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Abstract
Objectives The association of mindfulness and romantic relationship outcomes such as partnership quality and satisfaction is
well-established; however, the mechanisms of action are not yet clear. The current study tested conflict resolution styles and
closeness as possible mediating factors. We hypothesized that trait mindfulness would increase the use of constructive conflict
resolution styles (positive problem solving), decrease the use of destructive styles (conflict engagement, withdrawal, and com-
pliance), and promote feelings of closeness between partners, which in turn would predict positive relationship outcomes (namely
partnership quality, partnership satisfaction, and sexual satisfaction).
Methods A total of 209 individuals (86% German, 76% female, mean age = 32 years) living in a relationship (31% married)
participated in an online questionnaire.
Results Mediation analyses revealed that positive problem solving mediated the association between mindfulness and partner-
ship quality with b = .09 (95% CI = .03–.17), mindfulness and partnership satisfaction with b = .07 (95% CI = .02–.13), and
mindfulness and sexual satisfaction with b = .04 (95% CI = .00–.10). Furthermore, a mediating role of withdrawal and closeness
was shown for individual relationship outcomes.
Conclusions Findings suggest that more positive problem solving, less withdrawal, andmore closeness are mechanisms bywhich
mindfulness is associated with positive relationship outcomes. The results of our study thus broaden our understanding of the
processes that underlie fulfilling romantic relationships and, in turn, underline the positive effects of mindfulness.
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Mindfulness is commonly defined as intentionally focusing
one’s attention on the present moment in a non-judgmental
attitude (Kabat-Zinn 2009). Research has found mindfulness
to be related to many positive psychological outcomes such as
greater wellbeing or less emotional reactivity (for review, see
Keng et al. 2011). One research field that has been attracting
much interest in recent years is the relation of mindfulness
with romantic relationship outcomes such as partnership qual-
ity and satisfaction as well as sexual satisfaction (for a review,
see Atkinson 2013). Partnership satisfaction is defined as the

subjective evaluation of one’s own intimate relationship
(Dinkel & Balck 2005), whereas partnership quality refers
primarily to behaviors that contribute to satisfaction such as
a high proportion of shared experiences and high affective
involvement of the partners (Kliem et al. 2012). In terms of
romantic relationships, sexuality is another important aspect
(Muise et al. 2016). Relationship satisfaction and sexual sat-
isfaction are strongly associated (e.g., Byers 2005; Sánchez-
Fuentes et al. 2014), and sexual satisfaction is predictive for
the development of marital quality and marital stability (Yeh
et al. 2006).

Previous studies have tried to identify interpersonal pro-
cesses that are associated with positive relationship outcomes.
For instance, a secure attachment style, improved emotional
self-regulation, more acceptance for oneself and one’s partner,
more empathy, more enjoyment of joint activities, greater per-
ceived partner responsiveness, and actual and perceived rela-
tionship effort of a couple can predict partnership quality
(e.g., Adair et al. 2018a; Pepping and Halford 2016; Shafer
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et al. 2014). An interactional model for the classification of
behaviors in partnerships suggests two dimensions relevant to
couple relationships: These are conflict behavior (constructive
vs. destructive) and closeness (high vs. low) (Fruzzetti 1996).
Research on individual and couple problems usually focuses
on destructive conflict resolution styles such as conflict en-
gagement only. However, a well-functioning relationship is
not merely characterized by the absence of destructive conflict
behavior; rather, a combination of constructive conflict behav-
ior with a high degree of intimacy is a suitable definition for a
well-functioning relationship (Fruzzetti 1996).

Conflict behavior has been proven to have a significant
impact on the quality of and contentment with the partnership
and how quality and contentment change (Askari et al. 2012;
Gottman 2014; Kurdek 1995; Schneewind and Gerhard 2002;
Segrin et al. 2009). By behavioral observations, four different
conflict resolution styles were identified (Kurdek 1994):
Positive problem solving describes behaviors such as talking
calmly about the problem and making compromises. Conflict
engagement is characterized by attacking the partner person-
ally or losing control while arguing. Withdrawal includes be-
haviors such as disregarding the partner and showing no in-
terest in the discussion, and compliance refers to not
defending one’s own position and personal interests. The fre-
quent use of the destructive strategies conflict engagement,
withdrawal, and compliance is associated with less partner-
ship satisfaction, a more negative partnership development,
and more frequent divorces, whereas a focus on positive prob-
lem solving is associated with greater relationship satisfaction
and positive development (Kurdek 1994; Scheeren et al.
2014). In line with these findings, studies demonstrated that
relationship satisfaction correlated negatively with aggression
(Wachs and Cordova 2007), negative escalation, and criticism
(Stanley et al. 2002). However, affective communication (i.e.,
feeling taken seriously and loved) and problem solving com-
munication (i.e., the way in which problems are dealt with)
have been shown to be the best individual predictors of marital
satisfaction (Snyder 1979). In addition, several studies have
linked sexual dysfunction to poor conflict resolution behavior
(Chesney et al. 1981; Metz and Epstein 2002; Rosenheim and
Neumann 1981; Schenk et al. 1983).

A second important determinant of partnership outcomes is
closeness. The self-expansion model of close relationships
(Aron and Aron 1986) states that people strive for self-
expansion by entering relationships in which the partner is
incorporated into the self. Based on this model, interpersonal
closeness is conceptualized as the amount of inclusion of the
other in the self (IOS). The expanded self thus leads to a
blurring of the boundaries between one’s self and the other
and can explain selfless behavior in close relationships (Aron
et al. 1991). Helping the partner can be regarded as helping
oneself (Aron et al. 2013). Closeness consists of emotional
and behavioral aspects (Fruzzetti and Jacobson 1990), and

closeness as IOS refers to both. Consequently, IOS is a suit-
able operationalization of this construct. Intimacy and close-
ness are considered the key benefits in a relationship (Fruzzetti
and Iverson 2004). Closeness correlates positively with rela-
tionship quality and satisfaction (Agnew et al. 2004; Crespo
et al. 2008; Cropley and Reid 2008; Weidler and Clark 2011).
A meta-analysis that included 19 studies (Le et al. 2010)
showed that a higher closeness score is associatedwith a lower
probability of separation, with an effect size of Cohen’s d =
− .70. Whereas several studies analyzed the relationship be-
tween interpersonal closeness and relationship satisfaction,
less attention has been paid to the connection between close-
ness and sexual satisfaction. Here, increasing closeness seems
to increase the likelihood of having sexual intercourse and
predicts greater sexual satisfaction (Rubin and Campbell
2012). In addition, associations between closeness in the rela-
tionship and sexual dysfunction were found (McCabe 1997).
While studies consistently demonstrate the association be-
tween conflict behavior and closeness with various relation-
ship outcomes, it is not yet clear whether these factors also
mediate the relation between mindfulness and relationship
outcomes.

Numerous studies have shown mindfulness to correlate
positively with relationship outcomes such as partnership
quality and one’s own and the partner’s satisfaction in marital
and non-marital relations (Barnes et al. 2007; Burpee and
Langer 2005; Iida and Shapiro 2017; Lenger et al. 2017;
Wachs and Cordova 2007). For instance, trait mindfulness
measured with the Mindful Attention Awareness Scale
(MAAS) was positively associated with relationship satisfac-
tion assessed with the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Barnes et al.
2007; Wachs and Cordova 2007). In addition to such correl-
ative studies, the results of at least one experimental training
study also support the impact of mindfulness on relationship
outcomes (Carson et al. 2004). Qualitative research suggests
that mindfulness and meditation change one’s own experi-
ences, which in turn leads to positive changes in the relation-
ship with others (Bihari and Mullan 2014; Pruitt and
McCollum 2010). Only a few recent studies have investigated
the association of trait mindfulness and sexual satisfaction
showing positive correlations between both constructs
(Khaddouma et al. 2015; Newcombe and Weaver 2016;
Pepping et al. 2018). Former studies have primarily focused
on clinical samples: Several studies have shown that mindful-
ness interventions improve aspects of sexuality such as sexual
desire and arousal and the number of orgasms in persons with
gynecologic cancer (Brotto et al. 2012a), in people reporting
low sexual desire and impaired arousal (Brotto and Basson
2014; Paterson et al. 2017), in persons with sexual distress
who have experienced sexual abuse in childhood (Brotto
et al. 2012b), and in women suffering from provoked
vestibulodynia (Brotto et al. 2013). Participants agreed that
the mindfulness component was the most valuable part of
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such interventions (Brotto and Heiman 2007). The aspects of
sexual functioning that have been analyzed in these studies
such as low sexual interest or lack of orgasm are associated
with sexual satisfaction (Smith et al. 2012).

Thus, whereas the association of mindfulness and romantic
relationship outcomes are well-established, the mechanisms
of action are not yet clear. Some findings might suggest that
this connection is mediated by less destructive and more fa-
vorable conflict resolution strategies in mindful individuals.
Mindfulness as a trait seems to be associated with more self-
control and less conflict engagement during a relationship
dispute (Barnes et al. 2007) and less verbal defensiveness
(Lakey et al. 2008) as well as with less dispositional aggres-
sion and hostile attribution bias (Burpee and Langer 2005;
Kelley and Lambert 2012; Wachs and Cordova 2007).
Furthermore, the association between a couple’s mindfulness
(mean of both partners’ scores) and relationship quality seems
to be fully mediated by the partners’ skills to deal with anger
(Wachs and Cordova 2007). The authors concluded that less
mindfulness leads to destructive conflict solving strategies
affecting relationships in a detrimental way. However, this
research focused on destructive conflict resolution strategies
only, whereas constructive processes such as positive problem
solving had not been taken into account. Qualitative research
revealed that participants of a mindfulness-based cognitive
therapy felt that they could deal better with relationship con-
flicts by stopping and stepping back and, in turn, reacting
more mindfully and constructively instead of automatically
(Bihari and Mullan 2014). In addition, an acceptance-based
couple therapy showed improved communication skills com-
pared with a change-based intervention (Cordova et al. 1998).
In sum, there is evidence that mindfulness is also related to
more constructive conflict resolution skills, which in turn are
crucial for relationship satisfaction.

Mindfulness is also associated with interpersonal close-
ness. Couples who had participated in the mindfulness-based
relationship enhancement program (MBRE; Carson et al.
2004) had significantly higher closeness scores (as measured
by the IOS) than the control group. A recent experimental
study found that gains in trait mindfulness predicted increased
feelings of social connection (Adair et al. 2018b). The authors
assumed that mindfulness enables people to be both, more
present during interactions as well as less self-focused, which
fosters feelings of closeness. In line with these findings, mind-
fulness also predicted perceived social connection during in-
teractions with the romantic partner (Quaglia et al. 2015). This
association also applies to other types of relationships:
Dispositional mindfulness in teachers was associated with
closeness to their students (Becker et al. 2017). In addition,
mindfulness meditation (a technique that can train trait mind-
fulness) reduced self-centeredness which in turn enabled a
greater self-other connectedness (Trautwein et al. 2014).
Looking at brain activity suggests a connection of

mindfulness and interpersonal closeness: Meditation was as-
sociated with smaller differences between self- and other-
related event-related potential components, indicating a stron-
ger self-other integration (Trautwein et al. 2016).
Furthermore, dispositional mindfulness correlated negatively
with activity in self-referential brain areas (Way et al. 2010).
Consequently, there are indications for mindfulness to be re-
lated to more interpersonal closeness, in general, and, specif-
ically, in romantic relationships, which in turn might be also
associated with positive relationship outcomes.

The aim of the present study is to investigate if conflict
solving strategies and closeness function as mediators in the
relation between mindfulness and romantic relationship out-
comes (partnership quality, partnership satisfaction, and sex-
ual satisfaction). Based on past findings, we hypothesized that
the association between mindfulness and relationship satisfac-
tion is mediated (H1) not only through destructive conflict
resolution styles like conflict engagement, withdrawal, and
compliance but also (H2) through positive problem solving
and (H3) through interpersonal closeness.

Methods

Participants

The main inclusion criteria for participants were to be living in
a dyadic relationship at the time of the survey and to fill-in all
questionnaires relevant to the survey. In a bias-corrected boot-
strap test of mediation, conventional linear power analyses
cannot be applied (MacKinnon et al. 2004). Necessary power
depends on a multitude of particulars of the data and the the-
oretical underpinnings of the study. Given the novelty of our
research questions and the statistical method, we must rely on
sample sizes in similar studies. The results of a literature sur-
vey show that the median sample size for the study of medi-
ation hypotheses is about n = 183 (Fritz and MacKinnon
2007). In our study, 209 women and men (75.6% female)
participated of whom 85.6% were German and 14.4% had
an immigrant background (i.e., at least one foreign-born par-
ent). The majority of the sample (n = 202) was heterosexual, 4
were homosexual, and 3 did not classify themselves into these
categories. The average age of participants was approximately
32 years (M = 32.2, SD = 11.6, range = 18 to 78). Participants
were predominately highly educated (57.9% university de-
gree, 27.3% high school, 4.8% vocational diploma, 6.2% vo-
cational training, 2.4% secondary school, 1.4% other). 23.9%
reported having any experience with mindfulness practices.
The average duration of the current partnership was 8 years
(SD = 9.6, range = 2 months to 47.4 years). 30.6% were mar-
ried and 28.2% had at least one child. Even though a 2-month
relationship duration seems quite short, the authors decided
not to set a random lower limit as the mere relationship length
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need not necessarily reflect the relationships’ stage (Acker and
Davis 1992).

Procedures

The present study was part of a larger research project. The
tool SoSci was implemented to develop an online survey com-
posed of different questionnaires and to recruit the largest
possible number of participants. The survey link was dissem-
inated via various social networks, by e-mail distribution lists
of university departments, and via private contacts. The target
group consisted of persons who were living in a relationship at
the time of the survey. As an incentive for participation, par-
ticipants were given the chance to win one of various
vouchers. On average, participants required about 30 min to
complete the survey.

Measures

Mindfulness Trait mindfulness was measured using the
German version of the MAAS (Michalak et al. 2008). The
15-item questionnaire is an economic, reliable, and valid in-
strument with good internal consistency of α = .83 (Michalak
et al. 2008) and α = .89 (MacKillop and Anderson 2007). The
items describe behaviors that reflect a mindless attitude, such
as “I rush through activities without being really attentive to
them,” which participants rated on a 6-point Likert scale (1 =
almost always, 6 = almost never) considering their behavior in
everyday life. The mean of the item values is calculated with
higher values reflecting a higher level of mindfulness. In the
present sample, internal consistency of α = .88 was found.
The MAAS is the most commonly used mindfulness measure
(Medvedev et al. 2016), which operationalizes mindfulness as
a naturally occurring trait and is explicitly applicable to par-
ticipants not trained in meditation (Bergomi et al. 2013).

Conflict Resolution Styles The Conflict Resolution Style
Inventory for Couples (CRSI; Kurdek 1994; German version
by Herzberg and Sierau 2010) assesses four different coping
styles: conflict engagement, positive problem solving, with-
drawal, and compliance, with 4 items representing each style.
To keep the survey as short as possible for the participants, the
item with the lowest discriminatory power/factor loading of
each subscale was omitted, reducing the total number to 12
items. Participants were asked to indicate on a 5-point Likert
scale (1 = never, 5 = always) how often they show the respec-
tive behavior in a dispute situation with the partner. All sub-
scales had acceptable reliability scores in our sample
(α = .70–.79).

Inclusion of Other in the Self The Inclusion of Other in the Self
Scale (IOS; Aron et al. 1992) works with a visualization of
two circles representing both partners, which gradually

overlap each other more or less. Subjects should select from
seven levels the image that best reflects the relationship with
the partner, with a larger overlap standing for more closeness
in the relationship. The scale relates to both factors of close-
ness: (1) feelings of closeness and (2) actions associated with
closeness. This suggests that the IOS scale addresses the core
meaning of closeness, which is the sense of being intercon-
nected, rather than just one aspect of it (Aron et al. 2013). The
sense of interconnectedness may result from both conscious
and unconscious processes (Aron et al. 1992). Studies show
that this scale is an economic and easily understood measure
of closeness in romantic relationships (Gächter et al. 2015)
with reasonable reliability and validity and that is not prone
to bias due to social desirability (Aron et al. 1992).

Partnership Quality To assess the quality of the partnership as
determined by concrete behaviors, the short form of the part-
nership questionnaire (PFB-K; Kliem et al. 2012) was used,
which was developed based on the partnership questionnaire
by Hahlweg (1996). Here, the dimensions togetherness (e.g.,
talking to each other for at least half an hour each day), ten-
derness (e.g., stroking each other tenderly), and quarreling
(e.g., feeling criticized in a sarcastic way) are distinguished
with each dimension being represented by three items. As the
conflict resolution styles already cover quarreling, only the
scales togetherness and tenderness were used for the media-
tion analyses in our study. Participants were asked to indicate
on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = never/very rarely, 4 = very often)
how often the described behaviors have occurred in their re-
lationship in recent times. A sum value was formed for each
subscale, and in addition, a total score for the PFB-K was
calculated. The questionnaire has a satisfactory internal con-
sistency of α = .84 and represents an economic and reliable
instrument for measuring the quality of the partnership (Kliem
et al. 2012), which was also confirmed in our sample with
α = .87 (subscales α = .71–.89).

Partnership Satisfaction The German version of the
Relationship Assessment Scale (RAS; Hendrick 1988) was
used to measure the emotional aspects of relationship satisfac-
tion, representing an overall evaluation of the partnership
(e.g., “how much do you love your partner?”, “how well does
your partner meet your needs?”). Respondents rated each of
seven items on a 5-point Likert scale (e.g., very bad–very
good, very satisfied–very dissatisfied). The mean value of
the items was calculated, and a greater value indicated greater
relationship satisfaction. This measure is an economical, reli-
able, and valid measuring instrument with a high internal con-
sistency (α = .89; Dinkel and Balck 2005). In our sample,
excellent internal consistency of α = .90 was found.

Sexual Satisfaction Based on a single-item measure tested by
Mark et al. (2014), global sexual satisfaction was captured by
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a single item (“How satisfied are you generally with your
sexual relationship with your partner?”), which participants
should rate on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = very unhappy, 5 =
very happy). The single-item scale demonstrated convergent
validity and retest reliability (Mark et al. 2014). A single-item
measure was preferred over a longer measure for its economy
and as more detailed questions about sex life might be too
shameful for an online survey.

Data Analyses

Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics 24. In a first
step, descriptive statistics and partial correlations of all study
variables were calculated, controlling for age, sex, education,
immigrant background, relationship duration, marriage, and
children, as those have been shown to be associated to our
outcome variables (e.g., Heiman et al. 2011; Jose and Alfons
2007; Twenge et al. 2003). To test the mediation hypotheses,
the SPSS macro PROCESS by Hayes (2013) was used. This
approach allows the examination of multiple mediation
models in which multiple mediators can be tested simulta-
neously. It has some advantages over testing multiple simple
mediation models. Not only is it possible to test whether a
variable functions as a mediator, but it is also possible to check
to what extent this variable remains significant in the model
taking into account the other mediators. Consequently, the
magnitudes of the indirect effects can be considered in com-
parison (Preacher and Hayes 2008).

In pre-analyses, the PFB-K including the subscales as well
as the RAS showed a negatively skewed distribution. By
squaring, an approximation to the normal distribution was
achieved. The analyses were performed using the transformed
data. Further assumptions such as homoscedasticity, indepen-
dence, and normal distribution of the error values were given.
To obtain standardized coefficients, all variables were z-stan-
dardized. Significance checks were conducted by
bootstrapping, using bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals.
Here, the number of samples taken from the original sample
was set at 10,000 each.

Results

Table 1 shows the partial correlations, means, standard devi-
ations, and Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of all variables.

As assumed, significant correlations of mindfulness with
partnership satisfaction (RAS, p < .01), partnership quality
(PFB-K, p < .01), and sexual satisfaction (p < .01) were found.
Furthermore, as expected, constructive conflict resolution was
positively associated and destructive conflict resolution was
negatively associated with the indicators of relationship satis-
faction. The destructive styles conflict engagement, withdraw-
al, and compliance showed significantly negative correlations

with the RAS (p < .01) and the scales togetherness and ten-
derness of the PFB-K (p < .01). In addition, sexual satisfaction
was negatively associatedwith withdrawal and compliance. In
contrast, positive problem solving showed significantly posi-
tive associations with sexual satisfaction (p < .05) and all other
indicators of relationship satisfaction (p < .01). In line with our
assumptions, mindfulness correlated positively with positive
problem solving (p < .01) and negatively with withdrawal
(p < .05) and compliance (p < .01). Only for conflict engage-
ment, no significant correlation was found. Finally, IOS
showed significant correlations with RAS and PFB-K, includ-
ing all subscales (p < .01), and a significant association with
sexual satisfaction (p < .05). In addition, a significant correla-
tion between mindfulness and IOS (p < .05) was found.

The final model that tested the mediation between mind-
fulness and partnership quality (sum of togetherness and
tenderness of the PFB-K) was significant with F (6 202) =
21.87, p <.001, and the predictors explained about 39.4% of
the variance of partnership quality. After including the possi-
ble mediating variables, no significant direct effect of mind-
fulness on partnership quality was found. In the confidence
interval of the total indirect effect, the value 0 is not included;
thus, mediation can be assumed, b = .15 (95% CI = .05–.24).
A significant indirect effect of mindfulness on partnership
quality mediated through positive problem solving, b = .09
(95% CI = .03–.17) was found. The indirect effects via the
other conflict resolution styles were not significant. For the
mediated effect by IOS, 0 was not included in the 95% confi-
dence interval, b = .03 (95%CI = .00–.08). Figure 1 shows the
standardized b-coefficients of each path.

The final model for the association between mindfulness
and partnership satisfaction (RAS) was significant, F (6 202)
= 32.74, p < .001, and 49.3% of the criterion variance was
explained by the predictors. A significant total effect and sig-
nificant indirect effects mediated through positive problem
solving b = .07 (95% CI = .02–.13) and withdrawal b = .02
(95% CI = .00–.06) were found, whereas for IOS, only a
non-significant tendency was found b = .05 (95% CI =
− .00–.11). In the final model with all possible mediators in
the model, no significant direct effect of mindfulness on part-
ner satisfaction was found (see Fig. 1).

The final model for the association between mindfulness
and sexual satisfaction was significant, F (6 202) = 4.17,
p < .001, and about 11% of the criterion variance was ex-
plained by the predictors. There was a significant total indirect
effect of mindfulness on sexual satisfaction with b = .07 (95%
CI = .01–.14). The effect was mediated by positive problem
solving with b = .04 (95% CI = .00–.10) and withdrawal with
b = .02 (95%CI = .00–.06). Again, there was a non-significant
tendency for the mediating effect of IOS b = .01 (95% CI =
− .00–.05). In the final model with all possible mediators in-
cluded, there was no significant direct effect of mindfulness
on sexual satisfaction (see Fig. 1).
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Discussion

The aim of the present study was to examine the relationship
between trait mindfulness and partnership quality, partnership
satisfaction, and sexual satisfaction, and in particular, to ana-
lyze the underlying processes of these associations.
Destructive and positive conflict resolution styles as well as
closeness in the partnership were assumed as mediators.

For two of the three partnership outcomes, the cross-
sectional association with mindfulness is mediated through
the destructive conflict resolution style withdrawal (hypothe-
sis 1). In none of our models did conflict engagement or

compliance emerge as significant mediators. For positive
problem solving, significant mediator effects were found be-
tween mindfulness and all relationship outcomes (hypothesis
2). The results of the mediation analyses only partly support
hypothesis 3. For one of the three partnership outcomes, in-
terpersonal closeness proved to be a significant mediator of
the mindfulness effects. In the other two cases, mediator ef-
fects fell short of significance. Thus, results of this study pro-
vide preliminary support for the theory that mindfulness con-
tributes to positive partnership outcomes by enabling partners
to be constructive when dealing with conflicts and simulta-
neously fostering feelings of closeness.

Table 1 Partial correlations, means, standard deviations, and internal consistencies of the study variables (N = 209)

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 M SD α

1 MAAS − .11 .21** − .17* − .29** .13* .26** .29** .26** .25** .21** .19** 4.09 .75 .88

2 CRSI conflict eng. – − .51** .25** − .00 − .22** − .34** − .31** − .32** − .25** − .19** − .03 2.00 .83 .79

3 CRSI positive prob.sol. – − .38** − .17* .31** .53** .54** .40** .49** .44** .18* 3.98 .63 .70

4 CRSI withdrawal – .23** − .20** − .38** − .29** − .28** − .26** − .18** − .19** 2.13 .84 .74

5 CRSI compliance – − .11 − .20** − .25** − .24** − .21** − .16** − .11* 2.23 .80 .77

6 IOS – .53** .39** .22** .40** .35** .15* 4.84 1.42

7 RAS – .74** .50** .69** .63** .45** 4.22 .71 .90

8 PFB-K total – .72** .88** .87** .38** 21.22 5.12 .87

9 PFB-K quarreling – .43** .38** .19** 7.22 1.79 .72

10 PFB-K togetherness – .75** .33** 7.03 1.95 .71

11 PFB-K tenderness – .42** 6.96 2.29 .89

12 Sexual satisfaction – 3.81 1.10

MAAS, Mindful Attention Awareness Scale; CRSI, Conflict Resolution Style Inventory; conflict eng., conflict engagement; positive prob.sol, positive
problem solving; IOS, Inclusion of Other in the Self; RAS, Relationship Assessment Scale; PFB-K, short form of Partnership Questionnaire

Partial correlations controlling for age, sex, education, immigrant background, relationship duration, marriage, and children. Variables 7–12 represent
our dependent variables

*p < .05, **p < .01

Mindfulness

Conflict engagement

Positive problem solving

Withdrawal

Compliance

Inclusion of other in the self

Partnership quality (PFB-K) /

Partnership satisfaction (RAS) /

Sexual satisfaction

-.26

.19

.06 / .07 /.11

.13 .22 / .36 / .08

-.00 / -.05 /.10

-.15 -.02 / -.13 / -.14

-.10  

-.08 / -.09 / -.03

.47 / .35 /.19

Fig. 1 Multiple mediation models of the relationship between
mindfulness and partnership outcomes through conflict resolution styles
and inclusion of the other in the self. Standardized b-coefficients from a

bootstrap procedure are provided and bold values are significant (p < .05).
PFB-K short form of Partnership Questionnaire, RAS Relationship
Assessment Scale
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The results of our study extend previous findings regarding
the underlying processes between mindfulness and relation-
ship outcomes. Research found that the ability to deal with
anger plays a mediating role (Wachs and Cordova 2007).
Mindful people seem better able to control their aggressive
impulses and show less aggressive behavior such as hostility.
In our study, however, of all destructive conflict resolution
styles, only withdrawal behavior was a significant mediator
between mindfulness and relationship outcomes. This finding
leads to interesting conclusions. It seems particularly impor-
tant not to withdraw from the relationship during conflict, but
instead to stay in touch with the partner. Of all destructive
styles, withdrawal is the one that temporarily breaks off the
relationship, sends harmful nonverbal messages, and thus cre-
ates the greatest distance between partners (Noller et al. 2005).
In contrast to showing such an indifferent attitude, conflict
engagement and compliance at least convey the willingness
to speak to the partner and to keep the lines of communication
open. According to our results, it is not necessarily controlling
aggression or being less compliant that is crucial for relation-
ship outcomes, but above all, maintaining contact with the
partner. The fact that a significant mediation emerged only
for partnership satisfaction and sexual satisfaction as outcome
variables and not for partnership quality might be due to our
relatively small sample size. It is conceivable that with a
higher power significant effects would have been found for
all three outcome variables.

The focus in most studies on relationship outcomes so far
has been on destructive interactions that were reduced by
mindfulness. In contrast, we explicitly considered both nega-
tive and positive processes as possible mediators. Results of
our study indicate that not only aggressive impulses might be
better controlled by mindfulness, but also a conscious choice
to act constructively in conflict situations is enabled. Findings
indicate that mindfulness makes it more likely to stay in con-
tact with the partner, to take their arguments into account, and
to look for compromises, which has a positive effect on the
relationship. Taken together, the positive processes seem to be
the more relevant mediators between mindfulness and rela-
tionship outcomes. These findings align with prior studies that
found stronger correlations of positive problem solving with
partnership satisfaction than for the three destructive styles
(Herzberg and Sierau 2010; Scheeren et al. 2014). The con-
structive and close atmosphere empowered by mindfulness
contributes not only to more satisfaction with the partnership
in general, but also to more sexual satisfaction. The significant
association of positive conflict resolution with partnership
outcomes was also emphasized in prior research that showed
that constructive conflict strategies can reduce the negative
effects of an insecure attachment style (Scheeren et al.
2014). Consequently, the authors consider positive conflict
resolution as a protection factor for this association.
Schneewind and Gerhard (2002) also emphasize constructive

conflict resolution strategies as important aspects of a relation-
ship and its further development. As conflict solving strategies
develop into dispositional behavior patterns, the authors rec-
ommend working on positive skills as early as possible in a
relationship.

Our study is amongst the first ones to pay attention to the
association of mindfulness and interpersonal closeness. We
found a significant mediation effect of closeness between
mindfulness and partnership quality. For the other two indica-
tors, coefficients fell just short of significance. These results
thus provide first indications of a possible mediating role of
closeness, which was also assumed by Trautwein et al. (2016).
This finding also ties in with the mediating effect of withdraw-
al, which is interpreted as the maintenance of contact and
closeness. Presumably, mindfulness conceptualized in this
study as the ability to be present in the moment and acting
with awareness enables partners tomaintain close contact with
one another both in everyday situations and in intimate inter-
actions. When being mindful, one is less distracted by
thoughts and rumination and can fully experience the present
moment with the partner. This quality of experience may in
turn contribute to greater satisfaction. However, given our
relatively small sample size, the power of the study might
have been insufficient to show a mediation effect in all three
relationship outcomes.

The fact that the two positive processes, positive problem
solving and closeness, proved to be relevant mediators is in
line with Fruzzetti’s argumentation (1996), since well-
functioning relationships are characterized by these two char-
acteristics and not primarily by the absence of negative inter-
actions. Behaviors such as constructive discussions and active
listening create an environment in which partners can disclose
themselves and receive support and validation from each other
(Fruzzetti 1996).

Limitations and Future Directions

There are several limitations to our study. First, the cross-
sectional correlational design of the study does not allow us
to identify directions of causalities. The significant results do
not necessarily mean that there is actually mediation but only
that the data is consistent with the suspected model. Despite
the theoretical derivation and justification of the assumed re-
lationships, it cannot be ruled out that other mechanisms may
play a role in our findings. Thus, future research should also
consider alternative models and relations between the
researched variables, for example, IOS being a dependent var-
iable and partnership quality/satisfaction being possible medi-
ators. In the context of multiple mediation models, the prob-
lem of intercorrelating scales must be considered. In parts,
correlations occur between our mediators, though it would
be an advantage if the mediators were to represent unique
factors (Preacher and Hayes 2008).

2320 Mindfulness  (2020) 11:2314–2324



Second, this research is also limited by the composition of
its sample since the sample was largely composed of women.
Also, the educational level as well as the reported relationship
quality of participants was relatively high, which may be due
to self-selection effects and social desirability. Furthermore, a
sample size of about 200 participants may be too low, espe-
cially for the identification of small effects (Fritz and
MacKinnon 2007). Future research should use larger and
more heterogenous samples to test our results and to examine
the mediating role of closeness. In particular, the investigation
of persons with relationship or sexual difficulties would be of
great interest in this context.

Third, using an online questionnaire battery, this study re-
lies solely on self-report measures which are prone to biases;
e.g., McClelland (2011) criticizes self-reporting regarding
sexual satisfaction. To obtain a more realistic view of the
relationship outcomes, both partners should be recruited
which would allow to calculate an averaged self and partner
assessment. The assessment of couples could also help to
identify actor and partner effects of mindfulness on relation-
ship outcomes like sexuality. Future research should replicate
these results and also longitudinally examine the effects of
mindfulness on relationship outcomes, in order to draw not
only correlational but also causal inferences.

Finally, there are also some limitations regarding our mea-
sures. Some authors criticize the unidimensional structure of
the MAAS; e.g., the non-reactivity facet of mindfulness is not
addressed. The dimension captured by the MAAS has the stron-
gest correlations with the “actingwith awareness” subscale of the
FFMQ (Baer et al. 2006)whichwas of great interest in our study.
Even if there are some major concerns about measuring mind-
fulness using self-report (e.g., Grossman 2008), all these scales
still offer advantages and cannot be rejected as invalid (Bergomi
et al. 2013). However, future research should also consider alter-
nativemeasures ofmindfulness. Our surveywas embeddedwith-
in a larger study resulting in a long questionnaire. Therefore, we
have shortened the KSIP to keep participants motivated, though
we have not tested the shortened version in a pilot study. Sexual
satisfaction is a complex construct which should be measured
with more detailed questionnaires; however, the use of single-
item measures for complex constructs may be an acceptable
alternative (e.g., Cheung and Lucas 2014; Gogol et al. 2014).
With our survey, brevity was a priority, as many participants
might not have been willing to answer more intimate questions
on their sexuality.

Our findings suggest that future research on mindfulness
and partnership outcomes might benefit from assessing the
role of positive conflict strategies. For instance, during mind-
fulness interventions such as the mindfulness-based relation-
ship enhancement (Carson et al. 2004), progress measure-
ments could also be made on the use of positive conflict res-
olution strategies. Such an approach may clarify whether an
increase in mindfulness predicts more frequent use of positive

conflict resolution, which in turn predicts better relationship
outcomes. Future longitudinal studies could also better clarify
the interplay of conflict resolution strategies and closeness.
Feeling close to their partner, one probably communicates
more constructively and positively instead of attacking or ig-
noring them. A positive climate in discussion and striving for
compromise might also foster the feelings of closeness, so that
these two mechanisms act together.

In sum, our study provides new insight into the effects of
mindfulness on romantic relationships. The results suggest
that it is predominantly the increase of positive processes (pos-
itive problem solving and closeness in the partnership) and to
a lesser extent the decline of negative processes that contribute
to a greater quality of relationship and satisfaction. The results
of our study thus broaden our understanding of the processes
that underlie fulfilling romantic relationships and in turn, un-
derline the positive effects of mindfulness.
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