
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=hhth20

Health Communication

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/hhth20

Confirmation, Disconfirmation, and Communal
Coping for Joint Physical Activity in Romantic
Dyads

Amanda J. Holmstrom, Elizabeth Dorrance-Hall, Shelby Wilcox & Ralf
Schmälzle

To cite this article: Amanda J. Holmstrom, Elizabeth Dorrance-Hall, Shelby Wilcox &
Ralf Schmälzle (2024) Confirmation, Disconfirmation, and Communal Coping for Joint
Physical Activity in Romantic Dyads, Health Communication, 39:6, 1067-1081, DOI:
10.1080/10410236.2023.2201748

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2023.2201748

Published online: 20 Apr 2023.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 169

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=hhth20
https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/hhth20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/10410236.2023.2201748
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2023.2201748
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=hhth20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=hhth20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/10410236.2023.2201748?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/10410236.2023.2201748?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/10410236.2023.2201748&domain=pdf&date_stamp=20 Apr 2023
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/10410236.2023.2201748&domain=pdf&date_stamp=20 Apr 2023


Confirmation, Disconfirmation, and Communal Coping for Joint Physical Activity in 
Romantic Dyads
Amanda J. Holmstrom , Elizabeth Dorrance-Hall, Shelby Wilcox and Ralf Schmälzle

Department of Communication, Michigan State University

ABSTRACT
Most people in the United States do not engage in sufficient physical activity (PA). However, certain 
communication behaviors from romantic partners can motivate PA. Research indicates that confirming 
communication and communal coping (CC) in romantic relationships can increase PA efforts, but less 
research has examined the role of explicitly disconfirming communication or relationships between 
confirmation, disconfirmation, and CC on PA outcomes. We examined models in which shared PA 
appraisals mediate relationships between (a) confirmation and (b) disconfirmation and joint PA behavior 
in heterosexual, romantic dyads. Sex differences in actor and partner effects were also considered. 
Partners (N = 144) in 72 dyads completed assessments of key constructs. Results indicated that shared 
PA appraisals were critical in the confirmation model, mediating relationships between perceptions of 
confirmation and reports of joint PA. Unexpectedly, both partners’ reports of partner disconfirmation 
were positively associated with their partners’ reports of joint PA. Only one statistically significant sex 
difference emerged. Theoretical and pragmatic implications are discussed.

Physical activity (PA) offers a multitude of benefits, including 
reducing the risk of disease such as Type 2 diabetes, strength-
ening bones and muscles, and benefitting brain health 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2021). 
However, nearly 80% of adults in the United States (U.S.) fail 
to meet PA guidelines (US Department of Health and Human 
Services [USDHHS], 2019). Messages from romantic partners 
play an important role in the enactment and maintenance of 
behavior change for better health, including increasing PA 
(e.g., Dailey et al., 2010; Helgeson et al., 2019; Ramos et al., 
2020), and around 60% of American adults have a partner who 
can deliver such messages (Horowitz et al., 2019). Although 
friends and other family members may encourage one another 
to engage in PA (e.g., Darlow & Xu, 2011), romantic partners 
are unparalleled in their interdependence and potential for 
influence (Burke & Segrin, 2014). Given that most U.S. adults 
do not meet PA guidelines, romantic partners often both need 
to increase PA. Perceptions of relational climate (i.e., each 
partner’s perception of the emotional tone created by the 
other’s communication behavior over time; Dailey, 2006), 
likely play a role in whether partners view PA and other 
healthy behaviors as a challenge they are willing to take on 
together.

Paradoxically, though engaging in PA can reduce stress 
(USDHHS, 2019), the pressure to incorporate it into daily 
life can be stressful. Perceived barriers, such as cost, dislike 
for PA, fatigue, and the need to attend to family and work 
commitments can increase stress and prevent PA uptake 
(Salmon et al., 2003). Research indicates that one means by 
which couples can successfully increase their PA is to engage in 
PA together (i.e., joint PA). Though all PA is beneficial to well- 

being, joint PA offers unique benefits over solo PA such as 
increased time engaged in PA, greater adherence to fitness 
regimens over time, improved mood, and enhanced relational 
satisfaction (Berli et al., 2018; Sackett-Fox et al., 2021; Wallace 
et al., 1995).

Because joint PA has benefits above and beyond solo PA, it 
is pragmatically important to understand its predictors. The 
present paper integrates predictions from the extended theo-
retical model of communal coping (ETMCC, T. D. Afifi et al., 
2020) and confirmation theory (e.g., Dailey, 2006) to under-
stand why romantic couples may engage in joint PA. We first 
discuss research linking confirmation to PA, followed by 
a discussion of research on associations between communal 
coping (CC) and PA. We then forward and test two mediation 
models using actor-partner interdependence modeling.

Confirmation theory

Confirmation theory provides a useful lens from which couple 
conversations about physical activity can be understood and 
even leveraged for effective change. Confirmation theory is 
based on the idea that humans universally need to be valued 
and validated by close others such as their romantic partners 
(Buber et al., 1965; Dailey, 2006). When validation from 
romantic partners is lacking, people can struggle to grow, 
change, and develop their identities.

Confirmation is communicated at the relational level of 
communication, that is, what messages imply about the other 
person’s identity – who they are in relation to their romantic 
partner – rather than at the literal content level of the message 
(Watzlawick & Beavin, 1967). More specifically, confirming 
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messages communicate affection and approval while pushing 
others to see their potential and examine their goals and 
emotions. Disconfirming messages deny the other person’s 
worthiness and experiences, causing them to think of them-
selves as less valuable. They discredit how someone feels, and 
they reject their ideas and communication (Sieburg & Larson, 
1971). Over time, many confirming or disconfirming messages 
create a broader perception of a “relational climate” (Dailey, 
2006). Confirming climates are marked by more frequent and 
intense warm and validating messages that encourage open 
discussion and self-reflection. Disconfirming climates are 
comprised of more frequent and intense rejecting or hostile 
messages. Importantly, because confirming and disconfirming 
climates reference each partners’ perceptions of the other’s 
behavior toward them, perceptions of the climate are unique 
to each partner. For example, a husband who sees his partner 
as providing continuous support and approval may perceive 
a confirming climate, whereas his wife may view her husband’s 
behavior as invalidating and perceive a disconfirming climate.

Relational climates created through communication can 
affect partner health outcomes. Specifically, Dailey et al. 
(2016) state that “communication that fosters a climate of 
validation and encouragement should facilitate healthy diet 
and exercise behaviors, and thus, greater physical health” 
(p. 1482). A series of studies sheds light on this connection 
between confirmation in health behavior conversations and 
health-related outcomes. Dailey et al. (2010) conceptualize 
confirmation as messages combining acceptance (i.e., warm 
and validating messages, such as “You know I like you just as 
you are”) and challenge (i.e., messages pushing the other to 
examine their behavior and improve, such as “You should be 
working out more consistently”). The researchers found that 
messages high in both acceptance and challenge (i.e., high 
confirmation) from romantic partners were associated with 
increased exercise self-efficacy. The researchers also asked 
participants to rate messages that varied by acceptance and 
challenge for effectiveness at motivating healthy behaviors. 
Messages that were high in both acceptance and challenge 
were rated most effective (compared to messages high in 
only acceptance or challenge or low in both). Among people 
actively trying to manage their weight in the Southwestern 
U.S., Dailey et al. (2016) found that meeting exercise goals 
was linked only to high levels of challenge, though consistency 
in providing high levels of acceptance also appeared beneficial.

The present study contributes to research on confirmation 
and PA in four ways. First, past studies employing confirma-
tion theory to study topics related to PA in the communication 
field have primarily characterized confirmation in terms of (a) 
perceptions of acceptance and challenge in discrete messages 
about weight management (e.g., Dailey et al., 2010; Dailey, 
McCracken, et al., 2011) or (b) perceptions of acceptance and 
challenge in conversations about weight management over the 
course of the past month (e.g., Dailey et al., 2014; Dailey, 
Romo, et al., 2011). Less attention has been paid to each 
partner’s perception of the overall, global relational climate 
created by their partner’s confirming or disconfirming com-
munication over a longer period. As such, we examine con-
firmation in terms of each partner’s perceptions of how their 
partner generally communicates with them. Second, we focus 

on both confirming and disconfirming communication cli-
mates. In previous research, disconfirmation is often concep-
tualized as the absence of confirmation (acceptance and 
challenge) in a message (for an exception, see Dailey, 2008). 
For example, “I’m not sure what to tell you” is a sample low 
acceptance, low challenge message (Dailey et al., 2010). 
However, disconfirmation can range from ambiguous 
responses like these to more direct rejecting behaviors, such 
as belittlement (Ellis, 2002). We argue that the combination of 
low acceptance and low challenge in a message taps only a mild 
form of disconfirmation. Thus, we utilize a measure of dis-
confirmation that asks specific questions about a range of 
disconfirming behaviors, providing us with a greater ability 
to understand how perceptions of a disconfirming relational 
climate relates to PA. Third, we assess perceptions of partner 
confirmation and disconfirmation from both members of the 
dyad, a technique less common in the confirmation literature 
(for an exception, see Dailey, Romo, et al., 2011). Finally, we 
examine mechanisms by which confirmation and disconfirma-
tion may be associated with healthy behavior. Specifically, the 
present study examines CC processes as one mechanism by 
which confirmation and disconfirmation may be associated 
with joint PA.

Communal coping and joint PA

Individuals who strive to meet PA guidelines can experience 
stress due to barriers to engaging in PA (e.g., lack of time or 
skill, dislike for PA; Salmon et al., 2003). Coping strategies for 
stressors such as the need to increase PA vary in many ways 
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984); here, we focus on variation related 
to who is involved in coping efforts. Per the ETMCC, coping 
efforts can be scaled on two continuous dimensions: shared 
appraisals and joint action. Shared appraisals refer to indivi-
duals’ perception that a stressor is jointly owned; that is, people 
perceive it as “ours” vs. “mine” and/or “yours” (Lyons et al., 
2016). Some CC theories posit that shared appraisals elicit 
joint action, or collaboration with a partner to address 
a stressor (Helgeson et al., 2018). When an individual perceives 
high shared appraisals and joint action, CC occurs (T. D. Afifi 
et al., 2020). Conversely, individual coping is characterized by 
low shared appraisals and low joint action. In such a case, an 
individual effort to cope might be to join a gym on one’s own 
without input or help from one’s partner. Past research in 
other contexts has linked CC processes to positive outcomes 
such as smoking cessation and maintenance, better mental 
health, greater diabetes self-care, better relational quality, and 
uncertainty management (e.g., W. A. Afifi et al., 2012; Koehly 
et al., 2008; Lawrence & Schigelone, 2002; Rohrbaugh et al., 
2012; Zajdel et al., 2018). However, CC has sometimes been 
associated with negative outcomes such as stress contagion 
(T. D. Afifi et al., 2015) and poorer mental health (T. D. Afifi 
et al., 2018).

Most relevant to the present research, CC has been exam-
ined in the context of its effects on health behaviors, including 
PA, for individuals diagnosed with diabetes. Basinger (2020) 
surveyed individuals about their diabetes-specific CC with 
family members and observed a positive, significant relation-
ship between joint action (e.g., “I get support from my family 
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to handle my diabetes”) and exercise days per week, though 
shared appraisals were not a significant predictor of exercise 
days. Johnson et al. (2013) collected data from married diabetic 
patients and their spouses, assessing general “common dyadic 
coping” in the relationship, not specific to diabetes. Common 
dyadic coping is similar to the joint action dimension of CC 
(e.g., “We try to cope with the problem together and search for 
solutions”). Johnson et al. found that common dyadic coping 
was associated with exercise adherence through spouse (but 
not self) diabetes efficacy (i.e., confidence in ability to adhere to 
diabetes treatment regimens). However, in a daily diary study 
of diabetic patients and their spouses, Zajdel et al. (2018) 
reported no significant relationships between common dyadic 
coping and PA.

The present study extends research examining CC in the 
context of PA in several ways. First, our stressor is unique in 
that, for the most part, both partners in our sample of romantic 
couples wished to increase their PA, as opposed to contexts in 
which one person’s health is the primary focus (e.g., a diabetic 
patient and their partner). Second, we operationalize joint action 
in a specific manner: days spent engaged in moderate-to- 
vigorous PA together per week. Though all forms of PA are 
beneficial to health, we focus on moderate-to-vigorous PA 
because it is a cornerstone of the CDC’s (2022) guidelines for 
health, and to be consistent with how other research has oper-
ationalized joint PA (e.g., Berli et al., 2018; Sackett-Fox et al., 
2021). Research indicates that joint PA can have benefits above 
and beyond individual PA. For example, engaging in joint PA 
with one’s romantic partner has been demonstrated to increase 
adherence to PA routines (Wallace et al., 1995), which is bene-
ficial because people often struggle to maintain sufficient PA 
levels (Lachman et al., 2018). People who engage in joint PA 
with their romantic partners also report more total daily min-
utes of PA than those who do not engage in joint PA with their 
partners (Berli et al., 2018). Furthermore, research indicates that 
the benefits of joint PA are not limited to duration and main-
tenance of PA. In a study of young couples, partners experienced 
higher positive affect during exercise, higher daily positive affect, 
and greater relational satisfaction on days they exercised 
together vs. alone (Sackett-Fox et al., 2021). While the physical 
and mental health benefits of PA are clear (CDC, 2021), the 
heightened health benefits and the additional relational benefits 
of engaging in PA as a dyad are notable.

According to the ETMCC, thinking of health challenges, 
including the desire to engage in more PA, as a shared problem 
to confront should be associated with greater joint action, such 
as days engaged in PA together per week. Therefore, our study 
examines the association between shared appraisals and joint 
PA. Relationships between shared PA appraisals and joint PA 
are likely to exist for one’s own reports of shared PA appraisals 
and one’s partner’s reports of shared PA appraisals. In other 
words, reported shared PA appraisals by each member of 
a couple are likely to be associated with the other’s reports of 
days engaged in PA together. Specifically, we predict that:

H1: Shared PA appraisals (both one’s own and one’s part-
ner’s) will be positively associated with days engaged in joint 
PA (both one’s own and one’s partner’s reports).

Confirmation, disconfirmation, and CC

Another goal of the present study is to integrate the confirma-
tion and CC literatures to provide a more comprehensive 
understanding of how both processes influence PA outcomes 
in romantic couples. The ETMCC posits that multiple factors 
may predict and/or moderate CC processes, including rela-
tional quality, culture, nature of the stressor, and communica-
tion quality (T. D. Afifi et al., 2020). We focus on 
communication quality in the present study, which can refer 
to various characteristics of communication (T. D. Afifi et al., 
2020). For example, norms of openness (Romo, 2015) and 
levels of conflict (T. D. Afifi et al., 2018) have been found to 
influence people’s ability to engage in CC and/or its 
effectiveness.

We propose that perceptions of partners’ global relational 
confirmation and disconfirmation may be characterized as 
forms of communication quality in the ETMCC, as confirming 
communication is high in quality (e.g., warm, affirming), 
whereas disconfirming communication is low in quality (e.g., 
hurtful, cold, disrespectful). Confirming communication that 
emphasizes the value and worth of another along with warmth 
and love is likely linked to perceptions of facing a problem 
together. That is, those who perceive their partner as warm and 
accepting will be more likely to report viewing increasing PA 
as a joint effort or joint problem to be solved. The Relational- 
Cultural Coping Model (Kayser et al., 2007) provides evidence 
of this, stating that relational qualities such as mutuality (i.e., 
bidirectional expression of feelings and thoughts including 
empathy, engagement, and empowerment; Genero et al., 
1992), awareness, and authenticity can set the stage for how 
stressors or challenges are appraised as dyadic or individual. 
Kayser and Acquati (2019) found that the higher the reported 
mutuality between breast cancer patients and their caregivers, 
the more likely they were to report common dyadic coping 
(significant partner and actor associations). On the other hand, 
perceiving a climate of disconfirmation from one’s partner 
should be negatively associated with shared PA appraisals; it 
is belittling and stymies the open communication that facil-
itates viewing a problem as one to be faced together. Thus, we 
predict that:

H2: Confirmation (both one’s own and one’s partner’s per-
ceptions) will be positively associated with shared PA apprai-
sals (both one’s own and one’s partner’s).

H3: Disconfirmation (both one’s own and one’s partner’s 
perceptions) will be negatively associated with shared PA 
appraisals (both one’s own and one’s partner’s).

The ETMCC (T. D. Afifi et al., 2020) posits that factors 
such as communication quality influence CC processes. 
Though the ETMCC does not explicitly state that shared 
appraisals are antecedent to joint action, other communal 
coping literature has made this claim explicit (see Helgeson 
et al., 2018). Thus, we posit that shared appraisals may 
mediate the association between communication quality 
and joint action. Based on the logic delineated above, and 
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consistent with the ETMCC and other communal coping 
literature (e.g., Helgeson et al., 2018; Lyons et al., 2016), 
relational climates (here, in the form of perceptions of 
one’s partner’s confirmation and disconfirmation) are likely 
to set the stage for shared PA appraisals, which facilitate 
couples taking joint action such as engaging in PA 
together. We thus predict that shared appraisals for PA 
will mediate the relationships between confirmation and 
joint PA and between disconfirmation and joint PA (see 
Figures 1 and 2).

H4: Shared PA appraisals (both one’s own and one’s part-
ner’s) will mediate positive relationships between 

confirmation (both one’s own and one’s partner’s perceptions) 
and joint PA (both one’s own and one’s partner’s reports).

H5: Shared PA appraisals (both one’s own and one’s part-
ner’s) will mediate negative relationships between disconfir-
mation (both one’s own and one’s partner’s perceptions) and 
joint PA (both one’s own and one’s partner’s reports).

Moderation by sex

A final goal of this study is to examine potential sex differences 
in these processes in heterosexual romantic dyads. In the 

Figure 1. Hypothesized model for confirming behavior. Depicts both actor and partner associations hypothesized.

Figure 2. Hypothesized model for disconfirming behavior. Depicts both actor and partner associations hypothesized.
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literature examining CC in romantic couples where one part-
ner is diabetic, findings due to sex are mixed. For example, 
some research suggests that male patients engage in more 
communal coping than female patients, but that interactions 
between sex and CC produce mixed outcomes (e.g., Helgeson 
et al., 2017, 2022). Researchers have called for more attention 
to sex and gender differences in CC processes (Helgeson et al., 
2022). Likewise, research has identified some sex differences in 
confirming and disconfirming communication in heterosexual 
couples. For example, Dailey, Romo, et al. (2011) found that 
female partners’ reports of challenge were positively associated 
with male partners’ reports of exercise, whereas male partners’ 
reports of acceptance were positively associated with female 
partners’ reports of exercise. To examine potential differences 
due to partner sex in heterosexual romantic dyads, we forward 
the following research question:

RQ: Do the (a) actor and/or (b) partner effects hypothesized 
in H1–5 differ for male and female partners in romantic 
couples?

Method

Procedures

As part of a broader study on couples and communication 
about diet and PA, participants in heterosexual, cohabitating 
romantic relationships (N = 72 dyads) were recruited from an 
online participant pool of around 8,600 community members 
near the researchers’ university in the Midwestern United 
States. Heterosexual couples were recruited to examine the 
research question regarding sex differences in mixed-sex 
romantic dyads. In the present study, both partners in the 
dyad completed a 20-minute online survey assessing demo-
graphic and relationship information as well as PA behaviors. 
Dyads were compensated with a $25 Amazon gift card for 
completion of both surveys. All phases of the study were 
approved by the researchers’ Institutional Review Board.

Participants

Requirements for participation for both individuals in the 
dyad included the following criteria: (a) must be 25–65 years 
of age; (b) must be cohabitating with their heterosexual 
romantic partner; and (c) must not be cognitively impaired, 
pregnant, or have been diagnosed with cancer. At least one 
member of the dyad needed to indicate a desire to increase 
moderate-to-vigorous intensity PA in the next month. Nearly 
all partners (90%) met this criterion as well.1

Participants (n = 144) were on average 37.59 years of age 
(SD = 9.09; female partners: M = 36.85, SD = 9.09; male part-
ners: M = 38.33, SD = 9.53). Most (female partners: 72.6%; 
male partners: 83.6%) identified as White; 15.1% of female 
partners and 11% of male partners identified as Asian 
American/Pacific Islander; 4.1% of female partners and 

2.7% of male partners identified as Black; 2.7% of female 
partners and 1.4% of male partners identified as Arab 
American; no female partners identified as indigenous and 
1.4% of male partners identified as indigenous; 4.1% of both 
female partners and male partners identified with a race not 
listed, and 1.4% of female partners and no male partners 
declined to report their race. In addition, 8.2% of female 
partners and 9.6% of male partners reported they were 
Hispanic/Latinx. Average relationship length reported by 
participants was, for female partners: 11.24 years (SD =  
8.90), and for male partners: 10.85 (SD = 9.02). Average 
number of children reported by both dyad members was 
2.07 (SD = 1.18). Power analysis using Ledermann et al.’s 
(2022) APIMeM R code indicated that our current sample 
size was sufficient to detect large effect sizes (given power 
=.80) for all effects except direct actor and partner effects of 
confirmation/disconfirmation on joint PA (which are not 
predicted paths in our models) and total effects of confirma-
tion/disconfirmation on joint PA. This indicates our sample 
size was sufficient to detect nearly all large effects in our 
MEDYAD models.

Measures

Confirmation and disconfirmation
In the present study, global partner confirmation and discon-
firmation (i.e., nonspecific to PA) were measured using a 27- 
item instrument adapted from Ellis’s (2002) confirmation 
scale, using the following stem: “Indicate how frequently 
your partner engages in each of the behaviors below.” 
Response options ranged from 1 = never to 7 = always. 
Twelve items assessed confirmation (e.g., “Makes statements 
that communicate to me that I am a unique, valuable human 
being”) and fifteen items assessed disconfirmation (e.g., 
“Belittles me”).

Shared PA appraisals
Shared PA appraisals were measured using a 2-item instru-
ment adapted from items utilized by Zajdel et al. (2018). The 
prompt for both items was “I consider my desire to make 
changes to my physical activity levels to be,” with one response 
option ranging from 1, “My responsibility only,” to 7, “A 
shared responsibility between me and my partner,” and the 
other response option ranging from 1, “My problem only,” to 
7,“A shared problem between me and my partner” (female 
partners: M = 3.90, SD = 2.19, r = .82; male partners: M = 3.45, 
SD = 2.15, r = .82).

Joint PA days
Participants reported the number of days in a typical week they 
engaged in moderate-to-vigorous intensity PA with their part-
ner using a drop-down menu with response options ranging 
from 0 to 7 days in the week (female partners: M = 2.08, SD =  
1.34; male partners: M = 2.27, SD = 1.73). The CDC’s defini-
tions of moderate and vigorous PA were provided to 
participants.
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Results

Confirmatory factor analyses

Confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) were performed on the 
two scales with sufficient items: confirmation and disconfir-
mation. The hypothesized confirmation model fit was poor 
(χ2/df = 2. 27, CFI = 0.94, RMSEA = 0.09) and two items were 
dropped. Results of a CFA of the trimmed measure revealed 
a parsimonious and superior model fit (χ2/df = 2.01, CFI =  
0.97, RMSEA = 0.08) (Cole, 1987), and the difference in the 
χ2 statistic for the hypothesized and final configural and invar-
iance models was statistically significant at an alpha-level of 
<.001, χ2 diff (19) = 51.85. Thus, ten items assessed confirma-
tion (e.g., “Gives me undivided attention when engaged in 
private conversations;” female partners: M = 5.14, SD = 1.15, 
α = .95; male partners: M = 5.37, SD = 0.90, α = .92).

A CFA for the disconfirmation scale was also conducted. 
A unidimensional model was a poor fit to the data (χ2/df =  
2.77, CFI = 0.89, RMSEA = 0.11). Thus, we followed Cissna and 
Sieburg’s (1981) conceptualization of three underlying factors 
that constitute disconfirmation: indifference (i.e., denying the 
existence of receiver); imperviousness (i.e., lack of understand-
ing/obfuscation of perspective); and disqualification (i.e., 
rejecting the receiver’s personhood). Following exploratory 
factor analysis, a CFA was conducted with items loaded onto 
one of the three subdimensions. Three items were dropped to 
improve fit. Ultimately, twelve items assessed disconfirmation, 
with three items loading onto the indifference subdimension 
(e.g., “ignores me while in the same room”); five onto the 
impervious subdimension (e.g., “interrupts me during 

conversations”); and four onto the disqualification subdimen-
sion (e.g., “criticizes my feelings when I express them”). 
Results of a final, second-order CFA revealed a parsimonious 
and superior model fit with the data (χ2/df = 1.91, CFI = 0.96, 
RMSEA = 0.07; Cole, 1987), and the difference in the χ2 statis-
tic for the hypothesized and final configural and invariance 
models was statistically significant at an alpha-level of <.001, χ2 

diff (39) = 104.91. For MEDYAD analyses, the subdimension 
scores were averaged (female partners: M = 2.44, SD = 1.11, α  
= .96; male partners: M = 2.33, SD = 0.99, α = .94).

Descriptive statistics

Descriptive statistics and the correlation matrix between study 
variables are reported in Table 1. Male and female partners did 
not differ significantly in their reports of confirmation, dis-
confirmation, shared PA appraisals, or number of days 
engaged in joint PA.

Tests of hypotheses

The Actor-Partner Interdependence Model Extended to 
Mediation (APIMeM; Ledermann et al., 2011) is a way to 
estimate direct and indirect effects of an independent variable 
on a dependent variable in the APIM via a commonly- 
measured mediator. We used the MEDYAD macro in SPSS 
(Coutts et al., 2019) to conduct APIMeM analyses. MEDYAD 
is an ordinary least squares (OLS) regression-based approach 
to mediation analyses with distinguishable dyadic data. We 
present results from two MEDYAD models, one for each 

Table 1. Correlations, means, and standard deviations for study variables.

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Female partners
1. Confirmation 5.11 1.18
2. Disconfirmation 2.36 1.13 −.47**
3. Shared Appraisals 3.90 2.15 .34** −.03
4. Joint PA 2.08 1.34 .36** .18 .41**

Male partners
5. Confirmation 5.38 0.92 .37** −.27* .14 .10
6. Disconfirmation 2.26 1.01 −.14 .61** .15 .43** −.52**
7. Shared Appraisals 3.45 2.15 .34** −.14 .53** .34** .35** −.11
8. Joint PA 2.27 1.73 .11 .34** .40** .63** .12 .32* .33**

*p < .05; **p < .01.

Table 2. Direct effects of confirmation.

Shared Appraisals Joint PA

Effect Est. SE 95% CI Est. SE 95% CI

Female partners’ actor association
Confirmation 0.61 0.22 0.18–1.06 0.29 0.14 0.02–0.56
Shared appraisals - - - 0.16 0.08 −0.01–0.32

Female partners’ partner association
Confirmation 0.43 0.22 0.01–0.86 −0.11 0.18 −0.47–0.26
Shared appraisals - - - 0.26 0.11 0.05–0.48

Male partners’ actor association
Confirmation 0.62 0.27 0.08–1.16 0.01 0.24 −0.48–0.48
Shared appraisals - - - 0.14 0.11 −0.08–0.36

Male partners’ partner association
Confirmation 0.03 0.28 −0.53–0.58 −0.13 0.17 −0.47–0.21
Shared appraisals - - - 0.09 0.08 −0.06–0.27

Bolded effects are statistically significant because the confidence interval does not contain 0. All estimates are unstandardized. 
Abbreviations: Est., estimates; SE, standard error; CI, confidence interval.
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independent variable (confirmation and disconfirmation), 
examining the indirect effect on days engaged in PA together 
through shared PA appraisals. Because the latter half of the 
model (shared PA appraisal → joint PA days) is identical in 
both models, we will report each finding in the results and 
unpack any discrepancies in the discussion section. Direct 
effects of confirmation and disconfirmation are reported in 
Tables 2 and 3, respectively.

Confirmation model results
H1 predicted that shared appraisals (both one’s own and one’s 
partner’s) would be positively associated with days engaged in 
joint PA (both one’s own and one’s partner’s reports). In the 
confirmation model, female partners’ shared PA appraisals 
exhibited a significant, positive association with male partners’ 
reports of joint PA days. Female partners’ reports of joint PA 
on their own reports of joint PA days did not reach traditional 
levels of statistical significance (p = .053). Male partners’ 
shared PA appraisals were not significantly associated with 
their own nor their partner’s joint PA reports. H1 was partially 
supported.

H2 predicted that perceptions of partner confirmation 
would be associated with both one’s own and one’s partner’s 
shared PA appraisals. Consistent with H2, female partners’ and 
male partners’ reports of partner confirmation were associated 

with their own shared PA appraisals such that greater partner 
confirmation was associated with greater shared PA appraisals. 
The relationship between female partners’ perceptions of part-
ner confirmation and male partners’ shared PA appraisals did 
not reach traditional levels of statistical significance (p = .08). 
Neither partner association of partner confirmation on shared 
PA appraisals was statistically significant, providing only par-
tial support for H2. In addition, there was a positive, direct 
association between female partners’ perceptions of partner 
confirmation and their reports of joint PA days.

Table 4 and Figure 3 report results of the tests of indirect 
effects of confirmation on joint PA days through its associa-
tions with shared PA appraisals. Examining the indirect asso-
ciation of confirmation with joint PA days through shared PA 
appraisals (H4) revealed two statistically significant indirect 
associations. Female partners’ reports of partner confirmation 
were associated with both their own and their partners’ reports 
of joint PA days through female partners’ shared PA apprai-
sals. No other indirect effects were significant. Thus, H4 was 
partially supported.

Disconfirmation model results
In the disconfirmation model, H1 was mostly supported. 
Female partners’ shared PA appraisals exhibited a significant, 
positive association with male partners’ reports of joint PA 

Table 3. Direct effects of disconfirmation.

Shared Appraisals Joint PA

Effect Est. SE 95% CI Est. SE 95% CI

Female partners’ actor association
Disconfirmation −0.37 0.28 −0.92–0.19 −0.07 0.15 −0.37–0.22
Shared appraisals - - - 0.11 0.07 −0.03–0.26

Female partners’ partner association
Disconfirmation −0.19 0.28 −0.76–0.37 0.47 0.19 0.09–0.86
Shared appraisals - - - 0.21 0.10 0.02–0.40

Male partners’ actor association
Disconfirmation −0.10 0.32 −0.73–0.54 0.20 0.22 −0.24–0.64
Shared appraisals - - - 0.20 0.10 0.01–0.39

Male partners’ partner association
Disconfirmation 0.57 0.31 −0.05–1.19 0.65 0.17 0.32–0.98
Shared appraisals - - - 0.18 .07 0.04–0.33

Bolded effects are statistically significant because the confidence interval does not contain 0. All estimates are unstandardized. 
Abbreviations: Est., estimates; SE, standard error; CI, confidence interval.

Table 4. Total and indirect effects of confirmation.

Effect Est. SE 95% CI

Female partners’ actor association
Total effect (Female Partners’ Conf →Female Partners’ Joint PA) 0.43 0.14 0.15–0.70
Female Partners’ Conf →Female Partners’ Shared Appraisal → Female Partners’ Joint PA 0.09 0.06 0.01 – 0.22

Female partners’ partner association
Female Partners’ Conf →Male Partners’ Shared Appraisal → Female Partners’ Joint PA 0.04 0.04 −0.01–0.14
Total effect (Female Partners’ Conf →Male Partners’ Joint PA) 0.11 0.19 −0.26–0.49
Female Partners’ Conf → Female Partners’ Shared Appraisal → Male Partners’ Joint PA 0.16 0.09 0.02–0.37
Female Partners’ Conf → Male Partners’ Shared Appraisal → Male Partners’ Joint PA 0.05 0.06 −0.03–0.21

Male partners’ actor association
Total effect (Male Partners’ Conf → Male Partners’ Joint PA) 0.16 0.24 −0.31–0.64
Male Partners’ Conf → Male Partners’ Shared Appraisal → Male Partners’ Joint PA 0.08 0.09 −0.04–0.32

Male partners’ partner association
Male Partners’ Conf → Female Partners’ Shared Appraisal → Male Partners’ Joint PA 0.01 0.08 −0.14–0.18
Total effect (Male Partners’ Conf → Female Partners’ Joint PA) −0.06 0.17 −0.41–0.28
Male Partners’ Conf → Female Partners’ Shared Appraisal → Female Partners’ Joint PA 0.01 0.05 −0.08–0.11
Male Partners’ Conf → Male Partners’ Shared Appraisal → Female Partners’ Joint PA 0.06 0.06 −0.01–0.21

Bolded effects are statistically significant because the confidence interval does not contain 0. All estimates are unstandardized. 
Abbreviations: Conf, confirmation; Est., estimates; SE, standard error; CI, confidence interval.
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days but not their own. Male partners’ shared PA appraisals 
were significantly, positively associated with both their own 
and their female partners’ reports of joint PA days.

H3 predicted that partner disconfirmation (both one’s own 
and one’s partner’s perceptions) would be negatively asso-
ciated with shared PA appraisals (both one’s own and one’s 
partner’s). This hypothesis was not supported. Instead, partner 
disconfirmation was directly associated with joint PA. Male 
partners’ reports of partner disconfirmation had a significant, 
positive association with female partners’ reports of joint PA 
days, and female partners’ disconfirmation was also signifi-
cantly, positively associated with male partners’ reports of joint 
PA days.

Table 5 and Figure 4 report results of tests of the indirect 
effects of partner disconfirmation on joint PA days through its 
effects on shared PA appraisals. H5 predicted that shared PA 
appraisals (both one’s own and one’s partner’s) would mediate 

negative relationships between partner disconfirmation (both 
one’s own and one’s partner’s perceptions) and joint PA (both 
one’s own and one’s partner’s reports). This hypothesis was 
not supported; no significant indirect effects were observed for 
partner disconfirmation.

Sex differences
Tests for sex differences for all actor by actor, partner by 
partner, and actor by partner direct effects in the models 
were conducted using the R package dyadr (https://github. 
com/RandiLGarcia/dyadr). Results of these tests are reported 
in Tables 6 and 7. Only one significant sex difference emerged: 
female partners’ reports of joint PA were better predicted by 
their partners’ reports of disconfirmation (B = 0.62) than by 
their own (B = −.07). That is, male partners’ perceptions that 
female partners are disconfirming is a better predictor of 
female partners’ reports of joint PA than female partners’ 

Figure 3. Results for hypothesized model for confirming behavior. Depicts both actor and partner associations hypothesized. Dashed lines indicate a nonsignificant 
relationship. Note. All coefficients reported are unstandardized. Bi-directional arrow between female partners’ perceptions of male partners’ confirming behavior and 
male partners’ perceptions of confirming behavior indicates their Pearson’s correlation. *p < .05.

Table 5. Total and indirect effects of disconfirmation.

Effect Est. SE 95% CI

Female partners’ actor association
Total effect (Female Partners’ Dis →Female Partners’ Joint PA) −0.14 0.16 −0.47–0.17
Female Partners’ Dis →Female Partners’ Shared Appraisal → Female Partners’ Joint PA −0.04 0.05 −0.18–0.02

Female partners’ partner association
Female Partners’ Dis →Male Partners’ Shared Appraisal → Female Partners’ Joint PA −0.03 0.06 −0.17–0.07
Total effect (Female Partners’ Dis →Male Partners’ Joint PA) 0.36 0.21 −0.07–0.78
Female Partners’ Dis → Female Partners’ Shared Appraisal → Male Partners’ Joint PA −0.08 0.07 −0.25–0.04
Female Partners’ Dis → Male Partners’ Shared Appraisal → Male Partners’ Joint PA −0.04 0.07 −0.21–0.08

Male partners’ actor association
Total effect (Male Partners’ Dis → Male Partners’ Joint PA) 0.29 0.24 −0.18–0.77
Male Partners’ Dis → Male Partners’ Shared Appraisal → Male Partners’ Joint PA −0.02 0.09 −0.22–0.14

Male partners’ partner association
Male Partners’ Dis → Female Partners’ Shared Appraisal → Male Partners’ Joint PA 0.12 0.08 −0.01–0.31
Total effect (Male Partners’ Dis → Female Partners’ Joint PA) 0.67 0.18 0.31–1.03
Male Partners’ Dis → Female Partners’ Shared Appraisal → Female Partners’ Joint PA 0.06 0.06 −0.03–0.19
Male Partners’ Dis → Male Partners’ Shared Appraisal → Female Partners’ Joint PA −0.02 0.07 −0.17–0.12

All estimates are unstandardized. 
Abbreviations: Dis, disconfirmation; Est., estimates; SE, standard error; CI, confidence interval.
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Figure 4. Results for hypothesized model for disconfirming behavior. Depicts both actor and partner associations hypothesized. Dashed lines indicate a nonsignificant 
relationship. Note. All coefficients reported are unstandardized. Bi-directional arrow between female partners’ perceptions of male partners’ disconfirming behavior and 
male partners’ perceptions of disconfirming behavior indicates their Pearson’s correlation. *p < .05, ***p < .001.

Table 6. Contrast test results for confirmation.

Shared Appraisals Joint PA

Effect Contrast Est. SE p-value Est. SE p-value

Female partners’ actor vs Male partners’ actor
Confirmation −0.01 0.38 .99 0.30 0.30 .45
Shared appraisals - - - 0.02 0.15 .90

Female partners’ actor vs Male partners’ partner
Confirmation 0.59 0.42 .16 0.42 0.25 .10
Shared appraisals - - - 0.06 0.14 .69

Female partners’ partner vs Male partners’ actor
Confirmation 0.18 0.40 .64 0.18 0.33 .59
Shared appraisals - - - −0.13 0.19 .49

Male partners’ partner vs Female partners’ partner
Confirmation −0.41 0.38 .28 −0.02 0.27 .93
Shared appraisals - - - −0.17 0.15 .27

Table depicts results of contrasts tests that tested sex effects for the confirmation model. Independent variables effects are depicted in 
the rows. Dependent variables are depicted in the columns. 

All estimates are unstandardized. 
Abbreviations: Est., estimates; SE, standard error; CI, confidence interval.

Table 7. Contrast test results for disconfirmation.

Shared Appraisals Joint PA

Effect Contrast Est. SE p-value Est. SE p-value

Female partners’ actor vs Male partners’ actor
Disconfirmation −0.27 0.49 .58 −0.27 0.30 .37
Shared appraisals - - −0.09 0.14 .53

Female partners’ actor vs Male partners’ partner
Disconfirmation −0.94 0.53 .08 −0.69 0.28 .01
Shared appraisals - - −0.07 0.13 .59

Female partners’ partner vs Male partners’ actor
Disconfirmation 0.09 0.54 .86 −0.27 0.37 .45
Shared appraisals - - −0.01 0.17 .95

Male partners’ partner vs Female partners’ partner
Disconfirmation 0.75 0.49 .12 0.15 0.29 .62
Shared appraisals - - - −0.03 0.14 .84

Table depicts results of contrasts tests that tested sex effects for the disconfirmation model. Independent variables effects are depicted 
in the rows. Dependent variables are depicted in the columns. All estimates are unstandardized. Bolded coefficients are significant. 

Abbreviations: Est., estimates; SE, standard error; CI, confidence interval.
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perceptions that male partners are disconfirming. Regarding 
indirect effects, results from the previously-reported 
MEDYAD models indicated no significant sex differences.

Discussion

The role of confirmation and disconfirmation in CC 
processes

Extant research demonstrates that discrete confirming mes-
sages and perceptions of acceptance and challenge in PA- 
related conversations over a month are associated with 
healthy PA-related behaviors (e.g., Dailey et al., 2010, 
2014). Broadening these findings, we observed 
a significant, direct actor association between female part-
ners’ perceptions that her partner creates a globally confirm-
ing climate and joint PA. Identifying a link between global 
perceptions of partner confirmation and a behavioral out-
come complements past research indicating that global con-
firmation is predictive of positive relational outcomes. For 
example, confirmation in the form of feeling understood by 
one’s spouse is highly predictive of marital satisfaction 
(Weger, 2005). In parent-child relationships, perceptions of 
global partner confirmation are associated with open com-
munication (Dailey, 2006). Our finding also extends knowl-
edge about the role of communication quality in the 
ETMCC. In previous CC research, indicators of communi-
cation quality such as norms of openness (Romo, 2015) and 
levels of conflict (T. D. Afifi et al., 2018) have been shown to 
impact CC processes. Our study justifies adding perceptions 
of globally confirming climates to the corpus of indicators of 
communication quality in the ETMCC.

Past research has not typically considered potential media-
tors of the confirmation – PA behavior relationship. As such, 
mechanisms by which confirming climates lead to healthy 
behavior are unknown. Though not explicitly stated by the 
ETMCC, other theorizing about communal coping places 
shared appraisals as predictors of joint action (e.g., Helgeson 
et al., 2018). We integrated these predictions from the CC 
literature and confirmation theory to hypothesize that shared 
appraisals would mediate the association between perceptions 
of a globally-confirming climate and joint PA. Partial support 
for this hypothesis was indicated by significant indirect effects 
on both partners’ reports of joint PA, flowing from female 
partners’ reports of partner confirmation through female part-
ners’ shared PA appraisals. Thus, female partners’ perceptions 
that their partner sets a confirming relational climate appear to 
be associated with her thinking about challenges like increas-
ing PA as a couple-level challenge, as the ETMCC (T. D. Afifi 
et al., 2020) would predict. Female partners’ perception that 
the need to increase PA is a shared issue was in turn associated 
with spending more time jointly tackling the challenge (in this 
case, engaging in PA together). Importantly, the significant 
indirect effects indicate that it is female partners’ shared PA 
appraisals that link their perceptions that male partners set 
a globally confirming climate to increases in both partners’ 
reports of joint PA. These findings further justify the inclusion 
of CC processes in understanding the role of partner confir-
mation on PA outcomes in romantic relationships.

Empirical evidence and theory (e.g., T. D. Afifi et al., 2020; 
Dailey et al., 2010) led us to predict that perceptions of partner 
disconfirmation would be negatively associated with shared 
PA appraisals. On the contrary, partner disconfirmation was 
not significantly associated with shared PA appraisals, but it 
did have significant direct partner associations with joint PA, 
such that individuals’ reports of partner disconfirmation were 
positively associated with their partners’ reports of joint PA 
(for both male partners and female partners). That is, the more 
disconfirming people believed their partners to be, the more 
joint PA their partners reported.

Why would a disconfirming climate lead to greater joint 
PA? The insignificant mediating effect of shared appraisals in 
the disconfirmation – joint PA link indicates that the shared 
appraisal component of the CC process does not explain this 
finding. Though we can only speculate, our findings may be 
explained by literature on social control. Social control, 
broadly, refers to behavior used for influence and can be 
positive or negative (e.g., Lewis & Rook, 1999). Confirmation 
is akin to positive social control (e.g., encouragement, sup-
port), which is generally associated with greater PA than nega-
tive social control (e.g., threats, criticism) (Craddock et al., 
2015). Like confirmation and positive social control, discon-
firmation can be used for influence, but it is more like negative 
social control (Dailey, 2019). Instead of the acknowledgment 
and encouragement that characterize confirmation, disconfir-
mation achieves its influence by conveying judgment and dis-
approval. Research indicates that though it is less effective than 
positive social control, negative social control is sometimes 
associated with positive PA behavior (e.g., Novak & Webster, 
2011). However, negative social control can also produce 
negative emotions such as shame, guilt, and anger (Lewis & 
Butterfield, 2005; Lewis & Rook, 1999). Ultimately, negative 
social control can backfire and result in less PA (Craddock 
et al., 2015).

Consistent with the literature on social control, we found 
that negative behaviors (i.e., disconfirmation) can have desir-
able outcomes (i.e., increased joint PA). However, though we 
observed positive relationships between disconfirmation and 
joint PA in our cross-sectional data, it is possible that repeated 
exposures to disconfirmation over time could erode motiva-
tion or make joint PA less likely to occur, as physical activity 
paired with positive experiences tends to be more enduring 
(i.e., the role of attitudes toward physical activity are important 
in shaping future physical activity; Thompson et al., 2003). It is 
also possible that partner disconfirmation has unwanted out-
comes not assessed in the present study, such as negative 
emotion and relational dissatisfaction (e.g., Lewis & 
Butterfield, 2005; Lewis & Rook, 1999; Schrodt & Ledbetter, 
2012). In fact, the lack of significant associations between 
disconfirmation and shared appraisals suggests that disconfir-
mation’s effects are not uniformly positive in this context, and 
the way that disconfirming climates produce healthy behavior 
does not stem from the CC process of shared appraisals. 
Therefore, other mediators of the partner disconfirmation – 
joint PA link, such as perceptions of social control, should be 
explored in future research.

The discrepancy between our findings for partner discon-
firmation and previous work based in confirmation theory 
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may also be related to our conceptualization and measurement 
of partner disconfirmation. Most extant confirmation research 
by Dailey and colleagues (e.g., Dailey et al., 2010, 2016; Dailey, 
McCracken, et al., 2011) operationalizes disconfirmation in 
terms of discrete messages that are low on both acceptance 
and challenge dimensions (e.g., “I don’t know what to say”) or 
as perceptions of acceptance and challenge in context-specific 
conversations over a month (e.g., Dailey et al., 2014). The 
relational climate measure utilized in the present study cap-
tures similar types of behaviors included in extant literature in 
this context [e.g., “My partner gives ambiguous (unclear, 
vague) responses”]. However, it also assesses more severe 
forms of disconfirmation (e.g., “My partner belittles me;” 
“My partner engages in negative name-calling”). Perhaps, 
because our measure was sensitive to a wider range of discon-
firming behaviors, we were able to identify unique associations 
between partner disconfirmation, shared PA appraisals, and 
joint action. It is also possible that because our data are cross- 
sectional, instead of (or in addition to) disconfirmation 
increasing joint PA, increased time spent engaging in PA 
together provides more opportunities for disconfirmation. 
Finally, it is important to note that although partner discon-
firmation was associated with increased reports of joint PA, the 
average reported frequency of disconfirming behaviors was 
relatively low in our sample (female partners M = 2.44; male 
partners M = 2.33, on a scale ranging from 1 = never to 7 =  
always). Future research should consider the effects of more 
frequent partner disconfirmation.

Comparing the models for partner confirmation and dis-
confirmation illustrates that many of the significant associa-
tions that were present in the disconfirmation model were not 
significant in the confirmation model, such as from the med-
iator (shared PA appraisals) to joint PA. In the disconfirma-
tion model, for male partners, actor and partner associations 
between shared appraisals and joint PA were significant and in 
the expected direction, and for female partners, partner asso-
ciations were positive and significant. We expected to find 
these significant associations in both models, as they are pre-
dicted by the ETMCC (T. D. Afifi et al., 2020), but they were 
not robust in the confirmation model. The lack of significant 
relationships between shared PA appraisals and joint PA in the 
confirmation model may be due to the predictive power of 
partner confirmation. That is, it is possible that the variance in 
joint PA explained by partner confirmation may reduce the 
association between shared appraisals and joint PA. Overall, 
our set of findings bolsters our approach to measuring and 
examining both confirmation and disconfirmation, as the two 
models revealed different results.

Finally, our findings regarding the impact of globally con-
firming climates align with research from communication 
theories that identify global relational attributes as important 
in influencing outcomes for romantic partners (e.g., Relational 
Turbulence Theory, Solomon et al., 2016). It is possible that 
had we assessed context-specific confirmation behaviors over 
a discrete period as in past research in the physical activity 
context, we may have observed larger associations with shared 
appraisals and/or joint action. However, that we found signifi-
cant effects of both confirmation and disconfirmation at the 
global level speaks to the importance of perceptions of global 

relational perceptions in driving couples’ perceptions and 
actions. It is therefore possible that assessments of global con-
firmation and disconfirmation could be incorporated fruitfully 
in CC research focused on diabetes management, coping with 
natural disasters, and other contexts (e.g., W. A. Afifi et al., 
2012; Helgeson et al., 2020).

Sex differences

A strength of the present study was its inclusion of dyadic data. 
Previous research points to the utility of dyadic data in testing 
CC theories as well as confirmation theory. For example, 
Dailey’s (2006) parent-child dyadic data revealed that adoles-
cents’ confirming behavior is a better predictor of outcomes 
than parents’ confirming behavior. In the present study, we 
focus on heterosexual romantic dyads. A large body of research 
indicates that in heterosexual relationships, female partners are 
more likely than male partners to exert social control over their 
partners’ health, including their PA behaviors (e.g., Rook et al., 
2011; Umberson et al., 2018). Research suggests that this is due 
to gender role norms and systems that promote female part-
ners’ responsibility for the health of others while emphasizing 
independence for male partners (Umberson et al., 2018). 
However, sex differences are inconsistent in the confirmation 
and CC literatures in the context of health behavior, and in 
both literatures, often no sex differences are apparent (e.g., 
Dailey, Romo, et al., 2011; Helgeson et al., 2017, 2022).

Through more statistically significant effects were evidenced 
for female partners as opposed to male partners in our models, 
subsequent analyses detected only one significant sex difference 
among all direct and indirect paths. In that case, male partners’ 
perceptions that female partners were disconfirming was a better 
predictor of female partners’ reports of joint PA than were 
female partners’ perceptions that male partners were disconfirm-
ing. This is an interesting finding because ultimately, it indicates 
that the perspectives of both parties are important in shaping 
female partners’ reports of joint PA. That is, it is male partners’ 
perceptions that their female partner is disconfirming that is 
associated with female partners’ increased reports of joint PA.

Situating this result in past research is difficult given mixed 
findings for sex differences. Some research indicates that 
female partners report engaging in more antisocial relation-
ship maintenance behaviors than male partners (e.g., sarcasm, 
deception; Dainton & Stafford, 1993); however, the extent to 
which those behaviors are particularly beneficial for female 
partners is not known. Researchers conducting a meta- 
analysis of the social control and health literature observed 
that few studies separated findings by sex, such that they were 
unable to test for sex differences in positive and negative social 
control (Craddock et al., 2015). Future research should con-
tinue to unpack potential sex differences in partner confirma-
tion/disconfirmation and CC, in the context of romantic 
partner conversations about PA and in other contexts.

It is possible that in the present study, the relative lack of sex 
differences is due to partners being on relatively equal footing, as 
nearly all wanted to change their PA behavior. Past confirmation 
and CC research in this area tends to focus on just one partner’s 
health behavior (e.g., a diabetic patient and their spouse who 
does not have diabetes) (Basinger, 2020). Sex differences may be 
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less apparent when the “target” of CC shifts from the individual 
to the dyad. Finally, greater statistical power could detect sex 
differences not apparent here, and future research should 
increase sample sizes to examine such a possibility. However, 
the lack of significant sex differences in the present study sug-
gests that any such differences are likely to be quite small.

Pragmatic implications

In terms of pragmatic implications for couples, our research 
suggests that behaving in a globally confirming way toward 
one’s partner is associated with greater shared appraisals for 
PA, and in turn, shared appraisals for PA are associated with 
greater joint PA, which past research has shown to be more 
beneficial than solo PA in terms of maintaining PA regimens. 
Joint PA is also associated with greater positive affect and 
relational satisfaction (Berli et al., 2018; Sackett-Fox et al., 
2021). Thus, if joint PA is a goal, then people who confirm 
their partners can facilitate joint PA via shared appraisals. 
Behaviors associated with a confirming climate are those that 
validate and encourage one’s partner, such as active listening 
and allowing for expression of negative emotion.

Though our findings suggest that partner disconfirmation 
can lead to greater joint PA, we caution against advocating for 
its use for several reasons. Previous studies indicate that dis-
confirming behaviors can have negative outcomes not assessed 
here (e.g., negative affect, relational dissatisfaction) and in the 
long run may be counter-productive to goal attainment 
(Craddock et al., 2015; Lewis & Butterfield, 2005; Lewis & 
Rook, 1999). Furthermore, though partner disconfirmation 
did predict joint PA, it did not significantly predict shared 
PA appraisals, and research indicates that shared appraisals 
have beneficial outcomes in other health-related contexts (e.g., 
Rohrbaugh et al., 2012). Finally, because the data are cross- 
sectional, we cannot confirm causal order; as such, it is possi-
ble that joint PA increases partner disconfirmation due to 
other factors such as increased time spent together or 
increased stress associated with engaging in joint PA.

Limitations and future directions

A significant strength of this study was the inclusion of dyadic 
data, which are not always utilized despite calls to increase the 
use of dyadic data to best understand partner influence on 
health behaviors (see Umberson et al., 2018). Assessing both 
partners’ points of view adds important pieces to the puzzle of 
increasing PA in couples via positive communication prac-
tices. Another strength is the integration of concepts and 
predictions from two widely-utilized theories in research on 
dyadic communication and PA: the ETMCC and confirmation 
theory.

Despite its strengths, several study limitations should be 
noted. First, without longitudinal data, we cannot determine 
causal order, and the predicted relationships are likely recur-
sive. Per some CC theories (e.g., Helgeson et al., 2018), shared 
appraisals are hypothesized to prompt joint action, but the 
ETMCC theorizes the shared appraisal – joint PA link as 
bidirectional (T. D. Afifi et al., 2020). A next step in this line 
of research is to examine how couples navigate from shared 

appraisals to joint PA and vice versa. Efforts to use social 
control with partners vary considerably and may be more or 
less direct and more or less affirming (Craddock et al., 2015). 
Evidence suggests that partner control that is more direct and 
more affirming is more helpful (Dailey, 2019; Umberson et al., 
2018). Therefore, examining correspondence between quantity 
and quality of efforts, especially from a CC perspective, may 
illuminate differences in relationships between shared apprai-
sals and joint PA. To do this, future research could examine 
specific messages and behaviors that spring from perceptions 
of a shared problem. For example, a partner may think that the 
need to increase PA is a shared problem but engage in dis-
confirming behavior to try to ensure joint PA. In turn, these 
efforts could decrease their partners’ appraisals of the problem 
as shared.

Another interesting future direction may be to examine the 
overall relational climate between partners. Extant research 
conceptualizes and operationalizes confirmation and discon-
firmation in terms of each individual’s perceptions of their 
partner’s behavior; we followed suit in the present study. 
However, there may be a global, shared confirming or discon-
firming relational climate that is a product of both partners’ 
experiences. Measuring this climate might involve interview-
ing the couple as a pair or engaging in observational coding of 
couple behavior (e.g., Buehlman et al., 1992; Larrosa et al., 
2009).

The present study included only heterosexual couples to 
facilitate the examination of sex differences in mixed-sex 
romantic dyads. Future research should include couples 
whose makeup varies in terms of factors such as biological 
sex and gender role identity. Diversifying relationship types 
and the gender identities of those in them may reveal other 
relational factors (e.g., power, stigmas, or biases) that better 
predict CC differences (Hammack et al., 2019). Our sample 
was also largely White and non-Hispanic, and race and 
ethnicity are known to be associated with PA behavior 
(Saffer et al., 2013). We limited the sample to those between 
25 and 65 years of age; couples outside this range should be 
included in future research. Furthermore, the analyses were 
not sufficiently powered to test for some effects in the 
model, particularly direct associations between confirma-
tion/disconfirmation and joint PA (though it should be 
noted that several significant associations between these 
variables were large enough to be detected despite the sam-
ple size).

For the most part, both members of the couple wanted to 
change their PA. Though this has been discussed as a potential 
strength of the study, it is also a potential limitation, as it may 
have negatively skewed their level of shared appraisals and 
joint PA. Future research should include more couples where 
only one person is facing the stressor of needing to increase 
PA, similar to CC work with couples with one partner facing 
an illness (e.g., Helgeson et al., 2020).

Finally, a limitation relates to examining joint PA as the 
sole indicator of joint action. This was a conscious choice, 
given joint PA’s link to higher rates of overall PA and PA 
persistence as well as other positive personal and relational 
outcomes (Berli et al., 2018; Wallace et al., 1995). However, 
joint PA is just one facet of joint action in the PA context. 
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For some couples, engaging in joint PA is not feasible, such 
as when caretaking duties limit time available for joint PA 
or when PA interests and/or abilities diverge (e.g., one 
partner loves to run and the other hates it). Couples may 
engage in other joint actions that facilitate individuals’ PA, 
such as creating opportunities for the other person to 
engage in solo PA, providing encouragement for PA 
efforts, or budgeting for PA equipment. Future research 
could examine a broader array of joint actions to better 
understand links between confirmation, disconfirmation, 
and CC.

Conclusion

This study sought to understand links between partner con-
firmation and disconfirmation, shared appraisals, and joint 
PA. Utilizing data from heterosexual romantic couples, we 
found support for many (but not all) hypothesized links 
between partner confirmation, shared appraisals, and joint 
PA. Results indicate that partner confirmation is linked to 
shared appraisals, and confirmation has indirect associations 
with joint PA through shared appraisals. Results of the partner 
disconfirmation model suggest that partner disconfirmation 
may be beneficial for joint PA, though future research is 
needed to explore potential, less positive outcomes of discon-
firmation in this context. By combining these theoretical 
approaches, we were able to identify important contributions 
to CC processes (i.e., shared appraisals and joint action): rela-
tional climates of partner confirmation and disconfirmation.

Note

1. The 10% of partners who did not indicate wanting to change did 
not differ significantly from the 90% who indicated they wanted to 
change on any key study variable: confirmation, disconfirmation, 
shared PA appraisals, or joint action.
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