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personal relationships and if so, what kinds of events bring it about? (2)
What is the emotional and cognitive impact? (3) How 1s communi-
cation used to deal with it? (4) What is the eventual outcome for the
relationship?

Research in social cognition in general and uncertainty reduction in
particular has always becn guided by the metaphor of the intuitive scien-
tist (Berger & Calabrese, 1975; Heider, 1958, Keily, 1953). The particu-
lar focus of research on uncertainty reduction has been on how intuitive
scientists gather data (Berger, 1979; Berger & Douglas, 1981; Berger &
Kellerman, 1983). By contrast to what is known about information seek-
ing, almost nothing is known about what the intuitive scientist does with
the information after it is gathered. One gets the sense that information
simply accumulates, displaces uncertainty, and forms an increasingly
comprehensive and precise basis for predicting and explaining others.
Yet the intuitive theories that guide interpersonal communication may

sooner or later confront serious challenges that increase uncertainty, tem-
porarily if not permanently. In spite of all the effort devoted to developing
intuitive theories of people and relationships, uncertainty reduction may
not always be entirely successful. People can surprise us for a number of
reasons—because we never really understood them in the first place, be-
cause they changed and we did not realize it, or because they behave in
ways that are unpredictable even to themselves. If the knowledge we use
to predict and explain others’ behavior is called into question, uncertainty
may increase. This may be one reason that uncertainty reduction has not
been found to be directly associated with sheer volume of communication
outside the context of initial interaction (Parks & Adelman, 1983,
pp. 73-74). .
If uncertainty increase does occuy, it could be expected to have effects

in several important areas of interpersonal behavior and experience.
First, uncertainty increase could affect beliefs about the relationship be-
yond those directly related to the incident. Because social knowledge is
made up of a network of interrelated beliefs (Lachman, Lachman, & But-
terfield, 1979, Chap. 9}, changes in one belief are likely to imply changes
in others depending on how they are associated (Poole & Hunter, 1980).
For example, if a friend betrays a confidence, beliefs about his or her
trustworthiness would be directly affected, but other beliefs about the re-
lationship (such as beliefs about closeness, fairness, or supportiveness)

might be affected as well.

Second, uncertainty increase could produce strong emotional effecis.

Mandler (1984, Chap. 8) and Dyer (1983) indicate that emotion is pro-
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more than one incident, they were asked to report on the one that was
most important to them. Closed-ended items elicited quantitative judg-
ments on nine-point rating scales (1 = not at all, very little; 9 = very
much); open-ended items elicited descriptions of events, emotional

reactions, or outcomes in subjects’ own words.

SUBJECTS AND PROCEDURES
Subjects were given a precise description of the experience of interest
(including three examples) and asked if they could recall a similar experi-
ence in their own lives. To minimize experimental demand, all volun-
teers were told that it was possible that many people had never
experienced the event of interest, that one of the purposes of the study was
to determine how many had or had not, and that they would receive credit
(if extra credit was offered) whether or not they could recall an example of
the targeted event. Of the 103 subjects who could recatl a targeted event,
three were discarded—one because the event was never described, one
because the subject reported on a relationship that was not targeted (fa-
ther), and one because it was the only case concerning a spouse. Those
remaining ranged in age from 17 to 37 years (X =20, 5 = 2.6}, were
73% female, and were distributed across years in school with freshmen
overrepresented (41% Fr; 11% So; 18% Jr; 22% Sr; 7% Gr).

RESULTS

Of the total number of volunteers, 90% could recall and report exten-
sively on an uncertainty increasing event. On average, the event occurred
19.6 months earlier (S = 23.6 mos.) but was remembered very vividly
(X = 8.0, S = 1.6). Relationships with same-sex friends accounted for
the highest proportion of events (46%), followed by dating partners
(24 %), romantic partners (19%), and opposite-sex friends (11%). Most
relationships had existed for some'time before the uncertainty-increasing

event occurred (X = 29.5 mos., S = 35.4). Subjects were strongly com-
mitted to the relationships (X = 7.1, S = 1.5) and considered them im-
portant in their lives, (X =7.2, S =1.5).

To verify that the events reported increased uncertainty, subjects
judged certainty before and after the event on the CL7 Attribution Confi-
dence Scale (Clatterbuck, 1979, Note 1). “Before” and “after”” CL7
scales were separated on the questionnaire by 29 intervening items in-
cluding one extensive open-ended question. The results indicated sub-

stantial increases in uncertainty across all items. The difference scores
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Planalp, 14
Cheycutt / UNCEBTA:NTY IN RELATIONSHIPS

chosen to represent important aspects of relationships were also strongly 599
affected by the event (Table 1). Ir! orde}' to det.ermme t!le degree to which Aspects of Rafuri ' TABLE 1 :
effects on one aspect of the relationship carried over into other aspects, ationships Atfecteqd by Uncertai i
the correlation matrix was submitted to common factor analysis. Three W :
factors emerged that were moderately intercorrelated. The first was in- W :
terpreted as frust because of the high loadings for honesty, trust, and will- g;mn_aniorfship ;;12 201 290 .749 e
ingness to confide in the other. The second factor was interpreted as Hon‘:':ﬂvnaﬁ involvement 7.23 3 '§; 018 821 “'gg’f
involvement because of high loadings for closeness, companionship, and Confiding 707 260 144 621 %
emotional involvement. The last factor was interpreted as relational rules : Duties and respansiniji 7.15 2.38 fg: —048 015
because it included effects on exclusiveness, freedom, duties, and re- Exclusivenass e 881 289 ar2 PO
sponsibilities. Moderate correlations between factors indicated that ef- g‘r‘e"z"’“""eness g ‘gg 302 16 g;g P
fects on beliefs carried over most strongly to other beliefs within the same Faifne:? 5.59 ; ‘;g 640 154 _ 'ﬁfj’;
factor but carried over between factors as weil. Trust 7.38 232 ; 74 —126 _'595
The seven different types of uncertainty-increasing events showed no Rewards . 7.8 2.26 :722 ~072 214
significant differences in impact on beliefs about the self, or the partner, Y o —— : 702 23s 395 .ggg 079
but they did have somewhat different impacts on aspects of the relation- ;ff";::glto 9 = very :ic?:’f::.ﬁ';; are for nine-point scales ranging 7 . 333
ship (MANOVA, Wilks’ F(72, 436) = 1.3@, p = .04). When the multi- rotation, ’.’,.h‘:f :;S:;T:: 13¢t0r anlysis using o 9'ng from 1 = not at an
variate results were further analyzed by univariate tests, three separate HVSIY. FaCtors 1 ana 2 ware ngeeiod fOr 525%, ?g;;"ﬂ;:; > 1 oriterion and obligy
¢ ! rrelated 5 . 9% of the var; que
effects were found. As might be expected, deception had a strong effect S 23nd3.46, and 1anag g OPE
on beliefs about the honesty of the relationship compared to surprising 10, pi = 20 '
information about the partner’s sexual behavior or preferences (F(6, 93) and, as a c o ). Even though negative emotiong] i
== 2.56, X = 8.92 for Deception, X = 5.33 for Sexual Behavior). Simi- _ jﬂCr;?ase o ;IhSE:QUenc?, all three examples usedl;eagtlons- were expected
larly, competing relationships had a stronger impact on beliefs about ex- evaluative re € questionnaire were negative, g 0 escn‘b‘e uncertainty
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4.9_1, X = 7.75 for Com.petmg Relatmnshi'ps, X = 3.9?. for Sexual Be- . uncertainty-j I;YC Proquce negative reactions. The « nty mcreas? does
havior, X = 4.24 for Miscellaneous). Beliefs about fairness, however, strength Teasing events had no differens: even categories of
were more strongly affected by three types of events—competing rela- &t or valence of emotion erential impact on either
tionships, deception, and personality change—compared to sexual be- ENGA
havior (F(6, 93) = 5.29, X = 8.08 for Competing Relationships, X = GING OR AVOIDING COMMUNICAT
8.11 for Personality Change, X = 8.58 for Deception, X = 4.67 for Communication wag . ON
Sexual Behavior). Sexual behavior seems to be an unusual type of event, uncertainty-increasin etsed M a number of different ways to i
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“talking over the issue” and the other “arguing over the issue.”” The two

factors were slightly negatively correlated {-.18). Communication strate- - belief.

gies were not systematically associated with effects on emotions, beliefs ‘ andle § about the self ang the j . gative outcom

about the other person, or beliefs about the relationship. Changes in be- ' J the self did noy have an "[Erac.noﬂ between beliefs gs Effects on

liefs about the setf, however, were associated with the tendency to avoid gﬂeﬂ_ces. Emotional variableg yhszgmﬁcam Impact an m:l;i tfmt the other

the issue instead of arguing over it but was not associated with the ten- StraHOnai outcomes than eith: owed fess power o d;qcrimai oy conse

dency to talk over the issue instead of avoiding it (Note 2). : We:;”gg‘ of emotiona] reaction :raclogmuve or commumcati\?: t:: between
| nifi fiecessary for the discnmf:::tofi;r;o tion, and mteracui:?g;fs

i .

RELATIONAL CONSEQUENCES

To assess the effect of the uncertainty-increasing events on the rela-
tionship, subjects were first asked whether their relationship terminated
as a result of the event. A total of 27% reported that it had. Then, if the :
relationship was not terminated, subjects were asked if it was redefined. CONCLUS!ONS AND Fy
If so, they were asked to describe how it was redefined in their own ' TU
words. Their responses were coded as (1) increasing in intimacy (n = &,
.75), decreasing in intimacy (n = a1, pi = .92), or maintaining

pi =
approximately the same level of intimacy (n = 32, pi = .67). Relation- fectively in the s cial
ships were about equally likely to terminate, become less close, or show and sophisticag S(?Clal world by 8radually b al actors learn 1o function of
no change in closeness, but a small fraction of relational partners became contrary, the r: know]edge of other peo U; ding INCreasingly efy bor:t
closer as a result of the event. As noted earlier, all three examplesusedin . with events tha:sfl:us of this study show thp € and relationgh ips. On the
the questionnaire to describe uncertainty increase were negative so these ing knowledge they do not expect, that ca Ia]t People are ajso confront, e;
results should be interpreted with caution. A dispropertionate number of eXperience ;;: d *f:;()jeu() which they must adiy sfiofgle assimilated into exjg
) or € ways in which peo
. ple

negative instances may have come to mind. Nevertheless, they do indi-
cate that uncertainty increase does not necessarily have negative impact
i

on relationships. tion, ang nereased :
. . > the r uncerta
Statistical analyses were then done to determine whether the type of aspect of the r;i;t_lﬂns}fup They did not un (;:;.V affegted cognition, eme
: ionship, but ragh mine beliefs ah ; i
e er carried about only one

event or communicative, cognitive, and emotional variables impacted on

the eventual outcome. Chi-squares indicted that the seven types of events self. They also -
were not associated with refational outcomes. Discriminant analysis was vides support fé’: C;dllijceci Strong emotiona] . er :0:1 and to beliefy about the
X Uostan ; ctions .
(Clark & Fiske, 1982 Tl:z] nterplay between COgn::;g;dmg that pro
i and emotiop

also performed to determine whether communicative variables were as-
sociated with relational outcomes. The tendency to talk over the issue in-
stead of avoid it discriminated between relationships that became closer
as a result of the event and all others (Note 3). One cognitive variable—
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the degre:e to which beliefs about the other person were affected by the in relanonsh[ps inth uncertainty mg ,
event—discriminated between relationships that terminated and those enced by them for © Sense that relationg] tra Y constitute critjeq) events
terminate 200d OF for ill. Oyer one e OHES &T€ strongly jnfly,.

that showed no change or became closer and between relationships that
became less close and those that showed no change (Note 4). That is, if
the event produced substantial changes in one partner’s view of the other, ‘
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affected. Nevertheless, outcomes were not always negative. A small
number of relational partners were able to become closer by talking over
the event and reassuring each other about their relationship.

Several limitations of this study will guide future research. Relying on
retrospective accounts of events that increased uncertainty may have pro-
duced undue emphasis on striking, critical events. Relational crises
clearly have powerful cffects on relationships and personal experience,
but they are not the ounly stuff of which relationships and social life are
made. Of equal interest are the everyday events that produce changes in
social knowledge and relationships but are not especially memorable.
Second, negatively toned events that had deleterious effects on relation-
ships were more common than positive, salutary events. Before conclud-
ing that most events that increase uncertainty bode ill for relationships,
those findings should be replicated for a different subject sample using
greater care to systematically sample events that increase uncertainty. Fi-
nally, a number of questions remain about the details of these events—
what leads up to them, how interprefations are arrived at, who is
perceived to be at fault, what coping strategies are used, and what people
say to one another. Research is currently underway to address these

questions.

NOTES

1. Although the CL635 scale might have been a more appropriate measure of retroac-
tive confidence, given an average corvelation between the two scales of .877, CL7 was
chosen because it was shorter {7 versus 65 items) (Clatterbuck, 1979, p. 153). Items were
rephrased to the past tense. :

2. Two communication variables—avoiding/talking and arguing/avoiding—were cre-
ated by weighting the five communication variables by their factor scores. These two vari-
ables were then regressed separately onto effect on beliefs about the other, effect on beliefs
about the seif and the interaction term. Stepwise regression with effect on other entered
first, then effect on self, then the interaction term revealed no significant effects on the
choice to avoid instead of talk over the problem {final F{3,95) < 1,p = AT, R2 = 3%).
When the choice to argue instead of (o avoid the issue was considered the effect of seif pro-
duced a significant incremental R-square beyond the effect of other (for self, F(1, 96) =
5.35,p=.02,R?= 5% from .2 % beta = -.734). Neither the effect on other alone nor the
interaction term made a statistically significant contribution.

3. A closer look at the eight relationships that became closer showed that seven of
them held very strongly to the general pattern (X = 8.85 where 9 = talked over a great
deal) whereas one relationship became closer later for other reasons. In three of the seven
cases, the event challenged the respondent's beliefs about his or her importance in the part-
ner’s life; the partner was able to reassure the respondent by talking over the issue. In three
more cases, the event involved a shocking piece of information that made the respondent
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