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Introduction

Marital communication is studied as a major predictor of marital satisfaction. As a
significant component of marital communication, conflict resolution is also considered in
relation to satisfaction in marriage. Researchers generally agree that effective patterns of
communication and conflict resolution are positively related to marital satisfaction
(White, 1989).

Scholarship regarding conflict resolution has increased in recent years.
Researchers found that communication styles, personalities, and values relating to family
roles are related to conflict resolution (Koren & Carlton, 1980; Menaghan & Parcel,
1991; Sanders, Smith & Alexander, 1990). Gender differences such as a wife-demanding
/husband-withdrawal pattern (Krokoff, 1990) in conflict were also supported. However,
understanding of gender differences in marital communication is far from complete
(Noller & Fitzpatrick, 1990), and given the salience of conflict resolution to marital
satisfaction, gender difference in communication is an area of particular interest to those
concerned with fostering positive spousal relationships.

Based on these factors, the purpose of this study is to examine gender difference
in marital conflict resolution. The central question of this research is: Do the factors

associated with perceptions of conflict resolution differ according to gender?

Conceptual Framework
"Systems thinking is a way of looking at the world in which objects are
interrelated with one another" (Whitchurch & Constantine, 1993). Systems theory
provides a framework for exploring family dynamics by placing the individual into the
complicated network. The individual serves as a linking point in the system as well as the
product of the system. Because systems theory takes factors in the system as well as
individuals into account, it is an excellent theory for the study of marital conflict

resolution.



The marital subsystem is composed of two unique individuals with their own
preferences, interests, and desires which may result.in the potential for conflicts. Spouses
in the system are interdependent and mutually influenced, so that the behaviors of one
individual affect those of the other. In conflict resolution the individual's behaviors are
regulated by a reciprocal process in which A's perception of conflict resolution is the
reaction to as well as an influence on B. Thus, the outcome of conflict resolution largely
depends on the interactions between individuals who influence each other. A marital
system which is willing to respond to changes initiated by the members and consider
various alternatives in response to a particular situation may facilitate satisfactory conflict
resolution. Otherwise, the spouses may be dissatisfied with their resolution of conflict.

Individuals in marriages may maintain different perceptions of conflict resolution
which further influence the patterns of interaction in conflict resolution. Because the
outcome of conflict resolution in the marital subsystem is related to the interactions of the
individuals, it is important to study the factors which may influence the individual's
perception of conflict and its resolution.

Also, conflict resolution is likely to be affected by other factors, such as
personality, current and previous communication patterns, and power. Finally, factors
associated with conflict resolution may differ according to gender, and the interactions of

these factors with gender may contribute to conflict resolution.

Review of Literature
Given the inevitability of conflict between partners (Cahn, 1992; Sillars & Scott,
1983), research in marital conflict resolution usually focuses on its relationship to marital
satisfaction. Relevant foci include areas of conflict within marriage and conflict

resolution.



Areas of Conflict

Conflict is most likely to happen in intimate relationships (Cahn, 1992). When
couples are not able to reconcile their differences in interests, preferences, and points of
view, marital conflict is created. Yet, in working through issues in their marriage
together, the marital relationship may be strengthened and enhanced (Gottman, 1991).

Money is the most commonly discussed issue among married couples (Bulmstein
& Schwartz, 1983). Usually couples fight about how to spend rather than how much to
spend, and the fight does not disappear with an increase of income (Bulmstein &
Schwartz, 1983). When family income decreases and expenditures have to be cut, more
conflicts appear between couples (Snyder & Norwak, 1984).

The sexual relationship also is reported as a major area of marital conflict.
Couples may fight about any specific issues in the sexual relationship, but the most
common argument is frequency of intercourse (Christensen, 1988). Although extramarital
sex is less likely to be a frequent cause of marital conflict, couples are usually in serious
conflict once the fact is known to the other (Schaap, Buunk, & Kerkstra, 1988).

Among couples who have children, the most serious disagreements are over the
assignment of housework (Cowan et al., 1985). Childless couples tend to have better
conflict resolution than couples with children (Rands, Levinger, & Mellinger, 1981).
Husbands with working wives report more child care activity and more arguments with
their wives (Crouter, Perry-Jenkins, Huston, & McHale, 1987). Other areas of conflicts
are communication, jealousy, and in-law relations (Gottman, 1979).

Conflict Resolution

 The stages of the family life cycle suggest a developmental process in conflict
resolution (Galvin & Brommel, 1991). During the first two years of marriage, couples
who have children behave more coercively than couples who remain childless. For
couples who choose to have children in this period, four months after the baby is born,

couples deal with conflicts less emotionally. During early childhood stages, parents



encounter more conflicts and offer fewer options. During the adolescent stage, marital
conflicts increase with the increase of parent-adolescent conflict (Galvin & Brommel,
1991).

Zietlow and Sillars (1988) found that, in general, young couples use more direct
and expressive behaviors in conflict than older couples. Middle-aged couples are similar
to young couples when discussing salient topics and are similar to older couples when
discussing less salient topics.

Rands et al. (1981) found three conflict resolution styles among couples: (1)
attack, which includes hurting the other's feelings through getting mad, yelling and
sarcasm; (2) avoidance, in which spouses avoid talking to each other about conflict and
become distant; and (3) compromise, in which couples try to understand each other and
come to a compromise through reasoning. Attacking and avoiding were negatively related
to marital satisfaction, and compromising was positively related.

Rands et al. (1981) also found that escalation outcomes of conflict (e.g., couples
feel angry and hurt afterwards) were negatively related to marital satisfaction. Intimacy,
the outcome in which couples feel close and understand each other better, was positively
related to marital satisfaction. Also, couples who do not use blame and anger in conflict
reported the highest marital satisfaction (Rands et. al., 1981).

The degree of consensus of husbands and wives on conflict resolution has an
impact on their marital satisfaction. The belief that conflict is resolvable relates to
positive conflict behaviors and outcomes, such as persistence in conflict resolution,
feelings of personal control over conflicts, and, therefore, high marital satisfaction. Also,
couples who agree that conflicts should not be avoided reported high marital satisfaction
(Crohan, 1992).

Distressed and nondistressed couples can be differentiated on the basis of
communication patterns, especially conflict resolution patterns (White, 1989).

Nondistressed couples process conflicts positively (Billings, 1979; Gottman, 1979;



Levenson & Gottman, 1985) and consistently (Jacobson, Follette, & McDonald, 1982).
Distressed couples are more coercive and hostile than nondistressed couples, maintain
inconsistent conflict resolution behaviors, and are less responsive verbally (Billings,
1979).

Consequently, satisfied couples are more likely to engage in positive reciprocity,
and dissatisfied couples are more likely to engage in negative reciprocity (Gottman,
1979). The negotiation process of couples with high adjustment is represented by
coaxing, confirming, exchanging feelings or emotions, and task-oriented strategies.
Among low-adjusted couples, when one spouse attacked the other directly (confrontation)
or indirectly (complaint), the other most often responded defensively (Ting-Toomey,
1983). Also, nondistressed couples are better at decoding and encoding in their nonverbal

communication (Noller, 1984).

Factors Associated with Conflict Resolution

Communication. Verbal behaviors and conflict outcomes are closely related.
Couples who resolve conflicts most efficiently are more responsive, more likely to offer
possible solutions, and less likely to criticize their spouses (Koren & Carlton, 1980).
Researchers also focused on self-disclosure, a perceived major component of marital
communication (Hawkins, Weigberg, & Ray, 1980), and its contribution to conflict
resolution and marital satisfaction. Some researchers (e.g., Cosby, 1973) found that
marital satisfaction was positively related to moderate levels of self-disclosure, but
Jorgensen and Gaudy (1980) suggested that there is a positive and linear relationship
between self-disclosure and marital satisfaction. However, disclosure of negative feelings
beﬁveen couples may be negatively related to marital satisfaction and conflict resolution
(Galvin & Brommel, 1991; Balswick, 1988).

The more discrepancy in self-disclosure between couples, the less marital

satisfaction and adjustment reported (Davidson, Balswick, & Halverson, 1983).



Balswick (1988) indicated that both husbands' and wives' self-disclosure of love;
happiness, and sadness is positively related to marital adjustment. However, husbands'
output of love is more important for wives' marital adjustment than is wives' output of
love for husbands' adjustment. This is because wives are more concerned with receiving
love disclosure (Balswick & Peck, 1971). Balswick (1988) also found that, for husbands,
the perception of anger disclosure is negatively related to marital adjustment, while wives
do perceive husbands' disclosure of anger as functional to marital adjustment. For
women, disclosure of anger indicates that they want to share their feelings with their
husbands. However, husbands believe that, if women are angry, they should keep the
anger to themselves (Balswick, 1988).

Personality. Conflicts exist among both distressed and nondistressed couples.
However, the degree of conflict largely depends on the partners' personalities (Goldberg,
1987). Personality evokes conflict in direct and indirect ways: one spouse could perform
actions that upset the other, or one could evoke actions in the other person that in turn
upset oneself (Buss, 1991).

Couples with characteristics such as competitiveness, easily provoked anger, high
speed talking, impatience, and achievement striving showed higher frequencies of
hostile/dominant behavior. These people are more sensitive to control and self-esteem
issues, and the hostile-dominant behavior actually reflects a struggle for control (Sanders,
Smith, & Alexander, 1990). Buss (1991) found that inadequacy of warmth, trust,
emotional stability and perception in both males and females were related to the upset of
their spouses. Dominance of husbands and wives was destructive to conflict resolution.

Krokoff (1991) found that, for both white-collar and blue-collar families, humor
was related to husbands' and wives' conflict resolution when they were experiencing
troubles at work. People with secure attachment (confident emotional attachment) were
more likely to use integrating (integrate one's ideas with the partner's) and compromising

(try to find a middle course) strategies than anxious/ambivalent (clinging, neediness, and



ambivalent feelings about relationships) and avoiding people (self reliance, emotional
distance, insecurity). Anxious/ambivalent people were more likely than avoidant people
to oblige their partners (Pistole, 1989).

Madden and Janoff-Bulman (1981) found wives who blamed their husbands more
than they blamed themselves were significantly more distressed and poorer in conflict
resolution than the wives who blamed themselves more than they blamed their husbands.
Wives who attributed conflicts to their husbands' permanent characteristics were most
distressed. However, the wives who felt that they had control over conflicts were more
successful in conflict resolution and more satisfied with their marriages.

Equalitarian Roles. It is generally reported that men who hold nontraditional
values about gender roles are more satisfied with their marriages (Balswick, 1988).
Likewise, the more liberated the husbands regarding masculinity, and the more
comfortable they are expressing affection, the less arguments with their wives (Harrell,
1990).

Husbands' distress is the highest when wives go to work against their husbands'
wishes (Ross, Mirowsky & Huber, 1983). If husbands have to do more housework
because wives go to work, there are more arguments between them (Blumstein &
Schwartz, 1983). Also, several studies show that, if wives push for a fair division of
housework, more marital conflicts emerge (Benin & Agostinelli, 1988; Menaghan &
Parcel, 1991).

Gender Differences. Thomson and Walker (1989) noted that women are more
emotional during conflict and are more likely to exercise confrontation and emotional
pressure. Distressed wives are more likely to engage in negative reciprocity than
nondistressed wives (Floyd & Markman, 1983). Husbands are more logical and calm, use
neutral messages and try to avoid or postpone conflict. Also, wives are more sensitive and

responsive to husbands in conflict than husbands are with their wives (Floyd &

Markman, 1983; Schaap, Buunk and Kerkstra, 1988).



Gender differences in conflict resolution are intensified in distressed marriages
(Gottman & Levenson, 1988). Krokoff (1990) reported a wife-hostility/ husband-
withdrawal pattern among dissatisfied couples and the level of wife's hostility is linked to
husband's level of withdrawal. Christensen and Heavey (1990) found that both husbands
and wives can be more demanding when discussing changes they want, but generally
husbands tend to withdraw more and wives tend to demand more. However, when both
husbands and wives are secure in attachment, they engage in demanding/withdrawal

patterns significantly less frequently than other types of couples.

Hypotheses

The literature suggests that the following factors are associated with marital
conflict resolution: communication, personality, and equalitarian roles. Studies also
indicate that gender differences exist in marital conflict resolution. Conflict resolution
may also vary according to occupation (Korkoff, 1991). Because education is one of the
basic determinants of occupation, it can be posited that levels of education affect conflict
resolution. Furthermore, conflict resolution in marriage varies in different developmental
stages of the family life cycle (Zietlow & Sillars, 1988); different stages in marriage may
necessitate different conflict resolution styles. Finally, the quality of conflict resolution
changes with the presence of children (Rands et al., 1981) in order to deal with increased
conflicts. Therefore, the following hypotheses will be considered:

Hypothesis 1: Communication, personality, and equalitarian roles will be
positively related to conflict resolution.

Hypothesis 2: The relationship of communication, personality, and equalitarian
roles to conflict resolution will vary according to gender.

Hypothesis 3: The demographic variables education, length of marriage, and

presence of children will be significant predictors of conflict resolution.



Methodology

Sample

The study is part of a larger project and is using an existing database available
from the authors of the Enriching and Nurturing Relationship Issues, Communication and
Happiness Inventory (ENRICH) (Olson, Fournier, & Druckman, 1982). Couples in the
database were seeking marital enrichment or marital counseling and volunteered to
complete a Background Information Form and ENRICH separately. The sample (N =
4,157) included in this study was obtained from 600 locations in the United States.

Participants’ age ranged from 17 to 88 (mean = 33.9, SD = 9.7) with 3,907 (94%)
below the age of 50. Four thousand seventy-three (98%) of the participants had finished
high school and 3,491 (84%) of the participants had at least some college education. One
thousand six hundred and sixty-two (40%) of the participant held professional jobs; 707
(17%) were sales, technical and clerical workers; 499 (12%) were students; and 540
(13%) were homemakers. Three thousand five hundred and thirty-three (85%) of the
participants were working either part-time or full-time jobs with 2411 (58%) working
full-time only, 332 (8%) working both full-time and part-time, and 789 (19%) working
only part-time. The average income of participants was $15,000-29,999, with 1030 (25%)
over $30,000, 1122 (27%) between $15,000-$29,999, 378 (9%) between $5,000-$14,999,
411 (10%) under $5,000, and 262 (6%) having no income. The average length of
marriage was 9.5 (SD = 9) years with a range from less than one year to 50 years. All
participants were currently married and 3471 (84%) of the participants were in their {irst
marriage. One thousand eight hundred and forty-four (44%) of the participants were
Catholic, 1071 (26%) of them were Fundamental Christian, 912 (22%) were Protestant,
12 (.3%) were Jewish, and 295 (7%) did not indicate their religious orientation. Three

thousand eight hundred and sixty six (93%) of the participants were White.
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Measurement

The ENRICH (Olson, Fournier, & Druckman, 1982) inventory was used in this
research. The inventory covers a range of topics in marital relationships: personality
issues, realistic expectations, marital satisfaction, equalitarian roles, communication,
conflict resolution, financial management, sexual relationship, leisure activities, children
and parenting, religious orientation, and family and friends. The personality issues,
communication, conflict resolution and equalitarian roles subscales were used in this
research. Communication examines spouses' attitudes and beliefs toward the importance
of communication in marriage. Personality issues focus on the degree of partners'
satisfaction with each other's behaviors. Equalitarian roles assesses spouses' attitudes and
beliefs toward various family roles, and high scores reflect nontraditional gender roles
values maintained by individuals. Conflict resolution examines the realistic attitudes
toward marital conflict and the level of satisfaction toward marital conflict resolution
(Olson et al., 1989) Items of these four subscales are listed in Appendix D. A Likert-style
scale was used for each subscale: 1 = strongly agree, 2 = moderately agree, 3 =
undecided, 4 = moderately disagree, and 5 = strongly disagree.

The inventory was reviewed and rated as relevant for engaged and married
couples by practitioners (Fournier, Olson & Druckman, 1983). All twelve subscales are
highly correlated with the Locke-Wallace Marital Adjustment Scale (Fournier, Olson &
Druckman, 1983). Original Cronbach's coefficient alpha for internal consistency were:
personality .73, communication .68, conflict resolution .75, and equalitarian roles .71.
(see Appendix D). Retest reliability estimates were: personality issues .81,
communication .90, conflict resolution .90, and equalitarian roles .90.

Data Analysis

Hierarchical multiple regression was used to examine gender differences in

conflict resolution. Pearson correlations between predictor variables were computed to

ensure that the correlations did not exceed .75. Because the correlation between
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communication and personality exceeded .75 (r = .76), these two variables were
combined into a variable called communication/personality (Alpha = .90). The
correlations were then recomputed (see Table 1). The current Cronbach's coefficient
alpha for equalitarian roles and conflict resolution were .71 and .81 respectively.

In the first step, a dummy variable for gender was entered to examine the
percentage of variance in conflict resolution accounted for by gender (1 = male, 0 =
female). In the second step, the following background variables were entered: education,
length of marriage, and presence of children. Presence of children was dummy coded (1 =
children present, 0 = no children present). In step 3, communication/personality and
equalitarian roles were entered. In the last step, dummy variables were entered to examine
the following interactions: gender x communication/personality and gender x equalitarian
roles. A tolerance test at the level of .10 was done to reduce the possibility of problems
resulting from multicollinearity. Since neither of the interaction terms yielded significant
beta coefficients in the preliminary analyses, the final model resulted from the first three

steps. The results are listed in Table 3.

Results

The means and standard deviations of equalitarian roles,
communication/personality, and conflict resolution are listed in Table 2. Gender, length
of marriage, education, equalitarian roles and communication/personality were found to
be significant predictors of conflict resolution in the hierarchical multiple regression
equation. In the first step, a significant negative beta (B =-.03340, p <0.001; 1 =male, 0
= female) was found for gender, indicating females reported higher conflict resolution
scores than males. The R2 for step 1 was .00003, indicating the contribution of gender to
the variance in conflict resolution is minimal. In the second step, length of marriage
yielded a significant negative beta coefficient (B =-.03295, p < 0.001), suggesting that

conflict resolution is negatively related to the length of marriage. The significant positive



12

beta (B=.03241, p<0.001) for education indicated conflict resolution increases with
higher levels of education. Presence of children yielded an insignificant negative beta
(B=-.00854, p> .05) suggesting no relationship between presence of children and conflict
resolution. The change in R2 for the second step raised the percentage of variance
explained to .04. In the third step, both equalitarian roles (B'= .03226, p < 0.001) and
communication/personality (B =.81963, p < 0.001) showed significant positive relations
with conflict resolution. This step increased the R2 to .69; thus the equation explained
69% of the variance in conflict resolution. However, equalitarian roles and
communication/personality accounted for 65% of the variance (E = 1530.78, p < .001, see
Table 3), suggesting that equalitarian roles and communication/personality were the

strongest predictors of conflict resolution.

Discussion

Results of this research indicated that equalitarian roles and
communication/personality are strong predictors of conflict resolution in the model
presented. Also, gender, length of marriage and education are significant predictors, yet
they explained a relatively small proportion of the variance in conflict resolution.

The finding that females reported higher conflict resolution scores than males
may be due to the socialization they received since they were young. Females are trained
to be family oriented and to seek close relationships. Therefore, as these findings suggest,
they turn out to be more familiar with family issues, have more realistic attitudes toward
marital conflicts, and are more satisfied with their conflict resolution than males.

Communication/personality and equalitarian roles were positively related to
individuals' perceptions of conflict resolution in the current sample. Communication may
strengthen the mutual understanding between the couple through expressing feelings,
explaining behaviors, etc. Personality may also have an impact on style and degree of

self-disclosure exhibited by the partners. Therefore, individuals with higher
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communication/personality scores may obtain better understanding of their spouses, be
better understood by their spouses, be willing to accept the other's communication styles
and behaviors, and adjust their responses in a way that contribute to conflict resolution.
Consequently, they tend to have more realistic attitudes toward marital conflicts and
greater satisfaction with conflict resolution. Similarly, individuals who value equalitarian
roles may be more flexible and more likely to explore alternatives in conflict resolution,
thereby increasing their level of satisfaction in conflict resolution.

The findings suggest that education is positively related to conflict resolution.
This may be due to the fact that people with higher levels of education are more exposed
to conflict resolution strategies.

The unsupported hypothesis concerning presence of children in relation to
conflict resolution was based on previous research that presence of children has an impact
on marital satisfaction and marital conflict. It was posited that conflict resolution may
improve in response and adjustment to a new source of conflict, or decline because
couples are overwhelmed by new conflicts. The insignificance of presence of children to
conflict resolution may be due to previous findings that couples establish and stabilize
their conflict resolution patterns during the first two years of marriage (Raush, Barry,
Hertel, & Swain, 1974). Thus, the presence of children may increase the potential for
conflict but does not necessarily change the patterns of conflict resolution.

Length of marriage was found to be negatively related to conflict resolution. As
the marriage progresses, couples experience decreasing marital satisfaction (McHale &
Huston, 1985) and increasing marital conflict (Huston, McHale, & Crouter, 1986). Yet,
marital satisfaction increases (Anderson, Russell, & Schumm, 1983) and couples begin to
develop equality in their marriages after launching (Schaefer & Keith, 1981). These
studies may explain the lower levels of conflict resolution associated with marital
duration found in this research considering that 94% of the sample were 50 years of age

or younger. The relationship of length of marriage with conflict resolution may differ
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with an older sample whose children no longer live at home.

Of the variables considered in the model, communication/personality is the
strongest predictor of marital conflict resolution, which indicates the importance of
building effective communication and better personality in marriage. Based on this
finding, couples should be encouraged and guided to be responsive, and to offer possible
solutions instead of blaming the other so that a positive reciprocity in marital interaction
can be maintained. It is also important for practitioners to help couples engage in positive
self-disclosure which enhances mutual understanding and positive marital conflict
resolution outcome.

Four skills were suggested to achieve equality in marriage: using level rather than
vertical communication, giving and receiving criticism in an assertive manner, problem
solving and encouragement (Tuites & Tuites, 1986). Level communication means that the
person is open, honest, considerate, and values mutual respect. Vertical communication
means that the person is dominant, superior, and controlling, exhibiting lack of mutual
respect (Allred, 1974). The latter communication style violates equality in marriage,
which may contribute to dissatisfaction in conflict resolution.

The positive association between education levels and conflict resolution suggests
that the education in conflict resolution should start at early ages so that when people step
into marriage they know how to handle conflict positively. The best outcome of
education will result in an environment fostering effective conflict resolution and mutual

respect, which can be enhanced by families, schools, communities, and the whole society.
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Table 1 Correlations Among Predictor Variables

CR CP ER PC ED LM
CR 1.0000
p=.
CP .8290 1.0000
p=.000 p=.
ER .0938 .0665 1.0000
p=.000 p=.000 p=.
PC -.0928 -.0796 -.1312 1.0000
p=.000 p=.000 p=.000 p=.
ED 1373 1292 .0870 -.0036 1.0000
P=. + p=.000 p=.000 p=.000 p=.
LM -.1141 -.0827 -.1795 4703 .0539 1.0000

p=.000  p=.000 p=.000 p=.000 p=.000 p=.000

CR = Conflict Resolution; CP = Communication/Personality; ER = Equalitarian Roles;
PC = Presence of Children; ED = Education; LM = Length of Marriage
n=4,157,p<.001
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Table 2 Scales Means and Standard Deviations
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Scales Mean SD Theoretical Actual
Range Range

Equalitarian Roles ~ 35.34 5.86 10-50 18-50

Communication/

personality 66.13 14.15 20-100 27-100

Conflict Resolution 32.73 6.90 10-50 10-50

n=4157



Table 3 Hierarchical Multiple Regression of Conflict Resolution

Predictor Variable b B T SigT AR2 R2
Step 1

Gender? -46201  -.03340 -3.82000 .00010 .00003 .00003
Step 2

Length of Marriage -02533  -.03295 -3.35300 .00080

Education 21766 03241 3.65300 .00030

Presence of childrenb -.13557 -.00854 -.87400 .38200 04307 .04310
Step 3

Equalitarian Roles .03808  .03226  3.63700  .00030

Communication

/Personality 40040  .81963 9257400 .00000  .64806 69117

F=1530.78, p<.001

b = Unstandardized Beta; B = Standardized Beta; R = R Square; ARZ=R Square Change
b and B are reported for final step.

AR? and R? are reported for each step.

a 1 = male, 0 = female

b 1 = children present, 0 = no children present
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Conceptual Framework

"Systems thinking is a way of looking at the world in which objects are
interrelated with one another" (Whitchurch & Constantine; 1993). Systems theory plays
an important role in analyzing family issues which are'likely to be affected by many
factors. First, researchers are urged to study the issues systematically. In the systems
point of view, possible correlations are included in the researcher'’s observation, and the
significance of the relations will be determined. Second, unlike the linear causation-result
pattern, systems theory places the individual into the complicated network. In this
perspective, the individual is a linking point in the system as well as the product of the
system. For example, when studying marital communication, the communication pattern
contributes to marital satisfaction. However, the communication pattern is also the
product of the interaction of many factors in the family system and the supersystem.
Because systems theory pays attention to both contexts and individuals, it is an excellent
theory for the study of marital conflict resolution.

Systems are "set(s) of elements standing in interaction among themselves and
with the environments" (Von Bertalanffy, 1975, p. 159). Subsystems are small
interdependent parts of a larger system. A family system can be composed of individual
subsystems, the marital subsystem, the parent-child subsystem, and sibling subsystems.
Components in a system are interdependent and mutually influenced. The behaviors of
one component affect every other component in the system (Whitchurch & Constantine,
1993).

In the system perspective, the relationship between components of the system
differs from the components as individuals. The couple in communication forms a
relationship through exchanging messages, and thus, forms a system. Using a systems
approach, conflict resolution should be studied in the context of the couple relationship.

The marital subsystem is composed of two unique individuals with their own

preferences, interests, and desires which result in the potential for conflicts. Spouses in
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the system are interdependent and mutually influenced, so that the behaviors of one
individual affect the other's. In conflict resolution, individuals' behaviors are regulated by
a reciprocal process in which A's perception of conflict resolution largely depends on the
interactions between individuals who influence each other. A marital:system which is
willing to respond to changes initiated by the member(s) and consider various alternatives
in response to a particular situation may facilitate satisfactory conflict resolution.
Otherwise, the spouses may be dissatisfied with their resolution of conflict.

Individuals in marriages may maintain different perceptions of conflict resolution
which further influence the patterns of interaction in conflict resolution. Because the
outcome of conflict resolution in the marital subsystem is related to the interactions of the
individuals, it is important to study the factors which may influence individuals'
perception of conflict and its resolution.

Also, conflict resolution is affected by other factors, such as personality, current
and previous communication patterns, and power. Finally, factors associated with conflict
resolution may differ according to gender, and the interaction of these factors with gender

may contribute to conflict resolution.



26

REFERENCES

Von Bertalanffy, L. (1975). Perspectives on general system theory: Scientific
philosophical studies. New York: George Braziller.

Whitchurch, G. G. & Constantine, L. L. (1993). Systems theory. In Boss, P. G.,
Doherty, W. J., LaRossa, R., Schumm, W. R., & Stinmetz, S. K. (Eds.).

Sourcebook of family theories and methods: A contextual approach. New York:

Plenum Press.



Appendix B

Review of Literature

27



28

Review of Literature

Given the inevitability of conflict between partners (Cahn, 1992; Sillars & Scott,
1983), research in marital conflict resolution usually focuses on its relationship to marital
satisfaction. Relevant foci include areas of conflict within marriage and conflict
resolution strategies.

Marital Conflict

Conflict is most likely to happen in intimate relationships (Cahn, 1992). Couples
engage in interactions with their own interests, preferences, and points of view. When
they are not able to reconcile their differences, marital conflict is created. Major areas of
marital conflicts are financial management, raising children, sexual relationship,
communication difficulties, personality, division of housework, relations with relatives
and friends, and substance abuse (Madden & Janoff-Bulman, 1981; Schaap, Buunk, &
Kerkstra, 1988).
Conflict as Process

Conflict occurs when there is a disagreement and incompatibility (Cahn, 1992),
whether or not it is overt. Conflict in intimate relationships may be viewed as a process
(Cahn, 1992; Galvin & Brommel, 1991). According to Galvin et al (1991), the process
includes six stages: (1) In the prior condition stage, at least one member of the system
perceives that the boundaries, rules, or beliefs are threatened. Conflict is absent at this
stage, but it will emerge with pressure. (2) In the frustration awareness stage, at least one
member of the system perceives that something inside or outside the system is
threatening or attacking them. Conflict may end at this point if one of the members shows
power and expects compliance. However, it does not mean that the cause of the
dissatisfaction has been removed. (3) During the active conflict stage, nonverbal and
verbal messages are exchanged. Some systems have heated fights whereas others may be
quite calim, depending on the system's rules and styles of argument. The longer the

conflict continues, the more frustration is created. (4) In the solution or nonsolution stage,
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the system may develop a solution. This solution can be satisfying and constructive to the
well-being of the system or dissatisfying and destructive. The system may fail to reach a
solution because they do not have resources to solve the disagreement. If a system
exercises too many nonsolutions, the communication within the:system will be damaged.
(5) The follow-up stage includes later reactions to the conflict. Feelings such as anger or
fear may stay until they lead to the next conflict. (6) The resolved stage refers to the
period when the conflict moves out of the system and no longer affects its balance. For
instance, the argument of who should take the child to the elementary school disappears
when the child grows up.
Conflict Patterns Across the Life Cycle

Conflict patterns also change over the stages of family life (Galvin & Brommel,
1991). During the first two years of marriage, couples who have children behave more
coercively than couples who remain childless. For couples who choose to have children
in this period, four months after the baby is born, couples deal with conflicts less
emotionally. During early childhood stages, parents encounter more conflicts and offer
fewer options. During the adolescent stage, marital conflicts increase with the increase of
parent-adolescent conflict. Zietlow and Sillars (1988) found that young couples use more
direct and expressive behaviors in conflict. Older, retired couples exercise less direct and
expressive behaviors compared to young couples. Middle-aged couples are similar to
young couples when discussing salient topics and are similar to older couples when
discussing less salient topics.
Areas of Marital Conflict

Behaviors in marital conflict differ among different types of couples and across
different life stages. However, there are some common potential areas in daily life that
are likely to cause marital conflict. Gottman (1979) reported five general topics:
communication {spend time together, sharing feelings), sex (manner, style and frequency

of sex life), jealousy (the partner pays attention to other people), in-law relations (ways to
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treat the other's parents), and chores (housework, raising children, financial management).

Gottman's analysis is from a system-interactions perspective (Cahn, 1992). From
the cognitive-exchange perspective, the sources of conflict are (1) perceived imbalance in
resources of social exchange, including such factors as discrepancies in age, intelligence,
and physical attraction; (2) love/sex/affection, which refers to different male-female
perspectives in love, sex, and affection (e.g., men associate love with sexual gratification,
while women associate love with emotional intimacy); (3) perceived inequality in which
men and women who perceive themselves in equal relationships are happier than those
who in unequal ones; (4) perceived unequal distribution of power (e.g., husband
dominant); and (5) relationship dissatisfaction, in which one perceives that the
relationship is generally dissatisfying (Chan, 1992).

Research has shown how some of these potential problematic areas cause marital
conflicts. Money is the most commonly discussed issue among married couples
(Bulmstein & Schwartz, 1983) and money management is very likely to cause marital
conflicts. Before getting married, each person make his/her own financial decision; but
after getting married they have to make joint decisions which may not result in individual
satisfaction (Bulmstein & Schwartz, 1983). Usually couples fight about how to spend
rather than how much money to spend. Conflicts occur when couples have different
views on how to spend, and it does not disappear with the increase of income (Bulmstein
& Schwartz, 1983). When family income decrease and expenditures have to be cut, more
conflicts appear between couples (Snyder & Norwak, 1984).

The sexual relationship is reported as a major area of marital conflict. Couples
may fight about any specific issues in the sexual relationship, but the most common
argument is frequency of intercourse (Christensen, 1988). Although extramarital sex is
less likely to be a frequent cause of marital conflict, couples are usually in serious conflict
once the fact is known to the other (Schaap, Buunk, & Kerkstra, 1938).

Research generally agrees that a couple's marital satisfaction declines with the
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birth of their first child. During the transition to-parenthood, role traditionalization is
intensified with the wife quitting her job: Cowan and her colleagues (1988) reported that
conflict increases with the birth of thefirst child, and the most serious disagreements are
over assignment of housework. Childless couples had better conflict resolution than
couples with children (Rands, Livinger, & Melinger, 1981). Husbands with working
wives report more child care activity and more arguments with their wives (Crouter,
Perry-Jenkins, Huston, & McHale, 1987).

Marital conflict is not necessarily destructive tothe marriage. Gottman (1991)
found that some patterns of conflict are beneficial to the marriage although they are
initially painful. On the contrary, wives who only offer agreement and compliance to
conflict experience deterioration in their marriage over time. Conflict can be constructive
if the process promotes understanding between couples. It can be destructive if it
threatens the relationship. The next question is, how does conflict resolution affect

marital satisfaction?

Conflict Resolution and Marital Satisfaction

Styles of Resolution and Marital Satisfaction

Fitzpatrick's (1988) typology of marriage describes different conflict behaviors
among different types of couples. Traditional couples value traditional sex roles and time
together, and they emphasize stability of marriage. They are likely to confront conflict
and view confrontation as a means of maintaining stability. Independent couples are
similar to traditional couples except they are more independent, more open and direct in
communication about conflict, and more resentful of the one who withdraws. Separate
couples, on the contrary, emphasize and maintain their autonomy through avoiding
conflicts.

The study of Sillars, Pike, Jones, and Redmon (1983) using Fitzpatrick's

marriage typology is more comprehensive since it explored categories within each
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marriage type. Generally, satisfied couples were more positive and less negative in
expressing their feelings, however, Communication patterns were different among more
or less satisfied separates. More satisfied separates maintained emotional neutrality and
minimized discussion of conflict while dissatisfied separates did the opposite. Both more
and less satisfied independents expressed negative feelings frequently, but more satisfied
independents exercised more self-disclosure. Finally, more satisfied traditionals
expressed their emotions more positively and less negatively than dissatisfied couples.

Rands et al. (1981) conducted a study to find out how couples' experience of
conflicts and conflict resolution relate to their marital satisfaction. Their sample included
244 young couples in the San Francisco area who participated in a fertility decision-
making study. One hundred and sixty-three couples were childless and the rest had two
children. Couples were asked questions concerning fertility and their agreements were
measured. They found three conflict resolution styles among these couples: (1) attack,
which includes hurting the other's feelings through getting mad, yelling and sarcasm; (2)
avoidance, in which spouses avoid talking to each other about conflict and become
distant; and (3) compromise, in which couples try to understand each other and come to a
compromise through reasoning. Attacking and avoiding were negatively related to marital
satisfaction, and compromising was positively related. Rands et al.(1981) also found that
escalation outcomes of conflict (e.g., couples feel angry and hurt afterwards) was
negatively related to marital satisfaction. Intimacy, the outcome that couples feel close
and understand each other better, was positively related to marital satisfaction.

Based on these five factors, Rands et al. (1981) further generated four conflict
resolution types. Type I couples were described as nonintimate-aggressive. These couples
did not have a satisfying outcome after conflict, and they did not feel intimate. Their
marital satisfaction was reported as the lowest. Type I accounted for 30% of the sample.
Type II couples were nonintimate-nonaggressive. This group lacked vitality, and they felt

little intimacy after conflicts. Their marital satisfaction was higher than that of Type I,



33

and they accounted for 20% of the sample. Type III couples were intimate-aggressive.
Open disagreement was less likely to prevent them from seeking intimacy in their
relationship, but their marital satisfaction depended on whether conflict ended in intimacy
or not. Type III accounted for 20% of the sample. Type IV couples were intimate-
nonaggressive. Their conflict resolution tended to increase marital satisfaction, and they
did not use blame or anger in conflict. They were reported to have the highest marital
satisfaction. This group of people accounted for 30% of the sample.

Chafetz (1980) studied conflict resolution through analyzing power, and tried to
find the relationship between "political process" and marital satisfaction. By "political
process" the author meant decision-making concerning family resources, such as money,
energy and time. The strategies couples used were authority, control, influence, and
manipulation. The cost of exercising authority was the lowest while manipulating was the
highest. The author pointed out that, with the independence of women in the recent S0
years, husbands had to use high cost strategies, which in turn, gave wives more power in
decisions of marital dissolution.

Consensus on Conflict Resolution

Consensus of husbands and wives on conflict resolution has an impact on their
marital satisfaction. Low marital satisfaction is related to a discrepancy between couples
on whether disagreements can be settled (Crohan, 1992; Doherty, 1981a; Doherty,
1981b). The belief that conflict is resolvable relates to positive conflict behaviors such as
persistence in conflict resolution, feelings of personal control over conflicts, and,
therefore, high marital satisfaction. Discrepancy between couples that conflicts should be
avoided relates to low marital satisfaction for women. However, the relationship between
amount of discrepancy and marital satisfaction is not very significant (Crohan, 1992).

Crohan (1992) further studied whether the discrepancy of content of
disagreement between couples related to their marital satisfaction. Crohan asked three

questions of the sample: Is disagreement in marriage resolvable? Should conflict be
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avoided? Is disagreement in marriage healthy? Crohan divided his sample into four
groups: both husbands and wives agreed; both husbands and wives disagreed; wives
agreed and husbands disagreed; and husbands agreed and wives disagreed. Results
showed that, for the first question, both husbands and wives in group 1 reported higher
marital satisfaction than the other three groups. For the second question, both husbands
and wives in group 2 (i.e. both thought conflicts should not be avoided) reported much
higher marital satisfaction than other groups. For the third question, wives in group 1
reported significantly high marital satisfaction. Crohan's study showed that the
discrepancy between partners' perceptions of conflict is significantly related to marital
satisfaction.

Conflict resolution and marital satisfaction are mutually influenced. Not only is
marital satisfaction affected by conflict resolution (Fitzpatrik, 1988; Rands et al., 1981),
but marital satisfaction also has an impact on conflict resolution (Gottman, 1979; Ting-
Toomey, 1983).

Conflict Resolution Among Distressed and Nondistressed Couples

Communication patterns during conflict have been widely studied. Studies
generally focused on communicating styles of distressed and nondistressed couples.
Satisfied couples offer more positive and less negative responses than dissatisfied couples
(Gottman, 1979; Levenson & Gottman, 1985). Satisfied couples are more likely to
engage in positive reciprocity, and dissatisfied couples are more likely to engage in
negative reciprocity (Gottman, 1979). Also, nondistressed couples are better at decoding
and encoding in their nonverbal communication (Noller, 1984).

Using sequential analysis, Margolin and Wampold (1981) studied reciprocity and
reactions in distressed and nondistressed couples. Results showed that nondistressed
couples emit significantly more positive verbal and nonverbal responses than distressed
couples. Likewise, Cousins and Vincent (1983) studied couples' emotional interaction

during their transitions to parenthood. The sample included couples of moderate, high



35

and very high marital adjustment. The data was collected one month after the birth of the
first child. They found that, consistent with previous research, satisfied couples used
more supportive behaviors while dissatisfied couples show more punitive behaviors.
Well-adjusted couples showed caring and approval more frequently than poorly adjusted
couples when they were discussing an upsetting incident unrelated to their marriage
(Cousins & Vincent, 1983).

Ting-Toomey (1983) studied negotiation processes in high, moderate, and low
adjustment marriages and obtained similar findings. The results indicated that verbal
negotiation patterns are significantly different from one group to another. The negotiation
process of couples with high adjustment is represented by coaxing, confirming,
exchanging feelings or emotions, and task-oriented strategies. Among low-adjusted
couples, when one spouse attacked the other directly (confront) or indirectly (complain),
the other most often responded defensively. Among moderate-adjusted couples, the
negotiation process was represented by agreeing, confirming, and coaxing behaviors.

These studies underscore the importance of successful conflict resolution in

marriage. The next question is: What factors are associated with conflict resolution?

Factors Associated with Conflict Resolution

Communication

Verbal behaviors and conflict outcomes are closely related. Koren and Carlton
(1980) studied four verbal behaviors in conflict: inquiry (e.g., seeking opinions, feelings
from the other), responsiveness (giving feedback that the other's influence attempt is
being heard), criticism (attempting to influence the other through blame), and solution
proposal (attempting to influence the other through suggesting solutions or modifying
proposed solutions). They found that, among these four verbal behaviors, criticism,
solution proposal, and responsiveness are predictors of conflict outcome. The

combination of the three verbal behaviors accounted for 41% of the variance in conflict
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outcome with criticism accounting for the most (criticism 24%, solution proposal 12%,
and responsiveness 5%). In other words, couples who have better conflict resolution are
more responsive, more likely to offer possible solutions, and less likely to criticize their
spouses.

Researchers also focused on self-disclosure and its contribution to conflict
resolution and marital satisfaction. Self-disclosure is a process by which a marriage
partner expresses feelings, perceptions, fears, and doubts of the inner self to the other
partner, allowing relatively private and personal information to surface in the relationship
that is normally not revealed in the course of day-to-day interaction (Jorgensen & Gaudy,
1980). Self-disclosure is generally perceived as a major component of marital
communication (Hawkins, Weigberg, & Ray, 1980). However, the results obtained are
quite inconsistent. Some researchers (e.g., Cosby, 1973) found that marital satisfaction
related positively to medium self-disclosure. That is to say, marital satisfaction was likely
to be negatively affected when self-disclosure was either higher or lower than the medium
level. However, the research done by Jorgensen and Gaudy (1980) suggested that there is
a positive and linear relationship between self-disclosure and marital satisfaction. The
more self-disclosure between couples, the more satisfaction they perceive in their
marriage. Some research, though, suggests that disclosure of negative feelings between
couples 1s negatively related to marital satisfaction and conflict resolution (Galvin &
Brommel, 1991; Balswick, 1988).

The research done by Davidson and his colleagues (1983) focused on the style of
disclosure and its effect on marital satisfaction. They indicated that the more discrepancy
in self-disclosure between couples, the less marital satisfaction and adjustment reported.
Balswick (1988) reported that both husbands' and wives' self-disclosure of love,
happiness, and sadness is positively related to marital adjustment. However, husbands'
output of love is more important for wives' marital adjustment than is wives' output of

love for husbands' adjustment. This is because wives are more concerned with receiving
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love disclosure (Balswick & Peck, 1971). Balswick (1988) also found that, for husbands,
the perception of anger disclosure is negatively related to marital adjustment, while wives
do perceive husbands' disclosure of anger as functional to marital adjustment. For
women, disclosure of anger indicates that they want to share their feelings with their
husbands. However, husbands believe that, if women are angry, they should keep the
anger to themselves.

Personality

Conflicts exist among distressed and nondistressed couples. However, the degree
of conflict largely depends on the couples' personalities (Goldberg, 1987). Personality
evokes conflict in direct and indirect ways. One could perform actions that upset the
other, or one could evoke actions in the other person that in turn upset oneself (Buss,
1991).

Sanders, Smith, and Alexander (1990} studied how Type A and Type B
behaviors contribute to conflicts. Type A behavior consists of such characteristics as
competitiveness, easily provoked anger, high speed talking, impatience, and achievement
striving. Type B behavior shows the opposite characteristics. Among husband A/wife A,
A/B, B/A, and B/B couples, no difference was found in low-conflict discussions.
However, during high-conflict discussion, A/A couple showed a higher frequency of
hostile/dominant behavior. Also Type A men in A/A marriages displayed higher
hostile/dominant levels than Type A men in A/B marriages. Type A women exhibited
similar patterns. The authors posited that Type A people are more sensitive to control and
self-esteem issues. The hostile-dominant behavior actually reflects a struggle for control.

Buss (1991) studied five personality dimensions: "Surgency (dominance,
extroversion vs. submissiveness, introversion), Agreeable (warm, trusting vs. cold,
suspicious), Conscientiousness (reliable, well-organized vs. undependable, disorganized),
Emotional stability (secure, even-tempered vs. temperamental), and Intellect or openness

(perceptive, curious vs. imperceptive, incurious)" (Buss, 1991, p. 665). Buss found that
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low agreeableness, emotional stability, and intellect in both males and females were
related to the upset of their spouses. High surgency of husbands and wives were
destructive to conflict resolution.

Krokoff (1991) studied how humor related to husbands' and wives' conflict
resolution when they were experiencing troubles at work. Krokoff carefully selected a
sample of 52 couples which was well balanced in occupation (blue-collar and white-
collar), marital satisfaction, and demographic characteristics. When white-collar husbands
were under job distress, they were less likely to follow their wives' positive affect and
less likely to respond positively to their wives' humor. Yet when they were under more
distress, they were more likely to respond to their wives negative affect with humor.
When white-collar wives were under job distress, they were less likely to respond to their
husbands' negative affect with humor. For blue-collar couples, when husbands were
under job distress, both husbands and wives were more likely to respond with humor to
negative affect. When wives were under job distress, husbands were more likely to
respond with humor to wives' negative affect. However, for blue-collar couples, when
husbands were under more distress, both husbands and wives were likely to avoid
conflicts in their marriages.

Pistole (1989) studied attachment style and its relationship with conflict
resolution. Three attachment styles are: secure (confident emotional attachment),
anxious/ambivalent (clinging, neediness, and ambivalent feelings about relationships),
and avoidant (self-reliance, emotional distance, insecurity). The author found that people
with secure attachment were more likely to use integrating (integrate one's ideas with the
partner's) and compromising (try to find a middle course) strategies than
anxious/ambivalent and avoiding people. Anxious/ambivalent people were more likely
than avoidant people to oblige their partners.

Madden and Janoff-Bulman (1981) studied wives' attributions regarding marital

conflicts. They found that wives' blaming husbands (blaming husbands for conflicts) and
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controlling (the confidence that one can control marital conflicts) were related-to-marital
satisfaction and conflict resolution. Wives who blamed their husbands more than they
blamed themselves were significantly more distressed and poorer in conflict resolution
than the wives who blamed themselves more than they blamed their husbands. Wives
who attributed conflicts to husbands' permanent characteristics were most distressed.
However, the wives who felt that they had control over conflicts were more successful in
conflict resolution and more satisfied with their marriages.

Conflict resolution strategies can be broadly classified as pro-social or anti-social
strategies (Roloff, 1976). During conflict, one can choose avoidance, which is usually
considered as an anti-social behavior. However, the research done by Fitzpatrick, Fallis
and Vance (1982) showed that avoidance cannot be categorized as pro-social or anti-
social in its function. Whether its function is pro-social or anti-social can only be judged
through its effects on sequential interactions.

Equalitarian Roles

As more and more women are joining the labor force and working full-time, it is
increasingly important for them to be equal with men in jobs, housework and decision
making. Among couples who disagree on whether wives should work, "there are more
wives who want to work than husbands who want to let them" (Blumstein & Schwartz,
1983, p. 118). Working wives make power balanced in families and gain more respect
from their husbands. However, wives' employment is not related to husbands' doing more
housework (Thompson & Walker, 1989). Husbands' distress is the highest when wives go
to work against their husbands' wishes (Ross, Mirowsky & Huber, 1983). If husbands
have to do more housework because wives go to work, there are more arguments between
them (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983). Also, several studies show that, if wives push for a
fair division of housework, more marital conflicts emerge (Benin & Agostinelli, 1988;

Menaghan & Parcel, 1991).

It is generally reported that men who hold nontraditional values about men and
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women are more satisfied with their marriages (Balswick, 1988). Likewise, the more
liberated the husbands regarding masculinity, the less arguments with their wives
(Harrell, 1990). Men who are less traditional in their masculinity are more comfortable in
expressing affection, which results in less argument with their wives (Harrell, 1990).

Power struggles are the most common form of marital disagreement (Goldberg,
1987). The major enemy of equal relationship in marriage is the desire for power (Tuites
& Tuites, 1986). Tuites and Tuites (1986) suggested that equality does not equate with
sameness; equality means mutual respect, shared responsibilities, and interdependence.
They suggested four skills to achieve equality in marriage: using level rather than vertical
communication, giving and receiving criticism in an assertive manner, problem solving,
and encouragement. Level and vertical communication were first described by Allred
(1974). Level communication means that the person is open, honest, and considerate, and
values mutual respect. Vertical communication means that the person is dominant,
superior, and controlling, and exhibits lack of mutual respect. The later communication
style violates equality in marriage and is related to negative outcome in conflicts.

Gender Differences

In their review of previous research, Thomson and Walker (1989) discussed
differences in conflict resolution. Although the difference in how males and females
handle conflict are quite small, different patterns still exist. Women are more emotional
during conflict and more likely to exercise confrontation and emotional pressure.
Distressed wives are more likely to engage in negative reciprocity than nondistressed
wives (Floyd & Markman, 1983). Husbands are more logical and calm, use neutral
mess'ages and try to avoid or postpone conflict. Also, wives are more sensitive and
responsive to husbands in conflict than husbands are with their wives. Schaap, Buunk and
Kerkstra (1988) also mentioned the same pattern in conflict resolution.

Gender differences in conflict resolution are intensified in distressed marriages

(Gottman & Levenson, 1988). Krokoff (1990) reported a wife-hostility/husband-
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withdrawal pattern among dissatisfied couples. The level of wives' hostility is linked to
husbands' level of withdrawal. Christensen and Heavey (1990) found that both husbands
and wives can be more demanding when discussing changes they want; but husbands
tend to withdraw more and wives tend to be demand more.

The gender issue in the relationship between attachment and
demanding/withdrawal was also studied. Senchak and Leonard (1992) pointed out that
when both husbands and wives are secure, they engage in demanding/withdrawal patterns
significantly less frequently than other types of couples.

Gottman (1991) indicated that the demanding/withdrawing is a reciprocal
process leading to divorce or separation:

The first stage begins with marital conflict in which the husband becomes
very physiologica{ly aroused and stonewalls with his wife. Then, finally,
emotionally withdraws from the conflict. Over time he becomes
overwhelmed by his wife's emotions and avoidant of any conflict with her.

The husband's stonewalling is very aversive for the wife and leads
to her physiological arousal. She responds by trying to reengage her
husband.

The second stage is marked by the withdrawal of the wife. She
expresses criticism and disgust. Their lives become increasingly more
parallel and he is fearful. In short, the husband's withdrawal from hot
marital interaction is an early precursor of the wife's' withdrawal. When
both withdrawal and defensive, the marriage is on its way toward

separation and divorce. (p.5)
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Methodology

Hypotheses

The literature suggests that the following factors are associated with marital
conflict resolution: communication, personality, and equalitarian roles. Studies also
indicate that gender differences exist in marital conflict resolution. Also, conflict
resolution may vary according to occupation (Korkoff, 1991). Because education is one
of the basic determinants of occupation, it can be posited that levels of education affect
conflict resolution. Furthermore, conflict resolution in marriage varies in different
development stages (Zietlow & Sillars, 1988), which can be reasoned as different stages
in marriage necessitate different conflict resolution styles, and couples need time to find
out appropriate conflict resolution skills and adjust to these skills. Finally, we also know
that quality of conflict resPIution changes with the presence of children (Rands et al.,
1981) in order to deal with increased conflicts. Therefore, the following hypotheses will
be considered:

Hypothesis 1: Communication, personality, and equalitarian roles will be
positively related to conflict resolution.

Hypothesis 2: The relationship of communication, personality, and equalitarian
roles to conflict resolution will vary according to gender.

Hypothesis 3: The demographic variables education, length of marriage, and
presence of children will be significant predictors of conflict resolution.
Sample

The research is a secondary analysis of survey data. The sample included in this
study was obtained from 600 locations in the United States. Most of the couples were
seeking marital enrichment through programs sponsored by churches and community
agencies, and others were seeking marital counseling. The sample included 4157

individuals.

Participants' age ranged from 17 to 88 (mean = 33.9, SD = 9.7) with 3,907 (94%)
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below the age of 50. Four thousand seventy-three (98%) of the participants had finished
high school and 3,491 (84%) of the participants had at least some college education. One
thousand six hundred and sixty-two (40%) of the participants held professional jobs; 707
(17%) were sales, technical and clerical workers; 499 (12%) were students; and 540
(13%) were homemakers. Three thousand five hundred and thirty-three (85%) of the
participants were working either part-time or full-time with 2411 (58%) working full-
time only, 332 (8%) working both full-time and part-time, and 789 (19%) working only
part-time. The average income of participants was $15,000 to $29,999, with 1030 (25%)
over $30,000, 1122 (27%) between $15,000-$29,999, 378 (9%) between $5,000-$14,999,
411 (10%) under $5,000, and 262 (6%) having no income. The average length of
marriage was 9.5 (SD = 9) years with a range from less than one year to 50 years. All
participants were currenﬂ}: married and 3471 (84%) of the participants were in their first
marriages. One thousand eight hundred and forty-four (44%) of the participants were
Catholic, 1071 (26%) of them were Fundamental Christian, 912 (22%) were Protestant,
12 (.3%) were Jewish, and 295 (7%) did not indicate religious denomination. Three
thousand eight hundred and sixty-six (93%) of the participants were White.
Measurement

The Enriching and Nurturing Relationship Issues, Communication and
Happiness inventory (ENRICH) (Olson, Fournier, & Druckman, 1982) was used in this
research. The inventory covers a range of topics in marital relationships: personality
issues, realistic expectations, marital satisfaction, equalitarian role.s, communication,
conflict resolution, financial management, sexual relationship, leisure activities, children
and parenting, religious orientation, and family and friends. Personality issues,
communication, conflict resolution and equalitarian roles will be used in this research.
Personality issues focuses on the degree of partners' satisfaction with each other's
behaviors, and high scores reflect nontraditional gender role values maintained by

individuals. Communication concerns with the degree of sharing feelings and ideas in
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marriage. Equalitarian roles assesses spouses' attitudes and beliefs toward various family
roles, and high scores reflect nontraditional gender role values maintained by individuals.
Conflict resolution examines the realistic attitudes toward marital conflict and the level of
satisfaction toward marital conflict resolution. Items are listed in Appendix C. A Likert-
style scale was used: 1 = strongly agree, 2 = moderately agree, 3 = undecided, 4 =
moderately disagree, and 5 = strongly disagree.

Content Validity. The items in ENRICH were developed to assess possible
problems in marriage. Representative articles on conflict were reviewed, among which
personality issues were mentioned 26 times, equalitarian roles 9 times, communication 9
times, and conflict resolution 7 times. Face validity was also obtained. The inventory was
reviewed and rated relevant for engaged and married couples by practitioners (Fournier,
Olson & Druckman, 1983).

Construct Validity. The relationship between ENRICH and over 100 previous
scales were assessed. There was a significant relationship between all scales and the
Locke-Wallace Marital Adjustment Scale. The ENRICH was also assessed through the
existing measure on conflict, communication, empathy, etc. The result of factor analysis
showed that, among 12 scales, 11 revealed unique factors (Fournier, Olson & Druckman,
1983).

Reliability. Cronbach's coefficient alpha for internal consistency were:
personality .73, communication .79, conflict resolution .75, and equalitarian roles .71.
(see Appendix D). Retest reliability estimates were: personality issues .81,
communication .90, conflict resolution .90, and equalitarian roles .90. (Fouriner, Olson,
& Druckman, 1983).

Procedure

This study is part of a larger project and is using an existing database available

from the authors of the ENRICH Inventory. Couples in the database were seeking marital

enrichment or marital counseling and volunteered to complete a Background Information
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Form and ENRICH separately. They were asked not to put their names on either
Background Information Form or ENRICH so that confidentiality would be maintained.
Answer forms were sent in for computer processing and became part of the larger
database.

Research Design and Data Analysis

The research was a secondary analysis of survey data. Hierarchical multiple
regression was used to examine gender differences in conflict resolution. Pearson
correlation between variables were computed to ensure that the correlation between
variables did not exceed .75. Because the correlation between communication and
personality exceeded .75 (r = .76), these two variables were combined into a variable call
communication/personality.

In the first step, gender was entered to examine the percentage of variance in
conflict resolution accounted for by gender (1 = male, 0 = female). In the second step, the
following background variables were entered: education, length of marriage, and
presence of children. In step 3, communication, personality, and equalitarian roles was
entered. In the last step, dummy variables were entered to examine the following
interactions: gender x communication/personality issues and gender x equalitarian roles).
A tolerance test at the level of .10 was done to further protect from multicollinearity.
Since neither of the interactions were significant, the final model resulted from the first
three steps.

Internal Validity. Internal validity is "the extent to which we can infer casual
connections from a relationship between two variables" (Judd, Smith, & Kidder, 1991,
p.32). There are six threats to internal validity: selection, maturation, history,
instrumentation, morality, and selection by maturation (Judd, Smith, & kider, 1991).
Maturation and mortality was not a threat because the time to finish the inventory was
relatively short. ENRICH was the only instrument used in this research, therefore,

instrumentation was not a threat to the internal validity. Selection by maturation can also
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be excluded from threats because the subjects were not assigned to different treatments.
However, selection could be a threat to the internal validity because it was not a
randomized sample. Also, the sampling was a continuous one, and the sample may have
been affected by certain political, economical or cultural influences. Therefore, history
could also be a threat to the internal validity.

External Validity. The sample was obtained from 600 locations in the United
States. Various age groups were included in the sample. The possible threat to the
external validity is that most of the participants were urban, white, middle class, and from
the Mid-west area of the United States.

Error. Some participants who sought marriage therapy might overstate their
distress.

Generalizability. The demographic characteristics of the sample (urban, White,
middle-aged, middle-class Americans) may limit the generalizability of the research.
Also, the generalizability might be affected by the fact that majority of the participants
were from the Mid-west area of the United States. However, at least it can be applied to

the broad Mid-west area and provide suggestions to other areas.
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Appendix D: Supplemental Table of Subscales and Reliability

Subscale

Original Alpha
(Olson et al, 1983)
(n=1344)

Current Alpha
(n=4157)

Personality Issues

There are times when I am bothered by my partner's jealousy.

Sometimes I am concerned about my partner's temper.

At times, I am concerned that my partner appears to be unhappy and
withdrawn.

My partner should smoke, drink or use drugs less often.

At times, my partner is not dependable or does not always follow through on
things.

When we are with others, I am sometimes upset with my partner's behavior.
Sometimes my partner is too stubborn.

My partner is often critical or has a negative outlook.

Sometimes I have difficulty dealing with my partner's moodiness.

At times, I think my partner is too domineering.

73

Communication

It is very easy for me to express all my true feelings to my partner.
When we are having a problem, my partner often gives me the silent
treatment.

My partner sometimes makes comments which put me down.

I am sometimes afraid to ask my partner for what I want.

I wish my partner was more willing to share his/her feelings with me.
Sometimes I have trouble believing everything my partner tells me.
Sometimes my partner does not understand how I feel.

I am very satisfied with how my partner and I talk with each other.

I do not always share negative feelings I have about my partner because I am
afraid he/she will get angry.

My partner is always a good listener.

.68

.90

125



Subscale Original Alpha Current Alpha
(Olson, et al , 1983) (N=4157)
(N=1344)
Equalitarian Roles | I believe that the woman's place is basically in the home.
If both of us are working, the husband should do the same amount of
household chores as the wife.
In our family, the wife should not work outside the home unless it is an
absolute financial necessity.
In our marriage, the husband should be as willing to adjust as the wife.
Even if the wife works outside the home, she should still be responsible for
running the household.
The wife should trust and accept the husband's judgments on important 71 71
issues.
For us, the husband's occupation is always regarded as more important than
the wife's.
If there are (were) young children, the wife should not work outside the
home.
Both of us should jointly agree on all important decisions.
In our marriage, the wife will be encouraged to work outside the home.
Conflict Resolution | In order to end an argument, I usually give up too quickly.
My partner and [ have different ideas about the best way to solve our
disagreements.
When discussing problems, I usually feel my partner understands me.
When we are having a problem, I can always tell my partner what is
bothering me.
Sometimes, we have serious disputes over unimportant issues. 75 81

I go out of my way to avoid conflict with my partner.

I sometimes feel our differences never seem to get resolved.

To avoid hurting my partner's feelings during an argument, I tend to say
anything.

At times, my partner does not take our disagreements seriously.

When we argue, I usually end up feeling the problem was all my fault.

99
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