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Relationship satisfaction influences mental health and quality of life; however,
maintaining such satisfaction can be challenging. Among numerous factors, the initial
motive for entering a relationship - an underexplored driver of partner-interaction patterns -
may shape later satisfaction. In this study, we will investigate the relations between (1) an
individual’s autonomous motivation (Self-Determination Theory) for entering a relationship
and their partner’s relationship satisfaction, and (2) that motivation and the individual’s own
satisfaction, with willingness to satisfy the partner’s needs as a mediator and both partners’
self-esteem controlled, implementing an actor-partner interdependence mediation model
(APIMeM) in lavaan, within Chinese collectivist culture. With a sample of N = 300 dyads,
we hypothesize that more autonomous entry motives may lead to greater willingness to meet
a partner’s needs for both partners, which in turn improves relationship satisfaction for both
partners. The anticipated results underscore the significance of autonomous motives in
initiating romantic partnerships and suggest practical implications for premarital counselling
and relationship-quality improvement.

self-determination theory (SDT), autonomous motivation, intimate relationship,
relationship satisfaction, self-esteem.

Past research has demonstrated that being married or in an intimate relationship is positively
associated with individuals’ well-being [1]; but the long-term stability of such a relationship remains
uncertain. For example, scholars estimate that approximately 42-45% of U.S. marriages would end
in divorce [2,3]. According to the National Bureau of Statistics of China [4], the number of
registered divorces increased from 2.84 million in 2021 to 3.61 million in 2023. This global rise in
divorce reflects the increasing challenges individuals face in maintaining intimate relationships and
underscores the importance of identifying key contributing factors.

While many factors, such as types of love, investment, commitment, self-esteem, and self-
disclosure, may influence relationship satisfaction [5], one important yet underexplored contributor
is the motivation for entering the relationship in the first place. In this study, we conceptualize
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motivation as the locus of control underlying behaviors [6] and define relationship satisfaction as the
overall self-evaluation of one’s relationship status and quality [7]. Individuals may begin a
relationship due to parental pressure, fear of loneliness, or financial insecurity—but how do such
initial motives shape dyadic relationship satisfaction over time in more established relationships? As
entry motives are the starting point, they are expected to influence what follows.

Specifically, these motives will be assessed within Self-Determination Theory (SDT), a
metatheoretical framework that places reasons for action on a controlled—autonomous continuum.
On the controlled side are reasons like “I have to” or “people expect me to”, and on the autonomous
side are reasons like “I want to” or “this fits my values” [8,9]. Building on this, those motives will
be classified into six subgroups, ranging from least to most autonomous: amotivation (lack of
motivation to engage in a behavior); external regulation (acting to avoid punishment or obtain
rewards); negative introjected regulation (acting to avoid negative feelings—e.g., guilt or shame—or to
comply with internalized obligations); positive introjected regulation (acting to enhance one’s self-
worth); identified regulation (acting because the individual finds it personally meaningful); and
intrinsic regulation (acting because it is inherently satisfying) [6].

Blais et al. [8], studying 63 French-Canadian couples, introduced Perceived Adaptive Couple
Behaviors—defined as one’s perception of adaptive behaviors in a dyadic relationship, including
consensus, cohesion, emotional expression, problem-solving, and coping mechanisms. They found
that more self-determined motives for staying in a relationship predicted more positive perceptions
of adaptive interaction patterns, which in turn promoted higher dyadic happiness. In contrast, a
recent six-month longitudinal study [6] showed that higher intrinsic motives to pursue romantic
relationships predicted people’s likelihood of entering a relationship but were not significantly
associated with relationship quality during that period.

Although these two studies seem to reach different conclusions, they differ in important ways.
First, the former introduced a mediator. Second, relationship duration was shorter in the latter study,
suggesting that both mediation processes and relationship duration should be considered. Third, the
types of motivation are subtly different, in that the former is motivation for staying in a relationship,
while the latter is motivation for pursuing a relationship. Obviously, the former is continuous and
ongoing, whereas the latter reflects a more initial decision and aligns more closely with the
motivation that we plan to examine in the present study.

Additionally, Patrick et al. [10] showed that when individuals experience greater need fulfilment,
they are more likely to endorse autonomous reasons for being in a romantic partnership, thereby
enhancing satisfaction. Their findings highlight a clear pathway from need fulfilment to motivation
to satisfaction. Notably, Patrick’s study regarded motivation for being in a relationship as a mediator,
rather than an independent variable. Furthermore, another critical preceding parameter—perhaps even
before need fulfilment—may be the willingness to satisfy a partner’s needs. That is, individuals must
first hold the intention to support their partner before their partner’s needs can be truly fulfilled.

Consequently, this study examines the extent to which entry motives are associated with
relationship satisfaction among heterosexual Chinese couples. To obtain a more precise
understanding, we will also examine willingness to meet partners’ needs as a mediator, where needs
are defined as basic psychological requirements that support psychological growth, integrity, and
flourishing [10,11]. The reason for using willingness as a mediator is that a more autonomous
entering motivation may directly increase the individuals’ willingness to voluntarily benefit their
partners, leading to more need fulfilment and thus higher partner satisfaction [9,10,12].

Moreover, self-esteem will be treated as a confounder to test whether the focal association
between motivation and satisfaction is spurious. Building on Judge et al. [13], core self-evaluations—
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with self-esteem as the central component—are linked to more autonomous goal-setting at work and
in broader life contexts, implying that self-esteem may be positively associated with autonomous
motivation in intimate relationship contexts. Additionally, Erol & Orth [14] reported that self-esteem
is positively related to satisfaction within relationships. Taken together, these findings suggest that
people high in self-esteem typically sustain autonomous entry motives from the outset of their
intimate relationships, and that relationship satisfaction may be enhanced directly by high self-
esteem. As such, we will control for both partners’ self-esteem when estimating the motivation —
willingness — satisfaction path. In this study, we will mainly focus on explicit self-esteem (ESE) of
both partners. Although implicit self-esteem (ISE) is better at revealing individuals’ unconscious
self-evaluation in a way that eliminates impression management [15], and may more strongly
confound participants’ motives and satisfaction, we exclude it here. This is because common ISE
measures—such as the Name-Letter Test and the Implicit Association Test—show limited validity
[16], and we aim to avoid overcomplicating the model.

Ideally, the self-esteem scores used to estimate the self-esteem — motivation path should be the
ones at the time when dyads started their relationship. However, the self-esteem values from several
years ago can be hard to collect and low in reliability due to recall biases (i.e., memory bias).
Meanwhile, it has been demonstrated that self-esteem is relatively stable and less contingent on
everyday events for young and middle-aged adults [14,17]. As such, the current self-esteem scores
will be employed to estimate both the ESE — motivation and ESE — satisfaction paths.

By identifying these correlations, this study may offer insights for individuals who are seeking
intimate companionship, helping them increase self-awareness, reflect on their intentions before
committing, and ultimately improve their marital and overall life satisfaction.

2. Present work

Figure 1. Path diagram for the APIMeM with a confounder (ESE), where X = motivation, M =
willingness, Y = satisfaction, and subscripts M/W stand for men and women

Note. Subscripts follow a predictor-target order, e.g., a,, denotes the path X, — M,,, b, denotes M, — Yy, and ¢’,,, denotes X,
—Y,,. Solid single-headed arrows denote mediation paths (X — M, M — Y) as well as covariate paths from ESE to X and Y. Dash-
dot single-headed arrows denote the direct X — Y path. Curved double-headed dashed arrows denote covariances (e.g., Cov (X,
Xw), Cov (g, €yy)> Cov (ESE,,, ESE,,)). Rectangles indicate measured variables; small circles indicate residuals.
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The aim of the present research is to investigate the correlation between individuals’ motivation
for entering a relationship and the relationship satisfaction of their own and their partners,
controlling for both partners’ self-esteem. During the process, the mediating effect of both partners’
willingness to satisfy their partner’s needs will be tested as well.

To study this, heterosexual Chinese couples, aged 25 to 40, who have been together for 5 to 10
years, will be recruited. By setting these limits, we hope to control the variances of sexual
orientation, participants’ age, and length of relationship to reduce their potential influences on
relationship satisfaction. The reason we focus on couples being together 5-10 years is that the effects
of entering motives on relationship satisfaction may be significantly accumulated and more
detectable in mid- to longer-term relationships. The participants will be guided to complete a series
of surveys to assess their motivation, willingness, self-esteem, and relationship satisfaction.

Since the interactions and responses within couples are likely correlated (e.g., if one is more
willing to satisfy their partner’s need, the other will be motivated and satisfy back in return), we
adopt the actor-partner interdependence model (APIM) for data processing and analysis in this study
[18,19]. To test mediation, we employ the actor-partner interdependence mediation model
(APIMeM) as an extension of standard APIM [20,21].

For data analysis, details on modelling self-esteem as a confounder are provided in the Data
Analytic Approach section.

We will disclose all measures, exclusions, and procedures. We will obtain Institutional Review
Board approval for human participants, comply with all requirements, and obtain written informed
consent from all participants.

Participants. After considering the potential dropout and invalid responses, 300 heterosexual
couples (300 males, 300 females; age = 25-40 years, relationship length = 5-10 years) from China
will be recruited through social media, in exchange for an electronic red packet with a random
amount of money (within RMB 5-10). Those participants who fail to complete the survey or provide
invalid answers will be excluded. Each dyad will be treated as one sample.

For estimating the sample size, we set all a,, = 0.3 (i.e., as shown in Figure 1, a,,,, = ay,, = 0.3),
Barmer = 0-1 (8 = 8y = 0.1), b, = 0.2, b ... = 0.3. The use of equality constraints reflects a
gender-invariance assumption on symmetric partner paths. Power analysis will be conducted with
the R package semPower [22]. Significance of the indirect effects will be tested with 95% bias-
corrected bootstrap intervals computed from 5,000 dyadic resamples [23].

For the actor indirect effect (X, — M, — Y ), where actor indirect = a,. b, . = 0.06, the analysis
(o = 0.05, power = 0.90) yielded N = 259 dyads. For the partner indirect effect (X; - M, — Y)),
where partner indirect =a_, .. .b, .= 0.02, the analysis yielded N = 1,070 dyads. A post hoc analysis

for partner indirect effect at N = 260 yielded actual power = 0.32, indicating insufficient power to
detect this small effect. Accordingly, the partner indirect effect will be treated as exploratory.

Motivation for entering the relationship. The Autonomous Motivation for Romantic Pursuit Scale
(AMRPS) will be used [6]. Because the original version of the scale is in English, it will be
translated into Chinese with basic checks, and back-translation will be employed to ensure accuracy.
This scale includes 24 items, with four items for each motivation type, such as “I entered the
relationship because it would make the people close to me happy” for external regulation and “I felt
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good being in the relationship” for intrinsic regulation. Participants will be asked to answer each
item in response to the prompt, “Thinking back to the initial stage of your current romantic
relationship, why did you start it?”. Items are rated on a 1-5 scale, where 1 = strongly disagree and 5
= strongly agree.

Willingness to meet partner’s needs. The Compassionate Goals Scale (CGS) will be used, as it
focuses on supporting others without expectation of reciprocity and uniquely targets prosocial
intention among all other relevant prosocial orientation measures [24,25]. Similarly, a translation-
back-translation procedure will be adopted for this measure to ensure linguistic validity. Twelve
items, each beginning with the prompt “In my romantic relationship, I try to...,” with examples like
“Do things that benefit both of us” and “Refrain from acting in a selfish or self-focused way”.
Responses range from 1 to 5, where 1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree.

Relationship Satisfaction. The 32-item Couples Satisfaction Index (CSI) will be used [26]. The
Chinese version of the CSI has demonstrated valid psychometric [7]. In the scale, item 1 (“please
rate the overall degree of your relationship satisfaction.”) will be rated on a 0-6 scale (0 = lowest, 6
= highest), whereas the remaining 31 items will be rated on a 0-5 scale (0 = lowest, 5 = highest).
Additionally, for items 26 to 32, semantic differential scales with bipolar adjectives on either end
(e.g., enjoyable vs. miserable for item 32) will be used. Moreover, six items (6, 10, 15, 27, 29, and
31) are reverse-scored.

Explicit Self-Esteem. We will use the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES) [27] to measure
explicit self-esteem, as its reliability and validity across many languages and cultures, including
Mandarin, have been supported despite interpretive ambiguity for item 8 in some cultures [28]. In
this measure, 10 items will be rated on a 1-4 scale (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree).

Procedures. The Participating dyads will complete this online cross-sectional survey in the
following sequence: 1) CGS-12; 2) AMRPS-24; 3) RSES-10; 4) CSI-32. The reason for placing
CSI-32 at the end is to avoid its potential interference with the other three scales. The remaining
three scales are presented out of conceptual order to reduce the likelihood that participants infer the
research purpose and respond with social desirability.

To ensure the reliability of their answers, two additional attention checks will be added as the
27th and 54th questions, in which the first checker will ask participants to choose the “3” among 1-
6, and the second will ask participants to choose the last option. As such, there will be 80 questions
in total, which will require approximately 10-12 minutes to complete. Demographic information,
such as gender, age, and relationship length, will be collected after participants complete all scales to
avoid priming effects.

Before the survey, participants will be briefly instructed about the rules and reminded to answer
independently. Moreover, a paired code and unique link will be employed to minimize partners’
interaction during the survey. The surveys with any two or more of the following features will be
considered invalid and excluded from data analysis: 1) failure on one or both attention checks; 2)
survey completion time within 5 minutes or over 20 minutes; 3) extreme response patterns (e.g.,
selecting the first option for all questions). After the survey, a debriefing will be given to thank
participants and to explain the real purpose of this research.

Data Analytic Approach. The APIMeM will be employed to handle the interdependent dyadic
data and examine associations among actor variables, partner outcomes, and the potential mediating
process. The actor variable, in this context, refers to the variable related to oneself, and the partner
variable refers to the variable related to one’s partner. Analyses will be carried out in lavaan under a
structural equation modeling (SEM) framework [29], as SEM is a good fit for dealing with cross-
partner residual covariances. Finally, all variables will be centered at the grand mean.
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3.2. Distinguishability

Since the dyads recruited for this study are heterosexual, partners will be treated as distinguishable
by gender in the APIMeM, with separate actor and partner paths for women and men. We do not
hypothesize gender differences; therefore, we do not plan to conduct tests of indistinguishability at
this stage, and all focal effects (actor/partner direct and indirect paths) will be estimated in the
distinguishable model. However, if needed at the analysis stage (e.g., for parsimony or model
stability), we may report an exploratory equality-constrained comparison in supplementary
materials.

3.3. Mediation structure and equations

For each partner’s willingness, there will be two mediational paths. Using the man’s willingness as
an example, the two paths are: X, — M,, (actor effect) and X, — M,, (partner effect). For each
partner’s satisfaction, there are two direct paths and four indirect paths. For the man’s satisfaction,
the two direct paths include: X,, — Y,, (actor effect) and X, — Y,, (partner effect). The four
indirect paths are: X,, — M,, — Y,, (actor-actor effect); X,, — M,, — Y,, (partner-partner effect);
Xy — My, — Y, (actor-partner effect), and Xy, — M,, — Y, (partner-actor effect). As a result, the
equations for willingness and satisfaction, without considering confounding effects, could be
expressed as:

My = ap X + awpi X + €
My = awuwXw + GwwXw + €ww
Yy = bumMu + bwnMy + ’MmXwM + wnXy + eym
Yy, = bywMy + bywMy + Xy + CmwXm + €y

Here, € denotes residuals (other factors that are not considered in the present research but could
influence results); a indexes X — M, b indexes M — Y, and ¢’ indexes X — Y paths.

3.4. Confounding by Explicit Self-Esteem (ESE)

When it comes to estimating confounding effects, for the ESE — X (y) paths, only the actor effect
will be considered. This is because motives are defined as the locus of control underlying behavior
[6] and cannot be directly observed or assessed by the partner, suggesting a much stronger
connection with one’s own self-esteem than with the partner’s (i.e., one’s perceptions of their partner
are filtered through one’s own self-views). As a robustness check, we will additionally estimate an
alternative model including ESE =~ — X (i.e., ESEy — X,;; ESE,; — X,)); inferences for the
focal paths will be compared and reported in the supplementary materials. As for the ESE — Y ()
paths, both actor and partner effects will be considered, because those with higher self-esteem
typically interact less defensively with their partners, thereby promoting partners’ satisfaction, which
suggests a non-negligible partner effect. The mediators (i.e., willingness) are not considered to be
confounded by self-esteem either, as no evidence from past work has shown a linkage between
them. Accordingly, the overall effects of all variables, combined with mediating effects, can
therefore be expressed as:

Xy = YyMmESEN + exm
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Xw = YwwESEy + €xw
My = apmXm + awmXw + emm
My = aww Xy + amwXnm + emw
Yu = baiMy + bwumMy + ¢ vivXr + CwvXw + OviESEN + dwMmESEy, + evum
Y, =b,,M, +b, M, + X, + X, + 6wESE, + 6,,ESE + ¢,

In addition, as shown in Figure 1, corresponding dyad residuals are allowed to covary (i.e.,
ESE«>ESE,;, 4wt Emw e EywEynm)- We will encode these equations in lavaan and fit
them to the collected data to estimate the effects of all paths.

4. Results
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Figure 2. Effect of entering motivation on willingness to satisfy partner’s needs

Motivation — Willingness Path. According to Patrick et al. [10], when individuals experience
greater personal need fulfilment, they are more likely to hold autonomous reasons for being in a
relationship. If individuals with greater willingness indeed meet their partner’s needs to a greater
extent, such that their partners perceive greater need fulfilment, and if individuals with more
autonomous entering motives tend to maintain their motives for staying in their relationship, we can
predict that entering motivation for individuals is positively correlated with their willingness to
satisfy their partner.

In contrast, the actor's entry motivation may still have a positive influence on their partner’s
willingness to meet their needs, but with a smaller magnitude. This is because the association
between the actor’s motivation and the partner’s willingness is more indirect. For example, a partner
may tend to satisfy the actor’s needs in return when their own needs are met first, rather than being
directly encouraged by the actor’s motivation.
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Figure 3. Effect of willingness to satisfy partner’s needs on relationship satisfaction

Willingness — Satisfaction Path. Patrick et al. [10] demonstrated that greater perceived need
fulfilment is linked to higher partners’ relationship satisfaction. With the same assumption, we can
predict that the actor’s willingness to satisfy their partner’s needs is positively correlated with their
partner’s relationship satisfaction.

When it comes to the actor path, the situation might be slightly more indirect, since the
mechanism behind how one’s willingness affects one’s own satisfaction might be different from how
it affects the partner’s satisfaction. Nevertheless, Patrick et al. [10] also demonstrated a positive
relation between fulfilling a partner’s needs and higher self-satisfaction, because 1) such fulfilment
fosters trust and the partner’s willingness to meet the actor’s needs in return, thus promoting the
actor’s satisfaction; and 2) satisfying a partner’s needs also satisfies the actor’s need for relatedness.
Therefore, we may also expect that a greater willingness of actors predicts a higher relationship
satisfaction for actors themselves, but with a less steep slope.

5. General discussion

Among all the factors that may influence individuals’ satisfaction with intimate relationships, we
aim to assess the role of entry motivation. Based on Self-Determination Theory (SDT), discrete
motivations can be classified and placed on a continuum from the most extrinsic to the most
autonomous points [8,9]. We will test how these different motivations affect both individuals’ and
their partners’ relationship satisfaction.

In addition, we will examine the mediating effects of the willingness to satisfy one’s partner’s
needs on the focal paths. Another important aspect is that the confounding effects of self-esteem,
which have not been considered in past work, will be examined in the present study. It has been
demonstrated that higher self-evaluations are associated with more autonomous goals at work and
with higher relationship satisfaction [13,14], suggesting a plausible correlation between self-esteem
and motivation in intimate relationship contexts and a positive link between self-esteem and
satisfaction. Consequently, the potentially confounding effects of self-esteem will be controlled to
reduce bias. With these considerations, this study design aims to isolate a cleaner path between
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entering motivation and relationship satisfaction and to elaborate on the underlying mechanisms. By
doing this, we make more of the intimacy iceberg visible.

It is expected that more autonomous entry motives may lead to greater dyadic willingness to meet
each partner’s needs, which then increases satisfaction for both partners. These anticipated results
align closely with and are supported by the findings of Blais et al. [8]. Such results are significant
for understanding human intimacy, increasing awareness before relationship decisions, providing
empirical evidence to inform premarital counselling, and eventually improving relationship quality.

Admittedly, due to the sample characteristics, the findings may not apply to other age groups,
relationships of different durations, or same-sex couples. Additionally, the results may not generalize
to Western, individualistic contexts. This is because a collectivistic culture, from a traditional
perspective, tends to encourage individuals to obey authorities and sacrifice their personal needs for
the group’s broader aims, leading to motivations closer to the extrinsic end. Furthermore, recall bias
in reporting entry motives may distort results. Other variables—such as whether couples have
children, their financial status, and attachment styles—may also contribute to the variation in
relationship satisfaction; nevertheless, they are excluded in the present study to avoid
overcomplexity in the models.

Moreover, we did plan to include ISE as covariates for both partners at the initial stage to
examine a more holistic self-esteem confounding effect. However, because of the low validity of
common ISE measurements [16] and the overcomplexity of the model when combining ISE and
ESE, we finally chose to test only the confounding effect of ESE. Nevertheless, this idea can be
insightful and may be adopted by future studies with greater resources.

Finally, given the cross-sectional, self-report design, alternative interpretations remain possible:
1) reverse or reciprocal causality (e.g., satisfaction — motivation); and 2) different causal orderings
or roles (e.g., motivation functions as a moderator, rather than a mediator, of the willingness —
satisfaction link).

To achieve a more comprehensive understanding, further studies could use broader samples,
control other variables more strictly, construct more realistic models comprising ISE, adopt
longitudinal designs, test these alternative causal paths and roles, and employ better-validated
language versions of the scales.

As the starting point of intimate relationships, entry motives likely shape how partners interact and
feel over time. In this study, we will test whether more autonomous entry motives are associated
with greater willingness to meet a partner’s needs and, in turn, higher dyadic satisfaction—even
when accounting for self-esteem. If supported, these findings would clarify the direction and
magnitude of these associations, deepen understanding of human intimacy in a Chinese context, and
inform premarital counselling interventions and decision-making to improve relationship quality and
well-being.
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