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ABSTRACT
Judgments of the Short and Long Term
Effects
of Conflict Episodes on Relationship
Cohesion

September 1984
Darryl Ross Hickman.
Directed by:

B.

A., University of South Carolina

Professor George Levinger

This study examined judgments of the short- and
long-term

effects of described conflict episodes on levels of
relationship
cohesion.

Two hundred respondents who were presently living in

college dormitories rated fifty short vignettes which described:
the gender of hypothetical college roommates,

lived together,

(3)

(2)

(1)

how long they had

their present feeling of closeness, (A) how many

times conflict over a single issue had occurred,

(5)

the nature of

this conflict, and (6) how the roommates dealt with the conflict.

Respondents rated:

(a)

the amount of change in how roommates felt

toward each other right after the described episode, and (b) how

well the roommates would get along in the future.
It was found that ratings of the short-term effects of the

conflict episodes were greater than the long-term effects.

However,

there were differences in groups of respondents in how they made
these ratings and how they were affected by the different vignette

dimensions.

Though all of the dimensions, except roommate gender, affected
ratings; the type of conflict resolution method used accounted for

vi

the greatest amount of variation
in ratings.

It was found that

internal conflicts were judged to have a
greater negative impact on

relationship cohesion than external conflicts.

Those relationships

of longer duration and/or of closer feeling
prior to the conflict

episode were judged as less negatively affected.

Ratings were also

affected by the respondents' gender and level of
cohesion in their
own roommate relationship.

Interactions between some vignette

dimensions also affected ratings.
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CHAPTER

I

CONFLICT AND CONFLICT RESOLUTION

Though a number of studies have uncovered associations
between
conflicts, conflict resolution methods, and levels of cohesiveness
in
close relationships, this study examined hos judgments of relationship

cohesiveness are affected by information from conflict episodes.

The

quality of one's relationships with others plays an important role in
one's life satisfaction.

Individuals devote much time and energy to

the maintenance of their relationships; and they can be greatly

affected by a decision to more deeply commit to a relationship or to
seek its dissolution.

Such decisions are based, in part, on judgments

of the value of the relationship, the amount of satisfaction derived

from it, and expectations about future levels of satisfaction and

cohesiveness.

Such decisions are also affected by one's perceptions of

conflict events.
this study,

I

Before specifying further the design and results of

will report some previous findings on conflicts and

their resolutions in close relationships.

Conflicts in Close Relationships

It is

nearly inevitable that some conflict and disagreement will

occur in close relationships (Bernard, 1964; Kelley, 1979; Rands,
Levinger, & Mellinger, 1981).

The likelihood of conflict seems to

increase as interaction becomes more frequent, diverse, and intense
(Peterson, 1983).

Recent studies have not only looked at the

association between the presence of conflict and
levels of cohesiveness
(Levinger & Hickman, 1984; Rands et al., 1981;
Wheaton, 1974) but also
at attributions about conflicts (Madden & Janof
f-Bulman,

individuals attempt to deal with conflicts (Levinger

1981) and how

& Hickman,

1984;

Rands et al., 1981; Raush, Barry, Hertel & Swain, 1974).

Definitions of conflict

As Fink (1968) has pointed out, there has been little agreement
as to what actually constitutes conflict.

Some researchers state that

particular actions must be present; others do not.

with competition; others do not.
a situation in

Some equate conflict

Fink (1968) himself views conflict as

which "two or more social entities are linked by at

least one form of antagonistic interaction"

(p.

456).

Kelley (1979)

defines it as the noncorrespondence of actual or desired outcomes

between two members of

a

close relationship.

When one individual's activities interfere with, prevent, or
injure the activities of another, conflict is present; such

interference can even occur in the pursuit of mutually agreed-upon
goals (Deutsche 1973).

In my view, Peterson's (1983) definition is

particularly appealing since it points out that conflict can be an
ongoing process: "conflict is an interpersonal process that occurs

whenever the actions of one person interefere with the actions of
another"

(p.

365).
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The effec ts of conflict In close relationship
s

As Peterson (1983) points out, some
relationships are relatively

conflict-free, whereas others have frequent and intense
conflicts.

In

some relationships conflicts are easily resolved;
in others, minor

conflicts "escalate into serious struggles, and in the
extreme may end
in separation or physical violence"

(p.

361).

However, it would be a mistake to assume that the mere presence
of conflict necessarily leads to dissatisfaction or low
cohesiveness

Stambul's (1975) study of newly married couples found no association

between feelings of love towards the other and the amount of conflict.
Also, Bradburn (1969) found no association on a marital adjustment

scale between scores that measured relationship satisfaction and those
that measured tensions.

On the other hand, it is easy to picture how a conflict can have

negative effects.

Interference in the attainment of desired goals can

lead to a loss of satisfaction associated with that goal, which then

affects feelings about the entire relationship.

Or conflict that

highlights interpersonal differences can lead to questioning the value
of one's continued commitment.

Associations between the presence of

conflict and cohesiveness have been established in studies in which

different types of conflicts have been taken into account.
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Types of conflicts and their effects

Coser (1956) theorized that conflicts

»'that

arise from the same

consensual framework are likely to have a different Impact upon
the

relationship than those that put the consensus In question"

(p.

73).

This distinction, regarding the Impact of different types of conflicts,

was partially supported In a study of conflict In pairs of female
college roommates (Wheaton, 1974).

According to Wheaton, "principled"

— those that bring a pair's consensual framework Into
question — are concerned with differences over basic assumptions
conflicts

about

goals or standards of behavior In a relationship and thus have a

negative effect on coheslveness.

In contrast,

"communal" conflict

those that assume an underlying agreement In principle

— are

concerned

with differences over how best to carry out or adhere to the
assumptions and standards of behavior already agreed upon; they may
have a positive effect on coheslveness.

In his study of college

roommates, Wheaton found that the number of principled conflicts in a

relationship were inversely correlated with reported coheslveness.

As

the number of communal conflicts increased, however, the reported level

of pair coheslveness tended to increase.

Though the idea that different types of conflicts have different

effects on a relationship seems productive, the principled-communal

distinction may not be.

The effects that Wheaton obtained may rather

be due to conflicts of differing importance

.
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Internal and external conflicts and their effects

Wheaton (1974) and Levinger and Hickman (1984) found that

classifying conflicts as to their "internality" or "externality" led to
different associations with levels of cohesiveness

.

are those implied by the nature of the relationship

"Internal issues

— they

are the

necessary and given in the definition of the relationship" (Wheaton,
1974, p.

331).

They are concerned with issues over roles, behaviors,

and expectations within the relationship.

External issues are

concerned with the pair members' individual or collective goals or

expectations resulting from their membership in or contact with the
larger society.

Wheaton (1974) found that those roommates who reported higher
levels of cohesiveness also reported fewer principled internal
conflicts, but he found no association between cohesiveness and the

number of principled external conflicts or the number of external

communal conflicts.

He also found a positive, but weaker, association

between cohesiveness and the number of internal communal conflicts.
Levinger and Hickman (1984) asked each of their female college
roommate respondents to rate the importance to their relationship of
any conflicts that they were experiencing over twelve internal and

eleven external issues.

All of the interal issues were picked more

often as being a more important area of conflict than any of the

external issues.

They also found that those who reported fewer

important internal conflicts also reported more cohesive relationships
external
There was no association between the number of important

conflicts and reported levels of cohesiveness.
Together, these two studies indicate that
the amount of conflict

per se does not predict well a poorly functioning
relationship with low
levels of cohesiveness.

Low levels of cohesiveness seem associated

with experiencing conflicts that are internal and,
in turn, more
important

Though both of these studies found an association between
types
of conflicts and reported judgments of cohesiveness,
this link could

not demonstrate causality.

Also, perceptions of the effect of conflict

events would also seem to include consideration of how the pair deals

with the conflict.

Conflict Resolution in Close Relationships

Constructive and destructive conflict resolution

Deutsch (1973) classified instances of conflict resolution as
either constructive or destructive.

A resolution is constructive "if

the participants all are satisfied with the outcomes and feel that they

have gained as a result of the conflict"

(p.

17).

Any conflict leads

to dissatisfaction with the present state of a relationship and

motivation to seek ways of dealing with it.
is reached,

When a satisfying solution

this dissatisfaction is removed, and participants tend to

rededicate their commitment to the relationship and feel increased
cohesion.

A conflict resolution is
destructive "if the participants
are
dissatisfied with the outcomes and
feel that they have lost as
a
result of the conflict" (Deutsch.
1973, p. 17).

resolutions tend to lead to conflict
escalation.

Destructive
Also, participants

may attempt to impose solutions,
resulting in one party achieving
desired goals, while others do not.

But which resolution methods are

destructive and which are constructive?

Conflict resolution methods

Peterson (1983) has outlined four conflict resolution
methods
used in close relationships.

The first is "separation," which

represents the withdrawal by one or more of the parties from
the
conflict situation before it is resolved.

Separation does not resolve

a conflict, but "under some conditions may be a useful
step in later

resolutions"

(p.

378).

Separation allows a relaxation of tensions that

can lead to later resolution by another method.
A second resolution method is "domination"

—a

method by which

one party pursues a desired goal until opposing parties give way.

Domination can be destructive to a relationship; "the effects of chronic

domination are bound to be destructive to the loser; and even the
winner, by ignoring the wishes of his or her partner to gain victory at
any cost, has failed to take advantage of the opportunities conflict can

offer for constructive change"

(p.

378).

presents the important idea that how

Peterson's view of domination

a conflict is resolved affects
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other areas of the relationship
beyond the specific area
of contention.
Using domination to achieving
one goal ™ay undermine
cohesion, another
goal.

Peterson's other two methods resolve
conflict to some level of
mutual satisfaction.
In "compromise," both parties
agree to a

resolution somewhere between the two
outcomes that were originally
desired.

Peterson intimates that compromise is
not the optimal form

of resolution since both parties
must lower their aspirations for
their

original goals.
His fourth method is "integrative
agreement."

Here, both parties

agree to a solution "that simultaneously
satisfies both parties'

original aspirations"

(p.

380).

Most instances of joint conflict

resolution fall between compromise and integrative
agreement, with
both parties agreeing to modified goals while
achieving most of what
they originally desired.

Conflict resolution methods and their effects

From a history of conflicts and successful and unsuccessful

conflict resolutions, many pairs develop a consistent conflict

resolution style.

The residuals of past experiences and one's future

expectations affect not only the types of conflicts that arise but also
how they are dealt with.

Some studies have found associations between

conflict resolution styles and levels of pair cohesiveness.

Raush et al.
a

(1974) observed young married couples dealing
with

series of improvised conflicts-

These conflicts were created in such

a way that the initial desired goals or
outcomes for each spouse were

opposed.

It was found that the couples could be
divided into two

groups; those that avoided conflict by not directly
addressing the issue
at hand and those who engaged in efforts to resolve
the conflicts.

They state that some couples use avoidance because of
a

feeling that more is lost by contesting the issue than would
be gained
by satisfactory resolution.

Raush et al.

(1974) suggests that over the

long run avoidance tends to have a negative effect on a relationship

because "the forces supporting avoidance as a mode of interpersonal
coping serve to promote a static equilibrium with inertia acting against
change"

(p.

81).

However, couples who predominantly use avoidance were

found to be "no less stable, no less compatible, and no less

comfortable than other marriages"

(p,

82).

Engaging in efforts to resolve a conflict presents an
opportunity for the exchange of information and for change in a
relationship.
if constricted

However, engagement can lead to destructive consequences

repertoires of resolution methods are used.

In their

opinion, if a one-sided resolution is sought or a limited perspective
exists, conflict may intensify and expand into other areas, thus

making resolution even more difficult.

On the other hand, flexible and

open-minded approaches can lead to constructive change.

Therefore, in

their opinion, avoidance carries little risk, but few gains; while

engagement entails great risk, but can lead to great gains.
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Significant associations between conflict
resolution style usage
and levels of reported cohesiveness were
found by Levinger and Hickman
(1984).

Their respondents related how they dealt
with their 'Wst

important" conflicts.

Two months later, a follow-up interview
also

collected data on cohesiveness.

Though the proportion of the usage of

various resolution methods was only marginally associated
with reported
levels of cohesiveness at tirae^, associations between
these same

resolution method proportions at time^ and cohesiveness at
time^ were
significant.
They found that as the proportion of the usage of avoidance or

"unilateral suggestion" increased, reported levels of cohesiveness
decreased.

Unilateral suggestion is

a

method in which one member

suggests a solution to a conflict that the partner can accept or reject.
They also found that as the proportion of the use of compromise or of

trying to reason out a solution jointly increased, so did cohesiveness.

Though the use of "attacking" modes has been found in

a study of married

couples (Rands et al., 1981), Levinger and Hickman found no instances in

which these female respondents admitted to attacking or getting angry

with their roommates.
However, Rands et al.

(1981) found significant associations

between reported satisfaction levels and conflict resolution styles
only when other relationship properties were taken into account.

Using

married couples responses to questions about conflict episodes, they
produced a typology of couples that included resolution styles.
Their typology indicates that there was not a direct link
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between reported satisfaction levels and conflict
resolution styles.
For example, two different groups of couples
frequently used attack

during conflicts.

If the couples expected high levels of
intimacy to

follow the conflict, high levels of satisfaction
were reported; if low
levels of intimacy were expected, low levels of satisfaction
were

reported.

These results indicate that levels of other relationship

variables may alter the effects of conflict resolution style of
judgments of satisfaction or cohesiveness.
The results of Raush et al.
out an important idea.

(1974) and Rands et al. (1981) point

Just as the mere amount of relationship conflict

by itself may not reliably predict satisfaction or cohesion levels, the
mere consideration of conflict resolution sytles may not be the best

predictor of relationship satisfaction or cohesiveness either.

In

considering the effect of conflicts, the type of conflict (its
internality-externality) should be taken into account; in considering
the effect of conflict resolution styles, the level of intimacy

expected to follow the conflict or some other variable should also be
taken into account.
Again, the research cited above does not demonstrate a strong

causal link between types of conflicts^ conflict resolution styles,
and reported levels of pair cohesiveness or satisfaction.

These

studies do not tell us the effect of various pieces of information

drawn from interactions, such as conflict episodes, that an individual
could use in making judgments about relationship cohesivenss.

It

should be remembered that self-reports of cohesion levels analyzed in

many of the cited studies do represent respondents^ judgments.
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The Present Study

What this study hoped to find out was how
much do certain

variables that represent some of the aspects of
relationships and
conflict episodes affect individuals^ judgments of
relationship
cohesiveness.

Are the associations between these various
variables and

judgments different than were observed in the above studies?

Even if an

association has been established, for example, between types
of
conflicts and reported levels of cohesiveness; this finding does
not

mean that individuals actually make such distinctions when making
judgments.

Does the type of conflict have

a

than how the parties deal with the conflict?

greater effect on judgments
How much difference does

it make that the relationship is of longer duration or that the pair

have had a close relationship in the past?

Does it make any difference

that this is the first time that an issue has been contested rather than
the seventh time?

This study represented an effort to determine whether certain

pieces of information played a role in respondents* judgments of pair
cohesiveness.

The studies cited above indicate some variables that

might play a role in such judgments.

Before specifying what hypotheses

were made, the nature of this study and the dimensions that were
examined will be discussed.
For each of a series of described conflict episodes, constructed

according to the factorial survey method (Rossi

respondents rated

(1)

& Anderson,

1982),

how much closer or distant that roommates would

feel towards each other as the result of a particular conflict episode.
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and (2) how much better or less well
the roommates would get along
in
the future.

Each "vignette'' described the relationship
between two

specific college roommates in the second semester
of their freshmen
year.

Each vignette was composed of different
variations along six

dimensions; three dimensions described the present
relationship, and
three described the specific conflict and how it was
dealt with.

Study dimensions

The characteristics of each roommate relationship described

varied according to three dimensions:

gender of the roommates;

(1)

(2)

l^^gth of time lived together; and (3) closeness of the relationship.
The other three dimensions described the conflict itself:
of the conflict

issue;

(5)

—whether

(4)

the nature

it was concerned with an internal or external

the recurrence of conflict

previously contested; and

(6)

— how

often the same issue had been

the method of conflict resolution.

In each vignette, roommates dealt with the conflict by either (1)

avoiding it by not talking about it;

(2)

attacking the roommate by

yelling at him/her; or (3) trying to resolve the conflict by proposing
new way to resolve it.

a

In any particular vignette, roommates could have

used the same or different methods to deal with the conflict.

Hypotheses

The effect of any value, dimension, or combination of values or

dimensions can be interpreted as how much does it contribute to
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respondents' judgments.

In the instance of nominal dimensions,
the

effect of any one value can be interpreted as
how much do respondents'

judgments change due to the presence of this
particular value as

compared to some baseline value on that same dimension.

It was not

possible at the time to specify the magnitude of effect
that particular

values or dimensions might have, but a relative magnitude or
direction
of effect could be hypothesized in some cases.

It was hypothesized

that:
1.

Since all of the described conflicts are principled ones,

respondents will view them as destructive, and as leading to lower
levels of cohesiveness.

Conflict over internal issues will result in

lower ratings than conflicts over external issues.
2.

The different combinations of the conflict resolution methods

will lead to different ratings.

The use of asymmetric methods will be

rated as destructive since the possibility of a successful resolution
is decreased compared to some of the other methods.

The use of

suggestion or avoidance by both roommates will lead to higher,

positive ratings.

The lowest ratings will result when both roommates

use attack.
3.

The main effects of the different resolution methods will

be altered by the presence of certain levels of other dimensions

presented at the same time.

Suggestion or avoidance will be perceived

as more constructive in male as opposed to female roommate

relationships.

The use of avoidance will be perceived as more

constructive and the use of attack less destructive when used to deal

with an external as opposed to internal conflict.

Suggestion will be
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perceived as a more constructive method
of dealing with an internal
as opposed to an external conflict.
4.

The effect of conflict recurrence
will increase as the level

increases such that ratings will be lowered.

The first occurrence of a

conflict will not be viewed as alarming or
unusual, and thus have
little effect on ratings.

However, respondents will place more

emphasis on the ninth occurrence of a conflict in
making their ratings.
In this case, ratings will be lower.
5.

Additionally, the effects of conflict recurrence will
be

altered by the presence of certain levels of other dimensions.

The

effect will be less in male as opposed to female relationships,

leading to soemwhat less negative ratings; if respondents feel that
the level of conflict plays a greater role in cohesiveness levels in

female relationships.

The effect of conflict recurrence will also be

less in relationships that are described as being more close prior to
the present conflict.

The effect will also be less as the described

length of relationship increases.
6.

The three dimensions that describe the relationship

generally, by themselves, will have little overall effect on ratings.
The length of relationship will have somewhat more effect when the

length is shorter.

Roommates who have lived together longer will be

perceived as having a less changeable relationship and as being more
able to "weather the storms" in their relationship.
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Hypotheses of subgroup differences

.

Characteristics of the

respondents themselves can consistently affect
ratings and, thereby,

may be used to divide respondents into subgroups of
the sample.

In

this study it was hypothesized that:
1.

Male and female respondents will make different ratings

regardless of the stimuli presented.

Due to the effects of

socialization, males will view conflicts as less destructive.
they will weight some of the dimensions differently.

Also,

Females will rate

the use of attacking or asymmetric conflict resolution methods as being

more destructive, leading to lower ratings than males will make.

They

will rate increasing conflict recurrence as more destructive than will
male respondents.
2.

Respondents from more cohesive roommate relationships will

make lower ratings than those from less cohesive relationships.

will weight some dimensions differently.

They

Those from more cohesive

relationships will rate the use of attacking or asymmetric conflict

resolution methods as being more destructive.

They will also rate

increasing conflict recurrence as being more destructive.

CHAPTER

II

METHOD

Respondents

Sixty-seven male and 133 female undergraduate psychology
students
at the University of Massachusetts participated
in this study.

living with a roommate of the same sex either in
or in a fraternity or sorority house.

a

Each was

college dormitory

Respondents received class

credit for their participation.

Materials

Each respondent received two booklets to complete*

The first

booklet contained written instructions^ four "warm-up" vignettes,
and a personal questionnaire.

respondents to indicate

(a)

The personal questionnaire asked the

their gender,

presently living in a two-person room,

with their present roommate,

(d)

whether or not they were

how well they got along

how satisfied they were with their

present roommate relationship, and
present roommate.

(c)

(b)

(e)

how close they felt to their

Responses to the last three questions were marked

on nine-point scales.

17

The vignettes

The second booklet contained fifty vignettes
that were randomly

generated by computer.

The computer selected, with replacement,
one

stimulus item from each of the six main dimensions.
items are listed in Table

1.

These dimension

The stimuli selected from each dimension

were printed by the computer in order from A to

F,

with the two response

items to form each vignette (see examples in Appendix A).

Each respondent received fifty randomly-generated vignettes.
Since there were 259,200 unique combinations of the dimension items
(60x3x4x5x8x9), it was highly unlikely that a single respondent would
rate two vignettes that were exactly alike

(p

.005).

The probability

that any one vignette would be rated by two or more respondents was .079

The probability that any one vignette would not be rated was .961.

Procedures

The respondents completed this survey in groups varying in size

from one to sixteen.

Each was first given the booklet that contained

the written instructions, the four "warm-up" vignettes, and the personal

questionnaire.
The researcher then read the instructions aloud while the

respondents read along.

Those instructions were as follows:

Some studies have looked at actual conflicts between
partners, but this one is concerned with judgments about
hypothetical situations. Your careful responses will be
very helpful.
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TABLE

1

VIGNETTE DIMENSIONS AND ITEMS

Dimension A: Roommate Gender
1.

2.

Male roommates
Female rooraates

Dimension B:
1

.

2.
3.

Length of relationship

One month
Two months
Five months

Dimension C: Relationship Closeness
1.

2.
3.

4.

Casual relationship
Friendly relationship
Good friends
Close friends

Dimension D: Recurrence of Conflict
1.

2.
3.

4.
5.

First disagreement over
Third disagreement over
Fifth disagreement over
Seventh disagreement over
Ninth disagreement over

Dimension

E:

Nature of Conflict

External conflicts
1.
The desirability of a nuclear freeze
2.
The morality of death penalty
The morality of abortion
3.
The benefit of having friends of another race
4.
Internal conflicts
How clean to keep their room
5.
Whether their room should be a place to study or relax
6.
When they should go to sleep at night
7.
How much they should use each other's things
8.

Dimension
1.

2.
3.

F:

Conflict Resolution Methods

2

They both propose ways to resolve their conflict
They both avoid talking about it
They both yell at each other
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TABLE 1-Continued

4.
5.
6.

7.

8.
9.

One proposes a new way to resolve the
conflict, one yells at the
Other
One avoids talking about it, one proposes
a new way to resolve
the conflict
One yells at the other, one avoids talking
about it
One yells at the other, one proposes a new
way to resolve the
conflict
One proposes a new way to resolve the conflict,
one avoids
talking about it
One avoids talking about it, one yells at the
other

1

Instead of selecting from ^We" or female," the computer
each time
selected one of 30 pairs of male names or of 30 pairs of
female names.
2

The selection of values from Dimension F were weighted.
The values
F1-F3 were selected twice as often as values F4-F9. Values F4-F6
are
the same as values F7-F9, only the order of the behaviors was reversed
to counter-balance them.

You will be responding to a series of fifty short
descriptions of disagreements between pairs of college
roommates, each in the second semester of their freshmen
year.
Each description will contain: (1) the roommates'
names males or female; (2) how long they have lived
together one, three, or five months; (3) how close their
relationship is casual, friendly, good friends, or close
friends; (4) how many times they have disagreed about a
particular issue one, three, five, seven, or nine times;
(5) the nature of their present disagreement
there will
be a variety of issues including issues "inside the room"
and others referring to broad social issues; and (6) how
each of the roommates deal with the conflicts including
yelling at each other, avoiding the issue, or proposing
a new way to resolve their difference.
In some descriptions,
partners will use the same method of dealing with the conflict;
in others, they will use different methods.

—

—

—
—

—

—

For each episode, you will be asked to rate (a) how it
affects the roommates' feelings towards each other at this
time, and (b) how it may change their relationship in the future.

Before doing those fifty sets of ratings, please try out
They will help acquaint you with the
four warm-up episodes.
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task
After you have rated these four
situations, stop.
then discuss any questions you have.

We'll

Then the respondents were requested to turn
to the first page of
the warm-up vignettes and were given the following
insturctions orally:
As you can see there are two vignettes on
each page with two
questions under each one. You will respond to
each question by
circling the number on the scale from high or low
or some point
inbetween that indicates your reaction to this
episode.

Let's look at the first description.
It tells us that
these roommates, named Bob and Pete, have lived together
for
one month.
Their relationship would be described as a friendly
one.
Their problem is that this is their fifth disagreement
over how clean to keep their room.
In the course of that
disagreement, one of them avoids talking about the problem,
and one gets angry and yells at the other.
Now, circle your responses to the four descriptions found
on the next two pages. At that point, stop, and I'll see if
you have any questions about what you're doing.

The respondents then rated the four sample vignettes.

These

vignettes had been created by the researcher; the stimuli were selected
so as to represent the range of possible values that respondents would

be rating in the main part of the study.

These sample vignettes were

the same for all respondents; they are listed in Appendix A.

After answering any questions that came up, the researcher showed
the respondents one of the booklets with the fifty vignettes.

He stated

that the booklets contained descriptions that were similar to the ones
that they had just rated, and would each be rated in the same fashion.

The researcher asked that, while he passed out these booklets, they

complete the questionnaire on the last page of the first booklet.

were the questions about themselves and how they felt about their
relationship with their present roommate.

These
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The booklets of vignettes were
then distributed.

The

respondents rated the vignettes, then
returned the booklets to the
researcher, thus completing their
participation.

As expected, the three responses for each
respondent as to how

they felt about their own roommate relationship
were highly correlated.

All the correlations between these responses were
significant at the
.001 level and ranged from r=.854 to r=.894, with
the mean of the

correlations equal to .877.
roommate was 6.58.

The mean satisfaction with the present

For closeness to present roommate, the mean was 6.21

For how well do you get along with your present roommate,
the mean was
7.07.

For each respondent, the three responses were summed to create a

single cohesion score.

Though the cohesion scores for the entire sample

ranged from three to twenty-seven, the distribution was somewhat skewed.
The mean of the cohesion scores was 19.85, with a standard deviation of
6.31.

Twenty-five percent of the respondents reported scores of 16 or

less, twenty-eight percent reported scores of 25 or more.

CHAPTER

III

RESULTS

The results are presented in three
parts.

distributions of the respondents' ratings.

First, we consider the

Next, we examine the results

of multiple regressions performed on
those ratings with the six vignette

dimensions as the independent variables, along
with some significant

interaction effects among these dimensions, as
well as subgroup
differences.

Finally, we look at a comparison of multiple
regressions

performed after dividing the respondents into
subgroups according to
consistent patterns in their ratings.

Respondents' Ratings

Respondents made two ratings for each vignette.

One rating

pertained to the short-range effect on a pair's feelings of closeness

immediately following its conflict episode.
a scale from

1

(much more distant) to

9

Ratings could range along

(much closer), while 5 would

indicate that the closeness would remain the same.

This first set of

ratings will be referred to as the amount of change in relationship
closeness.
The other rating pertained

to the longer-range effect of the

conflict episode on how well the roommates would get along in the future.
Again, ratings could range from

while

5

1

would indicate no change.

(much less well) to 9 (much better),

This set of ratings will be referred

to as the amount of change in future functioning.
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The distribution of ratings for the
amount of change in current

relationship closeness and in future functioning
both approximate

normality (see Table 2).

The missing cases were probably due to

respondents skipping over a vignette.

The mean rating of 4.06 for

change in relationship closeness indicates that,
on the average,

respondents rated the conflict episodes as leading to
somewhat more
distant feelings in the relationships.

TABLE

2

DISTRIBUTION OF RATINGS

Change in Relationship Closeness

Change in Future Functioning

Percent

"Much more distant"

8

3.3
10.3
20.5
33.4
18.4
7.0
4.0
1.9

"Much closer"

9

1.0

No response given

0

.2

1

2
3
4

"The same"

5
6
7

^Disregard missing data.

"Much less well"

"Much better"

9

3.5
7.5
13.3
24.4
29.9
10.2
6.2
2.9
1.8

No response given

0

.2

1

2

3
4

"The same"

5

6
7

8

100% = (10,000)

100% = (10,000)

Median rating*
Mean rating*
Standard deviation* =

Percent

3. 97

4. 06
1.

51

Median rating*
Mean rating*
Standard deviation *

= 4.54
= 4.51

=1.64
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The mean rating for change in future
functioning (4.51) was nearly
a

half point higher than for the first
set of ratings.

Respondents

judged the longer-range effects of the
conflict episodes to be somewhat
less negative than the short-range effects.

Both sets of ratings were highly correlated
(r=.69, p .001).
However, the means of the two sets of ratings
were significantly

different (t=2.022, p .05).

Dif ferences in Ratings of Relationship Closeness

Each of the vignette dimensions, except for recurrence of
conflict, has been expressed as a binary (dummy) variable and used
as an

independent variable in ordinary-least-squares regressions on the two
set of ratings; recurrence of conflict was entered as a continuous

quantitative variable.

These regressions

consider all the levels of

the dimensions simultaneously in modeling the regressions.
The regression performed on the ratings of the short-term change

in relationship closeness is presented in Table

regression coefficients (shown in column

b)

3.

The unstandardized

express the extent to which

respondents' mean ratings changed due to the presence of a particular

dimension level.

Thus, the first regression coefficient states that

when the roommates are described as males, the mean rating is .016
higher than the mean rating of the referent vignette which represents
the conjunction of all the omitted levels of the vignette dimensions.

The intercept value (6.35) is the mean rating that would be given to the

referent vignette.

Therefore, regardless of which other levels are
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TABLE

3

REGRESSION OF CHANGE IN RELATIONSHIP
CLOSENESS

Dimension and Level

SE

Dimension A: Roomate Gender
Male roommates

Dimension

B:

C:

024

140***

029

Length of Relationship^

Three months
Five months

Dimension

016

029

Relationship Closeness^

Friendly relationship
Good friends
Close friends

166***
325***
338***

.046
.071
.100

-.139***

.020

-.066
-.090
-. 196***
-. 164***
-.261***
-.232***
-.345***

.048
.047
.048
.047
.048
.048
.047

-2.769***
-2.345***

.044
.044

-2.033***

.051

-1.800***

.062

-2.384***

.074

6.350***

076

.

.

.

Dimension D: Recurrence of Conflict'
Dimension E: Nature of Conflict
The morality of death penalty
The morality of abortion
The benefit of having friends of another race
How clean to keep their room
Whether the room is a place to study or relax
When they should go to sleep at night
How much they should use each others' things

Dimension

F:

Conflict Resolution Methods

They both yell at each other
They both avoid talking about it
One proposes a new way to resolve the problem,
one yells at the other
One avoids talking about it, one proposes
a new way to resolve the problem
One yells at the other, one avoids
talking about it
Intercept
R =.395
N =(9983)
***p= .001, or less
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^Omitted level is "Female rooiranates "
^Omitted level is "One month."
^Omitted level is "Casual relationship."
--^-j-vj-iAollJ^p,
.

I

e

^^Jt^'rr
°i
Omxtted level

probJ^m

"

xs

^ quantitative variable
The desirability of a nuclear
freeze."
'"'^
^^^^ ^°
Ive their

—

included in a vignette, when the roommates
are described as males (as
opposed to females); the mean rating of
change in relationship closeness
is somewhat more positive, though this
effect was not significant and

had little effect on overall ratings.

Each of the remaining dimensions led to
statistically significant

differences in ratings of change in relationship
closeness following
the described conflict episodes.

It should be noted that even small

differences in mean ratings due to different dimension
levels can reach
statistical significance due to the large N (9983) in this study.
results that are statistically significant will be reported.

All

However,

statistical significance should not be interpreted as to indicate that
the differences are psychologically important.

The importance of the

findings will be discussed later.
The regression coefficients for Dimension B indicate that mean

ratings were more positive when the roommates were described as having
lived together for three or five months rather than one month (the

omitted level).

The three closer levels of Dimension C resulted in more

positive mean ratings compared to the omitted level.

Mean ratings

become increasingly more positive as the roommate's relationship is

described as being more close prior to the present conflict episode.
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The levels of Dimension D resulted in
increasingly more negative

mean ratings.

The more frequent that a conflict had
occurred previously,

the lower that respondents rated the relationship
closeness that would

result from the present conflict.
The different types of conflicts in Dimension
E resulted in

differences in mean ratings.

In general, internal-issue conflicts

were rated as resulting in lower cohesion than the external-issue
conflicts (the first three); conflict over having friends of
another
race was the exception.

Though this item was intended to be considered

an external conflict over racial attitudes, respondents may have

perceived it as an internal conflict over whether it was appropriate
for one's roommate to try to influence one's choice of friends.

This

perception would make the overall effects of conflict type found here
consistent with the findings of Wheaton (1974) and of Levinger &

Hickman (1984).

On the other hand, if the respondents did perceive

this issue as external, then the reported effects would indicate that

there may be some external issues of more importance and, therefore,

may have a greater impact on close relationships than some internal
issue conflicts.

However, the lack of a significant effect on ratings

due to the conflict over the death penalty and abortion would seem to

favor the first view.

These two external conflicts result in mean

ratings that were not different from the omitted level, another

external issue
By far the greatest differences in respondents' mean ratings

was due to the different levels of Dimension F (conflict resolution
methods).

The positive mean rating of 6.35 for the referent vignette
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would appear to result mainly from the
presence of the both propose
resolution method, and indicates that
the roommates would feel clo
iser
as a result of the episode.

Very few of the possible vignettes
that

did not describe both roommates as
proposing new ways to resolve thei
r

conflict would result in an overall positive
mean rating-a rating

higher than five.

Also, any vignette that did not describe
at least

one of the roommates as proposing a new way
to resolve the conflict

would result in a mean rating lower than five-the
episode being judged
as making the roommates feel more distant.

Ratings that resulted from the use of different
resolution

methods by each roommate were, on the average, much lower
compared to
both roommates proposing.

The use of avoidance by one roommate while

the other got angry resulted in a mean rating almost as low
as both

roommates avoiding or getting angry.

The mean rating for both

roommates avoiding the problem indicates that respondents felt that
roommates would feel more distant if they used this method.

A response

that seems inconsistent with the conclusions of Raush et al.

(1974) and

Rands et al.

(1981) who found positive outcomes, especially in the

short-run, for married couples who avoided conflicts.
Note that the dimension levels in any vignette account for a

sizeable proportion of the variation in mean ratings, as indicated by
the R

2

of almost .40.

The regression effects presented include effects

due to differences in the respondents' gender and level of cohesion in

their own roommate relationships along with the effects of two

interactions between vignette dimensions.

The regressions presented

here and after represent the best model for each dependent variable that

could be derived by including all tbe
dimension levels plus any

interactions that significantly affected
ratings.

The effects due to

interactions that were significant will now
be presented.

Effects due

to respondent variables-subgroup
differences-will be presented later.
It should also be noted that the
various pairs of female and male

names in Dimension A were combined for these
analyses to form just two

levels-female or male roommates.

Also the different pairs of each of

the asymmetric conflict resolution methods
that were used to counter-

balance for a possible order effect in the vignettes
were not found to
result in significantly different mean ratings.

Therefore, these pairs

of examples were combined in the analyses (see
Dimension F)

Effects of interactions on ratings of relationship clo seness

Respondents' ratings of change in relationship closeness were

significantly altered by two interactions between pairs of vignette
dimensions.

Respondents' mean ratings of the various conflict

resolution methods became increasingly more negative as the described
closeness of the relationship increased

(b

= -.019,

p

.001).

This

difference would not be accounted for by the main effects of the two
dimensions' levels.
The other significant interaction effect also includes the

relationship closeness.

Respondents' mean ratings of increasing

conflict recurrence became somewhat less negative as relationship

closeness increased

(b =

.027, p .001).

Respondents judged that those

with closer relationships would be less negatively affected by higher
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levels of conflict recurrence.

Differences in Ratings of Future FunctioninR

Regression coefficients for the analysis of respondents'
ratings
of change in future functioning (Table 4) are very
similar to those

seen in the first set of ratings (Table 3).

Differences in the levels

of relationship length and closeness resulted in increasingly
more

positive mean ratings.

Differences in the levels of conflict

recurrence, nature of conflict, and conflict resolution methods resulted
in more negative ratings.

Again, differences in the various conflict

resolution methods accounted for the greatest difference in respondents'

mean ratings.
Overall, respondents judged the conflict episodes as having less
of a negative impact in the long-term than the short-term as indicated

by the mean rating for the referent vignette (7.057).

value is nearly

.7 of a

This intercept

point higher than for the first set of ratings.

Effects of interactions on ratings of future functioning

Respondents' ratings of change in future functioning were

significantly altered by an interaction between
dimensions.

a pair of

vignette

Respondents* mean rating of increasing conflict recurrence

became somewhat less negative as relationship closeness increased
(b =

.025, p .001).

Respondents judged that those with closer
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TABLE

4

REGRESSION OF CHANGE IN FUTURE
FUNCTIONING

Dimension and Level

Dimension A: Roommate Gender^
Male roommates

024

026

179***
238'^**

032
032

153***
304***
.332***

044
061
083

192***

022

-.012
-.077
-.184***
-. 170***
-.319***
-. 199***
-.364***

.052
.051
.052
.052
.052
.052
.052

-2.773***
-2.629***

.052
.052

-1.986***

.070

-1.825***

.092

-2.501***

.116

7.057***

.109

Dimension B: Length of Relationship^
Three months
Five months

Dimension C: Relationship Closeness^
Friendly relationship
Good friends
Close friends

.

.

Dimension D: Recurrence of Conflict^
Dimension

E:

Nature of Conflict^

The
The
The
How

morality of the death penalty
morality of abortion
benefit of having friends of another race
clean to keep their room
Whether the room is a place to study or relax
When they should go to sleep at night
How much they should use each others' things

Dimension

F:

-.

Conflict Resolution Methods^

They both yell at each other
The both avoid talking about it
One proposes a new way to resolve the
problem, one yells at the other
One avoids talking about it, one proposes
a new way to resolve the problem
One yells at the other, one avoids
talking about it

R'

N
001, or less.

.384
(9983)
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a

Omitted level is "Female roommates."
^Omitted level is "One month."
^Omitted level is "Casual relationship."
analyzed as a quantitative variable
^^"f/i^t
^Omitted level is "The desirability of a nuclear
freeze "
Omitted level is "They both propose new ways
to resolve their
problem.

relationships would be less negatively affected by higher
levels of
conflict recurrence.

Subgroup Differences: the Effects of Respondent Characteristi cs

Personal characteristics of the respondents may account for

variations in ratings.

To test whether such variations exist,

respondent variables can be entered into a regression analysis as

independent variables as either binary (dummy) variables or continuous

variables in the same manner as vignetted dimensions.

A significant

regression coefficient would indicate that groups of respondents differ
in their mean ratings in a systematic way.

Effects due to interactions

between respondent variables and vignette dimensions can also be
analyzed and would indicate that different groups of respondents weigh

vignette dimensions differently in making their ratings.

Gender subgroup differences

The gender of the respondents was analyzed as a dummy variable
(l=malej,

0=female).

On the average, male respondents rated the conflict

episodes less negatively than did female respondents

(b =

.248, p .001)
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for the short-terzn change in
relationship closeness.

This gender effect

was not significant for ratings of
change in future functioning
(b

= -.066).

Male respondents rated the effect of
the different conflict

resolution methods more negatively for the
long-term change in future
functioning compared to female respondents.

This interaction between

respondent gender and the levels of conflict
resolution methods yielded
a regression coefficient of -.039
(p=.014).

In general,

it appears

that females are more optimistic about future functioning
in the

relationships with respect to the use of destructive
conflict

resolution methods.

Differences due to respondents' own relationship cohesion

To determine if the level of cohesion experienced in the

respondents' own roommate relationships consistently affected their
ratings, the summed scale of responses to the three questions in the

personal questionnaire about the respondents' own roommate relationship
cohesion was entered into the regressions as a continuous quantitative
variable.

It should be recalled that respondents'

ranged from three to twenty-seven.

cohesion scores

Differences in respondents' own

relationship cohesion resulted in differences in mean ratings of change
in short-term relationship closeness (b=-.101,p .001), as well as the

longer-term change in future functioning (b=-.006, p .001).

The

higher the respondents' own relationship cohesion, the more negatively

they rated the effects of the conflict
episodes.

It should be noted

that though differences in respondent
gender and level of own

relationship cohesion do result in significant
differences

m

mean

ratings, these differences account for
little of the overall variation
in mean ratings.

Differences in Respondents^ Rating Patt erns

Many respondents were consistent across vignettes
in the relative
ratings they made for each of the pair of questions
that followed each
vignette.

For each respondent, the pair of ratings for each
vignette

were classified as being one of three types:

(1)

the rating of the

long-term change in future functioning was more extreme than the rating
of the short-term change in relationship closeness,

were the same, or

(3)

(2)

both ratings

the rating of change in future functioning was

less extreme than the change in relationship closeness.

The value of

five was used as the center of the rating scales in judging how the
two ratings for each vignette compared to each other.

For example, if

the first rating (relationship closeness) was three and the second

(future functioning) was two, this pattern would be classified as more

extreme.

So would a pattern in which the first rating was six and the

second was seven.

A respondent was assigned to

a

rating pattern group

extreme," "the same," or "less extreme"

— if

— "more

at least 50 percent of

his/her pairs of ratings were classified as being of one of these three
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types and less than 40 percent of the pairs of
ratings were of either
one of the other two types.

Some respondents could not be assigned to

a response pattern group.

In order to determine if these different rating
patterns actually

resulted in differences in respondents' mean ratings or in the weighing
of specific vignette dimension items, separate regressions
were performed
for each of the three rating pattern groups for each of the two

dependent ratings.

Such an approach (using separate regressions)

provides the same information as would an analysis that entered the
three rating pattern groups as levels of one nominal variable and

analyzed for interactions with the various vignette dimension levels.
If this second approach had been taken, a separate regression for each

pattern group by vignette dimension level interaction would have had to
been performed.

Performing separate regressions that only included the

ratings of each rating pattern group is more economical and does allow
the effect of each dimension level to be determined; however, it does not

allow a test of significance across groups

— only

indicating that a

particular dimension level significantly affected ratings within a group.

Comparisons of the mean ratings of change in relationship closeness for
the three rating pattern groups

Table 5 presents the coefficient results for each of the three
groups' ratings of short-term change in relationship closeness resulting

from the conflict episodes.

Only the levels of the six vignette
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TABLE

5

REGRESSIONS OF CHANGE IN RELATIONSHIP
CLOSENESS
FOR THE THREE RATING PATTERN GROUPS

Rating Pattern Groups

Dimension and Level

More
Extreme
b

Same

Less
Extreme

b

b

Dimension A: Roommate Gender^
Male roommates

024

.058

031

134
194*

.127

143**

.222*

199*5'c*

351***
344***
336***

.170*
.307***
.428***

-.016***

-.076***

-.184
-.226*

-.115
-.094

-.042

-.164
-.202*

-.392***
-.377***

-.117
-.070

-.269*

-.404***

-.148

-.321**

-.367***

-.070

-.267*

-.478***

-.251***

Dimension B: Length of Relationship^
Three months
Five months

Dimension

C:

Relationship Closeness^

Friendly relationship
Good friends
Close friends

Dimension D: Recurrence of Conflict'^

147***
.308***
292***
.

.

-.110***

Dimension E: Nature of Conflict^
The morality of the death penalty
The morality of abortion
The benefit of having friends of
another race
How clean to keep their room
Whether the room is a place to
study or relax
When they should go to sleep at
night
How much they should use each
others' things

Dimension

F:

.015

Conflict Resolution Methods

They both yell at each other
They both avoid talking about it
One proposes a new way to resolve
problem, one yells at the other
One avoids talking about it, one
proposes a new way to resolve
the problem

-1.814***
-1.777***

-3.223***
-2.638***

-2

-1.514***

-2.629***

-2.271***

-1.350***

-2. 324***

-2.063***

.

999'^''"^

-2.600***

"

1
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TABLE 5~Continued

Rating Pattern Groups

Dimension and Level
More
Extreme
b

One yells at the other, one avoids
talking about it
-1.832***
Intercept

5.889***
=

N =

Same
b

Less
Extreme
b

3.071***

-2.776***

6.790***

5.963***

.242

.489

.452

1446

1500

3492

*p=.05, or less.
**p=.01, or less.
***p=.001, or less.
a

^Omitted level
Omitted level
^Omitted level
^Recurrence of
^Omitted level
Omitted level
problem.

is "Female roommates."
is "One month."
is "Casual relationship."
conflict is analyzed as a quantitative variable.
is "The desirability of a nuclear freeze."
is "They both propose new ways to resolve their

1

dimensions were included in these analyses.

A comparison of the three intercept values indicates that the
more extreme group and the less extreme group essentially made the same
mean rating for the referent vignette, while the same groups' mean rating
was much more positive.

Even though the more and less extreme groups'

intercept values were the same, the individual regression coefficients
(first and third columns) can be compared to indicate if even these

groups of respondents were differentially affected by the various levels
of the vignette dimensions, even though their "baseline" mean ratings
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were the same.
Such a comparison indicates that
the more extreme group's mean

ratings were affected more by
relationship closeness and nature of
conflict than were the less extreme
group's mean ratings.

The less

extreme group's mean ratings were
affected more by relationship length
and conflict resolution methods.

Therefore, these two groups weighed

these dimensions differently in making
their ratings of change in

relationship closeness.
The same group's mean ratings were affected
more by the nature of

conflict and conflict resolution methods compared
to the more extreme
group's ratings, and more by relationship length
and conflict

resolution methods than the less extreme group's ratings
were.

A regression performed on the ratings of all 200 respondents
for
the amount of change in relationship closeness by just
the vignette

dimensions yielded an

of .387

(p

.001).

By dividing some of the

respondents into these rating pattern groups, the variation in ratings
accounted for by the vignette dimension levels was greater for the less
2

9

extreme group (R =.489, p .001) and for the same group (R =.452,
p .001)
The variability accounted for was less for the more extreme group
(R^=.242, p .001).

Comparisons of the mean ratings of change in future functioning for the
three rating pattern groups

Coefficients for the separate regressions for the three rating
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pattern groups for their ratings of the amount
of change in future
functioning are presented in Table

6.

Again, the intercept values for

the more extreme group (6.580) and for the
less extreme group (6.457)

are essentially the same.

The intercept value was somewhat higher for

the same group (6.844).
In comparing the coefficients for the more extreme
and less

extreme groups, it can be noted that the more extreme group's mean
ratings were affected more by relationship length, relationship
closeness, and conflict resolution methods.

The less extreme group's

mean ratings were affected more by nature of conflict.
The same group's mean ratings were affected more by nature of

conflict and less by relationship length, relationship closeness, and
conflict recurrence than the more extreme group's mean ratings.

The

same group's mean ratings were affected more by nature of conflict and

conflict resolution methods and less by conflict recurrence than the
less extreme group's mean ratings.

Again, these groups weighed the

vignette dimensions differently in making their ratings of the amount

o

change in future functioning.
A multiple regression performed on the ratings of all 200

respondents for the amount of change in future functioning by just the

vignette dimensions yielded an R

2

of .383 (p .001).

By dividing some o

the respondents into these rating pattern groups, the variation in

ratings accounted for by the vignette dimension levels was somewhat

higher for the same group (R^=.483, p .001) and for the less extreme
The variability accounted for was less for

group (R^=.407, p .001).
2

the more extreme group (R =.352, p .001).
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TABLE

6

REGRESSIONS OF CHANGE IN FUTURE
FUNCTIONING
FOR THE THREE RATING PATTERN
GROUPS

Rating Pattern Groups
More
Extreme

Less
Same

b

b

b

Dimension A: Roomate Gender^
Male roommates

.053

•

u/o

Dimension B: Length of Relationship^
Three months
Five months

.372***
.409***

117

DJ

"

.

i

.

9i
1 Ciii'k-k
Z
U *

Dimension C: Relationship Closeness^
Friendly relationship
Good friends
Close friends

.446***
.516***
.837***

Dimension D: Recurrence of Conflict -.165***

Dimension

E:

'

F:

.437***

-.087***

-. 124***

.

Nature of Conflict^

The morality of the death
penalty
The morality of abortion
The benefit of having friends
of another race
How clean to keep their room
Whether the room is a place to
study or relax
When they should go to sleep
at night
How much they should use each
others things

Dimension

232***
388***
.474***

.

-.218

-.047
-.057

-.108

-.

337^*

— 229***

.056

-.

339^^3^^^

-.253***

-.304

-.407***

-.238***

-.175

-.361**

-.165*

-.108

-.549***

-.344***

-3.130***

-3.154***

-2.257***

-3.283***

-2.645***

-2.244***

-2.410***

-2.508***

-1.720***

.051

.017

-.058
.

Conflict Resolution Methods

They both yell at each other
They both avoid talking about
it

One proposes a new way to
resolve the problem, one
yells at the other

"

6— Continued

TABLE

Rating Pattern Groups

Dimension and Level

One avoids talking about it,
one proposes a new way to
resolve the problem
One yells at the other, one
avoids talking about it
Intercept

N

-2.332***

-2.237***

-1.678***

-3.390***

-2.918***

-2.273***

6.581***

6.844***

6.457***

=

.352

.483

.407

=

1446

1500

3492

*p=.05, or less.
**p=.01, or less.
***p=.001, or less

^Omitted level
Omitted level
^Omitted level
^Recurrence of
^Omitted level
Omitted level
problem.

is "Female roomates."
is "One month."
is''"Casual relationship."
Conflict is analyzed as a quantitative variable
is "The desirability of a nuclear freeze."
is "They both propose new ways to resolve their

Differences in the two sets of ratings for each of the three rating

pattern groups

Comparisons of the coefficients that account for variation in
ratings of change in relationship closeness and in future functioning
for each of the rating pattern groups would indicate how each differed

in the weights assigned to each vignette dimension in making both sets
of ratings.

Of course,

the more extreme group's mean rating for the
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referent vignette was more extreme for
the change in future functioning
(6.581) than for change in relationship
closeness (5.889).

Three

dimension account for much of the difference
in the variation in the
two sets of ratings.

Respondents in the more extreme group placed

more emphasis on nature of conflict in
making their ratings of change
in relationship closeness than for future
functioning.

The levels of

relationship closeness and conflict resolution
methods had

a greater

impact on ratings of change in future functioning
than of relationship
closeness.
Not only were the mean ratings of the referent vignettes
about
the same for change in relationship closeness (6.790) and for
future

functioning (6.884) for respondents in the same group, but also there
was also little difference in the weights placed on each of the
vignette dimensions in making ratings of change in relationship
closeness and future functioning.
The less extreme group also rated the referent vignette higher
for future functioning (6.457) than for relationship closeness (5.963).

Some vignette dimensions were weighted differently in making the two
sets of ratings.

Conflict resolution methods affected these

respondents* mean ratings of change in relationship closeness more than

for future functioning.

Levels of prior relationship closeness and

nature of conflict, especially the internal conflicts, affected these
respondents' ratings of change in future functioning more than in

relationship closeness.

Dividing these respondents into the rating pattern groups
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indicates differences in how ratings were
affected by the vignette

dimension levels.

These differences had been obscured in
the earlier

analyses in which all respondents were treated
as if in one group.
What might account for these differences among
groups of respondents?

Differences in the rating pattern groups' respondents

Only information about the respondents' gender and cohesion
in
their own roommate relationships were collected in this study.

The

three rating pattern groups were not significantly different in the

mean level of own relationship cohesion nor in the proportion of males
and females in each group.

Also, there was no difference in the

proportions of the different vignette dimension levels that each
group rated.

In other words, each groups' respondents essentially

rated the same variety of vignettes.

Some other possible differences

among these groups of respondents will be discussed later.

CHAPTER

IV

DISCUSSION

This study was designed to examine how
information about

relationships and conflict episodes affects judgments
of the shortterm and long-term effects of a single conflict episode.

In some

ways, the study accomplished this, although some hypothesized
effects

were not found*

First,

I

will discuss the more important findings;

then, some methodological limitations along with some possible

improvements.

Next,

I

will discuss some other important aspects of

the study; and last,

I

will discuss some possible directions for

future research into conflicts and conflict resolutions in close

relationships.

Important Findings

J udgments of relationship cohesion and methods of conflict resolution

Respondents' ratings of cohesion were affected most by how

roommates were described as having dealt with their conflict.

Judges'

ratings varied as much as three points depending upon the resolution

method described.

Regardless of the other information presented, when

both roommates had tried to "jointly resolve their conflict by
proposing alternative solutions," judges believed that they would get
along best, both immediately and in the future.
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All other resolution

.

r
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"styles" were viewed as relatively destructive
to relationship
cohesion, both in the short- and long-term.

The use of attack or

avoidance by both rooinmates was viewed as the
most destructive to
cohesion.

The destructive effects on cohesion when
both roommates

used different resolution methods were viewed as
somewhat less, even
less when one of the roommates tried to propose
a new way to resolve
the conflict

Effects of other dimensions

All the other vignette dimensions, except for the roommates'
gender, affected judgments significantly, though to a much lesser

degree than types of resolution methods.

Most important was the

finding that "internal-issue" conflicts had a greater negative impact
on judgments than did "external-issue" conflicts; this supported

earlier findings by Wheaton (1974) and by Levinger and Hickman (1984).
Also, the effects of a conflict episode were rated more negatively the

more that an issue had been previously contested.

Relationships that

were closer or of longer duration were judged, on the average, as
being less negatively affected by conflicts.

Effects of i n t e actions involvi n g prior relationship closeness

This view that closer relationships would suffer less from

conflicts was also evident in the effects of two significant
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interactions.

"Destructive" resolution methods were judged
as having

less of an impact on closer relationships.

Also, the negative effect

of increasing conflict recurrence was judged
as having less of an

impact on closer relationships.

Effects of characteristics of the judges

In general, males judged the episodes as less damaging
in the

short-term compared to females; but males were more pessimistic about
the future functioning of relationships that had used destructive

resolution methods.
Judges who reported high cohesion in their own roommate

relationships judged the episodes more negatively, in both the shortand long-term, than did those who reported less cohesive

relationships.

These more negative ratings may have resulted from

these respondents' feeling that the described relationships contrasted

greatly with their own.

These respondents may have experienced fewer

conflicts in their own relationships and/or had been able to apply

more constructive resolution methods to conflicts that had occurred.
Furthermore, groups of judges differed in their views of the

short- and long-term effects of the episodes regardless of the

specific information presented.

Some respondents judged the episodes

as having consistently more effect in the long-term than the short-

term.

These judges seemed to place more emphasis on how the conflicts

were resolved, and less on the type of conflict and on how close the

•
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relationship had been in judging the long-term
effects than in judging
the short-term effects.

In other words,

these judges used the same

information differently in making both ratings.

They may have felt

that this single episode was an indication of the
resolution "style"
that the roommates would continue to use in the future.
Some tended to judge the long-term effects as less than
the

short-term effects.

These judges placed somewhat less emphasis on

how the conflicts were resolved and more on the type of conflict in
judging the long-term effects than in judging the short-term effects.
These judges may have viewed the present episode as an isolated

incident and not indicative of overall functioning, or perceived that
conflict episodes are not one of the most influential interactions in
a close relationship.

rating was greater

For either of these two groups, whichever

— short-term

or long-term

—was

also the rating

aff GCtGd luorB by the different conflict resolution methods
Some respondents tended to judge the short- and long-term

effects of each episode the same.

Though these judges' ratings were

affected to different degrees by the different vignette dimensions,
the effect of any single dimension item was about the same for both

ratings.

In other words, these judges responded as if each question

was asking the same thing.

No differences in these three groups in

the proportion of each gender or the distribution of own roommate

relationship cohesion were found.
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Limitations of the Study

One obvious limitation of the use of
hypothetical vignettes is
that they are artificial.

Such a criticism cannot be refuted.

However, since these judges were presently
experiencing a roommate

relationship themselves, it was hoped that
they would draw on their
own experience in making their ratings.

Though such an assumption

remains to be firmly established, the fact that
judges' ratings were

affected by differences in own relationship cohesion
indicates some
effect due to relationship experience.

Another limitation is that the dimensions or specific items
studied represent only a subset of the characteristics that individual
use in making judgments about actual relationships.

be refuted.

Neither can this

This study was a first effort to look at how aspects of

relationships and conflicts affect judgments of cohesiveness.

How

individuals judge the level of own relationship cohesion has not been
studied sufficiently.

The vignette study design does allow a limited

number of dimensions to be studied with a high level of control and
allows the effects of a single conflict or aspect to be isolated, an

advantage hard to achieve using other methodologies.
Some specific shortcomings in this study could be easily

rectified.

First, there were probably too few levels of relationship

length and of relationship closeness.

The length of relationship was

kept low so all respondents would themselves have experienced it in
their own roommate relationships.

There would be little validity in

.
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having a freshman rate a relationship between
college juniors

o

seniors
Secondly, more information about the
respondents themselves

could have been collected.

A number of other characteristics—such as

age, amount of prior experience in roommate
relationship, satisfaction

with previous relationships, or amount of conflict experienced
in
present or past relationships—might have been examined for
their
effects on ratings.

Other Important Aspects

Departing from previous approaches, the study sought to
determine the effects on cohesion of a single conflict episode within
a close relationship.

It also sought to establish some causal links

between aspects of conflict episodes and judgments of relationship
cohesion.
This study's findings become more important if the judgments

studied

do^

reflect how judgments are made in actual relationships.

An

individual may periodically assess the value to her/him of a
relationship and then decide to more deeply commit to it or to seek
its dissolution.

Though many factors could affect such an assessment,

feelings about relationship interactions and processes, including
conflicts, may play an important role.
The different resolution methods played the greatest role in

differences in respondents' judgments in this study; and its effects
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may be even greater throughout the life
of actual relationships.

As

Peterson (1983) points out, pairs in close
relationships often develop
a somewhat consistent style in dealing
with conflicts.

Whether a pair

develops a destructive or a constructive resolution
style could be a

deciding factor in the long-range success of

a relationship.

It should also be noted that differently from
the implications

of Raush et al.

(197A) and Peterson (1983), these judges had a

negative view of the short-term effects of the use of avoidance.

They

judged avoidance as being a destructive resolution method, in some
cases as destructive as the use of attack.
It is also significant that the nature of the conflicts did not

have a greater overall effect on ratings, though the differential

effects of internal versus external were supported here.

This

particular finding points out most how this studied differed from

previous ones.

Though classifying the number of different types of

conflicts present in a relationship may be reliably used to predict

relationship cohesion, the findings here indicate that such

information tells us little about how such information affects
individuals* feelings about their relationships and little about the

conflict process itself.

The considerable effects of the different

resolution methods found in this study may indicate that conflict
process may be a more important factor in relationship cohesion than
conflict substance

.

Another important aspect is that groups of individuals

differed in their perceptions of the effects of conflict episodes.
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The idea that groups of individuals use
the same information

differently in judging how they feel about a
relationship presents
some questions about the approach of previous
studies that came to

more general conclusions about the effects of
conflict.

Even a

researcher could be biased as to the areas that he/she
feels are
important to study.

Clinicians could also be biased and, therefore,

ineffective in interventions into troubled relationships, if
they
assist clients to change areas that the client may view as
unimportant
in affecting how they feel about the relationship.
As was pointed out 3 this study was unable to determine why

groups of judges differed in their views.

These differences might

result from differing experiences in roommate relationships.

Another

possibility is that individuals' attitudes and beliefs aboud conflicts
are different.

Or it may be that those who are inexperienced in

roommate relationships may be basing their judgments on other

relationships in ways that do not effectively apply.

Possible Areas of Future Research

The findings point to a number of possible directions for

future research.

First, the factorial survey approach could be used

to study conflicts in different types of close relationships.

The

same dimensions that were studied here may have different effects in

different types of relationships.
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Second, different dimensions of
the conflict process or a wider

range of values on the present dimensions
could be examined.

For

example, the positive impact of
longer-duration relationships may be

even greater at longer levels, or may level
out at some point.

The

effects of dimensions such as respondents'
feelings abou the
importance of the relationship, expectations
about it, or their level
of commitment to it could be examined.

Third, the dimensions that make up judgments
about the effects
of conflict in real relationships could be
discovered.

It might be

found that how individuals feel about the conflict process
may have a

greater impact on cohesion than the effects of the particular conflict

resolution method used.
et al.

(1981).

This idea was hinted at somewhat by Rands

They found that the level of intimacy expected to

follow a conflict episode altered the effects of the use of various

resolution methods.

Also, it could be investigated whether feelings

about the conflict process or feelings about conflict outcomes is a

more important factor in how individuals feel about conflicts.

For

example, how might Individuals feel about a relationship in which they
can achieve desired goals by using a resolution method that they

viewed negatively.
Fourth, variations in feelings about particular conflict

resolution methods could be investigated.

Some individuals may feel

that they have a close relationship inspite of using "destructive"

resolution methods.

For example, a relationship in which one partner
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use dominance may be viewed as
satisfying and close by both
partners,
if the other partner views
being dominated as reasonable and

acceptable.
Last, the sources of beliefs and
attitudes about conflicts and

conflict resolution methods could be
investigated.

The role of family,

society, and previous relationship
experiences could all be examined.
In conclusion, this study seems to
indicate that how individuals

are perceived to deal with their conflicts
has important effects on

judgments of the effects of conflict episodes on
relationship
cohesiveness in both the short- and long-term.

It also has indicated

that there may be significant differences in how
individuals judge the

short-term and long-term effects of conflict episodes.
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EXAMPLES OF VIGNETTES used during "warm-up
period

ROOMMATES
LIVED TOGETHER

RELATIONSHIP

BOB AND PETE
ONE MONTH

FRIENDLY

THEIR PROBLEM

FIFTH DISAGREEMENT OVER
HOW CLEAN TO KEEP THEIR ROOM

THEIR REACTION

ONE AVOIDS TALKING ABOUT IT,
ONE YELLS AT THE OTHER

1.

AFTER THIS EPISODE, HOW WILL THESE ROOMMATES FEEL TOWARD EACH
OTHER?
1

2

3

4

MUCH MORE
DISTANT
2.

7

8

9

MUCH
CLOSER

IN THE FUTURE, HOW WILL THESE TWO ROOMMATES GET ALONG?
1

ROOMMATES
LIVED TOGETHER

RELATIONSHIP
THEIR PROBLEM:

THEIR REACTION:

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

THE
SAME

9

MUCH
BETTER

MARY AND SUSAN
THREE MONTHS
CLOSE FRIENDS
FIRST DISAGREEMENT OVER
WHEN THEY SHOULD GO TO SLEEP AT NIGHT
ONE PROPOSES A NEW WAY TO RESOLVE THE PROBLEM,
ONE AVOIDS TALKING ABOUT IT

AFTER THIS EPISODE, HOW WILL THESE ROOMMATES FEEL TOWARD EACH
OTHER?
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

MUCH
CLOSER

THE
SAME

MUCH MORE
DISTANT
2.

6

THE
SAME

MUCH LESS
WELL

1.

5

IN THE FUTURE, HOW WILL THESE TWO ROOMMATES GET ALONG?
1

MUCH LESS
WELL

2

.34

5

THE
SAME

6

7

8

9

MUCH
BETTER
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ROOMMATES

LIVED TOGETHER

RELATIONSHIP
THEIR PROBLEM:

THEIR REACTION

ROBERT AND MARK
FIVE MONTHS

CASUAL

NINTH DISAGREEMENT OVER
THE MORALITY OF ABORTION
THEY BOTH PROPOSE NEW WAYS TO
RESOLVE THEIR PROBLEM

™

1

OTHER?™^^
1

2

MUCH MORE
DISTANT

^^^^

3

4

ROOMMATES FEEL TOWARD EACH
5

6

7

8

THE
SAME

9

MUCH
CLOSER

IN THE FUTURE, HOW WILL THESE TWO
ROOMMATES GET ALONG?
1

MUCH LESS
WELL

ROOMMATES

LIVED TOGETHER
RELATIONSHIP

THEIR PROBLEM;

THEIR REACTION:

2

3

4

5

6

7

8*

THE
SAME

9

MUCH
BETTER

INGRID AND ROSE

ONE MONTH

GOOD FRIENDS
SEVENTH DISAGREEMENT OVER
THE BENEFITS OF HAVING FRIENDS OF ANOTHER RACE
THEY BOTH YELL AT EACH OTHER

12345678
12345678

AFTER THIS EPISODE, HOW WILL THESE ROOMMATES FEEL TOWARD EACH
OTHER?

MUCH MORE
DISTANT

THE
SAME

9

MUCH
CLOSER

IN THE FUTURE, HOW WILL THESE TWO ROOMMATES GET ALONG?

MUCH LESS
WELL

THE
SAME

9

MUCH
BETTER

