure received a gift
certificate for their contribution (6000 HUF, US$20 per
couple). All procedures were completed in the homes of
participants. Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval
was obtained at the Semmelweis University, Budapest.
Participants gave informed consent prior to their partici-
pation in the study.

Instruments
Demographic variables

Participants completed a demographic information section
that included questions on gender, age, relationship status
and relationship length among others.

Identification of a vicarious goal

Couple members were asked to think of a goal each of
them has for the other and that he/she is pursuing. Exam-
ples include “I want my partner to exercise more” and “I
want him to pay off all his debts.” Support that participants
provided to their partners in relation to the goal they have
for them was first assessed. Subsequently, participants
wrote their vicarious goal on a sheet and the interviewer
handed it to the partner. Participants then reported the
support they received in relation to the goal their partner
has for them. Partners did not communicate during the
session.

Support received from the partner

Participants were asked to rate the support they receive
from their partner using Koestner et al.’s (2012) goal sup-
port scale. This scale includes six items assessing auton-
omy support (e.g., “I feel that my partner understands how
I see things with respect to this goal”) and seven items
assessing directive support (e.g., “My partner repeatedly
reminds me of this goal”). Responses were scored on a
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seven-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (not at all
true) to 7 (very true). In the present study, the Cronbach’s
alpha was .88 for autonomy support and .85 for directive
support.

Support provided to the partner

The same scale (Koestner et al. 2012) was used to assess the
support participants provide to their partner. Examples of
items include “I show my partner that I understand how he/
she sees things with respect to this goal” (autonomy support)
and “I repeatedly remind my partner of this goal” (directive
support). Responses were scored on a seven-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 7 (very true). In the
present study, the Cronbach’s alpha was .86 for autonomy
support and .83 for directive support.

Relationship satisfaction

The seven-item Relationship Assessment Scale (RAS; Hen-
drick 1988) was used to assess relationship satisfaction. A
sample item is: “In general, how satisfied are you with your
relationship?” Responses were scored on a five-point Lik-
ert scale ranging from 1 (unsatisfied/poor/never, etc.) to 5
(extremely satisfied/excellent/very often, etc.). In the present
study, the Cronbach’s alpha was .87.

Results and discussion

Means, standard deviations, and correlations of the study
variables appear in Table 1. It can be seen that the goal sup-
port tended to be more autonomous rather than directive.
We first conducted correlational analyses in order to exam-
ine potential associations between the study variables and
demographics. Participants’ age was not significantly related
to autonomy and directive support given or receive, nor to
relationship satisfaction (rs ranging from —.083 to .032;
ps ranging from .072 to .353). Relationship length showed
only modest associations with autonomy support given
(r=-.112, p<.05) and relationship satisfaction (r=—.097,

p <.05). ANOVAs were also conducted and revealed that
the levels of some of the study variables significantly dif-
fered according to gender and marital status. More specifi-
cally, women reported providing more directive support to
their partner than men (M =4.83 vs. 4.47; F[1,493]1=10.28,
p <.05). In addition, individuals in cohabiting couples
reported providing more autonomy support (M =6.20 vs.
5.97; F[1,483]1=17.91, p <.05) and also more directive sup-
port (M =491 vs. 4.45; F[1,483]=15.21, p<.05) to their
partner than individuals in married couple. Gender and
marital status were therefore controlled for in the regres-
sion analyses.

Examining the associations of perceived
and objective levels of support given by the partner
with relationship satisfaction

A first regression analysis was conducted to examine
whether perceived levels of support given by the partner
were related to one’s relationship satisfaction. Controlling
for gender and marital status, perceived autonomy support
from the partner was significantly and positively related to
one’s relationship satisfaction (f=.390, p <.05) whereas
perceived partner directive support was negatively related
toit (B=—.114, p<.05). A second regression analysis was
conducted to examine whether actual levels of support given
by the partner were related to one’s satisfaction with the
relationship. Actual levels of autonomy (f=.266, p <.05)
and directive (f=—.113, p <.05) support from the partner
were respectively positively and negatively related to one’s
relationship satisfaction.

Examining whether providing support to one’s
partner enhances one’s relationship satisfaction
independently from receiving support

Hierarchical regression analyses were conducted in order to
examine whether providing support to one’s partner would
relate to one’s relationship satisfaction over and above the
effect of receiving support. Relationship satisfaction was
hierarchically regressed on gender and marital status (Step

Table 1 Means, standard
deviations, and correlations of
the study variables

1. Autonomy support given to the partner
2. Directive support given to the partner
3. Autonomy support received from partner

4. Directive support received from partner

5. Relationship satisfaction

Mean Standard 1 2 3 4 5
deviation

6.065 913 1 A17% 0 .507%  136%* .303*

4.650 1.284 1 .071 504%  — 137*

5.965 987 1 .060 .383*

4592 1.371 1 —-.059

4.345 .609 1

All scales range from 1 to 7 except for the relationship satisfaction scale, that ranges from 1 to 5; n=494

*p<.05
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1), autonomy and directive support received (Step 2), and
autonomy and directive support given (Step 3). As can be
seen in Table 2, support received made an important contri-
bution to the prediction of relationship satisfaction (15.8% of
the variance). Nevertheless, adding the provision of auton-
omy and directive support to one’s partner to the regres-
sion had a significant incremental predictive value (AR? of
3.5%, p <.05) with respect to one’s relationship satisfaction.
More specifically, providing autonomy and directive sup-
port to one’s partner were respectively found to positively
(B=.165, p<.05) and negatively (f=—.152, p <.05) predict
one’s relationship satisfaction over and above the effect of
receiving support. Similar patterns of results were obtained
when the hierarchical regression was conducted using one’s
provision of support to the partner as reported by the partner
him/herself (i.e., the recipient of support). More specifically,
autonomy support given positively predicted one’s relation-
ship satisfaction ( =.206, p <.05) whereas directive sup-
port negatively predicted this outcome positively (p=—.059,
p=.168), although this relationship did not reach statistical
significance.

Discussion

The general purpose of this research was to examine how
the provision and receipt of autonomous and directive goal
support relate to satisfaction in the context of romantic rela-
tionships. Support was examined in relation to vicarious
goals, or goals that partners have for one another. In line
with past research (Gorin et al. 2014; Koestner et al. 2012,
2015; Powers et al. 2008), we made three predictions with

regard to the associations between support for vicarious
goal and relationship satisfaction. First, we expected that
autonomy support by the partner would be better than direc-
tive support in terms of leading to relationship satisfaction.
This pattern of results was expected to be observed whether
we consider individuals’ perceptions of partner support or
actual reports of partner giving support. This prediction was
fully supported by our results. Second, we expected that
the provision of autonomy support to one’s partner would
predict one’s own relationship satisfaction over and above
the beneficial effect of receiving support from the partner.
Taking advantage of the two sources of data, we were able
to examine this pattern of associations from the point of
view of both the support provider and recipient. More spe-
cifically, results showed that providing autonomy support to
the partner predicted one’s increased relationship quality. In
addition, we found that the partner reports of one’s provi-
sion of autonomy support was also associated with one’s
feeling higher satisfaction in the relationship. Finally, in line
with past research (e.g., Gorin et al. 2014; Koestner et al.
2015), our third prediction was that directive support can
backfire and actually hinder relationship functioning. Our
results show that perceiving and giving directive support
can sometimes impair relationship satisfaction. The negative
results for directive support is in line with recent indica-
tions that directive support may backfire for certain types of
goals and for certain kinds of relationships. In this case, it
seems that having a partner who is constantly emphasizing
the actions one should take in order to reach some goal is
likely to erode one’s satisfaction with the relationship. Inter-
estingly, individuals who find themselves frequently remind-
ing their partner about why they need to pursue a given goal

Table 2 Hierarchical

) R? AR? B t p
Regression Analyses of
Support Received and Given on Step 1 042 002
Relationship Satisfaction
Gender —.042 -.913 362
Marital status .009 187 852
Step 2 400 .160 158 (p<.05)
Autonomy support received .394 9.364 < .05
Directive support received —.089 —-2.117 < .05
Step 3 (when support given is reported by the provider)
442 .195 .035 (p<.05)
Autonomy support given 165 3.431 <.05
Directive support given —.152 —3.091 <.05
Step 3 (when support given is reported by the recipient)
445 .198 .027 (p<.05)
Autonomy support given .206 4.614 <.05
Directive support given —.059 —-1.382 .168

The three steps represent the order of entry for the variables. Marital status is coded

“1”

for the married

couples and “2” for the cohabiting couples; n=494
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and how to do it are also likely to experience diminished
relationship satisfaction.

Research on the relative visibility of support (Bolger et al.
2000; Girme et al. 2013) offers plausible explanations for the
negative associations between directive support and relation-
ship satisfaction. In line with Bolger et al.’s (2000) work, we
believe that directive support represents a more visible form
of support than autonomy support. Past research has shown
that visible support may have adverse effects on recipients’
self-image. This kind of support may thus be interpreted by
recipients as their partner’s lack of trust in their ability to
reach a goal, which can reduce their goal-related confidence
and feelings of efficacy (Girme et al. 2013; Overall et al.
2016).

The null or negative effects of directive goal support are
also consistent with research on dependency-oriented sup-
port (i.e., helping to solve the problem) versus autonomy-
oriented support (i.e., providing tool with which to solve
the problem) (e.g., Hammond and Overall 2015; Nadler
1998, 2002, 2015; Nadler and Chernyak-Hai 2014). When
individuals are told by their partner how to pursue a goal
(i.e., dependency-oriented support), they may feel that their
partner underestimates their knowledge and skills (e.g.,
Hammond and Overall 2015), which may reduce their
satisfaction with the relationship. Results of the present
study suggest that this may be especially true in romantic
relationships. Regarding the negative association between
provision of directive support and relationship satisfaction,
it might be that finding oneself in a position of constantly
monitoring their partner’s behavior to make sure that they
pursue a certain goal would make individuals question
whether they really share similar life goals with their part-
ner after all.

Future research should examine personal and relational
characteristics that predict whether one is more likely to pro-
vide autonomy versus directive support to one’s romantic
partner. For example, individuals who report higher inclu-
sion of their partner in the self (e.g., Aron et al. 1992; Aron
et al. 1991) might be particularly motivated to support their
partner’s goal pursuit given that their partner’s accomplish-
ments are perceived, to some extent, as their own. We posit
that a high degree of inclusion of other combined with an
anxious personality should lead to a more directive attitude
in relation to the partner’s goal pursuit. In contrast, if com-
bined with an empathic personality, inclusion of the part-
ner in the self should foster autonomy support between the
partners.

While goal support has been mostly studied in relation to
personal goals, our focus in this research was on vicarious
goals. More specifically, we examined autonomy/directive
support in relation to a goal that individuals have for their
romantic partner and that he/she is pursuing. A question of
interest here is: what happens when a person’s vicarious
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goal for his/her partner is oriented toward a behavior (e.g.,
to exercise more) or outcome (e.g., to acquire a lot of money)
that is not relevant to the partner’s ideal self (Rusbult et al.
2005)? Are people more likely to be directive if they feel that
their partner does not endorse a given goal to the same level
as they personally do? For example, we posit that a wife who
wants her husband to eat better and who is also pursuing this
goal will be more likely to offer directive versus autonomy
support to her husband if she feels that he is not invested
in this goal as much as she is. These hypotheses should be
tested in future research.

Overall, three findings stand out in our present research.
First, the giving of autonomy support had a consistent posi-
tive effect on relationship satisfaction that was independent
of the effects of receiving support. Importantly, the present
study showed the benefits of giving support in the context
of growth-oriented goal support rather than in the typical
context of helping a partner cope with a distressing situa-
tion (Feeney and Collins 2015). Second, the overall pattern
of associations between autonomy/directive support and
relationship satisfaction was found whether we considered
support from the point of view of the provider or recipient of
support. Third, the present research confirmed the particu-
lar relational benefits of supporting goals in an autonomous
rather than directive manner. Given the evidence that teach-
ers and coaches can be taught to provide more autonomy
supportive feedback, future research should explore whether
individuals can learn to highlight autonomous rather than
directive support in relation to the goals they have for their
romantic partner.
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