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Abstract

Mindfulness refers to the ability of the individual to purposefully bring attention and awareness to the experiences of the present
moment and relate to them in a non-reflexive, non-judgmental way. A growing body of evidence indicates that mindfulness can
promote more satisfied romantic relationships and healthier relationship functioning; however, current models of how mindful-
ness contributes to romantic relationship processes focus almost exclusively on satisfaction as the primary outcome. Thus,
whether mindfulness promotes greater relationship stability (i.e., likelihood for remaining intact vs. dissolving) remains un-
known. The present study sought to address this issue by examining the longitudinal associations between romantic partners’
levels of trait mindfulness, relationship satisfaction, and relationship stability in a sample of 188 young adult unmarried different-
sex dyads (n =376 individuals). Utilizing a dyadic framework and multifaceted measure of mindfulness, multiple actor-partner
interdependence models were used to examine the associations between male and female partners’ levels of overall mindfulness
and facets of mindfulness, relationship satisfaction at 30 days post-baseline, and relationship dissolution status (intact vs.
dissolved) at 90 days post-baseline. Results indicated that only female partners’ levels of overall mindfulness, observing of
experience, acting with awareness, and nonreactivity to inner experience were associated with greater relationship stability (i.e.,
lower likelihood for relationship dissolution), though neither mindfulness nor any facet was associated with female partners’
relationship satisfaction. In contrast, male partners’ levels of describing with words and acting with awareness were associated
with their own post-baseline satisfaction, but not with greater relationship stability. Female partners’ nonreactivity to inner
experience was the only facet associated with the satisfaction of their partner. Results should be considered preliminary until
additional studies can replicate these findings given high participant attrition rates at study follow-up time points. Findings from
the present study contribute potentially novel insights into the role of mindfulness in the longitudinal satisfaction and stability of
romantic relationships and increased clarity about which aspects of mindfulness might be most important for promoting rela-
tionship stability in young adult dating relationships.
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Uecker 2010). During this time, most young adults begin the
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goal for individuals at this life stage (Collins and van Dulmen
20006).

Because young adulthood is a time during which individ-
uals are beginning to enter into committed intimate relation-
ships while simultaneously developing self-identity individ-
uals at this life stage may be particularly receptive to efforts
aimed at promoting favorable relationship behaviors and
building relational skills. Such efforts have already been re-
ceived favorably by young adult college students (Olmstead
et al. 2011) and demonstrate promise in building young
adults’ relationship knowledge and communication skills
while reducing risky sexual behaviors (see Ponzetti 2015).
Moreover, as young adults are likely to be engaging in and
thinking about mate selection (Sassler 2010), cultivating an
ability to notice, attend to, and effectively navigate less
healthy relationship processes as they occur is likely to aid
young adults in making decisions about who to choose as an
appropriate partner, terminating less healthy romantic rela-
tionships before entering into more permanent unions such
as marriage, and curbing later distress in relationships that
do become more committed or permanent.

In general, previous research has linked mindfulness with a
number of favorable individual-level psychological (Keng
et al. 2011) and physical (Grossman et al. 2004) health out-
comes, supporting efforts to incorporate mindfulness tech-
niques into a variety of interventions, education programs,
and therapies (Cullen 2011). Previous research also indicates
that five distinct but related underlying sub-components that
comprise the overall construct of mindfulness: observing of
experience, describing with words, acting with awareness,
nonjudging of inner experience, and nonreactivity to inner
experience (Baer et al. 2006). Research utilizing the five-
factor model of mindfulness has demonstrated differential as-
sociations between individual facets and a variety of out-
comes, such as psychological well-being (Brown et al.
2015), depressive and anxious symptomology (Desrosiers
et al. 2013), substance use (Levin et al. 2014), and dating
violence (Brem et al. 2016). Thus, researchers have become
increasingly interested in how specific cognitive, behavioral,
and affective aspects of mindfulness (as well as the general
tendency to be mindful) might contribute to favorable mental
and physical health outcomes (Leary and Tate 2007).

Despite evidence of the salutary effects of mindfulness on
the psychological and physical health of individuals, research
on the interpersonal effects of mindfulness is still in its infancy.
However, as the ability to lovingly and caringly connect with
and cultivate compassion for other living beings is a core tenant
of Buddhist spiritual and meditative practices, some scholars
have posited that “it is congruent with Buddhist principles that
mindfulness be taught within the context of relationships”
(Gambrel and Keeling 2010, p. 416; Gehart 2012) and that
mindfulness might play an important role in the health and
functioning of romantic relationships in particular (see
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Atkinson 2013; Karremans et al. 2015 for review). For
example, more mindful individuals might be more able or
willing to take an interest and attend to their partner’s
thoughts, emotions, and welfare while also being less reactive
to stressful events that arise in their relationship (Kabat-Zinn
1993). Additionally, because mindful individuals are likely to
be more intentional and less reflexive in their behaviors, more
mindful partners might be better able to engage in interaction
styles that promote healthy relationship functioning and effec-
tively cope with negative emotional states in the context of
their relationships. Thus, by being attentive to present experi-
ences and engaging with them in a non-evaluative, non-
reactive way, more mindful individuals might have a greater
number of positive experiences in their romantic relationships
while simultaneously minimizing corrosive relational process-
es that might lead to later deterioration.

In line with these theoretical assertions, previous research
has consistently linked higher levels of trait mindfulness with
increased relationship satisfaction (see Atkinson 2013;
Karremans et al. 2015; Kozlowski 2013 for reviews), and with
more skillful responses to relationship stress, increased empa-
thy, greater acceptance of one’s partner, greater differentiation,
increased sexual satisfaction, more secure spousal attachment,
and better adjustment to relationship traumas (Barnes et al.
2007; Burpee and Langer 2005; Johns et al. 2015; Jones
et al. 2011; Khaddouma et al. 2015a, b, 2016; Kimmes et al.
2017; Lenger et al. 2016; Wachs and Cordova 2007).
Qualitative studies have documented generally positive expe-
riences when partners jointly learn mindfulness or experience
their partner learning mindfulness (e.g., Gillespie et al. 2015;
Pruitt and McCollum 2010; Smith et al. 2015). Taken togeth-
er, these findings support the notion that mindfulness is linked
with better relationship quality and functioning in adult mar-
ried (e.g., Burpee and Langer 2005; Wachs and Cordova
2007) and young adult unmarried (e.g., Barnes et al. 2007)
romantic relationships.

Though current theory-driven models of how mindfulness
confers relational benefits focus on relationship satisfaction or
quality as the primary outcome (see Karremans et al. 2015), it
is possible that more mindful partners might also experience
greater relationship longevity—an important outcome to ex-
amine empirically, given the significant effects of romantic
relationship dissolution on the mental and physical health of
young adults (Rhoades et al. 2011; Sbarra and Emery 2005)
and adults (Amato 2000; Lorenz et al. 2006). In fact, the
current body of evidence linking mindfulness and relationship
quality has provided an impetus for scholars to reasonably
assert, “there seems to be a consensus that mindfulness can
promote relationship satisfaction and longevity” (Karremans
et al. 2015, p. 29). However, at present, empirical studies of
the interpersonal effects of mindfulness have focused exclu-
sively on aspects of relationship functioning and quality, and
no previous studies have examined whether the positive
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association between mindfulness on relationship satisfaction
actually translates to increased relationship longevity, though
this would be expected since more satisfied relationships are
often more stable (i.c., less prone to dissolution or thoughts
and behaviors about dissolution; Booth et al. 1985; Yeh et al.
2006). Such data are crucial for informing current models of
how mindfulness shapes romantic relationship processes and
outcomes (e.g., Atkinson 2013; Karremans et al. 2015; Smith
et al. 2015).

Moreover, since specific facets of mindfulness differentially
contribute to individual-level psychological outcomes (Brown
et al. 2015), variation in levels of facets of mindfulness may
likewise differentially contribute to relationship outcomes. The
few previous studies to examine the differential effects of
levels of mindfulness facets on relationship outcomes support
this notion. In one study, only the observing of experience and
nonjudging of inner experience facets were positively associ-
ated with sexual and relationship satisfaction in a cross-
sectional sample of dating young adults (Khaddouma et al.
2015a). Similarly, in a sample of long-term married couples,
only the nonjudging of inner experience facet was significantly
associated with individual spouses’ relationship satisfaction
(Lenger et al. 2016). Finally, in the only longitudinal study to
examine the effects of mindfulness facets on relationship sat-
isfaction, increases in levels of acting with awareness and
nonreactivity to inner experience were uniquely associated
with increases in relationship satisfaction among individuals
who participated in a mindfulness-based stress reduction
(MBSR; Kabat-Zinn 1990) course (Khaddouma et al. 2016).
Given such limited and mixed findings regarding the differen-
tial role of mindfulness facets in promoting greater relationship
satisfaction in both dating and more long-term relationships,
more research is needed to elucidate precisely which facets
might play a more influential role in the quality and subsequent
stability that couples experience over time.

Finally, because the characteristics and behaviors of one
partner are often related to both his or her own outcomes
(i.e., actor effects) and his or her partner’s outcomes (i.c.,
partner effects; Cook and Kenny 2005; Kenny et al. 2006), it
is important to utilize a dyadic framework for examining how
levels of mindfulness contribute to individuals’ own and their
partners’ relationship outcomes over time. At present, re-
search examining the inter-partner effects of trait mindfulness
on relationship functioning is severely lacking, and results
from previous studies provide mixed findings regarding how
one partner’s level of mindfulness contributes to the relation-
ship experiences of the other partner. For example, Barnes
et al. (2007) found that higher levels of trait mindfulness were
associated with less severe emotional stress responses to rela-
tionship conflict, increased love and commitment, and more
constructive communication behaviors among young adult
dating partners, though these associations were found only
in the context of actor effects, that is, mindfulness had

beneficial effects only on the person’s own experience and
not on the experience of the other member of the couple.
However, when utilizing a multifaceted measure of mindful-
ness, studies have demonstrated more nuanced associations
between specific aspects of mindfulness and inter-partner re-
lationship outcomes. For example, in a cross-sectional sample
of adult long-term married couples, only the nonjudging of
inner experience facet was significantly associated with indi-
viduals’ own relationship satisfaction, whereas nonreactivity
to inner experience was uniquely associated with the relation-
ship satisfaction of their partners, even in the absence of a link
with their own (Lenger et al. 2016). In another study, only the
development of higher levels of acting with awareness was
associated with increases in self-reported relationship satisfac-
tion among individuals enrolled in a MBSR course; however,
increases in both acting with awareness and nonreactivity to
inner experience among these MBSR participants were asso-
ciated with increased relationship satisfaction among their ro-
mantic partners (Khaddouma et al. 2016).

Taken together, previous research might suggest that more
behaviorally oriented aspects of mindfulness, such as attend-
ing to activities of the moment with purposeful attention (act-
ing with awareness) or inhibiting one’s immediate behavioral
reactions to cognitive and emotional stimuli (nonreactivity to
inner experience), may have particularly beneficial effects on
the relationship satisfaction of one’s partner. Conversely, im-
provements in more cognitive or intrapersonal aspects of
mindfulness, such as the tendency to notice or attend to inter-
nal and external experiences (observing of experience), assign
labels to such experiences (describing with words), and take a
non-evaluative stance toward sensations, cognitions, and
emotions (nonjudging of inner experience) might be less vis-
ible to one’s partner, but might still play a role in one’s own
ability to feel satisfied in the relationship.

Thus, the mixed findings from the few previous studies to
examine the inter-partner relational effects of mindfulness in-
dicate that whereas higher levels of mindfulness entail rela-
tional benefits to individual partners (i.e., actor effects), the
effects of individuals’ mindfulness on their partners’ out-
comes (i.e., partner effects) are still largely unknown and like-
ly to vary by facet. Furthermore, as current theory-driven
models of how mindfulness influences relationship outcomes
posit that individual’s levels of mindfulness are likely to con-
tribute to the relationship experiences of both partners
(Karremans et al. 2015); utilizing dyadic frameworks to un-
derstand the role of mindfulness in longitudinal relationship
stability is a crucial next step for research on this topic.

In sum, guided by previous research and theory, the present
study sought to build upon previous studies linking higher
levels of mindfulness with greater relationship satisfaction
by examining the association between trait mindfulness and
longitudinal dating relationship stability in a sample of young
adults. In line with current models of how mindfulness
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influences relationship functioning (see Karremans et al.
2015), we utilize a dyadic framework to examine whether
higher trait mindfulness is associated with longitudinal rela-
tionship satisfaction and subsequent stability (i.e., intact vs.
dissolved at follow-up) in a sample of unmarried different-
sex young adult couples. Moreover, we sought to address gaps
in previous research by applying the five-factor model of
mindfulness (Baer et al. 2006) to the relational outcomes of
satisfaction and stability and examining differences in the as-
sociations with each facet. Based on previous research and
theory, we hypothesized that romantic partners’ levels of
mindfulness would be positively associated with their own
(i.e., actor effects) and their partner’s (i.e., partner effects)
relationship satisfaction 1 month post-baseline, which would
then be positively associated with their shared subsequent
relationship stability (i.e., intact vs. dissolved) 3 months
post-baseline. At the level of individual facets of mindfulness,
we hypothesized that more behaviorally oriented aspects of
mindfulness (i.e., acting with awareness, nonreactivity to in-
ner experience) would demonstrate the most robust inter-
partner associations (i.e., partner effects). Remaining analyses
were considered exploratory given the mixed results from
previous studies concerning associations between facets of
mindfulness and aspects of relationship functioning.

Method
Participants

Participants were students or the young adult romantic partners
of students at a large southeastern university in the USA. Data
were collected from both partners of 188 monogamous, un-
married different-sex young adult couples (n =376 individ-
uals) who consented to participate in a longitudinal online
survey study of dating relationships. Of this sample, 354 indi-
viduals consented to the study and provided baseline data, and
an additional 22 individuals (19 males, 3 females) provided
data at follow-up time points, but not baseline data. Overall,
approximately 53.7% of participants (n = 190 individuals) who
completed baseline measures provided data at 30 days post-
baseline, and 52.5% (n =186 individuals) of participants pro-
vided data at 90 days post-baseline. Demographic and relation-
ship characteristics of participants in the present study are
displayed in Table 1.

Several demographic and relationship characteristics were
associated with participation at follow-up. Gender was asso-
ciated with participation at all follow-up time points such that
females were more likely to complete surveys than males at
30 days (x* (1, 376)=85.79, p<.001) and 90 days (x> (1,
376)=21.78, p <.001) post-baseline. Race was associated
with participation at 30-day follow-up only, such that White
participants were more likely to complete surveys than non-
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White participants at 30 days post-baseline (x> (1, 376) =
4.12, p<.05). Additionally, baseline relationship satisfaction
was significantly associated with participation at the 30-day
post-baseline time point such that individuals who completed
surveys reported higher baseline satisfaction than those who
did not (F(1, 353)=4.45, p <.05). No other demographic or
relationship characteristics were associated with the likelihood
of providing data at post-baseline time points.

Procedures

All procedures were approved by the institutional review
board at the university where the study was conducted.
Opportunities to participate in the study were advertised
to students at a large southeastern university through pa-
per flyers, an online research participation portal, and
through announcements about the study in introductory
psychology courses. Students signed up to participate in
a survey study of dating relationships through an online
survey system. After consenting to the study, participants
were asked to provide the name and email address of their
current romantic partners, who were then contacted by
research staff via email within 24 h with an offer to par-
ticipate in the study. Participants were eligible for the
study if on a screener survey they reported being (1)
18 years of age or older; (2) involved in a monogamous,
unmarried, and romantic relationship; and (3) willing to
provide the name and email address of their current ro-
mantic partner. The importance of completing the ques-
tionnaires independently of their partner was stressed to
all participants, and both partners were assured that they
would not be able to access each other’s responses once
submitted.

Participants who provided consent and completed baseline
surveys were then emailed a link to complete an online
follow-up survey at 30 and 90 days following their completion
of the baseline survey. Participants were sent email reminders
to complete the follow-up survey every 24 until 72 h after their
initial contact about the follow-up survey. In an effort to max-
imize the amount of data available at each time point while
also providing the fewest possible barriers to a participant’s
decision to complete follow-up surveys, individuals who had
a partner participating in the study but themselves neither
consented nor declined to participate in the study on the base-
line screener survey were re-contacted via email with an offer
to participate in the study on the date of their respective part-
ner’s follow-up time points of the study. Thus, some partners
were able to provide data about their relationship functioning
at later time points without having completed baseline mea-
sures. Participants elected to receive either a small cash award
or course credit for an introductory psychology class in which
they were currently enrolled as compensation for their partic-
ipation in the study.
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Table 1 Demographic and
relationship characteristics

Males (n=188) Females (n=188) Total (n=376)

n % n % n %

Race

White (non-Hispanic) 86 85.1 135 81.4 221 58.8

White (Hispanic/Latino/a) 3 3.0 8 4.0 11 2.9

African American 7 6.9 11 72 18 4.8

Asian 3 3.0 7 3.0 10 2.7

Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 0 0 1.1 5

Multiracial 2 2.0 4 2.1 6 1.6
Sexual orientation

Heterosexual 101 100 166 98.2 267 71.0

Bisexual 0 0 3 1.8 3 8
Education level

Freshman 64 63.4 130 76.9 194 51.6

Sophomore 14 13.9 23 13.6 37 9.8

Junior 10 9.9 11 6.5 21 5.6

Senior 3 3.0 3 1.8 6 1.6

Graduate student 2 2.0 0 0 2 .5

Not enrolled 7 6.9 2 1.2 9 24

Other 1 1.0 0 0 1 3
Engagement

Engaged to partner 6 59 9 53 15 4.0

Not engaged to partner 95 94.1 160 94.7 255 67.8
Cohabitation

Living with partner 6 59 10 59 16 43

Not living with partner 95 94.1 159 94.1 254 67.6
Children

Have children with partner 0 0 1 .6 1 3

Do not have children with partner 101 100 168 99.4 269 71.5
Age (years)

M 19.04 18.49 18.77

SD 1.72 1.08 1.40
Relationship length (months)

M 18.88 17.92 18.40

SD 17.15 16.36 16.75

Because partners were allowed to participate in follow-up waves of the study without having completed baseline
measures (which included the demographics questionnaire), demographic data was not obtained from 22 indi-
viduals (19 males, 3 females) who participated in the study at a follow-up wave only. Values for male and female
partner engagement status and having children are discrepant due to receiving demographic information from
only one partner at baseline in some couples. Number of respondents for each variable varies depending on

missing data for individual items

Measures

Demographics Participants reported their gender, age, race,
sexual orientation, and academic level. Participants also re-
ported whether they lived with, had children with, or were
engaged to their current partner, as well as their relationship
length (in months) with their current partner.

Mindfulness The Five-Facets Mindfulness Questionnaire
(FFMQ; Baer et al. 2006) is a 39-item self-report ques-
tionnaire designed to assess trait mindfulness. The FFMQ
includes five subscales, consisting of observing of expe-
rience (e.g., “When I’'m walking, I deliberately notice the
sensations of my body moving), describing with words
(e.g., “I can usually describe how I feel at the moment in
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considerable detail’), acting with awareness (e.g., “I do jobs or
tasks automatically without being aware of what I’m doing”),
nonjudging of inner experience (e.g., “I make judgments about
whether my thoughts are good or bad”), and nonreactivity to
inner experience (e.g., “I watch my feelings without getting
lost in them™). Items are rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale
ranging from 1 (never or very rarely true) to 5 (very often or
always true). Nineteen items are reversed, and all items on each
subscale are summed to obtain individual subscale scores and
summed across subscales to yield an overall mindfulness
score. Higher scores on each subscale indicate higher levels
of each facet of trait mindfulness and higher total scores indi-
cate higher levels of overall mindfulness. The FFMQ has dem-
onstrated good internal consistency in previous studies
(Cronbach’s « ranging from .79 to .93; Caldwell et al. 2010),
as well as good construct and cross-cultural validity across
several studies (Christopher et al. 2012; de Bruin et al. 2012;
Deng et al. 2011; Heeren et al. 2011).

Means, standard deviations, and possible range for the
FFMQ in the current sample are displayed in Table 2.
Internal reliability in the current sample was adequate across
all subscales (total mindfulness =.78, observing of experi-
ence =.78, describing with words = .86, acting with aware-
ness =.89, nonjudging of inner experience =.89,
nonreactivity to inner experience =.77) with mean scores
comparable to similar non-clinical young adult samples on
total mindfulness (e.g., corresponding mean of 116.09;
Khaddouma et al. 2015b) and each facet of mindfulness
(e.g., 27.22 for observing of experience; 25.52 for describing
with words; 25.84 for acting with awareness; 26.94 for

nonjudging of inner experience; 21.70 for nonreactivity to
inner experience; Roberts and Danoff-Burg 2010).

Relationship Satisfaction The Couples Satisfaction Index
(CSI-4; Funk and Rogge 2007) is a four-item self-report ques-
tionnaire that assesses relationship satisfaction. An example
item includes “Please indicate the degree of happiness, all
things considered, of your relationship” which is rated on a
scale from 1 (extremely unhappy) to 6 (perfect). Items are
summed to yield an overall assessment of relationship satis-
faction with higher scores indicating greater relationship sat-
isfaction. The CSI has shown high measurement precision and
strong convergent validity with longer measures of relation-
ship satisfaction in previous samples (Funk and Rogge 2007).
The CSI has also demonstrated excellent internal consistency
(Cronbach’s « equal t0.98) and strong promise as a superior
measure of relationship satisfaction beyond previous mea-
sures, as it is currently the only relationship assessment scale
developed using item response theory and is worded to be
appropriate for non-married couples (Graham et al. 2011).
Means, standard deviations, and possible range for the CSI-
4 in the current sample are displayed in Table 2. Internal reli-
ability in the current sample was adequate at both time points
of measurement (baseline =.72, 30 days post-baseline =.74)
with mean scores comparable to similar non-clinical young
adult samples on relationship satisfaction (e.g., corresponding
mean of 16.00; Funk and Rogge 2007). Average levels of
relationship satisfaction in the current sample were in the
non-distressed range at baseline (M = 16.64 SD =3.72), with
10.4% (n=239) of the sample falling below the clinical cutoff

Table 2  Means, standard deviations, bivariate correlations, and distributions of study variables
1 2 4 5 6 7 8
1. Mindfulness (total score) - 73k 707k 210 247k 617 23k .10
2. Observing 70 - 367k 220k 38k 37k 19k .07
3. Describing 70 23k 16%* 12 25%% 220k 15
4. Acting with awareness 31k 3% 27k - 420k 11 -.02 A1
5. Nonjudging 20%* 35 14 Al - .09 .05 .10
6. Nonreactivity .62 39 27 .01 .03 - 22%%  —.08
7. Baseline relationship satisfaction .08 —.01 .10* 13* .10* .04 - 43
8. 30-day relationship satisfaction .06 -.04 .08 15% 12 .02 52 -
M 116.31 22.79 26.44 29.4 29.79 17.84 1646  16.22
SD 13.69 5.79 6.00 6.06 6.63 4.56 3.87 3.80
Range 39-195 8-40 840 8-40 840 8-40 0-21 0-21
Skewness (SE) .29 (.10) .09 (.10) —.04 (.10) —.58 (.10) —.71 (.10) .44 (.10) —.94 (.10) —.62 (.19)
Kaurtosis (SE) —.09 (.20) —.33(.20) —.22(20) 21(20) .22(20) .39(20) .72(.20) —.35(.20)
Shapiro-Wilk 99 97 .99 95%* 95% 96%* Rl BTk

Correlations for males are reported above the diagonal; females are below the diagonal. Means, standard deviations, and distributions of study variables

are reported for the combined sample
*p <.05; ¥*p <.01; ¥*¥*p <.001
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score for relationship distress (13.5 on the CSI-4; Funk and
Rogge 2007).

Relationship Stability Relationship stability was assessed by
asking participants if they were still involved in the relation-
ship reported in the first wave of the study. Responses were
coded as 0 =no (i.e., dissolved) and 1 =yes (i.e., intact). This
item has previously been used to assess relationship dissolu-
tion in unmarried romantic relationships (Cui et al. 2011).
Approximately 17.6% of couples who participated in the
study (n =33 dyads) reported that their relationship had dis-
solved at 90 days post-baseline.

Data Analyses

First, a series of preliminary analyses were conducted to as-
sess the appropriateness of the data for meeting statistical as-
sumptions. Data were assessed for skew and kurtosis, and the
Shapiro-Wilk test was used to test the normality of the distri-
bution for each study variable. A series of ANOVA and chi-
square statistical tests were then used to determine whether
any demographic factors were associated with variables of
interest in the current study, thus necessitating their inclusion
as control variables in primary analyses. Additionally, due to
the centrality of partners’ gender to study analyses, a series of
paired samples 7 tests and chi-square statistical tests were used
to evaluate whether male and female partners significantly
differed on any variable of interest at baseline. Finally, bivar-
iate correlations were calculated for male and female partners
to test for significant associations among study variables.

To test study hypotheses, multiple longitudinal actor-
partner interdependence statistical models (Cook and Kenny
2005; Kenny et al. 2006) were constructed and evaluated
using MPlus version 7.11 (Muthén and Muthén 2013).
Actor-partner interdependence models (APIMs) allow for sta-
tistical analysis of stability and reciprocity in dyadic relation-
ships while accounting for shared variance and potential error
co-variance in partners’ scores and are appropriate for short-
term longitudinal data (Cook and Kenny 2005). Thus, path
models were constructed using the dyad as the unit of analysis
while specifying correlations between partner scores at each
time point within each model. Missing data were handled
using full information maximum likelihood estimation
(FIML), which has been shown to provide more efficient
and less biased estimates than alternative strategies such as
pairwise or listwise deletion (Enders 2010; Kline 2011).
Following procedures outlined by Schermelleh-Engel et al.
(2003), model fit was assessed using the chi-square test of
model fit (a non-significant chi-square value indicates that
the model has acceptable fit), comparative fit index (CFI),
Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), and the root-mean-square error
of approximation (RMSEA) with the following cutoff values:
CFI1> .95, TLI > .95, RMSEA < .06. Path analyses were then

used to examine the statistical significance of associations
among variables within each APIM path model.

Results

Distribution analyses indicated that the acting with awareness,
nonjudging of inner experience, and nonreactivity to inner
experience facets of mindfulness as well as baseline and 30-
day post-baseline relationship satisfaction deviated from a
normal distribution, as indicated by significant Shapiro-Wilk
indices. Results are displayed in Table 2.

No demographic characteristics of participants or their re-
lationships were associated with relationship satisfaction at
30 days post-baseline, or with relationship dissolution status
at 90 days post-baseline. However, analyses indicated that
males and females significantly differed on several variables
at baseline. Demographically, females were more likely to
report being college freshmen (x* (6, 376) =29.84, p <.001)
than males and were, on average, approximately 1 year youn-
ger than males (#(166) =4.09, p <.001). At baseline, females
also reported lower levels than males on total mindfulness
(M=119.04 SD=12.75 vs. M=113.12 SD=13.93,
#(166)=3.26, p <.001), describing (M =26.88 SD =5.59 vs.
M=25.34 SD=6.15, 1(166)=2.06, p<.05), and
nonreactivity to inner experience (M =18.97 SD=4.56 vs.
M=17.00 SD=4.62, #(166)=3.31, p<.001). No other sig-
nificant baseline differences were observed between males
and females.

Bivariate correlational analyses indicated that overall
mindfulness was significantly positively associated with base-
line relationship satisfaction for males (»=.23, p <.05), but
not females. At the level of individual facets, describing
(r=.10, p<.05), acting with awareness (r=.13, p <.05),
and nonjudging of inner experience (r=.10, p <.05) facets
of mindfulness were significantly positively correlated with
baseline relationship satisfaction for females, whereas the ob-
serving of experience (r=.19, p<.01), describing (r=.22,
p <.01), and nonreactivity to inner experience (r=.22,
p<.01) facets of mindfulness were significantly positively
correlated with baseline relationship satisfaction for males.
The acting with awareness (r=.15, p <.05) was again posi-
tively correlated with relationship satisfaction at 30 days post-
baseline for females. Finally, baseline relationship satisfaction
was significantly positively associated with 30-day post-base-
line satisfaction for both males (r=.43, p<.01) and females
(r=.52, p<.01). Results are displayed in Table 2.

Given the results of preliminary analyses, path models in
primary analyses were evaluated using maximum likelihood
with robust standard error (MLR) estimation in order to ac-
count for the non-normal distribution of several variables of
interest. MLR produces parameter estimates and standard er-
rors that are robust to non-normality and calculates fit indices
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based on an estimate of multivariate kurtosis, thus taking into
account and adjusting for non-normally distributed data
(Curran et al. 1996). Additionally, the race was included as a
control variable in paths to relationship satisfaction in all
models given significant associations with the likelihood of
survey completion at 30 days post-baseline. Lastly, baseline
relationship satisfaction was also included as a control vari-
able in paths to 30-day post-baseline relationship satisfaction
in all models to account for varying levels of initial relation-
ship satisfaction.

To examine the longitudinal inter-partner effects of mind-
fulness on relationship satisfaction and stability, we construct-
ed actor-partner interdependence models (Cook and Kenny
2005) in which male and female partners’ respective baseline
mindfulness predicted their own and their partners’ relation-
ship satisfaction at 30 days post-baseline, which then predict-
ed their joint relationship dissolution status at 90 days post-
baseline. In order to examine the inter-partner effects of total
mindfulness and each facet of mindfulness, six separate
models were constructed with male and female partners’ re-
spective total mindfulness and each facet of mindfulness
scores included as independent predictor variables. Results
are displayed in Fig. 1.

Model fit indices indicated that each path model fits the
data well (model fit statistics are displayed in Fig. 1). For all
models, male partners’ relationship satisfaction at 30 days
post-baseline was not associated with relationship dissolution
at follow-up; however, significant negative associations be-
tween female partners’ relationship satisfaction and relation-
ship dissolution were observed in all models. For total mind-
fulness, female (but not male) partners’ levels of mindfulness
were significantly negatively associated with relationship dis-
solution (3=—.40, SE=.15, p=.01) but not with their own
nor their partners’ relationship satisfaction (Fig. 1a). For ob-
serving ef Experience, female (but not male) partners’ levels
of observing of experience were significantly negatively asso-
ciated with relationship dissolution (6=-.47, SE=.15,
p=.00) but not with their own nor their partners’ relationship
satisfaction (Fig. 1b). For describing with words, neither fe-
male nor male partners’ levels of describing were significantly
associated with relationship dissolution. However, male (but
not female) partners’ levels of describing with words were
significantly positively associated with their own relationship
satisfaction (G=.18, SE=.08, p=.03; Fig. 1¢). For acting
with awareness, female (but not male) partners’ levels of act-
ing with awareness were significantly negatively associated
with relationship dissolution (6=—.29, SE=.12, p=.02)
but not with their own nor their partners’ relationship satisfac-
tion. However, male partners’ levels of acting with awareness
were significantly positively associated with their own rela-
tionship satisfaction (G=.16, SE=.08, p =.03; Fig. 1d). For
nonjudging of inner experience, neither female nor male part-
ners’ levels of nonjudging of inner experience were
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significantly associated with relationship dissolution, nor were
there significant intra- or inter-partner associations between
nonjudging of inner experience and relationship satisfaction
for either partner (Fig. le). For nonreactivity to inner experi-
ence, female (but not male) partners’ levels of nonreactivity to
inner experience were significantly negatively associated with
relationship dissolution (G=—.47, SE=.12, p=.00) and with
their partners’ (but not their own) relationship satisfaction
(6=.24, SE=.11, p=.03; Fig. 1f).

Discussion

Previous research indicates that mindfulness is associated with
more satisfied romantic relationships and healthier relation-
ship functioning (e.g., Atkinson 2013; Karremans et al.
2015; Kozlowski 2013); however, the association between
mindfulness and the longitudinal stability (i.e., likelihood for
remaining intact vs. dissolving over time) of relationships has
remained unexplored. Thus, the present study examined the
associations between young adult male and female dating
partners’ levels of mindfulness and longitudinal relationship
stability. Based on previous research and theory, it was hy-
pothesized that partners’ levels of mindfulness would be pos-
itively associated with their own (i.e., actor effects) and their
partner’s (i.e., partner effects) relationship satisfaction and
subsequent stability and that more behaviorally oriented as-
pects of mindfulness would demonstrate the most robust part-
ner effects at the level of individual facets of mindfulness. The
results provided partial support for these hypotheses and po-
tentially novel insights into the role of mindfulness in the
longitudinal relationship stability of young adult dating
partners.

First, the results suggest that gender might play an impor-
tant role in the associations between mindfulness, relationship
satisfaction, and dating relationship stability over time.
Specifically, young adult female partners’(but not young adult
male partners’) general tendency to purposefully bring atten-
tion and awareness to the experiences of the present moment
and relate to them in a non-reflexive, non-judgmental way
were associated with greater relationship longevity above
and beyond the effects of simply being more satisfied in the
relationship. As female partner’s mindfulness was not associ-
ated with their longitudinal satisfaction, these results might
support aforementioned assertions that by being attentive to
present experiences and engaging with them in a non-evalua-
tive, non-reactive way, more mindful female partners might
minimize corrosive reactionary relational processes that might
lead to later deterioration in their dating relationship, thus
buffering the possible negative effects of variation in relation-
ship satisfaction. Similarly, at the level of individual facets,
female partners’ dispositional tendencies to (a) notice or at-
tend to internal and external experiences, such as sensations,
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%7 (17, 188) = 18.27, p = .37, CFI = .98, TLI = .97, RMSEA = .03

Fig. 1 Actor-partner models of the effects of mindfulness and facets of
mindfulness on relationship satisfaction and dissolution. Note:
Relationship satisfaction represents satisfaction at 30 days post-baseline.
Relationship dissolution represents dissolution status (0 = intact, 1 =
dissolved) at 90 days post-baseline. Control variables to relationship

cognitions, and emotions (observing of experience); (b) attend
to activities of the moment with purposeful attention rather
than behaving automatically or impulsively (acting with
awareness); and (c) allow thoughts and feelings to come and
go without getting caught up in or carried away by them
(nonreactivity to inner experience) were all associated with
dating relationship stability (and again above and beyond the
effects of their own and their male partners’ relationship sat-
isfaction). In contrast, for male partners, baseline levels of
mindfulness were associated with their own longitudinal sat-
isfaction (i.e., actor effects), though this pattern appeared only
for two facets and did not extend to relationship stability.
Specifically, results suggest that male partners’ tendencies to
(a) note or label experiences with words (describing with
words) and (b) attend to activities of the moment with pur-
poseful attention rather than behaving automatically or impul-
sively (acting with awareness) are associated with longitudinal
relationship satisfaction in their dating relationships.

Relationship
Dissolution

d

Male Partner
Acting with
Awareness

Relationship
Dissolution

Female Partner
Acting with
Awareness

Relationship
Dissolution

%7 (17, 188) =21.05, p = 22, CFI = .94, TLI = .91, RMSEA = .05

satisfaction (e.g., baseline relationship satisfaction and race) were
included in analyses, but are not shown in the diagram. Standardized
estimates are shown. CFI = comparative fit index, TLI = Tucker-Lewis
Index, RMSEA = root-mean-square error of approximation. *p <.05,
*¥p<.01 ##¥p <.001

Overall, these conglomerate results, as well as the finding
that only female partners’ (but not male partners’) satisfaction
was significantly associated with the couples’ dating relation-
ship stability, mirror patterns from previous research samples
in which female partners might function as the “barometer” of
the relationship in different-sex relationships (e.g., Davila
etal. 2017; Doss et al. 2003; Kurdek 2009) and that informa-
tion or characteristics of one partner sometimes predict rela-
tionship outcomes better than information from the other part-
ner (e.g., Davila et al. 2017; Kurdek 2009). Furthermore, these
results might be congruent with research indicating that males
and females often engage in differing communication patterns
(Eldridge and Christensen 2002) and report differing emotion-
al experiences (Acitelli and Young 1996) in their romantic
relationships, all of which are also associated with levels of
mindfulness (Barnes et al. 2007; Wachs and Cordova 2007).
Interestingly, these results also complement recent biobehav-
ioral research on the role of mindfulness in relationship
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processes. In a study that examined how levels of mindfulness
facets affect couples’ cortisol responses and subsequent psy-
chological adjustment to relationship conflict, researchers
found that only nonreactivity to inner experience predicted
female partners’ cortisol responses to a conflict stressor, where-
as only describing with words predicted male partners’ re-
sponses (Laurent et al. 2013). Moreover, again complimenting
results from the present study, Laurent et al. (2013) also found
more widespread positive associations between levels of mind-
fulness facets and psychological adjustment (i.e., less depres-
sive symptoms, greater well-being) for female partners than for
male partners. Additionally, as previous research indicates that
male partners’ tendency to note or label experiences with
words (describing with words) is associated with healthier
physiological responses to relationship stressors (Laurent
et al. 2013), findings from the present study builds on this
previous study and suggest that young adult males who are
more able to mindfully communicate about their experiences
might also be more attuned to the quality of their relationship
and experience greater satisfaction in their dating relationships.
In general, these results might provide further impetus for re-
search to examine gender differences in the associations be-
tween certain aspects of mindfulness and relationship out-
comes over time.

Furthermore, across all models, only one facet of mindful-
ness demonstrated a significant inter-partner effect, and again,
only for young adult female partners. Specifically, these fe-
male partners’ nonreactivity to inner experience was positive-
ly associated with their male partners’ (but not their own)
relationship satisfaction, even beyond male partners’ levels
of nonreactivity to inner experience and previous levels of
relationship satisfaction. These results are consistent with pre-
vious research demonstrating that adult married partners’ dis-
positional levels of nonreactivity to inner experience are asso-
ciated with the satisfaction of their partners, but not their own
(Lenger et al. 2016), and that increases in the nonreactivity to
inner experience facet through mindfulness training are asso-
ciated with increases in relationship satisfaction for the adult
partners of individuals who receive the training, but not their
own (Khaddouma et al. 2016). Conceptually, these repeated
findings suggest that a greater ability to allow thoughts and
feelings to come and go without getting caught up in or carried
away by them may incur interpersonal benefits to one’s part-
ner, even when such intrapersonal effects on one’s own rela-
tionship satisfaction are not present. By resisting the tendency
to reflexively respond to present experiences, individuals
might be better able to engage in effective decision-making
processes about how to respond or proceed in them. Partners
might reap benefits from having a less reactive romantic part-
ner (Davila et al. 2003), as relationship problems are more
likely to be effectively ameliorated and less likely to be emo-
tionally damaging when they arise. Thus, for the partners of
less reactive individuals, it might be easier to enjoy shared
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experiences and remain satisfied in the relationship as it con-
tinues onward. Importantly, we can have a greater degree of
confidence in this finding as it has now been replicated in
three different samples, including married longer-term cou-
ples, and demonstrated a similar pattern of associations when
measured as a baseline trait (e.g., Lenger et al. 2016) and when
increased through mindfulness training (e.g., Khaddouma
et al. 2016). Moreover, as nonreactivity to inner experience
was the only facet to be associated with inter-partner relation-
ship satisfaction and dyadic relationship stability, results from
the present study add to the growing body of evidence sug-
gesting that this facet might play a particularly important role
in the functioning and longevity of intimate relationships.

Finally, the finding that several facets of mindfulness were
not associated with longitudinal relationship satisfaction in the
present study offer novel insights into which aspects of mind-
fulness might play the most robust role in the maintenance of
relationship health over time. Regarding actor effects, individ-
uals’ levels of overall mindfulness, observing of experience,
nonjudging of inner experience, and nonreactivity to inner
experience were not associated with longitudinal relationship
satisfaction for male or female partners in the present study
despite significant associations with relationship satisfaction
in previous studies when measured cross-sectionally (Lenger
et al. 2016) and after individuals participated in mindfulness
training (Khaddouma et al. 2016). However, such findings are
similarly reported in a demographically similar sample of dat-
ing partners by Barnes et al. (2007), who also found that
mindfulness was not associated with relationship satisfaction
10 weeks post-baseline when the baseline levels of satisfac-
tion were controlled. As in Barnes et al. (2007), relationship
satisfaction in the present study changed very little over the
relatively brief 30-day time span, providing little variation in
30-day post-baseline relationship satisfaction to be explained
by potential predictors. Thus, it is possible that mindfulness
and additional aspects of mindfulness are associated with lon-
gitudinal levels of relationship satisfaction when more vari-
ance in satisfaction is available due to changes in relationship
quality (e.g., through intervention or natural events) or a great-
er span of time between measurement time points.

Regarding the lack of partner effects observed in the present
study (apart from female partners’ nonreactivity to inner expe-
rience), Barnes et al. (2007) also documented significant actor
effects of mindfulness on participants’ own communication
quality and emotional stress responses to relationship conflict,
but no effects on the experience of the other member of the
couple. However, in a sample of long-term married partners,
nonreactivity to inner experience demonstrated a significant
partner effect on relationship satisfaction (as in the present
study), but no significant inter-partner associations were ob-
served for other facets (Lenger et al. 2016). Further research is
clearly needed to clarify the role of specific aspects of mindful-
ness in the maintenance of relationship satisfaction over time.
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Overall, findings from the present study contribute addi-
tional evidence as to the role of mindfulness in the longitudi-
nal satisfaction and stability of young adult dating relation-
ships and provide some direction for future research into
which aspects of mindfulness might be most important for
promoting relationship longevity. Most significantly, results
of the present study indicate that mindfulness might be asso-
ciated with greater longitudinal relationship stability in young
adult relationship formation. Additionally, results of the pres-
ent study adds to the findings from previous research across a
variety of adult and young adult samples indicating that great-
er mindfulness is associated with generally positive relation-
ship outcomes (e.g., Atkinson 2013; Karremans et al. 2015;
Kozlowski 2013) and that particular facets of mindfulness
appear to have more robust associations than others with ro-
mantic relationship outcomes and adjustment (Khaddouma
et al. 2015a, 2016; Laurent et al. 2013; Lenger et al. 2016).
Further, the effects of mindfulness on partners’ relationship
experiences appear to be more intrapersonal in nature
(Barnes et al. 2007; Lenger et al. 2016), apart from
nonreactivity to inner experience, which repeatedly demon-
strates significant interpersonal effects among romantic part-
ners even in the absence of actor effects across several samples
(Khaddouma et al. 2016; Lenger et al. 2016). Lastly, these
results might provide further impetus for research to examine
gender differences in the effects of certain aspects of mindful-
ness, as results of echo findings from previous studies indicat-
ing that certain facets of mindfulness might have more robust
effects on the relationship functioning and experiences of fe-
male versus male dating partners (Laurent et al. 2013).

Limitations and Future Directions

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting
results from the present study. Most notably, data from the
present study relied on self-report measures of mindfulness,
relationship satisfaction, and dissolution. Utilizing self-report
procedures to capture and quantify mindfulness might present
challenges in partialling out responses based on social desir-
ability versus actual levels of mindfulness, as well as account-
ing for differences in how items are understood semantically
among different groups and populations (see Bergomi et al.
2013). Likewise, previous research has shown that individuals
tend to be biased in their reporting of negative aspects of their
romantic relationships on self-report measures (Loving and
Agnew 2001); thus, certain aspects of relationship satisfaction
and stability might have been underreported in the current
sample as participants were, on average, relatively highly sat-
isfied in their relationships. Additionally, though the impor-
tance of completing the questionnaires independently of their
partner was stressed to and consented to by all participants, it
is possible that partners influenced each other’s data in ways

that were not accounted for in the current study (e.g.,
discussed items on questionnaires before responding, com-
pleted surveys together). Additional safeguards to prevent
partner influences on self-report data (e.g., completing surveys
in separate rooms) should be considered for future research.

It is also important to note that the sample was composed of
mostly White, heterosexual college students involved in an
unmarried romantic relationship. Because participants in the
present study were relatively highly satisfied, it is possible that
interpersonal aspects of mindfulness are most relevant to alle-
viating negative dyadic processes that were not well represent-
ed in our sample. Thus, findings from the present study might
not generalize to more diverse populations, other types of
dyadic relationships (e.g., married couples, same-sex cou-
ples), and relationships of varying levels of satisfaction and
relationship distress. It will be important for future research to
examine these associations in more diverse samples and test
whether these associations generalize to other kinds of dyadic
relationships.

Given research indicating theoretical and operational dif-
ferences between state and trait mindfulness (Thompson and
Waltz 2007), it is important to note that the current study
utilized assessments of trait mindfulness and examined asso-
ciations between naturally varying levels of this trait and rela-
tionship outcomes. It is currently unknown whether similar
associations with relationship stability would emerge if levels
of state or trait mindfulness were increased or decreased
through meditation or mindfulness interventions. Future re-
search should also utilize alternative methodologies for
assessing (e.g., behavioral coding, physiological measures)
and altering (e.g., meditation, mindfulness inductions) levels
of mindfulness in order determine whether these effects are
also present when the construct of mindfulness is examined as
a state rather than a trait, and when experimental manipula-
tions are used to induce mindfulness states (e.g., Dickenson
et al. 2013).

Longitudinal research often entails participant attrition at
study follow-up time points and factors associated with attri-
tion, along with decreases in power to detect significant effects
in smaller follow-up sample sizes, can increase the risk for
type I and II error (Deeg 2002). Though factors associated
with participant attrition at follow-up were included in analy-
ses in an effort to control for these confounds, it is possible
that certain participant characteristics that were not accounted
for in the current study (e.g., conscientiousness, social desir-
ability, relationship commitment, income) were associated
with likelihood of completing follow-up surveys, thus biasing
the sample at follow-up time points. Moreover, participant
attrition rates were relatively high in the current study, and
results should be considered preliminary until additional stud-
ies with more rigorous methods to retain participants at
follow-up time points can replicate these findings.
Additionally, as previously mentioned, variables in the present
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study were measured at time points that were relatively tem-
porally proximal. As follow-up data was collected only 30 or
60 days from the previous time point, variables such as rela-
tionship satisfaction were relatively stable across time points,
thus providing less variability to be explained by other poten-
tial factors. Future studies might consider examining whether
these associations are present when measurements of relation-
ship functioning are more temporally distal.

It is also important to note that statistical associations be-
tween mindfulness and longitudinal relationship outcomes ob-
served in the present study were relatively small in magnitude,
indicating that mindfulness did not demonstrate particularly
strong associations with relationship outcomes compared to
other relationship variables reported in previous research (e.g.,
satisfaction, commitment, communication behaviors; see
Karney and Bradbury 1995; Le et al. 2010). Thus, it is likely
that the salutary effects of mindfulness on relationship out-
comes are a product of interactions with other psychosocial
factors or due to a cascade of effects of mindfulness on more
complex relationship behaviors that ultimately contribute to
healthier relationship functioning (Karremans et al. 2015).
Results from the present study should be considered prelimi-
nary until future research has replicated these findings in the
presence of other psychosocial and relationship factors and
with more complex analytic models.

Additionally, the present study tested only whether the re-
lationships of individuals with varying levels of mindfulness
were more or less likely to remain intact or dissolve. Thus, the
processes and specifics of the relationship dissolution (e.g.,
who ended the relationship and for what reason) for those that
dissolved were not examined in the present study. The next
step for research in this area should be to examine whether
mindfulness is associated with a greater ability to exit unsat-
isfactory or unhealthy relationships versus maintain relation-
ship stability despite fluctuations in satisfaction or the pres-
ence of problems in the relationship, or perhaps a greater like-
lihood for more mutually cooperative relationship dissolution
decisions with one’s partner. Similarly, the present study did
not examine how concordance or similarity in partners’ mind-
fulness levels contributed to relationship outcomes; thus, fu-
ture research should examine how similarities and differences
in partners’ levels of mindfulness contribute to their relation-
ship health.

Lastly, though estimates of the associations between sever-
al aspects of mindfulness and relationship outcomes differed
in magnitude between males and females in the current study,
multiple aspects of an individual’s life experience vary based
on gender identity (i.e., the social construction and correlates
of an individual’s sexual identity; see Johnson et al. 2009) and
might influence associations between male and female part-
ners’ mindfulness and relationship outcomes in ways that
were not accounted for in the present study. It is also important
to note that male and females in the current study differed in
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their initial levels of mindfulness at baseline; thus, it is possi-
ble that differences in how male and female partners experi-
ence mindfulness or utilize mindfulness in their relationships
influenced relationship outcomes in ways not addressed by the
present study. Thus, results regarding gender differences in the
effects of mindfulness on the relationship outcomes of males
and females should be considered preliminary until further
research has replicated these findings.
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