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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

It seems that as soon as a couple publicly announces they plan to marry, people 

feel inclined to offer their opinions and impart their wisdom regarding marriage.  “Never 

go to bed angry.” “Tell your sweetie you love them at least one time per day.” “The 

secret to a good marriage is finding the right person to be incompatible with.” These and 

others are common clichés heard many times by those planning to marry.  It seems that 

many of these clichés center around conflict and how to avoid it, and most people in this 

country are aware of some statistic about how many marriages end in divorce.  In fact, 

the U. S. Bureau of the Census (1992) found that “younger people in the U.S. who are 

marrying for the first time face roughly a 40-50% chance of divorcing in their lifetime 

under current trends” (p. 5).   However, most couples are optimistic when they marry, 

and do not think that they will become one of the couples who split.   A number of 

studies suggest that the seeds of marital conflict and divorce are there for many couples 

when they marry (Rogge and Bradbury, 1999; Clements, Stanley, and Markman, 1997; 

Fowers, Montel, and Olson, 1996; Gottman, 1994; Karney and Bradbury, 1995; Kelly 

and Conley, 1987). These studies show that premarital or early marital variables can 

distinguish between couples who have a good relationship and those who will not with 

80-94% accuracy.   
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 What happened in between the time that most couples are happily planning their 

honeymoon, and the time they are working out a divorce settlement?  In almost every 

case, conflict was involved.  Stanley and Markman (1997) tell us that money is the issue 

that couples say they argue most about in marriage, followed by children.  However, 

Markman, Stanley, and Blumberg (2001) indicate that what couples argue about is not as 

important as how they argue.  Because most couples argue, and Markman, Stanley and 

Blumberg tell us that it is not what is argued about, but how the argument process 

happens that is so important, this research will seek to better understand the conflict 

process.  This will be done by using the Contextual Model of Relationship Interactions 

(Bradbury & Fincham, 1987).  This is a model that looks at both distal, more cognitive 

and stable traits, as well as proximal, more affect-oriented, temporary states.  This model 

allows for a more holistic approach to the conflict process, allowing a multidimensional 

study of the conflict phenomenon. This study provides more information regarding the 

particular contexts from which males and females see an argument.  For this study, in the 

distal context, Attachment Orientation, Dyadic Adjustment (Marital Satisfaction), and 

Social Support will be examined; in the proximal context, topic salience will be observed 

in hopes of better understanding how individuals enter the conflict process 

Chapter 2 will review the contextual model, and then review conflict process in 

the context of dyadic adjustment (hereafter referred to as marital satisfaction) and what 

researchers have found over the last 40 years about conflict process in regards to marital 

satisfaction.  Next, a review of the attachment literature will be considered, in an attempt 

to see how Attachment Orientation may be related to conflict process.  Social support 
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literature will also be reviewed to see how social support quality and quantity may be 

related to the conflict process.  Then the proximal variable of conflict topic salience will 

be examined to see how the importance of the topic to the parties involved is related to 

overall conflict process. 

The Method chapter details the participant data, procedures, and measures used to 

gather the data, and the multiple ways that the data was analyzed.  The Results chapter 

discusses the findings based on the data analyzed.  The final chapter discusses the 

findings relevant to the literature reviewed in Chapter 2, as well as limitations and 

implications for further research. 

This study aims to assist researchers and couples in better understanding the 

conflict process by using the contextual model as a framework.  This model should 

further research regarding how marital satisfaction, attachment, social support and 

conflict topic salience may affect the conflict process. The hope is that as more 

knowledge is gained in this area, it will be shared with the public in an effort to assist 

people to achieve more constructive conflicts in relationships. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

 All couples have conflicts.  Whether they are called spats, tiffs, disagreements, 

fights, or all-out war, couple conflict is a ubiquitous phenomenon.  While conflict may be 

an experience in all marriages at sometime or other, how the conflicts are handled may 

vary widely from marriage to marriage and even may vary in the same marriage over 

time.    Much of the interpersonal communication and social psychology research has 

sought to understand the conflict experience, why it happens, how it happens, and how 

different kinds of conflict affect marital satisfaction.  This research will seek a better 

understanding of the conflict process by exploring a variety of variables using the 

contextual model. 

 

The Contextual Model 

Because conflict is an emotional experience that is influenced both by the 

immediate situation and by the personality dispositions of the people involved, this 

investigation will look at both distal and proximal factors and their influence on the 

conflict communication process between marriage partners (Cupach & Metts, 2000). 

Additionally, this research seeks to gain more understanding about the conflict process 

itself, and the separate contexts men and women bring to a conflict. 

 Prior research has typically considered one or two issues related to the conflict 

process and looked at the strength of the relationship, or the direction of the relationship.  
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This study is framed within the Contextual Model of Relationship Interactions (Bradbury 

& Fincham, 1987, 1988).  Their work reflects an attempt to combine what they saw as 

one unilateral approach on affect, and another unilateral approach on the cognitive 

domain in regards to interpersonal relationships.  They saw that there might be more to 

gain from a simultaneous consideration of many individual different variables and a 

systematic way to consider the implications for relationships. Bradbury and Fincham 

(1987) defined the two areas of research this way,  ‘affect’ research has examined the 

impact of positive and negative spouse behavior and patterns of affective exchange in 

problem-solving interactions; ‘cognitive’ research has examine unrealistic relationship 

beliefs and attributions for marital difficulties” (p. 60).  Bradbury and Fincham (1987) 

suggest that,  “expanding the range of phenomena that are considered, by drawing upon 

research on cognition and on affect, for example, has the potential to identify factors 

which mediate known findings in the marital domain” (p. 81).  

Bradbury and Fincham are the first researchers to look at marriage issues in a 

contextual manner, recognizing and giving a framework from which to look at how some 

issues or tendencies may be more close or proximal to marital satisfaction, while others 

may be more in the background or distal to satisfaction.  They defined what proximal and 

distal issues might be in the context of marriage.  Bradbury and Fincham (1988) defined 

the proximal context as the “thoughts and feelings experienced by a spouse immediately 

prior to processing a given partner behavior” (p. 713).  The distal context “comprises the 

more stable psychological variables that influence the processing of partner behavior” (p. 

714).  This may include variables that are directly related to the working of relationships, 
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as well as variables less directly related, such as personality variables, biases in 

information processing, and chronic affective states.  Bradbury and Fincham (1988) also 

defined the proximal context in terms of specific, quickly changing thoughts and feelings 

that are due to specific, albeit discrete, stimuli.  The distal context is described as a set of 

more global variables that are likely to operate in many different relationship situations.  

In other words, distal variables may be more related to a person’s traits and overall 

constant view of the relationship, while proximal variables are more related to a 

particular state or immediate issue.   

Because of the contextual model that Bradbury and Fincham (1987, 1988) labeled 

and defined, it allows an integrative framework for studying the role of personality 

factors and individual differences and situations in close relationships. They studied how 

marital satisfaction may be related to the distal factors of femininity and masculinity and 

relationship beliefs, and the proximal variable of attribution of actions in marriage 

(Bradbury & Fincham, 1988).  Other studies followed using this contextual model, 

including  Mahoney, Pargament, Jewell, Swank, Scott, Emery and Rye (1999), who 

studied the role of distal and proximal religious constructs in marriage functioning, and 

found that couples who felt that their marriage had sacred qualities and believed in the 

manifestation of God (proximal construct) in their marriage were more satisfied and used 

better conflict processes that did those who reported individual religiousness and 

religious homogamy (distal construct).  Cupach and Metts (2000) used the Contextual 

Model to look at factors predicting forgiveness.  They found that in the distal context 

attachment orientation did influence likelihood of forgiving the offender.  They also 
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found that the severity of transgression, in the proximal context, was negatively 

associated with forgiveness.   

 Demaris, Benson, Fox, Hill, and Van Wyk (2003) studied distal and proximal 

factors related to domestic violence.  They found that in the distal context, relationship 

duration, cohabiting, women’s age at union, and hazard of exclusion were related to 

domestic violence.  In the area Demaris et al. assigned between the distal and proximal 

variables, number of children, man employed, woman employed, woman nontraditional, 

and substance abuse use were all significantly related to the domestic violence.  Finally, 

the proximal variables of disagreement frequency and style were both found to be 

significantly related to domestic violence.    

 While the contextual approach has been included in some research, conflict has 

not been researched enough using this multidimensional method.  In the distal context a 

person’s attachment orientation, usually classified as secure, avoidant, or anxious-

ambivalent, (Bowlby 1969-1980, Ainsworth, Blehar, & Waters, 1978) will be explored, 

arguing that if one is more secure they will generally be more reinforcing and open to 

one’s partner than an avoidant or anxious-ambivalent person. Marital satisfaction will be 

considered as a distal construct because it “comprises the more stable psychological 

variables that influence the processing of partner behavior” ( Bradbury & Fincham, 1988, 

p. 714). Social support theory is closely related to attachment theory (Sarason, Levine, 

Basham & Sarason (1983), and is therefore considered a distal variable. In the proximal 

context, the importance of the conflict topic, conflict topic salience, will aid in the 

understanding of how the issue at hand may influence the conflict process.  Both distal 
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and proximal issues are related to the conflict process, and an examination of whether 

there may be a difference in how these variables impact the process, as well as if there are 

differences between both men and women during the conflict process would be useful.   

 

Couple Conflict Process and Marital Satisfaction 

Conflict process is extremely important to how successful a marriage relationship 

is in the long term, and it is also crucial in determining the satisfaction of the marital 

partners individually.  Markman, Stanley, and Blumberg (2001)  and Yelsma (1984) 

found that conflict resolution, and the couple’s relationship patterns that develop in 

resolving conflict, are very important in the maintenance of a couple’s relationship 

quality over time.  Markman et al. conclude after 25 years of research that how couples 

do conflict is much more important to marital satisfaction than the topic that they argue 

about.    

Gerhard and Schneewind (2002) explored the relationship between couples’ 

stable personality variables associated with interpersonal competencies and marital 

satisfaction with conflict resolution style as the mediating factor.  They found that the 

couple’s relationship patterns and conflict resolution styles are substantial contributing 

factors to the level of satisfaction couples experienced.  The authors particularly 

emphasized the importance of conflict resolution skills for a couple’s healthy marital 

development, and a couple’s marriage maintenance and quality over time.  Additionally, 

Infante, Trebing, Shepherd and Seeds (1984) found that after an argument begins, if one 
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of the partners lacks communication skills, they will often resort to personal attacks 

rather than talk constructively about the issue at hand. 

Dickson, Hughes, Manning, Walker, Bollis-Pecci and Gratson (2002) 

demonstrated the importance of studying marital conflict over time, and for the length of 

the marriage.  They found through interviews with couples who had been married for 40 

years or more, that these couples minimized the importance of communication in their 

lives.    They also found that their conflicts had changed quite a bit from the early years in 

marriage.  The Dickson et al. study offers interesting insight into how marriage conflict 

may actually change and conflicts may be less pronounced after a couple has been 

together for several decades.   

 

Regulated and Nonregulated Couples 

Gottman has done extensive research regarding the daily interaction of couples.  

Gottman (1994, 1999) developed the idea of couple-conflict types.  He found that couples 

in highly stable, high-quality marriages have quite different conflict management styles 

than do couples in unstable, dysfunctional marriages.   He called the functional couples 

“Regulated” and the dysfunctional couples “Nonregulated.”  The difference between the 

two groups is that functional couples (regulated) make use of functional interaction 

processes, while Nonregulated couples make use of highly dysfunctional processes on a 

regular basis.  Gottman’s research found three different types of regulated couples, 

Validating, Volatile, and Conflict-avoiding.  Gottman named the Nonregulated couples, 

Hostile couples. He also refers to these couples as distressed couples. 
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Gottman (1994) found that the nonregulated couples were more likely to use 

criticism, contempt, defensiveness and withdrawal, or “The Four Horsemen of the 

Apocalypse” (1994, p. 110). In a review of Gottman’s research, Driver, Tabares, Shapiro, 

Nahm, and Gottman (2003) defined criticism as more global than just a complaint.  

Criticism also often includes character attacks. Here is an example offered by Driver et 

al., “You didn’t take the trash out last night.  Why can’t you ever remember to do it? 

You’re so lazy!” (p. 494).  An example of a complaint would be something like this, “I’m 

annoyed that you didn’t take the trash out last night,” (p. 494).   Criticism may also 

include global complaints, with statements such as “You always . . .” or  “you never . . ,” 

(p. 494).   

Contempt, according to Driver et al. (2003), is the most corrosive of the Four 

Horsemen. Contempt for one’s partner shows disgust and disrespect.  Contemptuous 

statements might include, “sarcasm, mockery, insults, eye rolls, scowls and hostile humor 

to belittle the partner,” (p. 495).  The basic message of contempt is usually one of either 

disdain or superiority.  Contempt can dramatically escalate negativity from both spouses, 

and may also hinder any attempt to reconcile in a particular conflict. 

Third on the list of the Four Horsemen is defensiveness.  While defensiveness 

may be viewed by many as an understandable way to protect oneself from attack, 

Gottman’s research (1994, 1999) has shown that defensiveness usually becomes a 

counterattack, which may serve to further escalate negativity.  Typically, defensiveness 

becomes a way to blame the other for his or her own behavior.  Driver et al. note that 
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defensiveness generally is used to shield oneself from attacks as well as personal 

responsibility. 

The final component of the Four Horsemen is stonewalling.  Stonewalling occurs 

after many conflicts using contempt, criticism, and defensiveness.  Stonewalling is the 

process of letting the speaker know that the partner does not want to talk, and does not try 

to give the appearance of listening.  There are no nonverbal listening cues and no 

communication at all.  The speaker is purposely and actively ignored.  Stonewalling is 

used after the demand/withdraw phenomenon (Christensen and Heavey, 1990) that is 

defined and discussed a little later in the literature review.  Driver et al. (2003) said about 

stonewalling: 

Surprisingly, although the stonewaller appears to be hostile, his primary thoughts   
during this interaction are usually self-protective: ‘When is she going to quit 
talking?’ ‘I can’t stand arguing about this anymore.’ ‘If I’m quiet, she’ll leave me 
alone.’  This kind of self-protection requires a great deal of energy and makes it 
impossible to listen, even if the comments are constructive and helpful. (p. 295)  
 

Driver et al. go on to say that when all four horsemen are displayed during a discussed 

conflict, Gottman laboratories are able to predict divorce with 94% accuracy.   

 While Gottman’s four horsemen are definitely deleterious to marriage, he and 

other researchers have found other interaction patterns that can be damaging to a couple’s 

relationship.  Emotional disengagement, where couples do not display positive affect, is 

another pattern that can be extremely harmful to couples (Gottman, 1994).  Usually 

emotionally disengaged couples demonstrate little interest, affection, humor and concern 

that is more characteristic of happy couples (Driver et al., 2003).  Emotional 

disengagement can be deceptive because to outsiders the couples appear to be fine, but 
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are actually highly distressed.  Emotionally disengaged couples are attempting to 

quarantine the problems in the marriage; however, the partners become more distant and 

lose intimacy as a result.  While emotional disengagement and the Four Horsemen predict 

divorce, according to Driver et al. (2003), there is a difference in the timing of the 

divorce.  According to Gottman and Levenson (2000) couples who use the Four 

Horsemen tend to divorce within 7 years.  Emotionally disengaged couples usually 

divorce after 7-14 years. 

 Flooding is a feeling of being emotionally and physically overwhelmed that may 

be experienced by one or both partners (Gottman, 1994; Gottman & Levenson, 1983).  

When couple conflict is infected by the Four Horsemen and/or by emotional 

disengagement, flooding often occurs.  Flooding is different than stonewalling in that 

there is an associated physiological experience such as sweaty palms, excessively high 

heart rate, and irregular breathing, associated with a feeling of “I can’t stand this 

anymore,” (Driver et al., 2003, p. 497).  A state of flooding is very serious, and should be 

accompanied by a break from the conversation for at least 20 minutes.  However, this 

does not mean that the conflict should be abandoned, according to Driver et al. (2003).  

Once the person or partners have regained physical and psychological composure, they 

should work out the issues that were originally being discussed, or the break could 

become a form of stonewalling. 

 The final pattern often exhibited by nonregulated or distressed couples is negative 

reciprocity (Driver et al., 2003).  These authors suggest that there are actually two types 

of negative reciprocity.  The first is a pattern of escalating reciprocity, where one spouse 
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responds to the other’s negative affect with even more negativity (Gottman, Markman, & 

Notarius, 1977; Gottman, Coan, Carrère, & Swanson, 1998).  This type of negative 

escalation is often found in association with the Four Horsemen.  Driver et al. (2003) also 

say there is a second kind of negative reciprocity, which is characteristic of all marriages.  

This is a process in which partners respond to each other in exchanges of anger for anger 

or sadness for sadness. However, in this second type, according to Driver et al. (2003), 

the more toxic level of exchanging contempt is not reached. Exchanging contempt is 

where escalation starts.  However, Stanley, Bradbury and Markman (2000) have objected 

to some of the methodology that was used and the conclusions that were drawn in regard 

to the second type of negative reciprocity.  Therefore, the idea that the second type of 

negative reciprocity is not deleterious to a marriage should be regarded with caution. 

 Gottman also found three nondistressed or regulated types of conflict styles (or 

couple types) (1994) which he labeled Validating, Volatile, and Avoiding.  People with 

the Validating style talk about their problems.  They emphasize the “we” in the 

relationship.  For the Validating person, there is a lot of mutual respect even during 

conflict.  The Volatile style is much more explosive than the Validating style.  These 

individuals have more explosive fights, but they view their partners as equal, and feel that 

it is okay to express their individuality in the marriage.  Even though those with the 

volatile style express negative and positive emotions strongly, they rarely use the Four 

Horsemen.  These individuals or couples typically make up as passionately after they 

fight.  They tend to exhibit five times more positive interactions than negative ones 

(Gottman & Levenson, 1992).  The final style, according to Gottman (1994), is the 
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Avoidant style.  Avoider people/couples tend to minimize their problems and avoid 

conflict.  They emphasize the positive in the marriage while minimizing any negative in 

the marriage.  When ignoring problems is not possible, they frequently agree to disagree.  

Driver et al. (2003), in a review of these types, posit that all three conflict styles can be 

equally effective.  However, they point out that if the individuals in the couple have 

different styles, they must work for the couple.  The implication from the Driver et al. 

summary seems to be that it is much easier to maintain marital satisfaction if both 

partners have the same style.  If the styles are different, they suggest that great effort and 

patience of the partners is needed. 

   Gottman’s research has relied primarily on observing couples in a laboratory 

setting.  Holman and Jarvis (2003) set out to see if the same types of couples (validating, 

volatile, conflict-avoiding, and hostile) would be found using a self-report measure.  

Holman and Jarvis found support for Gottman’s four types of couples using a self-report 

measure, and also found that the hostile couples, whether married or unmarried, were the 

least satisfied relationally of the four couple types. 

It is clear from the large body of Gottman’s research that the conflict process, and 

the habits created by these processes used repetitively, are very important to overall 

marriage satisfaction and duration.  Now another type of conflict process that has 

occupied much couple conflict research will be examined, the demand-withdraw pattern 

of interaction. 
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Demand-Withdraw Communication 

The demand-withdraw pattern of conflict is one that has been researched 

extensively.  This is a pattern of communication in which one person makes demands, 

criticizes, or nags, while the other person withdraws, avoids confrontation, and/or 

becomes defensive (Eldridge & Christensen, 2002).  However, Christensen and Heavey 

and colleagues (Christensen & Heavey, 1990; Christensen & Heavey, 1993; Heavey, 

Layne, & Christensen, 1993) really brought this pattern to the forefront of conflict 

research and designed an instrument, the Communication Patterns Questionnaire (CPQ; 

Christensen & Sullaway, 1984).  Heavey et al. (1993) suggest that the different positions 

taken by men and women during conflict depend on the conflict topic.   Many studies 

have verified that the more demand-withdraw communication there is in couple 

communication, the lower the relationship satisfaction for a variety of couples at various 

stages of the relationship whether they are undergraduate dating couples, cohabiting 

couples, engaged and newlywed couples, and several diverse groups of married couples 

(Sullaway & Christensen, 1983; Christensen, 1987; Noller, Feeney, Bonnell, & Callan, 

1994; Christensen, Sullaway, & King, 1982; Noller & White, 1990).  Additionally, 

Christensen and Shenk (1991) recruited three different populations: divorcing couples 

who were in litigation for the custody of their children, clinic couples seeking therapy, 

and nondistressed couples.  Christensen and Shenk found that the two distressed couples 

(divorcing and clinic) reported significantly more demand-withdraw communication on 

the CPQ than the sample that was not distressed.  Eldridge (2000) found similar results 

with samples of high–distress couples in receiving professional help, moderately-
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distressed couples seeking help, and nondistressed couples.  He found that the amount of 

demand-withdraw among the distressed couples was much higher than among the 

nondistressed couples. 

Christensen and Heavey (1990) examined conflict structure and conflict topic, by 

asking the husband and wife to pick some topics for which the spouse wanted a change to 

occur.  Next the couple was observed two times, once when discussing the issue for 

which the wife wanted change, and once when discussing the issue for which the husband 

wanted change.  The researchers found through both self-report and observational data, 

that wife-demand/husband-withdraw was significantly more likely to occur than the 

reverse situation.  However, the extent of this difference depended on whose topic was 

being discussed.  If the wife’s issue was being discussed, the wife was significantly more 

likely to demand with the husband withdrawing than the reverse husband-demand/wife-

withdraw.  When discussing the husband’s issue, there was no significant difference in 

who was demanding and who was withdrawing.  These findings were replicated in 

subsequent studies (Eldridge, 2000; Heavey et al., 1993).  Christensen and Heavey (1990) 

thought that the reason women are found to be demanding so much more often than men 

might be due to the way that the methodology for choosing which conflict topics are 

discussed in research studies.  They said, “Perhaps the topics chosen for conflict 

discussions more often reflect the women’s desire for change than the men’s” (p. 309).   

In a review of the demand-withdraw literature, Eldridge and Christensen (2002) 

examined the demand-withdraw conflict phenomenon; they noticed a trend among 

couples in using societal norms of marriage and conflict as a guide to behavior during 
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couple interaction.  Research suggests that couples were happiest when partners went into 

the marriage with “great” expectations, or self-fulfilling prophecy. When the norms for 

behavior were violated, then conflict typically ensued.  Eldridge and Christensen (2002) 

also assert that, is it “likely that marital dissatisfaction exacerbates demanding and 

withdrawing behaviors in the context of conflict,” (p. 299).  The demand/withdraw 

conflict pattern or process, is related to low marital satisfaction.   

Kurdek (1995) in a study regarding conflict resolution styles (conflict 

engagement, withdrawal, and compliance) and marital satisfaction over two years, found 

that conflict resolution style is linked to marital satisfaction.  Specifically, he found that 

for both husbands and wives, low marital satisfaction is related to the wife using conflict 

engagement and the husband using withdrawal as a conflict resolution style.  In addition, 

Kurdek found that withdrawal as a style for conflict resolution functioned differently for 

husbands than for wives.  Husbands’ withdrawal and the negative affect associated with 

withdrawal depended on their wives’ level of compliance, conflict engagement and 

withdrawal.   However wives’ utilization of withdrawal was negatively associated with 

marital satisfaction and it was independent of the husbands’ use of the three different 

conflict resolution styles.  Kurdek concluded that “husbands’ marital satisfaction is more 

frequently affected by how their wives resolve conflict than wives’ marital satisfaction is 

affected by how their husbands resolve conflict” (pp. 162).  The finding that satisfaction 

is lower for husbands as well as wives when the wives demand and the husbands 

withdraw is significant because in previous studies (Heavy et al. 1993) reported a similar 

pattern, but for wives only.  However, a later study by Heavey, Christensen, and 
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Malamuth (1995) conducted a longitudinal study in which married and dating couples 

were assessed at two different times, two and a half years apart.  This study concurred 

with the Kurdek study in that it found that man-withdraw and woman-demand/man-

withdraw during consideration of women’s issues predicted significant declines in 

women’s marital satisfaction, but did not find significant declines in men’s satisfaction. 

A recent study by Caughlin and Hutson (2002) explored the demand withdraw 

phenomenon in relation to affectionate displays and negativity.  They found that the 

display of affection between instances of conflict with demand withdraw communication 

may mitigate the deleterious effects of the demand withdraw pattern. 

 

Escalation, Invalidation, Negative Interpretation,  
and Withdrawal 

 
Markman, Stanley, and Blumberg (2001) have also identified patterns of 

destructive conflict.  Some are similar to Gottman’s (1994, 1999) Four Horsemen, while 

others are not.  The first is escalation.  Escalation happens when spouses respond back 

and forth to each other in a negative, escalating pattern.  This is very similar to Gottman’s 

(1994) negative escalation.  Markman et al. say that in negative escalation partners often 

say very mean things; however, they do not believe that these very mean things are what 

the partners actually think of their spouse the majority of the time. 

Markman et al. (2001) next discuss invalidation.  Invalidation happens when “one 

partner subtly or directly puts down the thoughts, feelings, or character of the other,” (p. 

50).  Whether statements of invalidation during conflict reach the level of contempt, as 

defined by Gottman (1994), which Markman et al. say can happen, these statements of 
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invalidation hurt the partner, and usually lead a partner to hide who they are and what 

they think. 

Negative interpretation is the next element of conflict that can be very damaging 

to a relationship, according to Markman et al. (2001).  This is when one partner 

consistently believes that the motives of the other partner are worse than they actually 

are.  This pattern can make constructive conflict very difficult. In fact, Baucom and 

Epstein (1990) found that negative interpretations may lead partners regularly to interpret 

the actions of the other as more negative than is actually warranted.  Negative 

interpretations can be very hard to counteract, according to Markman et al. (2001), 

because once a person has negative interpretations formed of their partner, they can be 

very hard to change. 

Finally, withdrawal and avoidance, according to Markman et al.(2001), are 

“different manifestations of a phenomenon in which one partner shows an unwillingness 

to get into or stay with important discussions,” (p. 58).  Withdrawal occurs when a 

conflict or discussion begins, and one partner “shuts down” or “turns off.”  A person who 

avoids conflict puts more emphasis on avoiding getting into a conflict in the first place.  

They are reluctant to get into certain conversations or talk about certain subjects, 

knowing that it has led to problems in the past.  As the Christensen and Heavey (1990) 

study has indicated, this often leads to a demand/withdraw pattern, or what Markman et 

al. (2001) call pursue/withdraw or avoid.   

After 25 years of research, Markman, Stanley, and Blumberg (2001) have 

concluded that how couples handle differences is fundamental to what kind of 
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relationship and marriage (satisfied or dissatisfied) people have.  In fact, longitudinal 

studies have shown that over time escalation, invalidation, withdrawal, pursuit-

withdrawal and negative interpretations undermine marital happiness by eroding love, 

sexual appeal, friendship, trust, and commitment (Gottman, 1993; Markman & Hahlweg, 

1993).  Notarius and Markman (1993) have found that the positive elements of 

relationships (love, sexual attraction, friendship, trust and commitment) do not just 

naturally go away over time, but rather are actively eroded through destructive conflict 

patterns.  For this reason, marital satisfaction is considered to be a distal variable, because 

marital satisfaction (or the lack thereof) is a more stable, long-term phenomenon; it is a 

constant indicator for marital quality. 

 

Attachment 

Bowlby’s attachment perspective (1969-1980) originated from his observations of 

primates and humans.  His work integrated the studies of mother-child relationships in 

humans and primates.  He saw attachment behavior as evolving through natural selection, 

offering infants a means of survival advantage by helping protect them from danger.  

Bowlby’s resulting observations are the foundations of Attachment Theory.   

Bowlby (1969-1980) originally defined attachment as “any form of behavior that 

results in a person attaining or retaining proximity to some other differentiated and 

preferred individual, usually conceived as stronger and/or wiser” (p. 292).  He saw 

attachment in an evolutionary sense.  It rose from innate security needs of a child and 

how those needs were met or not met.  As an example, the crying or clinging responses of 
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a baby were fundamental survival tactics and therefore integrated into a behavioral 

system.  Any behavior that serves to keep the attachment figure close to the dependant 

and to secure safety needs becomes a building block of attachment.  For these reasons, 

the very function of attachment is proximity seeking and encompasses the most basic 

life/death issues associated with danger and survival and how close one is to the source of 

safety regarding the threat.  

Ainsworth, Blehar, and Waters (1978), based on Bowlby’s principle of a primary 

caregiver, put the “Strange Situation” lab technique forward.  By studying the reaction of 

a child with his/her mother in a situation that would be perceived by the child to be 

outside of the normal routine, or strange, Ainsworth et al. noted that a child expressed 

one of three types of responses.  A secure child responded by actively exploring in his/her 

mother’s presence.  An avoidant child acted detached and avoided close contact with 

his/her mother.  The anxious-ambivalent type showed extreme distress on separation and 

anger or ambivalence on a reunion with their mothers.  Mothers of this type of child were 

considered to be insensitive or inconsistent in their behavior with their children.  

Bowlby (1969-1980) also formulated the idea that infants’ interactions with their 

primary caregiver lead to the development of internal working models.  Bowlby (1969-

1980) also identifies two key components of these working models for attachment:  

whether or not the attachment figure is judged to be the sort of person who in 
general responds to calls for support and protection: [and] (b) whether or not the 
self is judged to be the sort of person towards whom anyone, and the attachment 
figure in particular, is likely to respond in a helpful way. (p. 204)  
 

 Once these working models are established, they are expected to guide an individual’s 

processing and emotion regulation behaviors, in order to increase the ability to adapt in 
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later interactions. In regards to Bowlby’s idea of working models, Crowell and Treboux 

(1995), elaborated on this concept, calling working models “cognitive/affective 

constructs which develop in the course of behavioral interactions between the infant/child 

and its parents ” (p. 296).  The child then develops expectations of how a parent will act 

in different situations. Crowell and Treboux said that after observing a variety of daily 

interactions, stressful and nonstressful, they see how close relationships work and should 

be on a day to day basis.  They go on to call the working models the child develops 

“cognitive constructs” because they are the child’s basis for acting in certain ways in a 

variety of situations, and because in principle at least, they may be revised as a result of 

significant attachment-related experiences.  These “working models” an individual 

develops from infancy/childhood are relatively stable constructs which are 

operationalized without conscious awareness, and guide behavior with parents, and 

influence expectations, strategies, and actions in other relationships.  Bouthillier, Julien, 

Dubé, Bélanger, and Hamelin (2002) found that if these working models are not later 

disconfirmed by other significant attachment experiences, these models are believed to 

influence emotion regulation in romantic relationships throughout adulthood.  This is 

why attachment has been classified as a distal variable, because it is a relatively “stable 

psychological variables that influence the processing of partner behavior” (Bradbury & 

Fincham, 1988, p. 713). 

Crowell and Treboux (1995) explain the difference between adult-adult 

attachment and parent-child relationships is that the attachment behavior system in adults 

is a reciprocal process.  To put it another way, they said that adult partners are not fixed 
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in the role of attachment figure/caregiver or attached individual/care receiver, but switch 

in between the two roles, sometimes very rapidly.    

Hazan and Shaver (1994) have used Attachment Theory as an organizational 

framework for research on close relationships.  Hazan and Shaver show how attachment 

provides the theoretical underpinnings for a variety of close relationships, including 

infant attachment and spanning through adult romantic relationships, bringing to the 

social sciences a more concise explanation for a variety of behaviors. 

Other researchers have investigated and found support for a 4-group model of 

attachment in adulthood (Bartholomew, 1990; Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; 

Guerrero, 1996), including the category of secure from Ainsworth et al., but also 

including fearful, preoccupied and a dismissing style.  Based on Bowlby’s (1969-1980) 

notion of working models, Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) posit that working models 

are comprised of two main components, the first has to do with a child’s image of other 

people, and the second has to do with the child’s image of him/herself.  Because of the 

suggestion by Bowlby (1969-1980) that working models differ in terms of images of self 

and others, Bartholomew and Horowitz proposed four categories with the combinations 

of positive or negative view of self, with positive or negative view of others.  If one is 

secure (comfortable with intimacy and autonomy), according to their research, one holds 

a positive view of self and others.  If one is preoccupied with relationships, one holds a 

negative view of self, but a positive view of others.  If one is dismissing (of intimacy), 

one holds a negative model of others, but a positive model of self.  Finally, if one is 

fearful of intimacy, that person holds a negative view of self and of others. 
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 Further research on attachment by Main, Kaplain, and Cassidy (1985) suggests 

that if the styles of the family are stable then the child’s working model of attachment 

stays very stable.  Youngblade and Belsdy (1992) suggest that these attachment styles 

predict later social functioning.  Individuals gradually build up expectations about an 

attachment figure through childhood and into adolescence. Our behavior in later years is 

shaped from a working model after observing years of expectations of predictability 

versus unpredictability, presence versus absence, and nurturing versus non-nurturing.  

Hazan and Shaver (1987) found two particularly salient results in a study 

regarding romantic love and the attachment process.  First, they found that individuals in 

the secure, avoidant and anxious ambivalent categories had significantly different love 

experiences.  Secure individuals characterized their most important love experience as 

happy, friendly and trusting, with acceptance and support despite faults as a major theme.  

Avoidant romantic partners characterized love experiences by a fear of intimacy, 

emotional roller-coasters, and jealousy.  The anxious/ambivalent lovers described love in 

terms of obsession, extreme sexual desire, a strong desire for emotional reciprocity and 

unity, and a great deal of jealousy.  Second, Hazan and Shaver found that individuals in 

these three groups have different mental models of romantic experiences.  Secure people 

said that in some relationships the feelings of romantic love never fade, even if in some 

relationships the feelings of love may wax and wane.  They also felt that it is possible to 

have the intensity of feelings that are experienced at the beginning of a relationship at 

other times during the relationship.  Avoidant lovers said that the type of head-over-heels 

love described in media does not exist in reality, that romantic love is seldom enduring, 
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and that it is rare to find a person one can truly be in love with.  The anxious/ambivalent 

lovers said it is easy to fall in love, and they feel themselves falling often, but that it is 

more difficult to find true love.  Anxious/ambivalent individuals also described romantic 

feelings as waxing and waning during a relationship.  Hazan and Shaver’s findings 

support the idea that attachment predisposition leads to some significant differences in 

romantic love and ideas of romantic involvements of these individuals. 

Mikulincer and Nachshon (1991) conducted a study of Israeli students’ self-

disclosure in potential relationships in association to attachment proclivity.  They found 

that secure and ambivalent partners self-disclose more than avoidant partners do.  In 

addition, their findings “indicated that secure and ambivalent people disclosed more 

personal information to, felt better interacting with, and were more attracted to a high 

discloser partner than a low discloser partner”  (p. 328).  Conversely, avoidant individuals 

were not affected by level of disclosure of the potential relationship partner.  

Additionally, secure individuals showed greater disclosure flexibility and topical 

reciprocation than individuals in the other two categories.  This reinforces the findings of 

Hazan and Shaver (1987) above, indicating that individuals in each of the attachment 

categories participate and experience romantic relationships differently.  It is not 

surprising to find that anxious/ambivalent individuals are more willing to self-disclose 

than the avoidant individuals, given their desire to experience unity and emotional 

reciprocity. 

Bowlby (1969-1980) noted that three different situations encourage attachment 

behavior from infants, conditions of the individual (illness), environmental changes 
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(threats to social or physical surroundings), and changes in the relationship (absence, or 

proximity).  It is projected that adults revert similarly to basic attachment working models 

when similar life stressors are present.   Simpson, Rholes, and Nelligan (1992) studied 

conditions of high stress on the individual and the environment, which showed 

consistencies to the way people respond to stress and their attachment behavior.  For 

example, they found that in an anxiety-provoking situation, secure wives sought out more 

emotional and physical comfort from their husbands, and secure husbands offered more 

emotional and physical comfort in such situations.  Conversely, avoidant women sought 

less support as the anxiety increased, and avoidant men were less likely to offer comfort 

in the situation. The authors were careful to point out that this support-seeking behavior 

is very contextually based, and that it does not mean that one could characterize avoidant 

men or women as distant or aloof in general.                                             

In relation to couple communication specifically, Kobak and Hazan (1991) found 

that actions in communication tasks showed predictable associations with attachment 

security.  Husbands’ attachment security covaried with wives’ rejection during a problem 

solving situation, and wives’ security covaried with the quality of husbands’ listening 

regarding a particularly important event.  For example, when the wives described their 

husbands as less psychologically available, the wives displayed more rejection toward 

their husbands during a problem-solving situation.  Therefore, insecurely attached wives 

may lend themselves to negative reactions to conflict situations that result in negative 

affect cycles.  Similarly, husbands who viewed their wives as psychologically available 

were less rejecting and more supportive during a problem solving situation.  Kobak and 
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Hazan’s findings support the idea that secure working models support spouses’ ability to 

maintain constructive problem-solving communication. 

Simpson (1990) in a longitudinal study of dating couples and attachment styles, 

found that the secure attachment style was associated with more relationship 

interdependence, commitment, trust, and satisfaction than were the anxious or avoidant 

attachment styles.  The anxious and avoidant styles experienced less frequent positive 

emotions and more frequent negative emotions in the relationship. 

Simpson, Rholes, and Phillips (1996) conducted a study exploring how 

relationships changed after people with different attachment orientations tried to resolve a 

problem in their relationships.  They found that partners who were more ambivalent 

reacted less positively toward their partners, especially when an attempt was made to 

resolve a major problem.  Partners who are highly ambivalent and discussed a major 

problem showed greater stress and anxiety during interactions, and they reported feeling 

more anger and hostility toward their partners.  In addition, after the discussion, highly 

ambivalent men and women perceived their partners and relationships more negatively in 

terms of the amount of love and commitment, mutual respect, and openness and 

supportiveness in the relationship.   

Simpson, Rholes, and Phillips (1996) also found that highly avoidant individuals 

neither reported nor displayed greater distress, they did not express greater anger, and 

they did not review their partner or the relationship in less positive terms after the 

discussions.  However, in accordance with attachment theory, more avoidant men acted 

in a less warm and supportive manner toward their partner, especially if discussing a 
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major problem. Ambivalence was not found to be related to the amount of warmth and 

supportiveness displayed by either sex. 

In regard to conflict resolution and attachment style, Pistole (1989) found that 

securely attached individuals were more likely to use a mutually focused strategy in a 

conflict situation, and reported higher relationship satisfaction than did the avoidant or 

the anxious/ambivalently attached.  Pistole also found that the anxious/ambivalent 

individuals were more likely than those avoidantly attached to oblige their partner’s 

wishes.  Finally, she found that cohesion and the use of compromising are greater only 

when comparing the secure to the anxious/ambivalent. 

Because working models of attachment are developed (Bowlby, 1969-1980) and 

once established are expected to guide an individual’s processing and emotion regulation 

behaviors, it is reasonable to predict that attachment orientation is in the distal context of 

Bradbury and Fincham’s (1988) contextual model.  Hazan and Shaver (1987) found that 

individuals who are found to have avoidant, secure or anxious/ambivalent attachment 

styles are likely to have different mental models of romantic experiences and 

relationships.  Simpson, Rholes, and Phillips (1996) found that in conflict situations the 

three different attachment categories of individuals resolved conflict differently.  Finally, 

Feeney, Noller, and Roberts (1999) found that attachment style has a relationship to 

communication, and particularly in a state of heightened distress.  When distressed, as 

couples often are in a conflict situation, they tend to revert to ingrained patterns of 

communication.  Individuals with a secure attachment style tend to have a more 

constructive and engaged problem-solving style, trying to support and validate their 
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partner.  Avoidant individuals tend to be less engaged, and display less warmth and 

support in a conflict situation.  Anxious-ambivalent individuals tend to have high levels 

of hostility and volatility in conflict situations, and their conflict be characterized by 

coercion or a demanding style.  Also, daily interactions by couples with different styles 

show general tendencies of being markedly different.   Taken together, this research 

indicates that attachment orientation should be more distally related to conflict, but 

should have an effect on how an individual enacts the conflict process.   

  

Social Support 

 Social support has been widely researched in the field of psychology and related 

fields.  According to Sarason, Levine, Basham and Sarason (1983), social support is 

“usually defined as the existence or availability of people on whom we can rely, people 

who let us know that they care about, value, and love us” (p. 127).  Sarason et al. (1983) 

cite Bowlby’s theory of attachment (1969-1980) which they say relies heavily on the 

definition of social support above.  Basically, when an attachment figure is available 

early in life (social support), Bowlby believed that children became more self-reliant, 

learn to support others, and are less likely to develop any psychopathology later in life. 

Bowlby also surmised that social support enhances the ability to deal with and overcome 

frustrations and problem-solving challenges. 

 A great deal of evidence is correlated to this idea of social support.  Hirsch (1980) 

had women going through the major changes of losing a spouse or going back to college 

record their thoughts and feelings for 14 days in a log.  Hirsch found that cognitive 
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support was significantly associated with mood and symptomatology, and socializing was 

significantly associated with self esteem. Sandler (1980) found a significant relationship 

between stress and social support for poor children, and also a significant relationship for 

lack of social support and maladjustment for the same population.  Vaillant (1974) 

conducted a 30-year longitudinal study of male undergraduates, and found that a 

supportive and warm early childhood environment was significantly associated to few 

psychopathologies, and the ability to play as an adult.  Eaton (1978) found that stressful 

life events are associated with more psychiatric disorders among those living alone or 

those who are unmarried than with those living with others or those who are married.  

Winefield (1979) found that there is evidence that depressed, hospitalized women as 

opposed to women in college, tend to report a lack of availability of supportive others.  

Sarason et al. (1983) in their development of the Social Support Questionnaire 

(SSQ) found that subjects who have a lot of people who support them in a satisfactory 

way tend to experience more desirable life events, have higher self-esteem, and generally 

have a more positive view of life than do people who have low social support.  People 

who tend to have fewer people who are seen as supportive (indicated by the SSQN-the 

Social Support Questionnaire Number) and who feel less satisfied with the type of 

support offered (indicated by the SSQS-the Social Support Questionnaire Satisfaction) 

are generally less satisfied with life, have an external locus of control, and have a hard 

time persisting in a task that does not have an easy solution.  They also found that the 

number of supporters and the satisfaction they obtain from those who support them are 

relatively separate aspects of the idea of social support.  The SSQ that was designed and 
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researched by Sarason et al. (1983) has become a standard instrument used in the field to 

assess the level of social support, and many other researchers have built on this research. 

In a follow-up study on the SSQ, Sarason, Sarason, Hacker, and Basham (1985) 

found that subjects who had a lower SSQN score also had different social behavior than 

those with a higher SSQN score.  Those with higher numbers of people who they felt 

supported them showed greater knowledge of appropriate social behavior on a written 

test and also were described as more physically attractive by raters who saw color still 

photos of the subjects.  It is not clear whether those with more supportive relationships 

have more opportunities to develop their social skills, or whether they develop more 

supportive relationships because of their social skills. 

In two separate experimental studies, one to look at SSQS and one to look at 

SSQN, both studies found significant results for support offered to those with below 

mean or median group SSQS or SSQN scores. Both studies were designed to look at the 

interaction between environmental factors and social support.  In the first study by 

Lindner, Sarason and Sarason (1988), SSQS was studied.  Two groups of subjects 

worked on a story completion task.  One group received “support” in the form of an 

experimenter’s offer of help if it was needed before the task began.  The experimenter 

also reassured this same group that many people feel uneasy writing stories, and so the 

students should not worry if they felt a bit uneasy writing the story.  Although no student 

requested help, those students who had low scores on the SSQS did significantly better 

than a similar group who did not receive the “support.”  
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 In the second study by Sarason and Sarason (1986) two similar groups of 

students were to complete anagrams.  Both groups were told that being able to do tasks 

such as these was an important element of intelligence; this instruction was added to 

heighten the subjects desire to complete the task.  One group was also offered “support” 

in the form of letting them know that the experimenter would be right next door and that 

they should not hesitate to come and ask if they had any questions.  They were also 

thanked, and told that the experimenter would like to be helpful should they need 

assistance.  Once again, those students whose SSQN score was below the median for the 

group did significantly better when offered “support” than did those who had low SSQN 

scores who were not offered support.  These results offer support for the idea that “beliefs 

in and expectations of self-efficacy may be related to social support” (Sarason and 

Sarason, 1986, p. 1224).  These findings suggest that supportive manipulations in 

problem-solving situations may help socially isolated individuals. 

In another study regarding social support, Julien and Markman (1991) 

investigated the relationships between spouses’ problems within and without the 

marriage, the support they seek from each other and from mutual friends, family, or 

individual friends, and their individual and couple adjustment.  They found that when 

outside relationships are sought or maintained to the exclusion of the marital partner, 

and/or when outside support is made aware of marital conflicts, a relationship is found to 

be in marital distress.  They found that this was true for both wife and husband.  They 

also found that explicit help-seeking of spouses’ support has quite different significances 

for husbands’ and wives’ welfare and relationships fulfillment. Julien and Markman 
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found that contrary to expectations, husbands’ mobilization of their spouses’ support, as 

compared to wives, was more weakly related with their marital adjustment.   

In a study by Dehle, Larsen, and Landers (2001) regarding social support in 

marriage, the authors found that perceived adequacy of social support provided by a 

spouse correlated significantly with assessment of marital quality, marital adjustment, 

global marital sentiment, and negative marital quality.  In addition, these authors also 

found that perceived marital support also correlated significantly with depression 

symptoms and perceived amount of stress.  If a spouse perceived that they had adequate 

support from his/her partner he/she reported fewer depression symptoms and saw the 

stressors in his/her life as more predictable and manageable.   

Bryant and Conger (1999) conducted a study in which they looked at how closely 

related to marital satisfaction the following elements were; support specifically for the 

marital relationship from family and friends, affective overlap (shared networks of 

friends), and general personal support (feeling generally supported and having sense of 

belonging within a particular network).  They found that relationship-specific support 

would be most strongly associated with marital success for both wives and husbands.  

They also hypothesized that the following strongest association would be for affective 

overlap, and then for general personal support.  This was true for men, but was the 

reverse for women, in other words general personal support was second and affective 

overlap was last.  However the correlations here were relatively small.  The study did 

show that for both husbands and wives, relationship-specific support predicted positive 

change in marital success. 
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 In a study of newly married couples in regards to social support, conflict and 

marital (dys)function, Pasch and Bradbury (1998) tested couples when they were 

newlyweds, and then followed up on the same couples two years later.  They found, in 

regard to conflict, that spouses who were relatively satisfied expressed low levels of 

anger and contempt.  These spouses were also more likely to communicate in a manner to 

make mutual understanding more likely.  In terms of social support, the authors found 

strong support for the idea that those behaviors wives exhibited when either giving or 

asking for help (support) from their husbands contributed to later relationship 

deterioration.  Wives who displayed much more negative behavior in both giving and 

asking for help were found to be distressed after two years. Pasch and Bradbury found 

that wives’ support behaviors had a significant effect on later relationship function or 

deterioration.  They found that, “although wives’ negative conflict behaviors did not 

significantly predict marital outcomes alone, in combination with negative support 

behaviors of either spouse during discussion of the husbands’ problem, they increased the 

likelihood that the couple would become distressed” (p. 227).   

 Sarason, Levine, Basham and Sarason (1983) argued that social support theory 

relies heavily on attachment theory.  Social support satisfaction in particular, it seems, 

would be a distal variable because while support may not be a “more stable psychological 

variable”(Bradbury & Fincham, 1988, p. 714); the satisfaction or lack thereof of a 

network of caring individuals contributes to overall psychological stability.   
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Topic Salience 

While Markman, Stanley and Blumberg (2001) found that it is how differences 

are handled, not what the differences are which make a marriage happy or not; they also 

noted that some conflict topics may be particularly hard for couples to constructively 

argue about.  Stanley, Markman, and Whitton (2002) found that while how couples argue 

is more related to divorce potential than what they argue about, they also found that 

partners who argue most about money generally had higher levels of negative 

communication and conflict than other couples. 

Oggins (2003) surveyed African-American and European-American newlyweds 

in regards to conflict topics, and found that money was the most common topic over 

which couples argued, regardless of ethnicity or gender.  Additionally, conflict about 

leisure, each spouse’s family of origin, and children were reported significantly less often 

than conflicts about money. He also found that there was not much variance among the 

two cohorts regarding couple conflict topics, indicating that topic is more influential than 

cultural background.   

Christensen and Heavey (1990), Heavey et al. (1993), Klinetob and Smith (1996) 

looked at topic salience in regards to the demand withdraw communication pattern.  

Specifically, these studies looked at desire for change in one’s partner and how important 

the particular topic was in relation to the demand withdraw pattern.  However, topic 

salience and desire for change in one’s partner were not clearly distinguishable.  Caughlin 

and Vangelisti (1999) attempted to find out if desire for change in one’s partner and topic 

salience are distinguishable, separate constructs by looking at perceived salience of 
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conversational issues.  They found that desire for change in one’s partner and topic 

salience are interrelated, but separate constructs. 

Caughlin and Vangelisti (1999) also looked at differences between the salience of 

the same topics for men and women in relation to desire for change.  They did find some 

differences in the importance of some topics.  However, as was mentioned, this was all 

couched within the study of demand withdraw.  The current study aims to look at conflict 

topic salience and how it may affect the conflict process.  Additionally, because Caughlin 

and Vangelisti found some differences in relation to topic salience between men and 

women, this research seeks to further understand topic salience and explore whether there 

are significant differences between men and women in how this correlates to conflict 

process. Topic salience is classified as a proximal variable because it is a particular state, 

an immediate issue, rather than an overarching trait. 

The contextual model allows for this study to examine distal and proximal 

variables.  Conflict process in relation to marital satisfaction, attachment orientation, and 

social support was reviewed as variables in the distal context.  Conflict topic salience was 

reviewed as a variable in the proximal context. Given the extensive research cited above 

regarding couple conflict process and contextual variables related to it, the following 

research questions are advanced: 

RQ1: Do male and female reports on distal and proximal variables significantly 

differ in regards to conflict process? 
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RQ2: What is the nature, direction, and strength of the relationship between 

reports of conflict process and the distal and proximal variables of dyadic 

adjustment, attachment, social support, and topic salience? 

RQ3:  To what extent do these proximal and distal variables predict male and 

female reports of the conflict process? 
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CHAPTER III 

 METHOD 

 

Participants 

 The sample was comprised of 240 individuals (185 females, 52 males, 3 who did 

not specify) who volunteered to complete the questionnaire.  Participant ages ranged 

from 21 to 66 years (M = 40.45, SD = 12.16).  The length of the current relationship 

commitment ranged from 1 to 49.5 years (M = 16.13, SD = 12.42).  Participants’ number 

of children ranged from no children to 7 children (M = 1.65, SD = 1.44). This sample had 

a fairly high level of education, 5% had a high school education or less, 20.4% had some 

college, 44.6% had a college degree, 28.8% had a graduate or a post-graduate degree. 

Household annual income ranged from $12K to $400K (M = $51,498, SD = $45,734).  

All participants indicated that they had been in a committed relationship for over two 

years (Bradbury & Fincham, 1987).  This purposive sample was recruited through 

solicitations to staff and friends through the campus email at a large Southwestern 

University as well as a local business and public schools in the community.  Participants 

were encouraged to forward the survey website on to friends and family they knew who 

are married or who had been in a committed relationship for two years or more (snowball 

method).   
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Procedures 

Campus staff and other associates received an email on the campus or workplace 

messaging system soliciting their help in completing a web survey regarding couple 

communication, explaining that the survey data is confidential and anonymous, and that 

they would be entered into a raffle for two gift certificates if they completed the survey.   

The email directed participants to the website, http://www.QuestionPro.com©, where the 

survey was posted. They read the confidentiality information, and then completed the 

demographic information and the four surveys.   The generalized results were posted on a 

web log containing information about the research, and the participants were emailed to 

let them know to research results were there. Each individual completed four instruments 

in addition to the demographic information on the internet survey.  The Relationship 

Dynamics Scale (Markman, Stanley, & Blumberg, 2001), (Appendix A), the Dyadic 

Adjustment Scale, (Spanier,1976), (Appendix B), the Adult Attachment Questionnaire, 

(Simpson, 1990), (Appendix C), and the Social Support Questionnaire, (Sarason et al., 

1983) (Appendix D).  In the instructions for using the Relationship Dynamics Scale 

(RDS), the respondent was asked to think of the most recent conflict he/she had, in order 

to have the best memory recall. In addition to the above scales, each respondent was 

asked “How much of a problem was the subject of the disagreement to you?” and “How 

important do you perceive the subject of this disagreement was to your partner?” The 

respondents answered these two questions on a likert-type scale with answers ranging 

from “Not a problem at all” to “Very Important.”  These questions were used to 

determine the topic salience for the conflict.   

 39



After completing the surveys, participants were asked to either submit an email, 

phone number or some other way the participant would like to be reached should they 

win the raffle.  Participants who complete the survey were entered into a drawing for $50 

gift certificates at a local restaurant and a $20 gift certificates for the movies.  Upon 

receiving the solicitation to complete the survey via email, most completed the survey 

within about 24 hours. 

 

Measures 

Conflict Process 

    To obtain data regarding conflict process, the Relationship Dynamics Scale 

(RDS) (Markman et al., 2001; Stanley et al., 2002) was used, a 7-item, Likert-type scale 

with answers ranging from “never or almost never” to “frequently” with questions such 

as “My partner criticizes or belittles my opinions, feelings or desires.”  This scale has 

been used in previous instances to assess negative patterns of interaction that have been 

associated with relationship conflict in other research.  Stanley et al. found that the alpha 

for this scale was .80 for a large sample (about 900).  This study was also used by Ripley 

and Worthington (2002) and was found to be internally consistent (.81 alpha).  In the 

present study, the RDS was used to report on the participant’s most recent conflict. This 

was done in order to obtain the most accurate information possible using a survey.     
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Marital Satisfaction 

The Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS) was developed by Spanier (1976) to assess 

marital satisfaction and adjustment within a relationship.  This scale is usually used for 

married couples, and has been used in over 1,000 studies (Rosen-Grandon, Myers, & 

Hattie, 2004). Rosen-Grandon et al. reported an alpha of between .69 and .80 in their 

research.   Spanier’s DAS is a 32-item questionnaire that uses Likert-type scales to 

determine dyadic adjustment.  Spanier (1976) found the reliability for this scale was 

found to be a .96.  The criterion-related validity was established by giving the scale to a 

married sample, and a divorced sample. For each question, the divorced sample differed 

significantly from the married sample.  Spanier also compared the DAS to the Locke-

Wallace (1959) Marital Adjustment Scale using both a married sample and a divorced 

sample, and found the correlation between these scales was .86 and .88, respectively (p < 

.0001). 

 

Attachment Orientation 

  The Adult Attachment Questionnaire (AAQ) by Simpson (1990) was developed 

to assess adult attachment orientation along the findings of Ainsworth, Blehar, and 

Waters (1978) of secure, avoidant, and anxious/ambivalent.  This is a 13-item instrument 

using Likert-type scores from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree.”  Simpson (1990) 

converted the Hazan and Shaver (1987) measure of the three attachment styles from a 

three-paragraph format into a scale rating each sentence, allowing for people to be rated 

on a continuum of attachment for one or more of the three descriptions of avoidant, 
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secure, and anxious attachment provided by Ainsworth et al. (1978).  Several studies 

(Simpson, 1990; Simpson, Rholes, and Nelligan, 1992; Simpson, Rholes, and Phillips, 

1996) have shown that the AAQ has two underlying orthogonal dimensions.  The first 

dimension is the propensity to avoid or withdraw from intimacy in relationships.  The 

second dimension is the propensity to have anxious thoughts or feelings about whether 

others can be depended on in relationships.   Bouthillier, Julien, Dube, Belanger, and 

Hamelin (2002) compared the existing attachment measures and found that the alpha for 

their scale was .83 for avoidance, and .62 for anxiety questions.   

 

Social Support 

The Social Support Questionnaire (SSQ6) is a 6-item (this is a shortened 

instrument from the original, 27-item instrument), Likert-type survey used widely in 

research.  Sarason, Levine, Basham and Sarason (1983) created the original Social 

Support Questionnaire (SSQ), a 27-item instrument and then made the shorter measure 

used for this research (Sarason, Sarason, Shearin, and Pierce, 1987).  Sarason et al. 

(1983) indicated that the SSQ was stable over a 4-week period (test-retest correlations: 

SSQN = .90, SSQS = .83) and had high internal consistency (alpha: SSQN = .97, SSQS 

=.94).   

For the SSQ6 the participants are asked to answer  questions such as “Who do 

you know whom you can trust with information that could get you in trouble?” They can 

either circle “no one,” or they have 9 blank spaces where they can write the initials and 

relationship (A. G., husband) of people who fit the description in the question.  Then they 
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are asked to rate on a Likert-type scale their satisfaction with their support network, from 

“very satisfied” to “very dissatisfied.”  Sarason et al. (1987) determined construct validity 

of the SSQ6 by comparing it to several other measures.  These comparisons indicated a 

negative correlation between psychological distress and social support.  

 

Data Analysis 

To answer RQ1, a 2-tailed t-test was run to see if there were any significant 

differences between men and women regarding conflict process and proximal and distal 

variables. Because a significant difference was found, multiple regressions were used for 

males and females in RQ3. To answer RQ2, Pearson correlational analyses (two-tailed) 

were used to assess relationships among measures.  Multiple stepwise regressions were 

used to test RQ3.  Stepwise regression enters variables based on variance explained.   
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 
 
 

Research question one sought to find if there were significant differences between 

men and women in reporting the importance of distal and proximal variables to the 

conflict process. No significant differences were found for any of the variables with the 

exception of the topic salience to self for the most recent argument (males, M = 3.31, SD 

= 1.85)(females, M = 4.16, SD = 2.06)(t = -2.848, df = 89.477, p < .05).  Further analysis 

on this secondary variable was necessary to determine if men and women regard the 

conflict process in the same way.  

  Table 1, correlations run to answer RQ2, presents the correlations between the 

distal and proximal factors regarding conflict process.  Conflict process was significantly, 

positively related to avoidant and anxious attachment, importance of subject to self, 

perceived importance to partner, and social support network satisfaction.  Conflict 

process was significantly, negatively related to marital satisfaction.  There was no 

significant relationship between secure attachment or social support network number and 

conflict process.  In the distal context, marital satisfaction, social support satisfaction, 

avoidant attachment, and anxious attachment significantly correlated to destructive 

conflict processes.  In the proximal context, the importance of the conflict topic to self 

and perception of the topic to the partner were both significant correlates of destructive 

conflict processes.   
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Because a significant difference was found between males and females in RQ1, 

separate stepwise regressions were run to help explain the difference. First, a regression 

for male conflict process was run (see table 2).  The first variable entered for males was 

importance of the topic to oneself with significant results (F∆ = 9.637, p < .05).  

Importance of the topic to self accounted for 19% of variance explained. The second 

variable entered was SSQN with the significant result (F∆ = 7.657, p < .0001).  The first 

and second variable together accounted for 32% of variance explained. The third variable 

entered was marital satisfaction with significant results (F∆ = 6.245, p < .0001). These 

three variables entered together accounted for 41% of variance explained.  All other 

variables were excluded. 

Table 3 shows results for the multiple regressions run for females.  The first 

variable entered for females was marital satisfaction with significant results (F∆ = 

127.656).  Marital satisfaction accounted for 44% of variance explained.  The second 

variable entered was perceived importance of conflict for your partner with significant 

results (F∆ = 6.544).  These two variables accounted for 46% of variance explained.  All 

other variables were excluded.



______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  
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Table1:  Correlations Among Research Variables 

 

9. Social support network number  -.11   .37** -.18**  -.01 -.06  .10   .11 -.05 

8. Social support network satisfaction  .28**  -.04   .26**  .32**  .24**  .14* -.22** 

7. Marital satisfaction -.61**   .14*  -.36** -.44** -.33** -.07  

6. Perceived importance to partner  .25**   .10   .08   .08  .32**  

5. Importance of subject to self  .43**   .09   .10   .34*  

3. Avoidant attachment  .29** -.39**   

4. Anxious attachment  .37**   .03   .27** 

2. Secure attachment  .04 

1. Conflict process (RDS)  

 Note: *p < .05.  **p< .01.  

 



 

Table 2:  Summary of Stepwise Multiple Regression Analysis:  Male Conflict Process 

______________________________________________________________________ 
Adjusted 

Predictor Variables R R2 R2 F R2∆ F∆_____ 

   Topic importance to self .436 .190 .171 9.637 .190 9.637* 

 Social support network number .566 .320 .286 9.430 .130 7.657** 

 Marital satisfaction .644 .414 .369 9.192 .094 6.245** 

  Note: *p < .05.  **p < .0001. 

 

Table 3:  Summary of Stepwise Multiple Regression Analysis:  Female Conflict Process 

______________________________________________________________________ 
Adjusted 

Predictor Variables R R2 R2 F R2∆ F∆_____ 

   Marital Satisfaction .665 .442 .439 127.66 .442 127.66** 

 Perceived topic importance  .681 .464 .457   69.30 .022   69.30** 
 to partner___________________________________________________________________ 
 Note:*p < .05.  **p < .0001. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

 

 The Contextual Model of Relationship Interactions (Bradbury & Fincham, 1987, 

1988) was selected to examine conflict because it allows a multi-faceted framework from 

which to look at couple conflict.  The distal context is defined as a set of more global 

variables that are likely to operate in many different relationship situations.  Proximal 

variables are “thoughts and feelings experienced by a spouse immediately prior to 

processing a given partner behavior” (p. 713).  Marital satisfaction, Attachment 

Orientation, Social Support Satisfaction and Number were classified as distal variables, 

while Topic Salience was classified as a proximal variable.  This theory suggests that 

both contexts are important, and may allow for a more thorough understanding of the 

phenomenon being studied, in this case, conflict process.   

Addressing RQ1, “Do male and female reports on distal and proximal variables 

significantly differ in regards to conflict process?” there was only one significant 

difference.  In regards to the importance of the conflict topic to oneself, there was a 

significant difference between men and women.  Previous research has indicated there 

are some significant differences in how men and women regard and respond to the 

conflict process (Christensen & Heavey, 1990; Eldridge, 2000; Heavey et al., 1993; 

Heavey, Christensen, & Malamuth, 1995; Kurdek, 1995).  Because a significant 

difference was found for topic salience to self, and was also found in a previous study 

 48



(Caughlin & Vangelisti, 1999), the regressions were performed to explain the difference 

between men and women in regards to conflict process. 

 The current study provides evidence that the contextual model of interactions is 

useful for understanding the conflict process.  Research Question 2 asked, “What is the 

nature, direction, and strength of the relationship between reports of conflict process and 

the distal and proximal variables of dyadic adjustment, attachment, social support, and 

topic salience?”  All of the variables, both distal and proximal, were significantly related 

to conflict process.  Marital satisfaction, a distal variable, was found to be negatively 

related to conflict process.  That is, those who were less satisfied with their marriage 

tended to have had a more destructive conflict process. As was expected, this result 

concurs with a vast majority of the marital satisfaction and conflict literature on this 

topic. Gerhard and Schneewind (2002) found that the couple’s conflict resolution styles 

are significantly related to the level of marital satisfaction.  Markman, Stanley, and 

Blumberg (2001) concluded after many years of research that it is how conflicts are 

handled is fundamental to marital satisfaction. 

 The distal variable of attachment orientation influences the conflict process.  

Those individuals who were categorized as having avoidant or anxious (not secure) 

attachment were much more likely to report a more negative, destructive conflict process.  

This supports other research regarding attachment and communication.  Kobak and 

Hazan (1991) found that those who were classified as secure maintained constructive 

problem-solving communication, while those who were classified as less secure or 

insecurely attached tended to lend themselves to more negative problem-solving 
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communication. Feeney, Noller, and Roberts (1999) found that when distressed (as 

people often are when having a disagreement) secure individuals are more supportive, 

while avoidant individuals tend to be less supporting and engaged, and anxious-

ambivalent individuals are generally more hostile in their communication. 

The final distal variable of Social Support showed mixed results.  Those 

respondents who were satisfied with the social support they received were more likely to 

report a more destructive conflict process.  This might be explained by previous research 

done by Julien and Markman (1991) who found that when outside relationships are 

sought or maintained to the exclusion of the marital partner, and/or when outside support 

is made aware of marital conflicts, a relationship is found to be in marital distress.  Their 

findings were true for both men and women.  Social support number, i.e. the number of 

people you can really rely on, was not significantly related to conflict process, overall.  

 In the proximal context, both the importance of the conflict topic and the 

perceived importance to the partner were significantly, positively related to a more 

destructive conflict process.  This makes sense intuitively, in that the more strongly one 

feels about a particular topic, the more invested one might be in getting to a particular 

outcome.  

Research question three asked, “To what extent do these proximal and distal 

variables predict male and female reports of the conflict process?” This was the most 

interesting finding, because it showed dramatic differences between male and female 

reports of conflict.  For women, almost all of the variance explained was by overall 

marital satisfaction (R² = .442, p < .0001).  Marital satisfaction and the perceived 
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importance of the topic to the partner was also significant (R² = .464, p < .0001).  For 

men, three variables predicted the difference in conflict process; the importance of the 

topic of the argument to themselves, the number of people he has in his social network 

(SSQN), and finally, marital satisfaction.  However, all three of these things combined 

explained slightly less (R² = .414) variance than marital satisfaction alone for women. 

For women, most of what is brought to the conflict process is distal in nature—

overall marriage satisfaction.  It appears that for this sample, women brought the 

perceived overall relationship well being to a conflict.  However, men come from both 

proximal and distal contexts, with the conflict topic salience to self explaining the 

greatest share of the variance.  Therefore, these males come from a much more proximal 

context to a conflict.  This means that the perspectives that men and women bring to the 

conflict process are quite different.  Women come to the conflict thinking more about the 

relational consequences of the conflict and how they are feeling about the relationship 

overall, while men think more about the topical consequences.   

These findings support previous research (Heavey, Christensen & Malamuth, 

1995; Kurdek, 1995) which found that man-withdraw and woman-demand/man-withdraw 

during discussion of women’s issues predicted significant declines in women’s marital 

satisfaction, but not for men.  Eldridge and Christensen (2002) found that if a person is 

experiencing marital dissatisfaction, that this exacerbates the demand withdraw behavior 

in a conflict.  The findings of this study support this research in showing why women’s 

marital satisfaction is related to demand withdraw.  The findings also show why men’s 

satisfaction is not effected. 
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For this population, women thought more about relational consequences (marital 

satisfaction), and men are thinking about the current topic, and how to solve it (topic 

salience).  This may help to explain what has become accepted in the popular culture, that 

men want to fix the problem at hand, while women want to discuss the relationship and 

often she wants her partner to understand what she is feeling.  She is thinking about 

overall relationship stability and satisfaction.  He is thinking more about addressing the 

topic at hand.  Men and women are simply coming from different contexts. 

Another very interesting finding was that for men, social network number (SSQN) 

predicted more negative conflict process. This supports the previous findings of Julien 

and Markman (1991) that “husbands’ marital distress was positively associated with 

outsiders’ mobilization for personal problems, which was not the case for wives” (p. 

559).  Perhaps when the husband feels that he has a number of friends he can talk to, he 

feels less inclined to put effort into successfully communicating in a conflict situation—

he has other options. Also, Pasch and Bradbury (1998) found that if women had negative 

conflict behaviors in combination with negative support behaviors of either spouse during 

discussion of the husbands’ problem during conflict, it was much more likely that the 

couple would become distressed.   The findings from this study regarding the different 

contexts aid in understanding the findings above. Women would be thinking about the 

marriage overall, and if they had negative conflict behaviors and a lack of support from 

one or both spouses, it is easy to see how she would become distressed.  Conversely, 

when men find that the discussion of an issue is not dealt with in a supportive manner by 

themselves or their wives, they become distressed because the proximal context is not 
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being dealt with satisfactorily.  Therefore, even though RQ1 tells us for the most part 

men and women are very similar, the big difference is how they approach the conflict and 

what they are thinking about while the conflict is happening. 

 As with any research undertaking, this study had limitations.  First, the RDS is 

not an instrument that has been widely used.  It has been used a few times in academic 

research (Ripley & Worthington, 2000; Stanley et al., 2002).  There may be a better 

instrument for getting at the conflict process, but for this particular study, the RDS 

worked nicely.  Second, this sample was a group who in general was pretty satisfied with 

their marriages.  This was also a fairly well-educated sample.  Additional sampling from 

other populations may provide different results. Next, the respondents were asked to 

recall their most recent argument.  The most recent argument may not have been a good 

representation of his or her average conflicts.  Perhaps it was a conflict about money, 

which for that respondent can be a particularly volatile topic, but on average has a very 

different conflict pattern.  Finally, the two questions that asked about the importance of 

the conflict topic to oneself and the perceived importance to the partner were questions 

that were designed for this study.  These questions should be tested and perhaps modified 

to make them better. 

Applications for men and women in committed relationships is to understand that 

men and women are coming from two different perspectives when it comes to conflict.  

This research helps explain why.  It is not because the female wants to talk forever, and 

the male wants to get it over with.  Perhaps the viewpoints from which they are coming 

can be discussed or acknowledged to begin the discussion.  They could find a way to 
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satisfy both needs, perhaps, if the immediate topic could be discussed, and then how it 

relates to the relationship could be discussed.  That way both distal and proximal contexts 

could be addressed. 

Future research using the contextual model to examine conflict would provide 

further understanding of conflict and the variables that influence conflict.  Additional 

sampling using the contextual model to understand conflict would provide a broader 

understanding of conflict.  Social support and relationship specific support, as Bryant and 

Conger (1999) did, might serve to further illuminate how social support effects conflict, 

particularly for men. Also, the findings regarding the different contexts men and women 

bring to a conflict deserves much more investigation.  Duck, Rutt, Hurst and Strejc 

(1991) emphasizes the importance of everyday talk in the relationship.  When applying 

the current study’s findings to their research, it may be that in everyday conversation men 

are thinking proximally, while women are thinking more distally.  This would be an 

interesting topic of further research. These findings, in combination with further research 

regarding contexts from which men and women operate may help explain differences in 

talk, conflict, and many other areas.  
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APPENDIX A 

RELATIONSHIP DYNAMICS SCALE 

 

Please answer each of the following questions in terms of your relationship with your 

partner.  Please respond to these statements by yourself (not with your partner).  Use the 

following 3-point scale to rate how often you and your partner experience each situation 

described.   

1 = never or almost never                  2 = once in a while                       3 = frequently 

1.  Little arguments escalate into ugly fights with accusations, criticisms, name-calling, or 

bringing up past hurts. 

2.  My partner criticizes or belittles my opinions, feelings or desires. 

3.  My partner seems to view my words or actions more negatively than I mean them to 

be. 

4.  When we have a problem to solve, it is as though we are on opposite teams. 

5.  I hold back from telling my partner what I really think and feel. 

6.   I feel lonely in this relationship. 

7. When we argue, one of us withdraws—that is, doesn’t want to talk about it anymore or 

leaves the scene. 
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APPENDIX B 

DYADIC ADJUSTMENT SCALE (DAS) 

Most persons have disagreements in their relationships.  Please indicate below the 

approximate extent of agreement or disagreement between you and your partner for each 

time on the following list. 

(Use a 6-point Likert-type scale with 1 as always agree, and 6 as always disagree). 

1. Handling family finances 

2. Matters of recreation 

3. Religious matters 

4. Demonstrations of affection 

5. Friends 

6. Sex relations 

7. Conventionality (correct or proper behavior) 

8. Philosophy of life 

9. Ways of dealing with parents or in-laws 

10. Aims, goals, and things believed important 

11. Amount of time spent together 

12. Making major decisions 

13. Household tasks 

14. Leisure time interests and activities 

15. Career decisions 

(Use a 6-point Likert-type scale with 1 as all the time, and and 6 as never). 
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16. How often do you discuss or have you considered divorce, separation, or 

terminating your relationship? 

17. How often do you or your mate leave the house after a fight? 

18. In general, how often do you think that things between you and your partner are 

going well? 

19. Do you confide in your mate? 

20. Do you ever regreat that you married? (or lived together?) 

21. How often do you and your partner quarrel? 

22. How often do you and your mate “get on each other’s nerves?” 

23. Do you kiss your mate? 

24. Do you and your mate engage in outside interests together? 

How often would you say the following events occur between you and your mate? 

(Use a 6-point Likert-type scale with 1 as never, and 6 as more often). 

25. Have a stimulating exchange of ideas. 

26. Laugh together. 

27. Calmly discuss something. 

28. Work together on a project. 

These are some things about which couples sometimes agree and sometimes disagree.  

Indicate if either item below caused differences of opinions or were problems in your 

relationship during the past few weeks.  (check yes or no) 

 Yes No 

29. _____  _____ Being too tired for sex. 
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30. _____  _____ Not showing love. 

31. The dots on the following line represent different degrees of happiness in your 

relationship.  The middle point, “happy,” represents the degree of happiness of 

most relationships.  Please circle the dot which best describes the degree of 

happiness, all things considered, of your relationship. 

0              1             2         3      4      5  6 

.                 .              .          .      .      .  . 

Extremely   Fairly                  A little    Happy                 Very                   Extremely     Perfectly 
Unhappy  Unhappy            Unhappy   Happy               Happy            Happy 
 
 
32. Which of the following statements best describes how you feel about the future of 

your relationship? 

___ I want desperately for my relationship to succeed, and would go to almost an 

length to see that it does 

___ I want very much for my relationship to succeed, and will do all I can to see that 

it does. 

___ I want very much for my relationship to succeed, and will do my fair share to see 

that it does. 

___ It would be nice if my relationship succeeded, but I can’t do much more than I 

am doing now to help it succeed. 

___ It would be nice if my relationship succeeded, but I refuse to do any more than I 

am doing now to keep the relationship going. 

___ My relationship can never succeed, and there is no more that I can do to keep the 

relationship going.  
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APPENDIX C 

ADULT ATTACHMENT QUESTIONNAIRE (AAQ) 

Use a 7-point Likert-type scale, ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7). 

1. I find it relatively easy to get close to others. 

2. I’m not very comfortable having to depend on other people. 

3. I’m comfortable having others depend on me. 

4. I rarely wory about being abandoned by others. 

5. I don’t like people getting too close to me. 

6. I’m somewhat uncomfortable being too close to others. 

7. I find it difficult to trust others completely. 

8. I’m nervous whenever anyone gets too close to me. 

9. Others often want me to be more intimate than I feel comfortable being. 

10. Others often are reluctant to get as close as I would like. 

11. I often worry that my partner(s) don’t really love me. 

12. I rarely worry about my partner(s) leaving me. 

13. I often want to merge completely with others, and this desire sometimes scares 

them away. 
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APPENDIX D 

SOCIAL SUPPORT QUESTIONNAIRE (SSQ) 

Directions:  The following questions ask about people in your environment who provide 
you with help or support.  Each question has two parts.  For the first part, list all of the 
people you know, excluding yourself, whom you can count on for help or support in the 
manner described.  Give the persons’ initials and their relationship to you. 
 
For the second part, circle how satisfied you are with the overall support you have.   
 
If you had no support for a question, circle the words, “no one,” but still rate your level of 
satisfaction.  Do NOT list more than nine persons per question. 
 
Please answer all of the questions as best you can. 
 
EXAMPLE: 
 
Who do you know whom you can trust with information that could get you in trouble? 
 
 No one  1) T.N. (Brother) 4) T.N. (Father) 7) L. M. (Employer) 
  2) R.S. (Friend) 5) P.H. (Friend) 8) J.R. (Mother) 
  3) S.H. (Friend) 6) D.H. (Brother) 9) M.S. (Sister) 
 
How satisfied? 
 6  5  4  3  2  1 
        Very        Fairly        A little        A little         Fairly                Very 
    Satisfied           Satisfied          Satisfied           dissatisfied       dissatisfied       Dissatisfied 
 
1.Whom can you really count on to be dependable when you need help? 
 
No one      1)   4)   7) 
  2)   5)   8) 
  3)   6)   9) 
 
2.  How satisfied? 
 6  5  4  3  2  1 
        Very        Fairly        A little        A little         Fairly                Very 
    Satisfied           Satisfied          Satisfied           dissatisfied       dissatisfied       Dissatisfied 
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3.  Whom can you really count on to help you feel more relaxed when you are under 
pressure or tense? 
 
No one      1)   4)   7) 
  2)   5)   8) 
  3)   6)   9) 
 
4.  How satisfied? 
 
 6  5  4  3  2  1 
        Very        Fairly        A little        A little         Fairly                Very 
    Satisfied           Satisfied          Satisfied           dissatisfied       dissatisfied       Dissatisfied 
 
5.  Who accepts you totally, including both your worst and your best points? 
 
No one      1)   4)   7) 
  2)   5)   8) 
  3)   6)   9) 
 
6.  How satisfied? 
 
 6  5  4  3  2  1 
        Very        Fairly        A little        A little         Fairly                Very 
    Satisfied           Satisfied          Satisfied           dissatisfied       dissatisfied       Dissatisfied 
 
7.  Whom can you really count on to care about you, regardless of what is happening to 
you? 
 
 No one      1)   4)   7) 
  2)   5)   8) 
  3)   6)   9) 
 
8.  How satisfied? 
 
 6  5  4  3  2  1 
        Very        Fairly        A little        A little         Fairly                Very 
    Satisfied           Satisfied          Satisfied           dissatisfied       dissatisfied       Dissatisfied 
 
9.  Whom can you really count on to help you feel better when you are feeling generally 
down-in the-dumps? 
 
No one      1)   4)   7) 
  2)   5)   8) 
  3)   6)   9) 
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10. How satisfied? 
 

6  5  4  3  2  1 
        Very        Fairly        A little        A little         Fairly                Very 
    Satisfied           Satisfied          Satisfied           dissatisfied       dissatisfied       Dissatisfied 
 
11.  Whom can you count on to console you when you are very upset? 
 
No one      1)   4)   7) 
  2)   5)   8) 
  3)   6)   9) 
 
12.  How satisfied? 
 

6  5  4  3  2  1 
        Very        Fairly        A little        A little         Fairly                Very 
    Satisfied           Satisfied          Satisfied           dissatisfied       dissatisfied    Dissatisfied 
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