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ABSTRACT 

 

 Although numerous studies have examined family conflict, few have described 

emergent family member roles during conflict, the behaviors associated with these roles, 

and if or how these conflict roles and behaviors are related to family communication. 

Through a program of research, this study analyzed respondents’ perceptions of a 

“typical” family conflict (N = 90) for emergent role themes and behaviors using open 

coding; using grounded theory, this study also examined the relationship between 

emergent roles, behaviors, and reports of family communication (N = 469) as 

operationalized by Ritchie and Fitzpatrick’s (1990) Revised Family Communication 

Patterns (RFCP) instrument. Initial results found that six different conflict roles and 36 

conflict behaviors emerged; however, statistical analysis of the data using t-tests, Pearson 

product correlations, exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis, and ANOVA tests 

revealed that only four of these six roles and 12 of these 36 behaviors were reliable and 

could be understood in terms of factors (constructs). Further, several strong relationships 

were discovered between the Victim, Enforcer, Avoider, and Mediator roles and reports 

of family communication. Possible conclusions for the emergence of these themes were 

drawn, and implications for future research were also discussed. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

A family is a little kingdom, torn with factions and exposed to revolutions. 
Samuel Johnson (1759) 

 

 According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2002), there were 71,787,347 million 

families reported in 1996, totaling approximately 68.1 percent of all households. This 

statistic is a clear illustration of the prominence of the family phenomenon, making it a 

unique and important variable for study. Especially during the past decade, researchers in 

the areas of human development, family and communication studies, and sociology have 

been “engaged in an often heated debate about family change and family influences in 

contemporary society” (Bengtson, 2001, p. 1), which illustrates our continuing research 

into and fascination with the concept of the family entity. 

 All human beings “need to be associated with others in protective, developmental, 

and self-confirming ways” (Sillars & Gronbeck, 2001, p. 167), a need that is often 

fulfilled through relationships with others. One of the foremost relationships in life is a 

person’s family, and understanding families provides a basis for understanding ourselves 

and the individuals with which we interact daily. To illustrate, research aimed at 

understanding child development often begins with the family; emotion and mood 

regulation has been traced back to the functionality of the family during an individual’s 

developmental years; and families are often turned to first during times of need (Dunn & 

Booth, 1994; McCarthy, Lambert, & Seraphine, 2004). 
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While this research does highlight several important functions, investigating 

families is often complicated due to the intricate nature of this phenomenon. As 

Bernardes (1993) states, “Not only is family life varied and complex, but this variation 

and complexity is very difficult to study” (p. 41). Adding to this complexity is the ability 

for the family to transcend face-to-face interactions and include geographically separated 

members as well as people from other households, therefore weaving an interdependent 

web of deep psychological and emotional connections (Sabourin, 2003). The family is 

also complicated because each has multiple layers of “family dynamics [that] help to 

shape important beliefs about [the] self, others, and relationships” (Larson, Taggart-

Reedy, & Wilson, 2001, p. 490). 

These complexities illustrate well why the family still garners much scholarly 

attention, especially in the area of family “revolutions,” or conflicts. Conflict is one of the 

most studied subjects in the area of family communication, primarily driven by a 

motivation to better understand and improve family relationships (Sillars, Canary, & 

Tafoya, 2004). Conflict within the context of family groups “may involve physical 

violence or legal proceedings, but more often [occurs] through verbal interaction… [and 

while] the importance of such interactions for family relations has been recognized… 

they are not well understood” (Vuchinich, 1984, p. 217). To elaborate, despite our 

abiding interest in this concept, few studies have looked past two-person conflicts to 

examine how the family fights as a whole; although many studies argue that it is 

important to study the entire family, “with few exceptions… none have moved beyond 

the dyad, examining changes in observations of whole-family functioning” (Johnson, 
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2003, p. 499). That is, most studies discuss conflict as if it only affects or includes two 

members of the family and have neglected the participation of and effects on the entire 

family during and after a conflict. 

 Due to the lack of research in this area, the current research addresses how 

individuals perceived a specific conflict and their roles in it; even though only one 

perspective is gained, this preliminary study moves beyond the dyad and therefore, 

beyond previous research, because individuals are asked to relate the roles taken and 

behaviors displayed by all of their family members. This study also explores the 

communication behaviors used during conflicts and the communication patterns found in 

respondents’ families, because “characteristics such as family roles, communication 

patterns, and emotional climate” (Larson, Taggart-Reedy, et al., 2001, p. 490) strongly 

influence a family and its members. By studying emergent roles and behaviors through 

the framework of Systems Theory, we can determine if these conflict components are 

necessitated by respondents’ family communication backgrounds. 

 First, the review of literature covers a conceptualization of the family and general 

information regarding family conflict and communication patterns, and explains a unique 

opportunity for study as this program of research includes aspects that have not been 

examined within the areas of family and conflict. Next, a description of the respondents, 

procedures, measures, and data analyses used within this program of research were 

detailed within the methodology chapter. Further, the results section describes the study’s 

findings based on the tests computed; tables and figures are also included, and display 

both qualitative and quantitative findings. Finally, the discussion analyzes the numerical 
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results, and makes an argument for family conflict roles while answering the research 

questions posed in this study. This project concludes by addressing the limitations and 

areas of future research in family communication and conflict studies. 

Overall, this research hopes to better understand communication behaviors, 

conflict roles, and communication patterns in the context of family conflicts. This study 

also aims to make respondents better informed, more analytical, and more skilled in 

applying knowledge gained through this study toward the understanding and 

improvement of their own family relationships (Olson & Moss, 1980). 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Conceptualizing Family 

 Family: moms, dads, brothers, sisters, grandparents, cousins, best friends, old 

friends, in-laws, pets, kith, kin, folks, parents, children, relatives, relations, ancestors, 

descendents, and lineages. Some definitions specify exact members, numbers, legal or 

geographical ties, blood relationships, or emotional bonds that must be present for 

individuals to qualify; others measure patterned interactions over time as the root of 

families in an attempt to reduce one of the most complex human relationships into a 

simple mathematical equation.  

 As seen by this brief list, many scholars have attempted to define the family, and 

there are probably as many definitions for the concept as there are research studies 

examining this phenomenon, or even as many as there are people in the world. However, 

it is not important to settle on one absolute definition of “family”; in fact, the flexibility 

that a lack of concrete definition gives families works well with the dynamic nature of 

this phenomenon. Rather, it is important to focus on what the family does, and how it 

operates in all areas of life; therefore, since the idea of “family” is conceptual, the best 

way to study and understand this concept is to examine the family through the structural, 

functional, and interactional approaches. It should be noted that while most family 

scholars recognize all of these methods, many are still clearly aligned with one particular 

approach over the others (Barbato, Graham, & Perse, 2003; Turner & West, 2003). 
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 The first method when considering family is the structural approach, also known 

as the biological approach, which focuses on a person’s biological and legal kinship ties 

as the primary construction of families (Whitchurch & Dickson, 1999). Obviously, this 

would include a person’s blood relations, from the immediate relatives of mom, dad, and 

siblings to the extended family of grandmothers, grandfathers, aunts, uncles, cousins, and 

so on down the bloodline. The structural approach also includes anyone considered 

“bound” to the family through legal ties, such as adopted children, one’s spouse and in-

laws, non-blood related aunts or uncles who married into the family, and all other manner 

of legal relationships. It can be argued that this is perhaps the most commonly used 

method when conceptualizing the family, as the structural approach is used by most 

schools and all governmental agencies (U.S. Census Bureau, 2001). 

Next, the functional approach includes the biological and legal ties of the 

structural method, but goes beyond these boundaries to include anyone who fills a certain 

socialization role. That is, people or groups who perform certain “functions” in our lives 

have a strong impact on us, and therefore shape our life experiences in ways similar to 

one’s biological or structural relations. For example, students interact with a variety of 

teachers for approximately 18 years of our lives, illustrating how teachers are in a 

position to socialize children not only to the realm of education, but in some respects to 

life itself. Doctors, religious groups, and others of this nature would also be included in 

the functional approach. Opponents of the functional approach to understanding families 

(Popenoe, 1993) claim that the “availability of other social groups for the satisfaction of 

basic human needs [has] substantially weakened the social institution of the [biological] 
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family as an agent of socialization and as a source of nurturance for… [its] members” 

(Bengtson, 2001, p. 3-4), and argue strongly for the structural approach as the only 

approach to truly understand the family.  

 Finally, the interactional approach is the most abstract, and describes the quality 

of the interpersonal relationships between biologically related or unrelated persons based 

on all communications (Sabourin, 2003). Also called the communication approach, the 

interactional method of understanding families is an expansion of the structural and 

functional approaches to include “fictive” kin, such as unmarried partners committed to 

one another, foster children, longtime friends, and so on. Although believed by many 

scholars to not be a descriptor of one’s “real” family, the interactional approach draws 

from life events to illustrate how biology or position do not always translate into the 

shared experience and intimacy that move a group of individuals from the category of 

mere acquaintances into the more complex realm of the family (Sabourin, 2003; 

Whitchurch & Dickson, 1999).  

  

Family Types in America 

 The “family decline hypothesis” in American society “is a theme that has become 

the focus of increasingly heated debates by politicians, pundits, and family sociologists 

during the [1990s]” (Bengtson, 2001, p. 3), and focuses primarily on the “breaking up” of 

the nuclear family. Supporters of this hypothesis argue that there has been a steady 

decline in the family’s structure and functioning in American society since the 1960s 

with the emergence of diverse family forms, such as families of divorce or single-parent 
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households, which have greatly destabilized the family as an agent of socialization and 

nurture for its members (Popenoe, 1993). 

 However, this gradual shift away from the nuclear system as the model for 

American families is beneficial, as many families attempted to attain or maintain 

“nuclear” status but often to their detriment. Perhaps the best answer to the family decline 

hypothesis is one of my late grandfather’s favorite phrases: “The times, they are a’ 

changin’.” Bengtson (2001) gave a brief history of the family’s evolution; he first noted 

that the preference used to be the multigenerational family, where grandparents and 

extended members all lived together. Then, as the economic landscape of America 

changed, our focus shifted to the nuclear family: a White, middle class, two-generation 

family as the dominant type. However, our society is shifting again and while Popenoe 

and his supporters disdain the emergence of forms outside of the nuclear family, these 

diverse configurations illustrate how the family has expanded “beyond the nuclear family 

structure to involve a variety of kin and nonkin relationships” (Bengtson, 2001, p. 4). 

Family diversity scholars contend that there should no longer be one American family but 

many, an idea which is supported by the ever-changing landscape of American culture 

(Burchinal, 1964; Raschke & Raschke, 1979; Turner & West, 2003). 

 Even though many diverse family configurations are now recognized in our 

society, the nuclear family is still a viable structure. According to the U.S. Census Bureau 

(2001), over 39 million children were reportedly still living in a traditional nuclear family 

in 1996. Further, the idea that these figures are steadily declining is untrue, as the number 

of nuclear families actually increased from 51 percent in 1991 to over 56 percent by 1996 
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(U.S. Census Bureau, 2001). Although the nuclear family unit still exists and works quite 

well for many people, this family form is gradually becoming less idealized as other 

family configurations continue to emerge. One such diverse structure that has grown 

rapidly in recent years is that of the step- or blended family. Blended families are formed 

when people divorce and remarry another, and can be seen when children living in a 

household share one or no parents; in 1996, approximately 11.8 million children lived in 

blended families (U.S. Census Bureau, 2001). 

 One of the primary arguments for maintaining a certain family structure or 

discouraging the presence of diverse configurations involves the presumed detrimental 

effects for any children within the family; however, any distressing situation in a child’s 

life could potentially cause problems in development, and can include but should not be 

limited to the child’s family type. In fact, Speziale and Gopalakrishna’s (2004) research 

supports the assertion that it is the characteristics of each parental figure and the 

particular role he or she fills that positively or negatively impact the children being raised 

in that household; these researchers contend that healthy child functioning and social 

support are not necessarily dependent upon sex, marriage, or blood relation. Along these 

same lines, while it is important to have someone fill the necessary roles in a child’s life, 

it is also essential to note that “children removed from a conflictual or adverse two-parent 

household to a more harmonious supportive one-parent household might actually benefit 

from the shift” (Hetherington, 1993, p. 39). This is not strictly limited to removal to one-

parent households, of course, but indicates that each family’s life situation might best 

determine the most beneficial structure for the members involved, whatever that may be. 
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 Diverse configurations like gay/lesbian, single-parent, intergenerational, 

interracial, or interclass families to name a few were not addressed here, but are alive and 

well in American society (Afifi & Schrodt, 2003; Coontz, 2003; Golombok, Murray, 

Jadva, MacCallum, & Lycett, 2004), and there are still many other family systems 

waiting to be explored (Braithwaite, McBride, & Schrodt, 2003). In summary, in order 

for our society and for family scholarship to continue advancing, it is hoped that all 

family types will not only be tolerated but valued and appreciated, as well (Coontz, 2003; 

Turner & West, 2003). 

  

Families as Small Groups 

 Levine and Moreland (1990) state that there are five primary characteristics of 

small groups, and research by Whitchurch and Constantine (1993) supports the idea that 

families meet these requirements and should be classified as small groups. These 

characteristics are: (1) A common understanding of their hierarchy; (2) Establishment of 

and adherence to “norms,” or rules; (3) Understanding shared expectations for member 

roles; (4) Maintenance of productive interpersonal relationships; and (5) Experiencing 

group unity or cohesion. However, it should be noted that while the properties of a family 

identify it as a small group, they also differentiate it from others because families have 

specific characteristics that have not been seen in non-familial relations (Whitchurch & 

Constantine, 1993); this distinction from other small groups again illustrates how the 

family is a unique, and often idiosyncratic, context for study. 
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 How do families meet Levine and Moreland’s (1990) small group classification 

characteristics? First, a family group’s hierarchy can generally be discovered by looking 

at the “family tree,” an often multigenerational representation of the bonds between 

members, with older authority figures (such as grandparents or great-grandparents) at the 

top and “limbs” branching out to include other members by age and relation; regardless 

which approach is used to understand the family, all families develop some hierarchical 

structure that is generally understood by all members of that system (Bengtson, 2001). 

Further, families establish “rules” that are meant to govern internal processes and family 

interactions with external sources; adherence to these rules is expected, and deviation is 

punished. These rules can be positive (functional) or detrimental (dysfunctional), and are 

often unspoken but still generally understood by all members of the system; it can often 

be deduced what rules govern the family group by noting members’ interactions with one 

another and others beyond the family system (Larson, Parks, Harper, & Heath, 2001). 

 Next, family members understand the expectations each has for different roles 

within the group. Central to this understanding of roles is communication; for other small 

groups, this includes the idea of “role formation talk,” which is dedicated to development 

and assignment of a role for each member, including such roles as task leader, tension 

releaser, and central negative or devil’s advocate (Cragan & Wright, 1993). Therefore, it 

can be understood that family members develop roles through communication as in other 

small groups, but we would expect these roles to be different in content or purpose from 

non-familial group processes (Hughes & Stow, in press; Whitchurch & Dickson, 1999). 
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 Additionally, families maintain productive interpersonal relationships in many 

ways, but one illustration can be found in communication processes like “every day talk” 

(Braithwaite, McBride, et al., 2003); in these interactions, members engage in small talk 

(around the dinner table, for example) to catch up on one another’s daily lives and help 

maintain the connection between members (Vuchinich, 1986). Finally, it can be argued 

that some families experience more unity and cohesion than other small groups; this is 

often due to the length of time and events endured (i.e., shared history) by family 

members, as “the more time people spend together, the stronger their cohesion becomes” 

(Levine & Moreland, 1990, p. 604). While this is certainly not true for all families, the 

strength of the ties or emotional bonds that exist between family members often surpasses 

the cohesiveness of non-familial groups, such as temporary committees or groups formed 

solely for task-oriented purposes (Wells, Widmer, & McCoy, 2004). Therefore, the 

family can be understood as a small group, possessing unique properties that both make it 

a small group yet set it apart at the same time. 

 

Family Conflict 

 Much like defining the family, conceptualizing conflict is also difficult, yet one 

factor is undeniable: inevitability. At some point in their lives, everyone will experience 

conflict, and families are no different. Previous interpersonal conflict research has 

focused almost exclusively on intimate or other two-person relationships, but the whole-

family level has been largely neglected (Braithwaite, McBride, et al., 2003; Cox & Paley, 

2003). Johnson (2003) summarizes that 
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 The majority of family research has relied almost exclusively on the assessment 
 of marital relationships and the parent-child dyadic relationship…as a method of 
 evaluating family functioning. This approach misses the complexity of family-
 level, mother-father-child [or children] interactions that occur when the whole 
 family is together. (p. 499) 
 
Further, Deal, Hagan, Bass, Hetherington, and Clingempeel (1999) found that when 

parents interacted one-on-one with their child, they behaved differently than when the 

whole family was together. Even when a conflict occurs between one’s parents, for 

example, the effects of that conflict often influence other members in the family as well 

(Handal, Tschannen, & Searight, 1998). Therefore, considering how conflicts affect all 

members is necessary for a more complete understanding of whole-family functioning. 

 Hocker and Wilmot (1995) defined conflict as “an expressed struggle between at 

least two interdependent parties who perceive incompatible goals, scarce rewards, and 

interference from the other party in achieving their goals” (p. 20). One important concept 

expressed in this definition is the idea of interdependency; even though people still have a 

certain level of individualism, the nature of families causes members to rely on one 

another for socialization, information, resources, and support. Family conflict is therefore 

inevitable due to this mutual dependency; however, it is important to note that this 

interdependence “does not create conflict… [but] sets the stage for conflict to occur” 

(Korinek & Kimball, 2003, p. 296). Put another way, conflicts occur when the needs and 

goals of at least two family members collide; however, if members were not mutually 

dependent, this clash of interests might not even exist.  

 Conflicts can occur for many reasons, ranging from the mundane to the life-

changing, but times of transition are one prominent stressor proven to produce conflicts. 
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A transition (also called a “turning point”) can be understood as any significant change in 

a family’s daily life; Baxter, Braithwaite, and Nicholson (1999) illustrate several key 

turning points for families, including changes in household configuration due to death or 

remarriage, quantity and quality of “family time,” and holidays or special events. 

However, these turning points “cannot be viewed as a single event but as part of an 

extended chain of multiple transitions” (Hetherington, 1993, p. 39-40), where members 

must adjust to the changes brought on by each transition and essentially build upon their 

shared history as a family. It is important to note that even though studying transitions 

and their subsequent conflicts is valuable, it is essential to analyze individuals’ 

perceptions of these factors because each family member will perceive a situation 

differently. This generates multiple accounts of a single conflict experience that all 

contribute to the overall family climate and concept of the event, making what actually 

happened almost irrelevant since each respondent’s view of the conflict becomes their 

perceived reality (Braithwaite, Olson, Golish, Soukup, & Turman, 2001; Bumpass, 

Raley, and Sweet, 1995; Larson, Taggart-Reedy, et al., 2001). 

 Additionally, family rule violation is a well known cause of conflict. Family rules 

can be understood as “guides for beliefs and behaviors that are internal to a family 

system… [that] may never have been openly discussed” (Larson, Taggart-Reedy, et al., 

2001, p. 490); much like two people in love, members generally “just know” their 

family’s rules and routinely behave in ways that conform to these guidelines because 

deviation is often punished. Family rules help govern the system by performing 

numerous functions, such as “directing communication within the family, establishing 
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and clarifying boundaries, regulating intimacy, providing stability and predictability in 

interactions, managing family cohesion, and communicating family values” (Larson, 

Parks, et al., 2001, p. 85). Further, rules created by a family can promote the development 

of its members but also stifle advancement; in both growth and stagnation, these rules are 

a vital dimension of the family system (Bray, 1995). 

 One popular time in which many family rules are violated is during adolescence; 

while children do act rebelliously in certain situations, research indicates that one’s 

teenage years are simply “a natural time for realignment and redefinition of family ties” 

(Koesten & Anderson, 2004, p. 102) as young people gradually move toward greater self-

governance. Another example can be found in the transition between family structures; in 

joining two families, the blended family structure must establish “new family roles and 

relationships” (Hetherington, 1993, p. 42), and also create new family rules or blend old 

ones that are agreeable to all parties, and a lack of agreed upon family rules for behavior 

often results in confusion among family members (Cherlin, 1978, 1992). 

 In addition to expanding our knowledge of whole-family functioning, family 

conflict is an important variable for study because of its distinction from other 

interpersonal relationships. For example, conflicts within a family system “occur amid a 

constellation of relationships and group expectations” (Kyem, 2004, p. 45), and it is 

important to understand how these varying relationship dynamics and differing 

expectations interact to affect all members of a family. Further, the impact of family 

conflict on adolescents has been followed into adulthood (Bray & Harvey, 1995; 

Johnson, LaVoie, & Mahoney, 2000; Raschke & Raschke, 1979). Recent evidence 
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suggests that distress due to improperly managed family conflicts during childhood has 

residual effects on a person’s social and emotional development, and can affect the 

quality of later interactions and abilities like adult marital relationships or adjustment to 

social factors (Doucet & Aseltine, 2003; Nelson & Hughes, 1993). Therefore, how 

individual members and the family as a whole react to and resolve conflicts builds a 

conflict “template” upon which a person will draw during other stressful situations 

(Ainsworth, 1989; Doucet & Aseltine, 2003; Vuchinich, Emery, & Cassidy, 1988). 

 Because conflicts are inevitable, effective conflict management has been 

recognized as a necessary part of family life (Vuchinich, 1987), and members devote 

considerable time and energy to overcoming conflicts (Levine & Moreland, 1990). To 

this end, it is hoped that families will instill a positive conflict template on which 

members can draw in later interactions; however, this trend has yet to emerge due to the 

general societal perception that engaging in conflict is largely detrimental and should be 

avoided. This negative stigma can still be seen today, despite the fact that properly 

addressed conflicts often have beneficial results, such as providing a model of problem-

solving and fostering the development of proper conflict management skills (McCarthy et 

al., 2004; Smetana, 1989; Tschann, Flores, Pasch, & Marin, 1999). 

 This misperception can also be furthered during times of transition between 

family structures. If an individual draws on a conflict template developed in a previous 

family structure, it is plausible that what worked before is not what has been negotiated in 

their new family configuration, possibly resulting in further negative conflict experiences 

(Lee, Vernon-Feagans, Vazquez, & Kolak, 2003; Marks, 1998; Marsiglio, 2004). Finally, 
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discussing conflict is often seen as forbidden, with many families leaving conflicts 

untouched and acting as if they never happened (Baxter & Wilmot, 1985; Kurth, 1970). 

 This avoidance tactic is likely used for several reasons. First, members often take 

the family system for granted because they assume that their family will still be there 

after the conflict ends; however, this is not always the case, as common knowledge tells 

us that many family members have not spoken to one another for prolonged periods of 

time due to a family conflict that happened years ago. Next, since conflict often makes 

people uncomfortable, members will do what they can to relieve or remove those feelings 

of discomfort, often resulting in avoidance (Caughlin & Golish, 2002). Despite this, “all 

human societies develop mechanisms to deal with conflict” (Kyem, 2004, p. 43), and it is 

foolish to assume that avoidance is the only method of conflict resolution used by 

families; other methods of family conflict management need to be explored. 

 In addition to a general lack of research regarding how the family fights as a 

whole, the roles family members take during conflicts is another unexplored dimension. 

Who begins family conflicts, and who ends them? Are there certain behaviors performed 

by family members based on their conflict role? Each family member contributes 

something to the family climate based on their expected or perceived roles, and it is 

important to answer these and other questions regarding family conflict because so little 

is known about this construct outside of the dyadic realm. As a preliminary study of this 

phenomenon, the following research questions are posed:  

RQ1: What are the emergent roles in family conflicts? 
 
RQ2: What are the emergent communication behaviors in family conflicts? 
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 It is hoped that understanding these conflict dimensions might also help explain 

why members take specific roles or exhibit certain behaviors during family conflicts. 

After answering these questions, the concept of family conflict roles and communication 

behaviors will be further explored through factor analysis to confirm previous findings 

and ultimately answer the following question: 

RQ3: Can these roles be understood in terms of factors? 

 

Family Communication Patterns

 “Being willing to talk openly about events, thoughts, and feelings… has been 

identified as a salient standard in dating, marriage, and family relationships” (Caughlin, 

2003, p. 6), and illustrates a well known ideal that communication is one of the most 

fundamental aspects of family process. Among other things, the importance of 

communication in the family has been linked to adolescent socialization and later-life 

functioning (Barbato et al., 2003), the proper development of interpersonal skills 

(Koesten & Anderson, 2004), and understanding verbal and nonverbal messages (Orrego 

& Rodriguez, 2001), and it is primarily within the family context that people learn how to 

communicate and how we perceive communication, as well (Koesten & Anderson, 2004). 

Further Braithwaite, McBride, et al. (2003) explain that communication research “points 

to every day talk as a maintenance tactic central to families” (p. 94), with “every day 

talk” understood as the communicative maintenance strategies that include seemingly 

trivial matters, are understood by all members, and operate to make people feel cared for 

and emotionally connected (Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1994). Additionally, members create 
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a shared understanding of how their family is supposed to manage its business through 

this every day talk – further illustrating the importance of communication in the family.  

 In studying family communication, researchers noticed that patterns began to 

emerge in the members’ interactions. As such, family communication patterns became a 

new variable of study through the works of McLeod and Chaffee (as argued by Ritchie & 

Fitzpatrick, 1990), who initially used the terms “Socio-Orientation” and “Concept-

Orientation” to explain two emergent dimensions of family communication patterns 

(Koesten & Anderson, 2004). From this research came McLeod and Chaffee’s (1972) 

Family Communication Patterns (FCP) instrument, which measured respondents’ reports 

of Socio- or Concept-Orientation within their family. Several years later, Ritchie and 

Fitzpatrick (1990) revised the scale and redefined the concepts it measured to help clarify 

previous results on the FCP, creating the Revised Family Communication Patterns 

(RFCP) instrument. Since that time, this scale has been frequently used to understand 

communication patterns and their influences on an individual’s development within the 

family (Koesten & Anderson, 2004). 

 The family communication environment “can be seen as one involving norms of 

[both] control and supportive messages” (Ritchie & Fitzpatrick, 1990, p. 525), and the 

RFCP is designed to help researchers better understand the relationship between these 

patterns and their variables of study. Conversation-Orientation, which was first known as 

“Concept-Orientation,” can be understood as a family communication environment where 

all family members are encouraged to develop and express their own opinions and ideas 

covering a wide array of topics; inversely, Conformity-Orientation (previously known as 
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Socio-Orientation) creates a climate that stresses attitudes, values, and beliefs similar to 

the family authorities, and discourages individuality (Orrego & Rodriguez, 2001). Of the 

two, Conversation-Orientation is preferred in western literature, which suggests that 

“children whose parents discourage autonomous thinking and self-discovery and require 

conformity to parental ideals in their communication processes are less likely to develop 

psychological and social competence than those whose parents do not have a conformity 

orientation” (Miller & Day, 2002, p. 170-1). When relating communication patterns to 

family conflict, western researchers have concluded that children growing up in a family 

with a bent toward Conversation-Orientation would be better prepared to deal with 

conflicts in a healthy manner than children from Conformity-Oriented homes. 

 Additionally, observing family communication patterns through member 

interactions can help researchers deduce the rules governing a family system, and could 

possibly explain members’ behavior during conflicts and their conflict management 

strategies (Koerner & Fitzpatrick, 1997); that is, perhaps an individual behaves in a 

certain way during family conflict because they feel they are acting in accordance with, 

or reacting against, family rules. It is also possible that an individual might take or feel 

pressured into a certain role during conflict based on the family’s communication pattern. 

With this in mind, the final research question is posed:  

   RQ4: What is the nature, direction, and strength of the relationship 

 between family conflict roles and family communication patterns? 
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Systems Theory 

 Most scholars agree that families can be, and often are, studied within the 

Systems Theory framework. Griffin (2003) provides an analogy that paints a clear picture 

of the systems perspective: 

 Picture the family as a mobile suspended from the ceiling. Each figure is 
 connected to the rest of the structure by a strong thread tied at exactly the right 
 place to keep the system in balance. Tug on any string, and the force sends shock 
 throughout the whole network. Sever a thread, and the entire system tilts in 
 disequilibrium. (p. 172) 
 
Put another way, communication patterns among all members must be examined in order 

to understand one member of the family and the family as a whole; this connectedness is 

represented by the strong threads in the mobile analogy. 

 Additionally, Systems Theory includes all family members interacting face-to-

face but also extends to people who are physically removed, as families are often 

separated (at least residentially if not geographically) from some of their members; 

nonresident members are still considered part of the system because families often exist 

“beyond the boundaries of single households… and involve larger webs of individuals” 

(Braithwaite, McBride, et al., 2003, p. 94). Further, the idea of chaining out to include 

“larger webs of individuals” illustrates how the structural, functional, and interactional 

approaches to understanding families all fit within a systems perspective. 

 This theoretical framework is frequently used to guide family communication 

research by applying principles from a general Systems Theory to the study of the family 

as an organized collective. Systems Theory is also applicable because this perspective 

centers the focus of exploration on “the interdependence of interactants, takes into 
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account subsystems and hierarchies within a family, and brings a focus on boundaries 

within and beyond family borders” (Braithwaite, McBride, et al., 2003, p. 94); therefore, 

instead of focusing on isolated relationships or members, Systems Theory focuses on the 

complex network of interactions between subsystems and overall family functioning and 

analyzes how the system processes information from its social environment. Further, 

Noller and Fitzpatrick (1993) argue that Systems Theory is especially useful as it stresses 

“the importance of communication in defining the nature of relationships in the family” 

(p. 42) and addresses the communicative nature of human behavior in members’ 

relationship maintenance strategies within and beyond their family. 

 However, how the family maintains itself as an adaptable entity and the 

characteristics associated with this flexibility must also be understood if the family is to 

be studied as a system (Olson, 1990). First, family systems are characterized by 

wholeness and order. “Wholeness,” or “nonsummativity,” represents the idea that the 

whole (family) is greater than the sum of its parts (individual members), and “order” 

simply means that the entire family has properties that cannot be understood solely from 

the combined characteristics of individual family members. Next, all family systems have 

a hierarchical structure. This idea includes yet goes beyond a normal hierarchical 

structure (i.e., people with more power at the top and less power toward the bottom) to 

examine the subsystems present within the larger family entity; examples of subsystems 

include sibling alliances, mother-daughter relationships, and so on. Finally, families are 

flexibly self-organized, meaning that as a living system families can adapt to change or 
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life obstacles (Cox & Paley, 2003). When considering these characteristics, it can be 

understood how families fall within the Systems Theory framework. 

 In applying the family systems perspective to the study of conflict Braithwaite, 

Olson, et al. (2001) stressed the importance of identifying specific “messages and 

behaviors that will lead families to develop flexible boundaries, feelings of solidarity, and 

the ability to adapt and find workable expectations and roles” (p. 244), illustrating the 

importance of adapting to change and remaining unified in the process. Family 

adaptability and cohesiveness are integral factors in minimizing destructive conflicts and 

learning from or growing through positive ones; adaptability can be understood as the 

flexibility of the family system in overcoming life’s challenges or changing in response 

to situational and developmental stress, and cohesion can be termed the strength of the 

ties or emotional bonds that exist between family members (Wells et al., 2004). Family 

members who believe they are capable of resolving conflicts as a family often come from 

a family that has high levels of adaptability and cohesion, and will usually attempt 

additional methods of conflict management if previous approaches are unsuccessful; 

however, people from families low in adaptability and cohesion often do not feel capable 

of solving problems as a family, and likely will not even attempt to do so (Marks, 1999). 

 Finally, understanding the family mobile also involves exploring the ceiling to 

which they are connected: society and other family systems. Both families and the 

individuals within them “will be affected by other social systems and the larger social 

milieu in which they function: by the peer group, friendship network, school, 

neighborhood, workplace, and extended family” (Hetherington, 1993, p. 40). Each 
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member contributes something unique and different to the family’s atmosphere, or 

communication climate, based on their expected or perceived roles within it; while these 

roles are often created out of necessity, family rules for each particular role are certainly 

affected by the larger societal structure. Often, these “role rules” emanate from societal 

conceptions of “right and wrong” for that particular role. At any rate, familial roles stem 

from and perpetuate the complexity of the family phenomenon, and a systems approach is 

especially useful because it allows for and recognizes this complexity (Barbato et al., 

2003; Bernardes, 1993). 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

 

 To gather data for this study, two separate investigations were conducted. In part 

one, respondents were asked to complete a 10-item open-ended questionnaire devised by 

the researcher. This survey was designed to explore respondents’ perceptions of a typical 

family conflict, which would allow the researcher to analyze responses for emergent roles 

and associated conflict behaviors through open coding. Responses were then written as 

Likert-type items on an instrument developed for part two, illustrating the grounded 

approach that was taken in this study. Additionally, Ritchie and Fitzpatrick’s (1990) 

RFCP instrument was used to determine the family communication background for each 

respondent. Finally, the researcher ran several tests on the data including factor analyses, 

Pearson product correlations, t-tests, and multiple ANOVAs in order to better understand 

respondents’ answers to the questionnaires used in part two of this study. 

 

Part One 

Respondents

 Respondents (N = 90) were recruited from several introductory communication 

courses at a large Southwestern university and included 35 men and 55 women, ranging 

in age from 18 to 33 years (M = 20.57, SD = 2.15). The respondents were Caucasian 

(80.0%), Hispanic (10.0%), or Black (3.3%), with all remaining students reporting mixed 

race or heritage (6.7%). Respondents largely reported being single (85.6%) for their 

25 



relationship status, with the rest being engaged or married (8.8%) or a relationship level 

not listed (5.6%); further, the majority of respondents (60.0%) related that their parents 

were still married, with the rest indicating that their parents’ relationship status was 

divorced or separated (17.8%), or a relationship level not listed (3.3%). 

 The sample was recruited via an oral, in-class presentation by the researcher. 

Upon approval from the course instructors, respondents were offered extra credit toward 

an exam for their efforts. Further, although some respondents did not finish the entire 

questionnaire, all completed questions were coded, meaning that no surveys were 

discarded; additionally, all study respondents received the extra credit, regardless whether 

they completed all or part of the questionnaire. Finally, all students in these classes were 

allowed the opportunity to respond, and this project was only one of several options 

available for extra credit in each course. 

 

Procedures 

 Surveys were distributed by the researcher to all students willing to contribute to 

the study. All respondents received an oral explanation of the research purpose, as well as 

oral and written instructions as to how the questionnaire should be completed. Further, 

respondents were assured that no identifying marker would be attached to their survey, 

and that they were free to discontinue their involvement at any time; additionally, the 

students were told where and how to return their survey upon completion, and were 

thanked for their involvement in the project (see Appendix A). 
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 An open-ended instrument was used for several reasons. First, giving respondents 

the freedom to write their answers allowed them to be as thorough as possible in their 

responses (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Additionally, although this instrument addressed a 

subject that could be potentially sensitive, that of conflict and family issues, the use of 

open-ended questions allowed respondents to describe the conflict of their choice; this 

means that respondents did not have to disclose a conflict of a sensitive nature, and as 

such, any risks in this part of the study was very low. It should be noted that the 

instrument used in this part of the study was approved for distribution by the Institutional 

Review Board at the researcher’s academic institution (approval code 100-369). 

 Respondents were requested to remain in the classroom to fill out the 

questionnaire, and most finished in approximately 20 minutes. Other respondents took a 

questionnaire and left, and stated that they would return it to their specific instructor at a 

later date. Of the 125 questionnaires distributed, a total of 90 surveys were completed and 

returned, generating a response rate of 72 percent. 

 

Measures 

 Demographics. A demographic questionnaire was given to respondents to fill out 

before completing the primary instrument, and contained five questions: respondents’ 

sex, age, race, relationship status, and their parents’ relationship status. While the first 

three items are self-explanatory, asking for a respondent’s relationship status and the 

relationship status of their parents provides additional background and insight into the  
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responses for these questions (see Appendix B). A correlation can be seen between these 

demographic variables and the conflict roles and communication behaviors that emerge 

from the data. 

 Family Communication and Conflict Roles. No reliable instrument was found that 

adequately addressed the first and second research questions in this study, or that 

measured family conflict; most instruments found in interpersonal and family research 

dealt primarily with couples’ conflict, and did not extend outside of the couple to include 

others. Therefore, the Family Communication and Conflict Roles questionnaire (FCCR) 

is a 10-item questionnaire designed by the researcher to go beyond these dyadic 

interactions, and uses open-ended questions to answer the first and second research 

questions by discovering the emergent roles and communication behaviors during family 

conflicts (see Appendix C). 

 The FCCR is an integral foundation for part two of this study because the 

instrument created for the next phase of this study was grounded in the words and 

experiences of respondents taken from their responses on the FCCR. Strauss and Corbin 

(1998) argue that “theory derived from data is more likely to resemble… ‘reality’ than is 

theory derived by putting together a series of concepts based on [personal] experience or 

solely through speculation” (p.12). Therefore, most of the items on the FCCR were 

developed to “flush out” members’ perceptions of a typical family conflict and any roles, 

relationships, or behaviors associated with this phenomenon (Braithwaite, Olson, et al., 

2001; Bumpass et al., 1995). 
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 Family Members and Family Types. The instrument consists of one item in which 

respondents are asked to describe what constitutes a family, who they consider members 

of their family, and so on. This question was designed as an open-ended prompt to allow 

people to fully relate their opinions, with the goal of the question being to discover which 

approach respondents most identify (Whitchurch & Dickson, 1999). It was also hoped 

that responses to this item could explain why respondents chose to relate a particular 

conflict (from a Christmas fiasco to a conflict over what tortillas to use for dinner) or a 

fight with specific individuals (from a philandering best friend to a selfish sibling). 

 Family Conflict. The FCCR concludes with four questions which prompt 

respondents to describe a conflict that occurred recently in their family, to relate the role 

or roles each family member played in the conflict itself and in the resolution (if resolved 

at all), and to discuss their relationship with the members involved in the disagreement 

since the conflict occurred (Levine & Moreland, 1990; Vuchinich, 1987). These items 

were also set up as open-ended questions, with the goal of these questions being to 

understand a “typical” conflict in respondents’ families; analyzing an everyday family 

conflict for each respondent will best allow the researcher to uncover the underlying roles 

and associated communication behaviors within the data. Since most people almost 

subconsciously fill a particular role or roles during a disagreement, it was hoped that by 

asking respondents to focus on one particular conflict they would become more aware of 

the role or roles each family member assumed during the disagreement and, if applicable, 

the subsequent resolution. 
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Data Analysis 

 Descriptive statistics were computed for the surveys in order to obtain 

characteristics of the sample; the remainder of the questionnaire was analyzed using open 

coding through a line-by-line analysis of the responses. Particular focus was given to 

question seven, in which respondents were asked to relate a recent conflict and the roles 

filled by each family member; this question was specifically designed to answer the first 

and second research questions. In order to identify any emergent family communication 

behaviors and conflict roles, the researcher analyzed and microanalyzed the data. Data 

collection continued until saturation occurred, when similar themes emerged in later 

questionnaires. Additionally, since saturation was reached, this increases researcher 

confidence in the items developed from the FCCR for part two of this study (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998). 

 Responses were coded for as many roles and behaviors as would emerge, 

meaning that all members of the conflicts described to the researcher were not limited to 

only one role per person; that is, if a conflict respondent displayed characteristics of 

several distinct roles, then all relevant roles were recorded for that individual. 

Additionally, surveys were coded for first-order and second-order conflict roles. First-

order items can be understood as roles respondents felt that they embodied, and 118 total 

first-order codes were found in the data analysis. Second-order items are grouped under 

the same category names as those of first-order rank, but instead are roles that 

respondents saw filled by other family members in the conflict, and a total of 146 second-

order codes were discovered. 
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 Of the combined 264 codes, 10 emergent conflict roles were found during the first 

examination, and the researcher defined each concept and category as part of the process 

of open coding (see Table 3.1); in the second assessment of the data, the categories were 

narrowed down from 10 to six roles. After all behaviors and conflict roles had emerged, 

examples of each role were pulled from respondents’ responses and a recurrence rate was 

calculated for all roles on first- and second-order levels (see Table 3.2). 

 Additionally, all communication behaviors were found to be consistent across 

first- and second-order rankings through both analyses, meaning that the communication 

behaviors of respondents (first-order) during conflict were the same as those respondents 

saw embodied in other family members (second-order). Therefore, the most prominent 

behaviors for each conflict role were written as Likert-type items and transferred to the 

Conflict Behaviors survey distributed in part two of this study.



Table 3.1: Conflict Roles and General Behaviors in the First Content Analysis 
 
 
Roles                Behaviors 
 
 
Avoider  Does not talk about conflict (i.e., “We don’t fight”). Tries not to engage in conflict at all, and often thinks conflict is a 
    waste of time. Generally believes in “peace at any cost,” often giving in to avoid further disagreements. 
 
Mediator  Although it does not involve them directly, they engage to help bring the conflict to an end. Acts as a “go-between” for 
    all involved parties. Does not take a “side.” 
 
Victim   Does nothing to deserve what happens to them in the conflict. Believes that they are “in the right,” even if they do not 
    “win” their position in the end. 
 
Spectator  Just watches the conflict and remains uninvolved (i.e., Neutral). 
 
Instigator  Starts conflicts on purpose, or otherwise begins them. Is also generally the person perceived to be “in the wrong.” 
 
Sympathizer  Aligns with someone’s “side” to comfort them, but is otherwise uninvolved. 
 
Controller  Needs to have constant control during conflicts, and is usually the “ultimate authority” in the family. Is often the person 
    who gives disciplinary or other punishing actions. Is the major voice of dissent. 
 
Collective  Understands that fights are everyone’s and no one’s fault at the same time. Sees shared responsibilities for the conflict. 
 
Compromiser  “Gives” a little to help reach a resolution. Admits that their way is not the only way. 
 
Communicator  Talks through issues during conflicts, and shares opinions. Does not matter is a resolution is reached. 
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Table 3.2: Conflict Roles, Examples, and Frequencies in the Second Content Analysis 
 
 
Roles               Example                  Frequencya

 
 
Avoider “My mother and I have ‘fought’ before, arguing with each other. My dad has tried to mediate, but  1 41 (34.8%) 
  my mom and I come to terms and realize fighting is not worth the time.”  2 23 (15.7%) 
 
Victim “My parents don’t approve [of my boyfriend]. I feel they were very closed minded and unsupportive  1 38 (32.2%) 
  of what I wanted to do. I don’t depend on them for money or anything else.”  2 16 (11.0%) 
   
Mediator “My dad accused my brother of doing drugs… Then I go and ask my brother why [he] would think  1 14 (11.9%) 
  this… My brother and I talked over this more in depth and he was real bothered by this because he  2 12 (8.2%) 
  had never done drugs… I told my dad and stepmom and they believed me.” 
 
Compromiser “The most recent conflict… was about [my parents’] ‘rules’: If you move in with a boyfriend before  1 11 (9.3%) 
  you graduate, they will no longer support you financially. My sister moved in with her current  2 15 (10.3%) 
  boyfriend… [and] I feel that the ‘rule’ was not being enforced for her… I was confused as to why I  
  was always an exception. But now I understand where they were coming from.” 
 
Instigator “The one conflict [is usually over] who receives more from my parents… Since [my brother] is older,  1  7  (5.9%) 
  he sometimes feels left out… I tend to enjoy the argument because he is constantly jealous. I like the  2 42 (28.8%) 
  competitiveness of it and view it more as a game… I pretty much keep quiet… during the ‘fight’.” 
 
Authority “My sister started/had been using drugs. My mom and I found out… my mom was more in shock and  1  7  (5.9%) 
  I played the ‘mom’ role and my sister and I got into a fight.”  2 38 (26.0%) 
 
 a Note: 1 = First-order ranking; 2 = Second-order ranking. The total number of first-order codes was 118, and the total number of second-order 
codes of 146. All first- and second-order numbers and percentages come from their respective totals.



Part Two 

Respondents

 Respondents (N = 469) were recruited from introductory communication courses 

at a large Southwestern university and included 249 men and 220 women, ranging in age 

from 17 to 43 years (M = 20.24, SD = 2.00); it should be noted that these respondents 

were not the same as in part one. The respondents were Caucasian (79.7%), Hispanic 

(8.2%), or Black (3.9%), with all remaining people reporting mixed race or heritage 

(8.2%). Respondents were fairly evenly distributed on college classification, including 

incoming students (23.2%), sophomores (36.6%), juniors (20.0%), seniors (18.5%), and 

other (1.7%). Additionally, the majority of respondents (64.5%) related that their 

religious affiliation was Protestant Christian, and the rest indicated they were Catholic 

(19.9%), Atheist, Agnostic, or no religious preference (11.1%), or another religion not 

listed (4.5%). 

 When asked about siblings, the majority of respondents (90.9%) indicated that 

they had at least one brother or sister, while few (9.1%) stated that they had neither. Of 

those who have siblings, 283 brothers and 263 sisters were reported; several students 

indicated that they had siblings not related to them by blood (15%), and the remaining 

respondents claiming a biological relation to their siblings (85%). Finally, when asked to 

indicate their position within the family, 8.3% of respondents indicated that they were an 

only child, the oldest child (35.7%), a middle child (15.7%), the youngest child (37.5%), 

or were uncertain how to respond (2.8%). 
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 Further, many respondents stated that they were single (49.7%), while the rest 

reported dating someone (40.7%), being engaged or married (7.3%), or other (2.3%). For 

those who were dating, the mean number of people they were currently seeing was 

M = 1.32 (SD = 1.61), and had been dating for an average of M = 16.90 months 

(SD = 17.71); the majority of respondents (90.2%) were not living in the same house as 

their partner, and those who were (9.8%) had been living together for an average of M = 

10.77 months (SD = 7.70). All married respondents had been married only once for an 

average of M = 4.77 years (SD = 6.51). Additionally, people that reported having 

children (N = 9) indicated that their kids ranged in age from two months to 14 years; 

further, none of these children were from a previous marriage, and eight out of nine 

respondents stated that they lived in the same house as their children. 

 When asked about their parental figures’ relationship status, respondents indicated 

that their parents were married or remarried (69.4%), divorced (20.9%), had never been 

married (5.3%), widowed (3.0%), or a level not listed (1.3%). The mean number of times 

respondents’ mothers had been married was M = 1.23 (SD = .62), and they had been with 

their current partner for an average of M = 23.01 years (SD = 7.77). The mean number of 

times respondents’ fathers had been married was M = 1.35 (SD = 1.12), and they had 

been with their current partner for an average of M = 22.57 years (SD = 8.08). 

 The sample was recruited via an oral, in-class presentation by the researcher. 

Upon approval from the course instructors, respondents were offered extra credit toward 

a course paper or a replacement grade for daily activities for their efforts. Further, each 
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respondent received the extra credit, and all students in these classes were allowed the 

opportunity to respond; this project was only one of several options available for extra 

credit in each course. 

 

Procedures 

 Surveys were distributed by the researcher to all students willing to contribute to 

the study. All respondents received an oral explanation of the research purpose, as well as 

oral and written instructions regarding how the questionnaires should be completed. 

Further, respondents were assured that no identifying marker would be attached to their 

survey, and were informed that they were free to discontinue their involvement at any 

time or skip any question that made them uncomfortable. Finally, respondents were told 

where and how to return their survey upon completion, and were thanked for their 

involvement in the project. 

 A quantitative measure was used for several reasons. First, the Likert-type scales 

used in part two of this study allow respondents to rate their relative agreement or 

disagreement to an item, without having to go beyond assigning a number to the 

relationship between their family’s conflict experiences and the question at hand; that is, 

respondents were not asked to relate specific details of any conflict experiences or to 

disclose any sensitive information, and as such, the risk for respondents in this part of the 

study was very low. It should be noted that the instruments used in this part of the study 

were approved for distribution by the Institutional Review Board at the researcher’s 

academic institution (approval code 500-009). 
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 For the purposes of this study, “parents” were conceptualized as the people 

considered one’s predominant parental figures, including but not limited to biological 

parents, stepparents, adopted parents, and legal guardians; further, “conflict” was 

conceptualized as a state of disharmony, or any fight or disagreement a person might 

have had with their family, from life-changing events to disagreements over everyday 

issues. Additionally, respondents were requested to remain in their classrooms to fill out 

the questionnaire, and most students finished in approximately 15 minutes; although 

several respondents took a questionnaire and left, and stated that they would return it to 

their specific instructor at a later date, no surveys were returned to the researcher from the 

course instructors. Therefore, of the 500 questionnaires distributed, a 469 total surveys 

were completed in class, generating a response rate of 93.8 percent. 

 

Measures

 Demographics. A demographic questionnaire was given to respondents to fill out 

before completing the primary instrument, and contained fourteen questions: 

respondents’ sex, age, race, classification, religious affiliation, relationship status, 

siblings and how many, non-blood related siblings, birth order, how many people dating 

and months dating, if they live with their current partner, how many marriages and years 

together, have children from a previous marriage and children’s ages, and whether or not 

they live with their children. Respondents were also asked about their parents’ 

relationship status, how many times their mom had been married and her years married, 

and how many times their dad had been married and his years married; asking these 
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questions provides additional background and insight into the responses for the 

researcher (see Appendix D). A correlation can be seen between these demographic 

variables and the emergent items in the factor analysis. 

 Conflict Behaviors. In order to develop grounded theory, or “theory derived from 

data [that was] systematically gathered and analyzed through the research process” 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 12), items written for this survey were the communication 

behaviors found in respondents’ responses to the exploratory questions of the FCCR in 

part one of this study. These behaviors were taken directly from the words of respondents 

as much as possible, to remain true to the grounded theory framework that was laid in 

part one; overall, a total of 36 items were devised, and respondents’ responses to these 

items will answer the third research question. Behaviors were written in Likert form and 

then placed on a scale from one to five, with one being “Strongly Disagree” and five 

being “Strongly Agree” (see Appendix E). 

 Approximately five questions were written for each of the six conflict roles that 

emerged in part one of this study, although some roles had as many as seven applicable 

communication behaviors. Items 15, 21, 27, 32, 38, 44, and 49 were combined to form 

the “Avoider” subscale; items 16, 22, 28, 33, 39, and 45 were combined to form the 

“Mediator” subscale; items 17, 23, 29, 34, 40, 46, and 50 were combined to form the 

“Victim” subscale; items 18, 24, 35, 41, and 47 were combined to form the “Instigator” 

subscale; items 19, 25, 30, 36, 42, and 48 were combined to form the “Authority” 

subscale; and items 20, 26, 31, 37, and 43 were combined to form the “Compromiser” 

subscale. None of these items required reverse coding. 
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 Family Communication Patterns. To obtain data regarding the communication 

patterns within families, the Revised Family Communication Patterns questionnaire 

(RFCP) was used (see Appendix F). Ritchie and Fitzpatrick (1990) revised McLeod and 

Chaffee’s (1972) original Family Communication Patterns (FCP) instrument to better 

measure Conversation- and Conformity-Orientation in families from the perspective of 

both parents and children, and revised the instrument again a few years later to help 

clarify “the meaning of these underlying dimensions of family communication [and to 

help] make sense of, and better organize, the plethora of findings on the FCP” (Ritchie & 

Fitzpatrick, 1990, p. 525). Therefore, the RFCP instrument reveals respondents’ self-

reported perceptions of the Conversation- or Conformity-Orientation of their family. 

 The RFCP questionnaire consists of 26 items, with 15 items measuring 

Conversation-Orientation and 11 items measuring Conformity-Orientation. Items 51, 53, 

55, 57, 59, 61, 63, 65, 67, 69, 71, 73, 74, 75, and 76 were combined to form the 

“Conversation-Orientation” subscale; and items 52, 54, 56, 58, 60, 62, 64, 66, 68, 70, and 

72 were combined to form the “Conformity-Orientation” subscale. None of these items 

required reverse coding, and all items were placed on a 5-point Likert-type scale with one 

being “Strongly Disagree” to five being “Strongly Agree.” In previous studies, both the 

Conversation-Orientation (α = .84) and Conformity-Orientation (α = .76) subscales have 

been shown to produce reliable research findings (Ritchie & Fitzpatrick, 1990); tests 

were also conducted on the RFCP subscales in this study to confirm previous reliabilities. 
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Data Analysis 

 Descriptive statistics were computed for the surveys in order to obtain 

characteristics of the sample. It should be noted that no surveys were discarded, and all 

missing cases were excluded listwise. Exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses (EFA 

and CFA, respectively) were used to answer the third research question, and determined 

whether the conflict roles and all associated communication behavior components could 

be understood in terms of factors. Criteria for retention called for primary loadings at or 

greater than .60 with secondary loadings no greater than .40, with a minimum eigenvalue 

of 1.0 or higher (Tabachnick & Fidell, 1996); these numbers were chosen as a 

conservative standard for accepting or rejecting factors. This method produced viable 

factor loadings on four components; based on the CFA, reliability tests were also 

conducted on the combined significant factors for each component. 

 Additionally, two-tailed Pearson product correlations (α ≤ .05) were used to 

determine the interrelationships of the individual conflict role components that loaded in 

the factor analysis, and also to measure the relationship between these roles and the 

RFCP subscales of Conversation- and Conformity-Orientation; these correlations were 

used to answer the final research question. After these tests were conducted, it was 

discovered that the Pearson’s r value for these correlations was lower than expected, and 

an independent samples t-test was used to determine whether there were sex differences 

on the correlation factors previously mentioned. 
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 When this differences test yielded significant results, another Pearson product 

correlation was used to test the connection between sex, emergent conflict roles and 

behavioral components, and Conversation- and Conformity-Orientation. Further, 2 (sex) 

by 4 (roles) factorial ANOVAs were conducted on Conversation- and Conformity-

Orientation to better understand whether an individual factor or a combination of factors 

accounted for the most variance on the RFCP subscales. All statistical tests on the data 

for part two of this study were performed in SPSS 12.0.
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

 

 The first research question asked, “What are the emergent roles in family 

conflicts?” Through open coding on question seven of the FCCR, 10 different conflict 

roles emerged from respondents’ responses during the first analysis: Avoider, Mediator, 

Victim, Spectator, Instigator, Sympathizer, Controller, Collective, Compromiser, and 

Communicator. However, upon further examination, it was determined that the 

communication behaviors for several roles were overlapping, and items with similar 

behaviors were combined: Avoider and Spectator were merged under the “Avoider” role; 

Sympathizer, Collective, Compromiser, and Communicator were merged under the 

“Compromiser” role; Controller was renamed “Authority” to better represent the 

behaviors of the role; and Mediator, Victim, and Instigator remained the same. These 

behavioral combinations resulted in six final conflict roles: Avoider, Victim, Mediator, 

Compromiser, Instigator, and Authority, and answered the first research question. 

 The second research question asked, “What are the emergent communication 

behaviors in family conflicts?” As seen in part one of this study, through open coding of 

respondents’ responses to question seven on the FCCR, a total of 36 distinct behaviors 

were discovered for the final six conflict roles. Overall, seven behaviors were discovered 

for the role of Avoider; seven behaviors were found for the role of Victim; six behaviors 

were found for the role of Mediator; five behaviors were found for the role of 

Compromiser; five behaviors were found for the role of Instigator; and six behaviors 
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were found for the role of Authority. These behaviors answered the second research 

question, and were written in Likert form as questions 15-50 on the Conflict Behaviors 

survey for part two of this study (see Table 4.1). 

 The third research question asked, “Can these roles be understood in terms of 

factors?” As seen in part two of this study, the researcher decided to conduct both an 

exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis test. According to Tabachnick and Fidell 

(1996), EFA “seeks to describe and summarize data by grouping together variables that 

are correlated” (p. 637) and is generally used in the early stages of research, while a CFA 

“is a much more sophisticated technique used in the advanced stages of the research 

process to test a theory about latent processes” (p. 637). Therefore, the EFA test 

determined that all 36 behaviors were not distinct, and that similar variables needed to be 

grouped together; the CFA test built on this exploratory framework to reveal whether 

each communication behavior correlated with the emergent conflict role designated by 

the researcher. 

As previously mentioned, an EFA was conducted on the emergent communication 

behaviors to see if the communication behaviors could be reduced and explained in terms 

of factors, and to determine if these behaviors are associated with the underlying role 

variable named by the researcher. In factor-analyzing questions 15-50 from the Conflict 

Behaviors survey, components with an eigenvalue at or greater than 1.0 were extracted 

through principal components analysis and were analyzed in a component matrix. Of the 

10 components extracted, questions with factor loadings lower than the established 
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retention criterion were eliminated, and the remaining questions were analyzed to 

substantiate the components and behaviors found in the EFA test. 

 The CFA test extracted six components through a principal components analysis; 

however, only one factor loaded on components five and six, and those components were 

subsequently removed. After this elimination, 12 questions and four factors remained 

from the pattern matrix: Component one correlated with questions 17, 23, and 24 and 

supported the “Victim” role; Component two correlated with questions 16, 26, 28, and 39 

and substantiated the “Mediator” role; Component three correlated with questions 18, 35, 

and 36, and was named “Enforcer” to illustrate the underlying elements of power and 

control concerning family “rules”; and Component four correlated with questions 15 and 

27, and confirmed the role of “Avoider” (see Table 4.2). Based on EFA and CFA, the 

original Conflict Behaviors survey was revised so that all behaviors not yielding viable 

factor loadings were eliminated (see Appendix G). 

 Next, reliability tests were conducted on the combined significant factor loadings 

for each component. Using Cronbach’s alpha, the Victim subscale had a reliability of 

α = .75; the Mediator subscale had a reliability of α = .62; the Enforcer subscale had a 

reliability of α = .64; and the Avoider subscale had a reliability of α = .49. Reliabilities 

for the Victim, Mediator, and Enforcer subscales were found to be acceptable, and 

several possible explanations for the moderate reliability of the Avoider subscale are 

discussed in chapter five. 

 Additionally, a two-tailed Pearson product correlation was used to assess inter-

factor relationships between the conflict roles discovered in the CFA to ensure that these 
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factors were independent of one another, or that each measured a unique concept. This 

data correlation determined that there was a significant inverse relationship between 

Mediators and Avoiders (r = -.255, p < .01), and a significant relationship between 

Victims and Enforcers (r = .427, p < .01) (see Table 4.3). Based on the results of the EFA 

and CFA and the Pearson’s product correlation, the third research question was answered. 

 Finally, the fourth research question asked, “What is the nature, direction, and 

strength of the relationship between family conflict roles and family communication 

patterns?” A Pearson’s two-tailed correlation was used to determine the relationship 

between the conflict roles confirmed through factor analysis and the Conversation- and 

Conformity-Orientation subscales of the RFCP. Significant inverse relationships were 

found between reports of Conversation-Orientation and: Victims (r = -.320, p < .01), 

Enforcers (r = -.202, p < .01), and Avoiders (r = -.108, p < .05); however, a positive 

relationship was discovered between Conversation-Orientation and Mediators (r = .318, 

p < .01). Further, significant relationships were also found between Conformity-

Orientation and: Victims (r = .374, p < .01), Enforcers (r = .186, p < .01), and Avoiders 

(r = .137, p < .01). 

 Reliability tests were performed on the RFCP subscales of Conversation- and 

Conformity-Orientation to confirm previous validity reports. Using Cronbach’s alpha, the 

Conversation-Orientation subscale had a reliability of α = .89, and the Conformity-

Orientation subscale had a reliability of α = .78; these figures supported previous reports 

of reliability for the RFCP. Finally, results from the Pearson product correlation and 

reliability tests performed on this data answer the final research question. 
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 After answering the four research questions posed in this study, tests on the 

secondary variable of sex were merited due to the moderate to low reliabilities of the 

Victim, Mediator, and Enforcer scales, but especially for the role of Avoider. As such, an 

independent samples t-test was used to determine whether there were sex differences on 

the conflict roles and the RFCP subscales (equal variances assumed). This test illustrated 

that males fill the roles of Enforcer (t = 6.04, df = 466, p = .0001) and Avoider (t = 2.50, 

df = 467, p = .013) most often during conflicts, and that females more often report a 

family communication background of Conversation-Orientation (t = -2.70, df = 451, 

p = .007) (see Table 4.4). 

 Since this differences test yielded significant results, a Pearson product 

correlation was used to test the connection between sex and conflict roles on 

Conversation- and Conformity-Orientation, and yielded several significant results for 

both males and females. First, the Pearson’s two-tailed correlation was conducted for 

male respondents, and significant inverse relationships were confirmed for males on 

Conversation-Orientation and: Victims (r = -.154, p < .05), Enforcers (r = -.200, p < .01), 

and Avoiders (r = -.182, p < .01), and a significant relationship was discovered for males 

between Conversation-Orientation and Mediators (r = .334, p < .01). Further, significant 

relationships were also found for males on Conformity-Orientation and: Victims 

(r = .270, p < .01), Enforcers (r = .239, p < .01), and Avoiders (r = .252, p < .01) (see 

Table 4.5). These results aligned with findings from the previous correlation, but one 

important change that occurred when adding the secondary variable of sex can be seen in  
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the relationship between Avoiders/Conversation-Orientation and Avoiders/Conformity-

Orientation; although significant in the initial correlation, this test illustrated that these 

relationships differed per sex and were only significant for males, not females. 

 Next, a Pearson’s two-tailed correlation was conducted for female respondents. 

Significant inverse relationships were found for females on Conversation-Orientation 

and: Victims (r = -.471, p < .01) and Enforcers (r = -.159, p < .05), and a significant 

relationship was discovered for females between Conversation-Orientation and Mediators 

(r = .313, p < .01). Further, significant relationships were also found for females on 

Conformity-Orientation and: Victims (r = .469, p < .01) and Enforcers (r = .169, p < .05) 

(see Table 4.6). These results aligned with findings from the previous correlation, but one 

interesting change that occurred when adding the secondary variable of sex can be seen in 

the relationship between Mediators/Conformity-Orientation; this relationship was almost 

significant (p = .09) in the initial correlation almost solely due to the influence of female 

respondents (r = -.120, p = .08), as the scores for male respondents were not even close 

on these variables. 

 Then, a 2 (sex) by 4 (roles) factorial ANOVA was conducted on both 

Conversation- and Conformity-Orientation to better understand whether a combination of 

these factors or one of these factors individually explained the variance on the RFCP 

subscales. In order to process the data for the ANOVA tests, a new variable was created 

to determine which role was most prominent for each person; respondents’ overall scores 

on the Victim, Mediator, Enforcer, and Avoider questions were examined, and the 

highest score was assigned as that respondent’s role. Highest scores were chosen on face 
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value, regardless of the closeness of other scores; all ties were broken by referring back to 

the respondent’s scores on the original 36-item Conflict Behaviors survey and selecting 

respondents’ previous highest score for the tied roles. 

 The ANOVA tests revealed several important findings. First, an interaction effect 

was discovered between sex and conflict role on Conversation-Orientation (F [3, 453] = 

3.47, p = .016, ή2 = .023), meaning that the respondents’ sex and conflict role work 

together to explain a significant portion of the variance on Conversation-Orientation. A 

main effect was also found between individual conflict roles and reports of Conformity-

Orientation (F [3, 463] = 5.73, p = .001, ή2 = .036). 



Table 4.1: Conflict Roles, Behaviors, and Reliabilities 
 
 
                 Cronbach’s 
Roles        Behaviors          alpha (α) 
 
 
Avoider “I typically don’t get involved at all in family conflicts.”              0.66 
  “I prefer not to talk about a conflict in my family after it occurs.” 
  “I try not to get involved in family conflicts because I think conflict is a waste of time.” 
  “I usually just watch but remain uninvolved during family conflicts.” 
  “I typically leave the room when a conflict situation arises in my family.” 
  “I don’t believe that my family experiences conflicts.” 
  “Discussing conflict situations makes me uncomfortable, and I avoid it when possible.” 
 
Victim “I often feel that I am the scapegoat during family conflicts.”             0.79 
  “I often feel that I am the target during family conflicts.” 
  “I often feel like I am ‘in the right,’ and have done nothing to deserve what happens to me during a family conflict.” 
  “I usually feel like I have been treated unfairly by other family members during conflicts.” 
  “I usually feel like I have been unfairly punished by other family members during conflicts.” 
  “I often feel that other family members are treated as ‘favorites,’ or are treated better than me in family conflicts.” 
  “I often feel like other family members don’t care about my happiness or opinion during conflicts.” 
 
Mediator “I usually intervene to help bring an end to family conflicts.”             0.64 
  “I am usually the person who plays the ‘peacekeeper’ during family conflicts.” 
  “I typically have to reason with members involved in the conflict to help resolve family conflicts.” 
  “I often try to bring third-party family members into the conflict only to help bring an end to it.” 
  “My family looks to me to ‘smooth things out’ whenever there is a conflict.” 
  “My family members usually come to me for advice during a disagreement.” 
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Table 4.1 Continued 
 
 
                 Cronbach’s 
Roles        Behaviors          alpha (α) 
 
 
Compromiser “I tend to sympathize with or take sides with one family member or another during family conflicts.”         0.21 
  “I usually try to talk out the issues with my family during conflicts.” 
  “‘Resolving’ a family conflict isn’t as important to me as making sure everyone’s opinions get heard.” 
  “I generally understand where my family members are coming from during family conflicts.” 
  “I am usually willing to ‘give in’ a little during family conflicts to reach a resolution.” 
 
Instigator “I enjoy starting conflicts between other family members.”             0.72 
  “I often feel that I am the cause of family conflicts.” 
  “I enjoy starting conflicts with other family members.” 
  “I generally begin conflicts in my family to make a point.” 
  “When there is a conflict in my family, it is usually because my family members don’t do what I want.” 
 
Authority “I like to be in control during family conflicts.”              0.64 
  “I generally have the final ‘say’ in family conflicts.” 
  “I tend to enforce the family ‘rules’ during conflicts.” 
  “There are times when I give out disciplinary action or punishment in family conflicts.” 
  “My family members usually give in to me during family conflicts.” 
  “I often make decisions for the family during conflicts.” 
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Table 4.2: Confirmatory Factor Analysis for Conflict Behaviors 
 
 
                         Componentsb

          
                                                                 Behaviors   1   2   3   4 
 
 
“I often feel that I am the target during family conflicts.”      .825 
“I often feel that I am the cause of family conflicts.”      .702 
“I often feel that I am the scapegoat during family conflicts.”     .702 
 
“My family looks to me to ‘smooth things out’ whenever there is a conflict.” .700 
“I typically have to reason with the members in the conflict to help resolve family conflicts.” .696 
“I usually try to talk out the issues with my family during conflicts.”  .644 
“I usually intervene to help bring an end to family conflicts.” .621 
 
“I enjoy starting conflicts with other family members.” .771 
“I enjoy starting conflicts between other family members.” .657 
“There are times when I give out disciplinary action or punishment in family conflicts.” .616 
 
“I try not to get involved in family conflicts because I think conflict is a waste of time.” .780 
“I typically don’t get involved at all in family conflicts.” .722 
 
 
Cronbach’s alpha (α)   .75   .62  .64  .49 
Eigenvalue  4.91  2.30 1.67 1.22 
Variance explained 23.38 10.97 7.96 5.82 
 
 b Note: Component 1 = Victim; Component 2 = Mediator; Component 3 = Enforcer; Component 4 = Avoider. 
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Table 4.3: Correlations for Victim, Mediator, Enforcer, and Avoider Rolesc

 
             
       1     2     3     4  
         Roles       
 
 
1 Victim    ---  -.024   .427**  -.052 
 
2 Mediator         ---  -.006  -.255** 
 
3 Enforcer           ---   .030 
 
4 Avoider             --- 
 
 c Note: **p ≤ .01. 



Table 4.4: Independent Samples t-test for Males and Females 
 
             
        Male    Female    Male    Female        Male       Female 
       Variables   Enforcers Enforcers Avoiders Avoiders Conversation-  Conversation- 
               Orientation    Orientation 
 
 
Respondents (N)       249       219       249       220          237           216 
 
Mean        5.61      4.39      5.57      5.16         52.23         54.84 
 
Standard Deviation      2.41      1.86      1.80      1.80          9.27         11.27 
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Table 4.5: Correlations among Conflict Roles, Conversation-Orientation, and Conformity-Orientation for Malesd

 
                
            Males 
       1     2     3     4      5      6  
                Variables     
 
  
1 Victim     ---  -.031   .474**  -.040  -.154*   .270** 
 
2 Mediator          ---  -.106  -.320**   .334**  -.034 
 
3 Enforcer            ---  -.003  -.200**   .239** 
 
4 Avoider              ---  -.182*   .252** 
 
5 Conversation-Orientation               ---  -.322** 
 
6 Conformity-Orientation                 --- 
 
 d Note: *p ≤ .05.   **p ≤ .01. 
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Table 4.6: Correlations among Conflict Roles, Conversation-Orientation, and Conformity-Orientation for Femalese

 
                
                      Females 
       1     2     3     4      5      6  
                Variables     
 
  
1 Victim     ---  -.033   .365**  -.085  -.471**   .469** 
 
2 Mediator          ---   .105  -.197**   .313**  -.120 
 
3 Enforcer            ---   .031  -.159*   .169* 
 
4 Avoider              ---  -.018   .041 
 
5 Conversation-Orientation              ---  -.565** 
 
6 Conformity-Orientation                 --- 
 
 e Note: *p ≤ .05.   **p ≤ .01.



CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

 

 To better understand the phenomenon of family conflict, four research questions 

were posed. The first question was designed to uncover the roles people took during 

family conflicts as they appeared in respondents’ accounts of a typical familial 

disagreement. In response to this research question, open coding of the data revealed the 

distinct conflict roles of Avoider, Victim, Mediator, Compromiser, Instigator, and 

Authority; the fact that these roles remained consistent for respondents (first-order) and in 

their perceptions of family members (second-order) supports the existence of these roles. 

 As seen in Table 3.2, the role of Avoider (64 total reports) was the most 

prominent; since respondents were offered extra credit regardless whether they completed 

all or part of the survey, it is possible they wrote “my family doesn’t fight” in a rush to 

complete the questionnaire. However, it is also possible that these respondents do not 

want to admit that they experience conflicts, or even that they do avoid conflict in the 

hopes that the issue will go away in time; the prominence of Avoiders seen in the data 

seems to support this idea. Further, it is interesting to note that respondents reported their 

family members also avoided conflicts, which could mean that conflict avoidance is a 

learned trait or an unspoken rule within those families (Golish & Caughlin, 2002). 

Previous research suggests that “topic avoidance sometimes may be a viable strategy for 

maintaining a harmonious relationship” (Caughlin & Golish, 2002, p. 288), but that it 

should be used sparingly and only under particular conditions; more research is therefore 
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needed to determine what constitutes a beneficial avoidance situation, and the idea of a 

“chronic” or repeated Avoider should also be examined. Additionally, this idea illustrates 

that other roles might also be repeated (being a chronic Victim, Instigator, etc.), and all 

roles warrant further investigation in this area. 

 The Victim role (54 total reports) was also popular, which was expected. First, 

almost the entire sample answered the FCCR from a child’s perspective; even people 

who reported being married, including those with children of their own, described a 

conflict they had with their parents or siblings. Occasionally, children are asked to give 

out disciplinary action, but not as regularly as parental figures; therefore, since 

respondents almost exclusively related conflicts from the perspective of a child (i.e., the 

one receiving the discipline, not giving it), it makes sense that the conflict described to 

the researcher would reflect their being victimized by an authority figure. This could also 

be true because the researcher is close in age to many of the respondents, and it is 

possible that respondents shared a conflict in which they were wronged because they felt 

like the researcher could relate to their situation. However, the most likely scenario can 

be found in the saying, “Put your best foot forward.” Despite the fact that the respondents 

did not know the researcher, the desire to look innocent is still present within their 

responses, perhaps in an attempt to sway the researcher to their “side.” This idea is 

supported by the fact that respondents did not often relate conflicts in which others took 

the role of Victim: this conflict role was primarily reserved for themselves. 

 The role of Instigator (49 total reports) came in a close third place, but the 

appearance of this role was almost entirely as a second-order role, an idea which fits 
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nicely with the discussion of the Victim role. Again, if respondents predominantly 

portray themselves as “unfairly punished” Victims in family conflicts, it is logical that 

they would see someone else as the person who started the fight; further, as one 

respondent put it, the Instigator is “the person who committed a ‘wrong doing’” against 

the poor Victim telling the story. One fascinating and unexpected dimension of the 

Instigator role was the concept of starting conflicts on purpose and enjoying the turmoil. 

As seen in the example on Table 3.2, one respondent stated that her family often fights 

 Over who receives more from my parents… since [my brother] is older, he 
 sometimes feels left out… every time it is mentioned that I have gotten something 
 new… I tend to enjoy the argument because he (brother) is constantly jealous. I 
 like the competitiveness of it and view it more as a game than conflict. I pretty 
 much keep quiet & to myself during the ‘fight.’ 
 
Of the seven first-order reports of conflict instigation, all but one respondent indicated 

that some pleasure had been derived from beginning a conflict, and several indicated that 

“it was cool” how their family members turned on each other while they (the respondent) 

sat back and watched. Even though respondents rarely reported being the overt “trigger” 

for family conflicts, those who did indicate their first-hand involvement gave the 

researcher a fascinating glimpse into this role. 

 The next role was that of Authority (45 total reports), which was also primarily 

filled by other family members. As indicated in the discussion of the Victim role, 

respondents almost exclusively reported conflicts from a child’s standpoint, not from the 

perspective of a parent. Again, children are very infrequently seen as the family’s 

“authority figures,” so it makes sense that the conflicts described to the researcher would 

denote someone other than the respondent as filling the role of Authority. In the seven 
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accounts of Authority respondents, all but two related a conflict in which they saw 

themselves as filling the roles reserved for their parents; as one respondent put it, “I 

played the ‘mom’ role.” However, the remaining two respondents took this idea a little 

further. One of the fundamental characteristics of this role is the idea of power, or 

control, and these respondents seem to have switched places with their parents in that the 

children have more influence over their parents than vice versa: “I was man of the 

house,” or “Someone usually always gives in to me.” Despite the low number of personal 

authority reports by respondents, these accounts still highlighted an interesting and 

unexpected dimension of the Authority conflict role. 

 The final conflict roles were that of Compromiser and Mediator (26 total reports 

each), which rounded out the answer to the first research question. Additionally, 

respondents reported that they filled the Compromiser and Mediator roles approximately 

the same number of times as their family members. Conflicts in which someone took the 

role of Compromiser were generally calmer in nature, and respondents seem to have had 

more time to reflect on what happened and come to their own conclusions, often 

indicated by a statement like, “Now I understand where they were coming from.” Along 

those same lines, conflicts in which someone took the role of Mediator tended to be 

shorter and more to the point, with respondents noting that “I stepped in” only after 

waiting to see if their conflicting family members were willing or able to resolve the 

disagreement on their own; although “third-party mediators often prove influential in 

perpetuating or ending the original conflict” (Vuchinich et al., 1988), very few 
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respondent Mediators actually seemed pleased with their role as the go-between for 

warring parties, and many indicated that they felt this role to be an unwanted burden. 

 Next, the second research question was designed to discover communication 

behaviors as they appeared in respondents’ accounts of a typical familial disagreement. In 

response to this research question, open coding of the data revealed 36 conflict behaviors 

spanning the six roles, which were written in the words of respondents as much as 

possible for the Conflict Behaviors survey. These conflict behaviors answered the second 

research question, and are categorized in Table 4.1 with the role in which they emerged. 

 Additionally, the third research question was designed to find out whether these 

emergent conflict roles could be understood in terms of factors; this question was also 

written to see if the communication behaviors were unique to the conflict role coded by 

the researcher. After factor analyzing the data, it was discovered that only four of the six 

conflict roles and 12 of the 36 communication behaviors yielded appropriate factor 

loadings and eigenvalues. Behaviors that loaded on the first component supported the 

Victim role; component two behaviors supported the Mediator role; component three 

behaviors showed the characteristics of power and control, and the category was given 

the name “Enforcer”; and component four behaviors supported the Avoider role. 

 There are several plausible reasons why tests for the Victim, Mediator, Enforcer, 

and especially the Avoider subscales yielded moderate to low reliabilities. First, it is 

highly likely that respondents were not all thinking of a similar conflict situation; that is, 

some respondents might have envisioned a “knock-down-drag-out” family confrontation, 

while others may have pictured a typical family conflict as instructed. Along these same 
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lines, many respondents indicated that they were uncertain what was meant by “family” 

and “conflict,” two principle components of research in this study. Even though 

definitions were provided, these concepts were still unclear in the questions themselves, 

which likely created confusion for respondents. Therefore, if respondents imagined 

different conflicts with varying levels of intensity and were also uncertain what should be 

considered a family or conflict, this would likely cause the subscale reliabilities to be 

lower than they otherwise would be if these factors were not affecting responses. 

Additionally, definitions for key concepts (such as “family” and “conflict”) will both be 

clarified and more firmly rooted in the literature for future research studies. 

 Further, the two-tailed Pearson product correlation used to assess inter-factor 

relationships between the Victim, Mediator, Enforcer, and Avoider roles produced 

interesting results. The inverse relationship discovered between Mediators and Avoiders 

makes sense because someone who attempts to escape conflict at every turn is not likely 

to thrust themselves into another person’s disagreement for the purposes of mediation. 

However, a deeper investigation is needed for the significant relationship found for the 

roles of Victim and Enforcer, and begins with examining the communication behaviors 

that loaded for the Enforcer role: “I enjoy starting conflicts between other family 

members,” “I enjoy starting conflicts with other family members,” and “There are times 

when I give out disciplinary action or punishment in family conflicts.” 

 Analysis of these behaviors determined that each displayed some degree of power 

or control regarding the enforcing of family rules. For example, to start a conflict 

between others, Suzy could tell her mother that “Johnny didn’t make his bed!,” indicating 
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that the family rule of “make your bed each morning before school” had been violated, 

therefore causing Johnny to become involved in a conflict with Mommy; to start a 

conflict with someone, Johnny could accuse Suzy of getting more toys than he does, 

implying that the family rule of “equality” had been violated and sending the children 

into a disagreement; and finally, to move away from the hypothetical Johnny and Suzy, 

an older child is often put in charge of their younger siblings if the parents step out for the 

evening, and in some cases, are even given the power to discipline them if necessary.   

 The concept of power is an important variable in understanding interpersonal 

relationship dynamics (Witteman & Fitzpatrick, 1986), including families; as seen 

through the examples with Johnny and Suzy, the power associated with enforcing family 

rules can often lead to a disagreement. It is plausible that the more respondents report 

enforcing family policies, the more they feel victimized by other family members for 

their adherence to the rules. Another possibility is if respondents believe that the rules are 

being enforced only for them, this would subsequently increase their feelings of 

victimization. Finally, it also makes sense that after someone gets in trouble (Victim), 

privileges are often taken away and additional family rules are usually enforced for that 

person for a temporary period of time (i.e., grounding). Based on this information, the 

third research question was answered. 

 Finally, the fourth research question was designed to determine whether a 

significant positive or negative relationship existed between family conflict roles and 

communication patterns. A Pearson’s two-tailed correlation revealed a significant inverse 

relationship between Conversation- and Conformity-Orientation, which was expected 
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since a high propensity for conversation counters a high degree of conformity. Several 

other significant relationships were also found. First, the relationship found between 

Victims and Conformity-Orientation illustrates that in families of high conformity, 

individualism and autonomy are strongly discouraged so members will likely keep their 

ideas to themselves. Therefore, the more a person’s opinions are not heard or their ideas 

silenced, the more likely they are to feel victimized; further, a significant number of 

Victims indicated that their family communication pattern was not that of Conversation-

Orientation, which explains the inverse relationship discovered between these factors. 

 Next, a significant relationship was detected between Mediators and reports of 

Conversation-Orientation, which was expected because Mediators are almost required by 

their position to be conversationally inclined. Mediation involves at least a moderate 

degree of communication with and between the parties at odds, and it makes sense that 

Mediators reported a more open and communicative family background. Similarly, a 

significant number of Mediators related that their family communication pattern was not 

that of Conformity-Orientation, thus explaining the factors’ inverse relationship. 

 Additionally, a significant relationship was also found between Enforcers and 

Conformity-Orientation. The idea of enforcement aligns with the basic tenets of 

Conformity-Orientation, so it can be concluded that respondents performing the Enforcer 

role come from families steeped in conformity; enforcing a family rule generally involves 

some form of punishment for the individual’s behavior that deviated from the acceptable 

standard established by the family’s authority figures, and ultimately discourages 
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nonconformity and individuality. Therefore, the inverse relationship discovered between 

Enforcers and Conversation-Orientation has also been explained. 

 Perhaps the most interesting relationship was discovered between Conformity-

Orientation and the Avoider role. The positive nature of this relationship seems to 

indicate that being forced to conform to a certain standard encourages respondents to 

avoid conflict, most likely because these people know that their voices will not be heard, 

so “Why bother?” Orrego and Rodriguez (2001) supported this idea in their research, 

which indicated that “conformity orientation was positively correlated with conflict 

avoidance, and Conversation-Orientation had a very strong negative correlation with 

conflict avoidance” (p. 178). It is interesting how the communication patterns of one’s 

family can develop and encourage a certain conflict style, as can be seen here. These 

ideas also explain the inverse relationship found between Avoiders and Conversation-

Orientation, and in conjunction with the discussion on the relationships found for 

Victims, Mediators, and Enforcers the final research question was answered. 

 Post hoc analyses also produced several significant findings regarding the 

secondary variable of sex on family conflict roles and communication patterns. First, the 

t-test determined that male respondents in this sample see themselves as Enforcers of 

family rules more often than females. Although it can be argued that societal roles are 

beginning to change, men still hold a majority of power positions, and it is possible that 

male children are encouraged to and given the power to assist their parental figures in 

enforcing family rules; however, this could also be argued logically for birth order 

instead of sex, as older and/or oldest children sometimes act as a third parent to their 
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younger siblings due to the nature of their position. Additionally, males also appear to fill 

the Avoider role more often than their female counterparts; again, this could be a result of 

a social conditioning, where men are subconsciously pushed to conceal their emotions 

and avoid communication (Wilson & Martin, 1988). On the other hand, a significant 

relationship was discovered between Conversation-Orientation and females; this test 

affirmed a common assumption that the majority of women tend to talk considerably 

more than most men, and female respondents also indicated that they came from a family 

that encouraged them to be conversational and open. 

 After the t-test produced significant results, a Pearson product correlation was 

used to test the connection between sex and conflict roles on Conversation- and 

Conformity-Orientation. First, analysis of the results for both males and females found a 

significant relationship between reports of victimization and Conformity-Orientation; 

when openness and personal opinions are discouraged in the family, apparently males 

and females both fall victim to conformity. Next, analysis of results for males and 

females found significance between the Conformity-Orientation and Enforcer factors; 

again, regardless of sex, upholding a family rule by respondent Enforcers is positively 

linked to increasing conformity to the family’s standards. 

 Additionally, males and females had similar significant correlations for the 

Mediator role and Conversation-Orientation; however, it should be noted that the 

correlation between Mediators and Conformity-Orientation almost proved significant for 

females (r = -.120, p = .08). This negative relationship gives the impression that as 

women mediate more, they feel less pressure to conform to a certain standard or social 
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role; therefore, it is plausible that women feel more empowered when placed in the role 

of Mediator. This same relationship was far from statistically significant for men 

(r = -.034, p = .61), which gives more support to the argument that male children already 

seem to have been given or otherwise gained this power. 

 Another interesting relationship was found between male Avoiders and 

Conformity-Orientation; no correlation was found on these factors for females. One 

conclusion can be drawn that male children from Conformity-Oriented families might 

feel pressured to meet a certain standard that in turn causes them to avoid conflict – 

perhaps to keep from disrupting the family system and causing further conflicts. 

However, this phenomenon could also stem from the culture of the region in which the 

data was gathered; although it is interesting that one sex is the primary contributor to the 

variance on this factor, more analysis is needed to determine whether this underlying 

pressure is generally something felt by males in our society, or if this expectation is 

essentially confined to men within a section of the southwestern United States. 

 The last post hoc tests used were 2 (sex) by 4 (roles) factorial ANOVAs for both 

Conversation- and Conformity-Orientation, and these tests revealed several important 

findings. First, an interaction effect was discovered between sex and the Victim, 

Mediator, Enforcer, and Avoider roles on Conversation-Orientation, meaning 

respondents’ sex and conflict role work together to explain a significant amount of 

variance on this factor. As seen in Figure 5.1, the estimated marginal means for males 

and females follow the same pattern except for the role of Avoider. That is, when a male 

respondent filled the Avoider role, his tendency toward Conversation-Orientation 
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decreased; when a female respondent was an Avoider, however, her Conversation-

Orientation level increased. This could mean that even when avoiding conflict, women  

Victim Mediator Enforcer Avoider

Role

40.00

45.00

50.00

55.00

E
st

im
at

ed
 M

ar
gi

na
l M

ea
ns

Sex
Male
Female

Estimated Marginal Means of Conversation-Orientation

 

Figure 5.1: Conflict Role and Sex on Conversation-Orientation 

 

still indicated that they came from a family environment which encouraged them to 

communicate their feelings and opinions. Another idea is that women might be paying 

“lip service” to the role of Avoider: they change the subject to “avoid” the issue, but 

actually want their conflict partner to pursue the matter further so that they can discuss it. 
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Although it is not possible to determine motivation from this data, the interaction of sex 

(female) and role (Avoider) still has a significant effect on Conversation-Orientation. 

 Finally, a main effect was discovered for conflict role and reports of Conformity-

Orientation. In analyzing the comparisons between individual roles, the negative 

relationship between Enforcers and Mediators barely missed the established significance 

criterion; however, it is clear that the relationship between the Victim/Mediator and 

Victim/Avoider roles account for most of the variance on this factor. As seen in Figure 

5.2, the estimated marginal means for males and females follow the same pattern on all 
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Figure 5.2: Conflict Role and Sex on Conformity-Orientation 
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four roles, but the mean for females on the Victim role was higher and the mean for 

females on the Avoider role was lower. It makes sense that female Avoiders would score 

lower on Conformity-Orientation given the interaction effect discovered on 

Conversation-Orientation; while the relationship between victimization and Conformity-

Orientation has already been justified, it is important to note that the interrelationship of 

certain roles (Victim/Mediator, Victim/Avoider) has a significant effect on the 

Conformity-Orientation communication pattern. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

Overall, this study set out to understand the emergent roles and behaviors within 

the context of family conflict. Through a program of research, it was discovered that 

family members can take roles such as the Victim, Mediator, Enforcer, or Avoider during 

conflicts, and that members filling these roles also display several distinct communication 

behaviors that vary by role. Due to the systemic or interconnected nature of families, 

significant relationships emerged between the Mediator/Avoider and Victim/Enforcer 

role pairings and brought to the surface several unique conflict interactions between 

members that were previously unknown. Family conflict roles were further explored by 

assessing the relationship between each role and respondents’ perceptions of their 

family’s primary communication pattern; respondents reporting conflicts in which they 

were a Victim, Enforcer, or Avoider also reported a strong family background in 

Conformity-Orientation, while Mediators generally indicated that they hailed from a 

Conversationally-Oriented family. Finally, males and females also differed significantly 

on conflict roles and their family’s communication background, as well, adding another 

unique dimension to our understanding of family communication and conflicts. 

 

Limitations 

There were, however, several limitations to this study. First, respondents reported 

confusion on several questionnaire items in parts one and two of this study, including the 
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primary concepts of “family” and “conflict,” which this study was attempting to measure. 

When this occurred in part one, the researcher added definitions of these concepts to the 

Conflict Behaviors survey and the Revised Family Communication Patterns instrument 

used in the second phase, and also orally explained these concepts to the respondents in 

part two; even with these definitions, however, the wording of several items was still 

unclear. It should be noted that the prominence of Avoiders in the sample does not 

indicate that people in this role had a shared understanding of these terms; rather, this 

trend in the data reveals the prevalence of this role within our society and illustrates the 

need for more research in this area. Regardless, if respondents are uncertain how to 

answer any question, this could greatly affect their responses and, consequently, the data 

and its results as a whole. Also, the demographic questionnaires in part one and part two, 

as well as the definitions of “family” and “conflict,” were a combination of information 

from different sources; although the study’s findings are interesting and certainly 

illustrate a need for more research in the area of family communication and conflict, a 

foundation more solidly rooted in and informed by the literature will definitely be used 

for all future research projects. 

Additionally, it was noticed that several respondents completed about half of 

either instrument in part two, and then circled one number (usually “Neutral” or 

“Strongly Disagree”) for all remaining items. Since there were a total of 76 questions 

asked in the second phase of this program of research, it is plausible that members were 

fatigued after completing some of the materials. Regardless of their reason for doing so, 

respondents who do not take time to carefully consider each question and marked random 
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numbers could affect the overall study outcome, as well as the reliability of an 

instrument’s subscales. For example, the reliability of the final subscale for the Avoider 

role in particular was only moderate to low, and it is possible that more accurate 

responses given by respondents could increase the reliability of this and the other scales. 

It is also logical to conclude that the social desirability bias could confound the 

data to a certain degree; that is, when people know that their words or actions are on 

display, they will likely demonstrate what they perceive to be socially acceptable 

conduct, and these actions may or may not reflect their true attitudes (Gass & Seiter, 

2003; Polaschek, Collie, & Walkey, 2004; Presser & Stinson, 1998). When allowed to 

describe a conflict of their choosing, respondents were not afraid to say things like, “I 

believe others are being given more privileges than me”; however, when these behaviors 

are actually typed up and handed out, they seem to carry a more negative connotation 

than before. Jo (2000) encourages researchers to evaluate and test for the social 

desirability bias in all studies that address socially sensitive constructs, and since conflict 

is still a word that often evokes negative images (Korinek & Kimball, 2003, p. 295), this 

represents that conflict is not yet seen as a socially desirable construct. 

Finally, many students commented that their families had changed since they 

were children, and they did not know which family to represent, a problem also noted by 

Wedemeyer and Grotevant (1982); this is easily understood, as most respondents have 

been out of their parents’ home for at least a year, and their family likely changed during 

this time of transition. Also, respondents indicated that their responses on Ritchie and 

Fitzpatrick’s (1990) Revised Family Communication Patterns (RFCP) instrument were 
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quite different for each parent, and that they were unable to mentally combine both 

parents’ styles into a composite representation. Another limitation was the lack of a 

diverse sample, both in demographic factors and in the respondents’ position in their 

families (i.e., most responded from the standpoint of a child, and no parental responses 

were given). These limitations were perhaps the most salient, and reports by numerous 

respondents confirm the need to address these areas in particular. 

 

Future Research 

 Future research studies in the area of family conflict should explore several key 

areas. First, studies in family conflict roles should pursue each role as an individual 

construct to narrow the concept of “conflict roles” and better focus the investigation, 

while still contributing to our knowledge of these roles as unique positions in the family; 

specifically, it would be interesting to examine the role of Avoider to determine what 

constitutes a beneficial avoidance situation, and to learn whether there really is a 

difference between the ideas of occasional and chronic conflict avoidance within the 

context of families. Additionally, it would be interesting to explore the relationship 

between family “rules” and individual conflict roles; it is possible that the rules 

established by a family almost dictate which conflict roles these family members will 

take during conflict. 

Next, future research regarding these conflict roles and their applicable 

communication behaviors is also needed, while controlling for the social desirability bias. 

Additionally, after addressing the limitations previously mentioned, it would be 
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interesting to see if the results of this study would be replicated in a more diverse sample, 

primarily in regard to race (McLoyd, Cauce, Takeuchi, & Wilson, 2000) and the 

inclusion of parents (Cox & Paley, 2003). It is anticipated that the addition of these 

factors would increase the number of behavioral loadings during factor analysis, and 

therefore change some of the results discussed here, although the significance of these 

changes cannot be hypothesized. Additionally, adding the family dimensions of parents 

and even grandparents would allow researchers to truly get at how the family fights as a 

whole, and therefore better understand how these conflicts affect whole-family 

functioning in the system’s attempts to return to homeostasis. Forthcoming research in 

these areas will illustrate more clearly the nature of the relationships between conflict 

roles and communication behaviors within the family context. 

 Finally, examining the affect of birth order and the conflict roles taken during 

resolution are also appealing. Birth order studies have garnered much scholarly attention 

during the past few years, and further exploration of this “pecking order” hypothesis 

(Conley, 2004) has the potential to add yet another unexplored dimension to the 

phenomenon of the family and its processes, including conflict. It is also uncertain 

whether the roles filled by family members during conflicts are the same as roles taken 

during the family’s attempts at resolution; granted, if a family generally avoids conflict, 

then the role of Avoider would remain the same as there is no resolution. However, 

comparing during conflict roles with resolutional conflict roles would also enhance our 

understanding of family conflict roles, and might even produce other concepts or 

behaviors that merit examination. 

74 



REFERENCES 

 

Afifi, T. D., & Schrodt, P. (2003). Uncertainty and the avoidance of the state of one’s 
family in stepfamilies, post-divorce single-parent families, and first-marriage 
families. Human Communication Research, 29(4), 516-532. 

 
Ainsworth, M. D. S. (1989). Attachments beyond infancy. American Psychologist, 44, 

709-716. 
 
Barbato, C. A., Graham, E. E., & Perse, E. M. (2003). Communicating in the family: An 

examination of the relationship of family communication climate and 
interpersonal communication motives. Journal of Family Communication, 3(3), 
123-148. 

 
Baxter, L. A., Braithwaite, D. O., & Nicholson, J. H. (1999). Turning points in the 

development of blended families. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 
16(3), 291-313. 

 
Baxter, L. A., & Wilmot, W. W. (1985). Taboo topics in close relationships. Journal of 

Social and Personal Relationships, 2, 253-269. 
 
Bengtson, V. L. (2001). Beyond the nuclear family: The increasing importance of 

multigenerational bonds. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 63, 1-16. 
 
Bernardes, J. (1993). Responsibilities in studying postmodern families. In T. C. Sabourin, 

The contemporary American family: A dialectical perspective on communication 
and relationships. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

 
Braithwaite, D. O., McBride, M. C., & Schrodt, P. (2003). “Parent teams” and the 

everyday interactions of co-parenting in stepfamilies. Communication Reports, 
16(2), 93-111. 

 
Braithwaite, D. O., Olson, L., Golish, T., Soukup, C., & Turman, P. (2001). “Becoming a 

family”: Developmental processes represented in blended family discourse. 
Journal of Applied Communication Research, 29, 221-247. 

 
Bray, J. H. (1995). Current issues in evaluating families. Family Relations, 44, 469-477. 
 
Bray, J. H., & Harvey, D. M. (1995). Adolescents in stepfamilies: Developmental family 

interventions. Psychotherapy, 32(1), 122-130. 
 

75 



Bumpass, L. L., Raley, R. K., & Sweet, J. A. (1995). The changing character of 
stepfamilies: Implications of cohabitation and nonmarital childbearing. 
Demography, 32(3), 425-436. 

 
Burchinal, L. G. (1964). Characteristics of adolescents from unbroken, broken, and 

reconstituted families. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 26, 44-51. 
 
Caughlin, J. P. (2003). Family communication standards: What counts as excellent family 

communication, and how are such standards associated with family satisfaction? 
Human Communication Research, 29(1), 5-40. 

 
Caughlin, J. P., & Golish, T. D. (2002). An analysis of the association between topic 

avoidance and dissatisfaction: Comparing perceptual and interpersonal 
explanations. Communication Monographs, 69(4), 275-295. 

 
Cherlin, A. J. (1978). Remarriage as an incomplete institution. In E. M. Hetherington, 

“An overview of the Virginia longitudinal study of divorce and remarriage with a 
focus on early adolescence.” Journal of Family Psychology, 7(1), 39-56. 

 
Cherlin, A. J. (1992). Marriage, divorce, remarriage. In E. M. Hetherington, “An 

overview of the Virginia longitudinal study of divorce and remarriage with a 
focus on early adolescence.” Journal of Family Psychology, 7(1), 39-56. 

 
Cherlin, A. J., & Furstenberg, F. F. (1994). Stepfamilies in the United States: A 

reconsideration. In Braithwaite, McBride, & Schrodt, “‘Parent teams’ and the 
everyday interactions of co-parenting in stepfamilies.” Communication Reports, 
16(2), 93-111. 

 
Conley, D. (2004). The pecking order: Which siblings succeed and why. New York, NY: 

Pantheon.  
 
Coontz, S. (2003). Diversity and communication values in the family [Point of view 

article]. Journal of Family Communication, 3(4), 187-192. 
 
Cox, M. J., & Paley, B. (2003). Understanding families as systems. Current Directions in 

Psychological Science, 12(5), 193-196. 
 
Cragan, J. F., & Wright, D. W. (1993). Theory and research in small group 

communication: A reader. Edina, MN: Burgess. 
 
Deal, J. E., Hagan, M. S., Bass, B., Hetherington, E. M., & Clingempeel, G. (1999). 

Marital interaction in dyadic and triadic contexts: Continuities and discontinuities. 
Family Process, 38(1), 105-115. 

 

76 



Doucet, J., & Aseltine Jr., R. H. (2003). Childhood family adversity and the quality of 
marital relationships in young adulthood. Journal of Social and Personal 
Relationships, 20(6), 818-842. 

 
Dunn, J., & Booth, A. (1994). Stepfamilies: An overview. In Braithwaite, McBride, & 

Schrodt, “‘Parent teams’ and the everyday interactions of co-parenting in 
stepfamilies.” Communication Reports, 16(2), 93-111. 

 
Gass, R. H., & Seiter, J. S. (2003). Persuasion, social influence, and compliance gaining 

(2nd ed.). Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon. 
 
Golish, T. D., & Caughlin, J. P. (2002). “I’d rather not talk about it”: Adolescents’ and 

young adults’ use of topic avoidance in stepfamilies. Journal of Applied 
Communication Research, 30(1), 78-106. 

 
Golombok, S., Murray, C., Jadva, V., MacCallum, F., & Lycett, E. (2004). Families 

created through surrogacy arrangements: Parent-child relationships in the 1st year 
of life. Developmental Psychology, 40(3), 400-411. 

 
Griffin, E. (2003). A first look at communication theory (5th ed.). New York, NY: 

McGraw-Hill. 
 

Handal, P. J., Tschannen, T., & Searight, H. R. (1998). The relationship of child 
adjustment to husbands’ and wives’ marital distress, perceived family conflict, 
and mothers’ occupational status. Child Psychiatry and Human Development, 
29(2), 113-126. 

 
Hetherington, E. M. (1993). An overview of the Virginia longitudinal study of divorce 

and remarriage with a focus on early adolescence. Journal of Family Psychology, 
7(1), 39-56. 

 
Hocker, J. L., & Wilmot, W. W. (1995). Interpersonal conflict (4th ed.). Madison, WI: 

Brown & Benchmark. 
 
Hughes, P. C., & Stow, C. A. (in press). An exploratory investigation into family conflict 

roles. In L. B. Arnold (Ed.), Family communication: Theory and research. 
Needham Heights, MA: Allyn & Bacon. 

 
Jo, M. S. (2000). Controlling social-desirability bias via method factors of direct and 

indirect questioning in structural equation models. Psychology & Marketing, 
17(2), 137-148. 

 

77 



Johnson, H. D., LaVoie, J. C., & Mahoney, M. (2000). Young adults’ peer conflict 
tactics: Associations with inter-parental conflict, family cohesion, and parent-
child conflict tactics. Journal of Social Behavior and Personality, 15(4), 459-474. 

 
Johnson, S. (1759). Family. Retrieved on May 1, 2004 from http://en.thinkexist.com 

[Updated 2004]. 
 
Johnson, V. K. (2003). Linking changes in whole family functioning and children’s 

externalizing behavior across the elementary school years. Journal of Family 
Psychology, 17(4), 499-509. 

 
Koerner, A. F., & Fitzpatrick, M. A. (1997). Family type and conflict: The impact of 

conversation orientation and conformity orientation on conflict in family. 
Communication Studies, 48, 59-75. 

 
Koesten, J., & Anderson, K. (2004). Exploring the influence of family communication 

patterns, cognitive complexity, and interpersonal competence on adolescent risk 
behaviors. Journal of Family Communication, 4(2), 99-121. 

 
Korinek, A. W., & Kimball, T. G. (2003). Managing and resolving conflict in the 

supervisory system. Contemporary Family Therapy, 25(3), 295-310. 
 
Kurth, S. B. (1970). Friendships and friendly relations. In Baxter & Wilmot, “Taboo 

topics in close relationships.” Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 2, 
253-269. 

 
Kyem, P. A. K. (2004). Of intractable conflicts and participatory GIS applications: The 

search for consensus amidst competing claims and institutional demands. Annals 
of the Association of American Geographers, 94(1), 37-57. 

 
Larson, J. H., Parks, A. A., Harper, J. M., & Heath, V. A. (2001). A psychometric 
 evaluation of the family rules from the past questionnaire. Contemporary Family 
 Therapy, 23(1), 83-103. 
 
Larson, J. H., Taggart-Reedy, M., & Wilson, S. M. (2001).The effects of perceived 
 dysfunctional family-of-origin rules on the dating relationships of young adults. 
 Contemporary Family Therapy, 23(4), 489-512. 
 
Lee, M., Vernon-Feagans, L., Vazquez, A., & Kolak, A. (2003). The influence of family 
 environment and child temperament on work/family role strain for mothers and 
 fathers. Infant and Child Development, 12, 421-439. 
 
Levine, J. M., & Moreland, R. L. (1990). Progress in small group research. Annual 

Review of Psychology, 41, 585-634. 

78 



Marks, M. A. (1999). A test of the impact of collective efficacy in routine and novel 
performance environments. Human Performance, 12(3/4), 295-309. 

 
Marks, N. F. (1998). Does it hurt to care? Care giving, work-family conflict, and midlife 

well-being. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 60(4), 951-966. 
 
Marsiglio, W. (2004). When stepfathers claim stepchildren: A conceptual analysis. 

Journal of Marriage and the Family, 66, 22-39. 
 
McCarthy, C. J., Lambert, R. G., & Seraphine, A. E. (2004). Adaptive family functioning 

and emotion regulation capacities as predictors of college students’ appraisals and 
emotion valence following conflict with their parents. Cognition & Emotion, 
18(1), 97-124. 

 
McLeod, J. M., & Chaffee, S. H. (1972). The construction of social reality. In L. D. 

Ritchie, “Family communication patterns: An epistemic analysis and conceptual 
reinterpretation.” Communication Research, 18(4), 548-565. 

 
McLoyd, V. C., Cauce, A. M., Takeuchi, D., & Wilson, L. (2000). Marital processes and 

parental socialization in families of color: A decade review of research. Journal of 
Marriage and the Family, 62, 1070-1093. 

 
Miller, M., & Day, L. E. (2002). Family communication, maternal and paternal 

expectations, and college students’ suicidality. Journal of Family Communication, 
2(4), 167-184. 

 
Nelson, W. L., & Hughes, H. M. (1993). The relationship of family structure and family 

conflict to adjustment in young adult college students. Adolescence, 28(109), 30-
41. 

 
Noller, P., & Fitzpatrick, M. A. (1993). Communication in family relationships. In 

Braithwaite, McBride, & Schrodt, “‘Parent teams’ and the everyday interactions 
of co-parenting in stepfamilies.” Communication Reports, 16(2), 93-111. 

 
Olson, D. H. (1990). Family circumplex model: Theory, assessment, and intervention. In 

McCarthy, Lambert, & Seraphine, “Adaptive family functioning and emotion 
regulation capacities as predictors of college students’ appraisals and emotion 
valence following conflict with their parents.” Cognition & Emotion, 18(1), 97-
124. 

 
Olson, T. D., & Moss, J. J. (1980). Creating supportive atmospheres for family life 
 education. Family Relations, 29(3), 391-395. 
 

79 



Orrego, V. O., & Rodriguez, J. (2001). Family communication patterns and college 
 adjustment: The effects of communication and conflictual independence on 
 college students. Journal of Family Communication, 1(3), 175-189. 
 
Polaschek, D. L., Collie, R. M., & Walkey, F. H. (2004). Criminal attitudes to violence: 

Development and preliminary validation of a scale for male prisoners. Aggressive 
Behavior, 30, 484-503. 

 
Popenoe, D. (1993). American family decline, 1960-1990: A review and appraisal. 

Journal of Marriage and the Family, 55, 527-555. 
 
Presser, S., & Stinson, L. (1998). Data collection mode and social desirability bias in self-

reported religious attendance. American Sociological Review, 63(1), 137-145. 
 
Raschke, H. J., & Raschke, V. J. (1979). Family conflict and children’s self-concepts: A 

comparison of intact and single-parent families. Journal of Marriage and the 
Family, 41(2), 367-374. 

 
Ritchie, L. D., & Fitzpatrick, M. A. (1990). Family communication patterns: Measuring 

intrapersonal perceptions of interpersonal relationships. Communication 
Research, 17(4), 523-544. 

 
Sabourin, T. C. (2003). The contemporary American family: A dialectical perspective on 

communication and relationships. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 
 
Sillars, A., Canary, D. J., & Tafoya, M. (2004). Communication, conflict, and the quality 

of family relationships. In Vangelisti [Ed.], Handbook of family communication. 
Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

 
Sillars, M. O., & Gronbeck, B. E. (2001). Communication criticism: Rhetoric, social 

codes, cultural studies. Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland Press. 
 
Smetana, J. G. (1989). Adolescents’ and parents’ reasoning about actual family conflict. 

Child Development, 60, 1052-1067. 
 
Speziale, B., & Gopalakrishna, V. (2004). Social support and functioning of nuclear 

families headed by lesbian couples. Affilia, 19(2), 174-183. 
 
Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. (1998). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and 

procedures for developing grounded theory (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 
Publications. 

 
Tabachnick, B. G., & Fidell, L. S. (1996). Using multivariate statistics (3rd ed.). New 

York, NY: HarperCollins. 

80 



Tschann, J. M., Flores, E., Pasch, L. A., & Marin, B. V. O. (1999). Assessing 
 interparental conflict: Reports of parents and adolescents in European American 
 and Mexican American families. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 61, 269-
 283. 
 
Turner, L. H., & West, R. (2003). Introduction: Breaking through silence: Increasing 
 voice for diverse families in communication research. Journal of Family 
 Communication, 3(4), 181-186. 
 
United States Department of Commerce Economics and Statistics Administration, Census 
 Bureau. (2001, April). Living arrangements of children: Household economic 
 studies: 1996. Retrieved May 29, 2005 from the U.S. Census Bureau website: 
 www.census.gov. 
 
United States Department of Commerce Economics and Statistics Administration, Census 

Bureau. (2002, November). Demographic trends in the 20th century: Census 2000 
special reports. Retrieved June 1, 2005 from the U.S. Census Bureau website: 
www.census.gov. 

 
Vuchinich, S. (1984). Sequencing and social structure in family conflict. Social 

Psychology Quarterly, 47(3), 217-234. 
 
Vuchinich, S. (1986). On attenuation in verbal family conflict. Social Psychology 

Quarterly, 49(4), 281-293. 
 
Vuchinich, S. (1987). Starting and stopping spontaneous family conflicts. Journal of 

Marriage and the Family, 49, 591-601. 
 
Vuchinich, S., Emery, R. E., & Cassidy, J. (1988). Family members as third parties in 

dyadic family conflict: Strategies, alliances, and outcomes. Child Development, 
59, 1293-1302. 

 
Wedemeyer, N. V., & Grotevant, H. D. (1982). Mapping the family system: A technique 

for teaching family systems theory concepts. Family Relations, 31, 185-193. 
 
Wells, M. S., Widmer, M. A., & McCoy, J. K. (2004). Grubs and grasshoppers: 

Challenge-based recreation and the collective efficacy of families with at-risk 
youth. Family Relations, 53(3), 326-333. 

 
Whitchurch, G. G., & Constantine, L. L. (1993). Systems theory. In Sussman, Steinmetz, 

& Peterson [Eds.], Handbook of marriage and the family (2nd ed.). New York, 
NY: Plenum Press. 

 

81 



Whitchurch, G. G., & Dickson, F. C. (1999). Family communication. In Sussman, 
 Steinmetz, & Peterson [Eds.], Handbook of marriage and the family (2nd ed.). 
 New York, NY: Plenum Press. 
 
Wilson, K., & Martin, P. Y. (1988). Regional differences in resolving family conflicts: Is 

there a legacy of patriarchy in the south? Sociological Spectrum, 8, 197-211. 
 
Witteman, H., & Fitzpatrick, M. A. (1986). Compliance-gaining in marital interaction: 

Power bases, processes, and outcomes. Communication Monographs, 53(2), 130-
143. 

 

82 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPENDIX A 
 

NOTICE TO RESPONDENTS 

83 



Notice to Respondents1

 
Thank you for your participation in this survey! In order for results to be accurately 
assessed, please be as detailed in your responses as possible. Keep in mind that many of 
these questions are based on your individual experiences and perceptions, so there is not 
a “right” or “wrong” answer. 
 
No identifying code will be attached to your questionnaire. If you wish to discontinue 
your participation in this project, you may do so at any time. Further, if you would like to 
discuss an issue related to this study or have any additional questions, please feel free to 
contact Chelsea A. Stow or Dr. Patrick C. Hughes in the Department of Communication 
Studies at Texas Tech University, (p): 806-742-1174, or: 2-3967. 
 
This questionnaire should take approximately 20-30 minutes to complete, depending on 
the detail of the responses given. When you are finished, please bring your survey to the 
front of the class, where you will place it in the large manila envelope provided for you. 
Again, thank you for time and cooperation! 
 

                                                 
 1 Note: This notice was placed at the beginning of both survey packets, and was orally explained to all 
study participants by the researcher before distribution. 
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85 



Demographic Questionnaire 1 
 
 
Sex  ___ M  ___ F 
 
 
Age  _______ 
 
 
Race 
 ___ Caucasian 
 ___ African-American 
 ___ Hispanic 
 ___ Native American 
 ___ Asian 
 ___ Other: _________________________ 
 
 
Religious Affiliation 
 ___ Protestant Christian 
 ___ Catholic 
 ___ Jewish 
 ___ Buddhist 
 ___ Hindu 
 ___ No Religious Preference / Atheist 
 ___ Agnostic 
 ___ Other: ___________________________ 
 
 
Your Marital Status 
 ___ Single 
 ___ Dating (Exclusively or Casually) 
 ___ Engaged 
 ___ Married 
 ___ Divorced/Separated 
 ___ Widowed 
 ___ Other: _________________________
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Family Conflict and Conflict Roles Instrument2

 
Directions: Please respond as thoroughly as possible to the following questions. If you 
need additional space, please write on the back of the page. 
 
 
6. In your opinion, who do you consider members of your family (mother, father, 

spouse, friends, etc.)? Explain. 
 

__________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
7. Think of a conflict that occurred in your “family” (preferably a recent one). Please 

describe the conflict: who did what, who said what, etc. What did you do and/or 
say? How is each person in the conflict related to you? Please note whether 
someone is a stepparent, half-sibling, best friend, etc. 

 
__________________________________________________________________ 

 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 

                                                 
 2 Note: Demographic Questionnaire 1 was included with this survey, and those items were numbered 
1-5; therefore, this instrument picks up with question 6. 
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8. In the situation above, was the conflict resolved? How? If not resolved, why? 
 Again,  what did each person in your  “family” do or say to bring this conflict to 
 an end? Are conflicts typically resolved or not resolved in this way? 
 

__________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
9. How long has it been (approximately) since you last talked to each of the people 

mentioned in the conflict described in questions 7-8? 
 

__________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
10. How have your interactions been since this conflict (friendly, difficult, no contact, 
 etc.)? Explain. 
 

__________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

 Thank you for your participation; your help is greatly appreciated! 
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Demographic Questionnaire 2 
 
 
Sex  ___ M  ___ F 
 
 
Age  _______ 
 
 
Ethnic Background ____________________ 
 
 
Major   ____________________ 
 
 
Classification  ____________________ 
 
 
 
Religious Affiliation     Your Parents’ Relationship Status 

___ Protestant Christian ___ Never Married 
 ___ Catholic ___ Married 
 ___ Agnostic ___ Divorced/Separated 
 ___ Atheist ___ Widowed 
 ___ No Religious Preference ___ Other, specify: ___________ 
 ___ Other, specify: ___________ 
 
      Your Mother 
Your Relationship Status ___ Number of Marriages 
 ___ Single, Never Married ___ Years Married to Current Spouse 
 ___ Dating 
 ___ Engaged 
 ___ Married Your Father 
 ___ Divorced/Separated ___ Number of Marriages 
 ___ Widowed ___ Years Married to Current Spouse  
 ___ Other, specify: ___________   
 
 
Dating 

_____________ How many people are you currently dating? 
 _____________ How many months have you been dating your current partner? 
 _____________ Do you live with your current partner? 
 _____________ If so, how many months have you lived together? 
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Married 
 _____________ How many times have you been married? 
 _____________ How many years have you been married to your current spouse? 
 
 
Children 
 _____________ How many children do you have? 
 _____________ How old (in years) are your children? 
 _____________ Do you have any children from a previous marriage? 
 _____________ Do you currently live with any of your children? 
 
 
Siblings 
 _____________ Do you have any brothers and/or sisters? 
 _____________ If so, how many brothers do you have? 
 _____________ If so, how many sisters do you have? 
 _____________ Do you have any siblings that are not related to you by blood?
 _____________ Are you the oldest, youngest, middle, etc. child? 
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Conflict Behaviors Instrument3

 
Directions: For the following questions, please circle the number that best fits your 
response for each item. Although “neutral” is an option, please carefully consider each 
statement to determine the number that best reflects your agreement or disagreement for 
that item. 
 
Note that the following questions are ranked on this scale: 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
In this survey a conflict is meant as “a state of disharmony,” or any fight or disagreement 
you have had with your family, from life-changing events to disagreements over 
everyday issues. 
 
 
15. I typically don’t get involved at all in family conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
16. I usually intervene to help bring an end to family conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
17. I often feel that I am the scapegoat during family conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
18. I enjoy starting conflicts between other family members. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 

                                                 
 3 Note: Demographic Questionnaire 2 was included with this survey, and those items were numbered 
1-14; therefore, this instrument picks up with question 15. 
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19. I like to be in control during family conflicts. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
20. I sympathize with or take sides with one family member or another during family 
 conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
21. I prefer not to talk about a conflict in my family after it occurs. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
22. I am usually the person who plays the “peacekeeper” during family conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
23. I often feel that I am the target during family conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
24. I often feel that I am the cause of family conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
25. I generally have the final “say” in family conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
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26. I usually try to talk out the issues with my family during conflicts. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
27. I try not to get involved in family conflicts because I think conflict is a waste of 
 time. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
28. I typically have to reason with the members in the conflict to help resolve family 
 conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
29. I often feel like I am “in the right,” and have done nothing to deserve what happens 
 to me during a family conflict. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
30. I tend to enforce the family “rules” during conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
31. “Resolving” a family conflict isn’t as important to me as making sure everyone’s 
 opinions get heard. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
32. I usually just watch but remain uninvolved during family conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
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33. I often bring third-party family members into the conflict only to bring an end to it. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
34. I usually feel like I have been treated unfairly by other family members during 
 conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
35. I enjoy starting conflicts with other family members. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
36. There are times when I give out disciplinary action or punishment in family 

conflicts. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
37. I generally understand where my family members are coming from during family 

conflicts. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
38. I typically leave the room when a conflict situation arises in my family. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
39. My family looks to me to “smooth things out” whenever there is a conflict. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
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40. I usually feel I have been unfairly punished by other family members during 
 conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
41. I generally begin conflicts in my family to make a point. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
42. My family members usually give in to me during family conflicts. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
43. I am usually willing to “give in” a little during family conflicts to reach a 

resolution. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
44. I don’t believe that my family experiences conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
45. My family members usually come to me for advice during a disagreement. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
46. I often feel that other family members are treated as “favorites,” or are treated better 
 than me in family conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
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47. When there is a conflict in my family, it is usually because my family members 
 don’t do what I want. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
48. I often make decisions for the family during conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
49. Discussing conflict situations makes me uncomfortable, and I avoid it when 
 possible. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
 
50. I often feel like other family members don’t care about my happiness or my opinion 
 during conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
 
 
Comments: _____________________________________________________________ 
 _____________________________________________________________ 
 _____________________________________________________________ 
 _____________________________________________________________ 
 _____________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 

 Thank you for your participation; your help is greatly appreciated! 
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Revised Family Communication Patterns Instrument4

Ritchie & Fitzpatrick, 1990 
 
Directions: For the following questions, please circle the number that best fits your 
response for each item. Although “neutral” is an option, please carefully consider each 
statement to determine the number that best reflects your agreement or disagreement for 
that item. 
 
Note that the following questions are ranked on this scale: 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
In this survey, parents are meant as the people considered your predominant parental 
figures, including but not limited to biological parents, stepparents, adopted parents, and 
legal guardians. 
 
 
51. In our family, we often talk about topics like politics and religion, where some 
 persons disagree with others. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
52. My parents often say something like, “You’ll know better when you grow up.” 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
53. My parents often say something like, “Every member of the family should have 
 some say in family decisions.” 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
 

                                                 
 4 Note: Demographic Questionnaire 2 and the Conflict Behaviors Instrument were included with this 
survey; demographic items were numbered 1-14, and behavioral questions were numbered 15-50. 
Therefore, this instrument picks up with question 51. 
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54. My parents often say something like, “My ideas are right and you should not 
 question them.” 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
55. My parents often ask my opinion when the family is talking about something. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
56. My parents often say something like, “A child should not argue with adults.” 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
57. My parents encourage me to challenge their ideas and beliefs. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
58. My parents often say something like, “There are some things that just shouldn’t be 
 talked about.” 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
59. My parents often say something like, “You should always look at both sides of an 
 issue.” 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
60. My parents often say something like, “You should give in on arguments rather than 
 risk making people mad.” 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
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61. I usually tell my parents what I am thinking about things. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
62. When anything really important is involved, my parents expect me to obey without 
 question. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
63. I can tell my parents almost anything. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
64. In our home, my parents usually have the last word. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
65. In our family, we often talk about our feelings and emotions. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
66. My parents feel that it is important to be the boss. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
67. My parents and I often have long, relaxed conversations about nothing in particular. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
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68. My parents sometimes become irritated with my views if they are different from 
 theirs. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
69. I really enjoy talking with my parents, even when we disagree. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
70. If my parents don’t approve of it, they don’t want to know about it. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
71. My parents like to hear my opinions, even when they don’t agree with me. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
72. When I am at home, I am expected to obey my parents’ rules. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
73. My parents encourage me to express my feelings. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
74. My parents tend to be very open about their emotions. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
 

104 



75. We often talk as a family about things we have done during the day. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
76. In our family, we often talk about our plans and hopes for the future. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
 
 
Comments: _____________________________________________________________ 
 _____________________________________________________________ 
 _____________________________________________________________ 
 _____________________________________________________________ 
 _____________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 

 Thank you for your participation; your help is greatly appreciated!

105 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPENDIX G 
 

REVISED CONFLICT BEHAVIORS 
 

INSTRUMENT
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Revised Conflict Behaviors Instrument5

 
Directions: For the following questions, please circle the number that best fits your 
response for each item. Although “neutral” is an option, please carefully consider each 
statement to determine the number that best reflects your agreement or disagreement for 
that item. 
 
Note that the following questions are ranked on this scale: 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
In this survey a conflict is meant as “a state of disharmony,” or any fight or disagreement 
you have had with your family, from life-changing events to disagreements over 
everyday issues. 
 
Additionally, parents are meant as the people considered your predominant parental 
figures, including but not limited to biological parents, stepparents, adopted parents, and 
legal guardians. 
 
 
1. I typically don’t get involved at all in family conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
2. I usually intervene to help bring an end to family conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
3. I often feel that I am the scapegoat during family conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
 5 Note: Responses to the original Conflict Behaviors survey were factor-analyzed, which showed that 
only 12 of the 36 original questions had viable factor loadings. Those questions are shown here. 
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4. I enjoy starting conflicts between other family members. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
5. I often feel that I am the target during family conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
6. I often feel that I am the cause of family conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
7. I usually try to talk out the issues with my family during conflicts. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
8. I try not to get involved in family conflicts because I think conflict is a waste of 
 time. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
9. I typically have to reason with the members in the conflict to help resolve family 
 conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
10. I enjoy starting conflicts with other family members. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
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11. There are times when I give out disciplinary action or punishment in family 
conflicts. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
12. My family looks to me to “smooth things out” whenever there is a conflict. 

 
1  2  3  4  5 

          Strongly Disagree       Neutral   Strongly Agree 
 
 
 
 
Comments: _____________________________________________________________ 
 _____________________________________________________________ 
 _____________________________________________________________ 
 _____________________________________________________________ 
 _____________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 

Thank you for your participation; your help is greatly appreciated! 
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