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ABSTRACT 

The importance of structural aspects of relationships has been overlooked by 

conflict researchers studying communication during relational conflicts. Identities 

are developed, maintained and damaged via interaction with others. Due to the 

interdependence between identities and social interaction, the inherent need to 

include identities in relational conflict research seems obvious. Because identities 

are inherently connected to a relationship, it provides a structural element for the 

study of relational conflict interaction. Describing and categorizing communication 

choices and characteristics of messages used during conflict is important. However, 

although we can explain what behaviors occur, a basis for why certain 

communicative alternatives are chosen over others still goes unanswered. 

Incorporating a structural approach to relational conflict may begin to explain why 

certain communicative choices are made in conflict situations. 

The focus of this study was directed toward the relationship between identities 

and communicative responses in relational conflict. More specifically, this study has 

three primary goals: First, to examine communication responses in relational 

conflict based on the structural features of relationships; second, to assess how 

communication patterns differ across different types of relationships during conflict 

.' 
interactions; and third, to test the utility ofINTERACT, an identity-based computer 

interaction program, as a viable alternative for studying relational interaction. 

Participants completed a relational information packet about one of three 

identities: romantic partner, close friend, or classmate. Included in the packet were 
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scales assessing identity salience and identity commitment. The packet also 

contained a conflict scenario requiring participants to respond to identity damaging 

remarks. These responses were coded for message activity and message 

constructiveness. Participants completed a disruption measure to determine the 

amount of damage caused by the statements in the con flier scenario. The scenarios 

in the relational information packet contained rejecting or accepting messages to the 

participants' responses. 

Results revealed positive relationships between identity salience, identity 

commitment and disruption. Further, disruption and partner response type were 

found to directly influence responses to identity damaging remarks and identity 

commitment was found to influence the amount of disruption caused by identity 

damaging remarks. 



CHAPTER I 

RATIONALE AND HYPOTHESES 

Introduction 

Identities are developed, maintained, and damaged via interaction with others. 

Due to the interdependence between identities and social interaction, the inherent 

need to include identities in relational conflict research seems obvious. Yet the 

importance of structural aspects of relationships has been overlooked by conflict 

researchers studying communication during relational conflicts (Ridley & Avery, 

1979). The conceptualization of identity as an emergent aspect of relationships 

provides the necessary structural element to advance the study of relational conflict 

interaction. 

12 

The benefits of including identities and aspects related to identities in the arena 

of relational conflict research are threefold. First, focusing on identities offers a 

"structural" cornerstone for future research. This structural focus shifts the basis of 

explanation away from personality differences and promotes an explanation of 

communicative choices based on the set of structured relationships we maintain. 

Second, identities are reported to be an influence on action (Gecas, 1982), i.e., 

action that seeks to validate an identity or to balance a relationship after identity 

damaging remarks. Incorporating identities into relational conflict research would 

allow investigating these types of communicative actions. Third, an identity focus 

can provide a parsimonious framework for studying conflict interaction that can be 

combined with the existing message classification schemes to further our 
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understanding of communication in conflict. Describing and categorizing 

communication choices and characteristics of messages used during conflict is 

important. However, though we can describe what behaviors occur, a basis for why 

certain communicative alternatives are chosen still goes unanswered. Incorporating 

a structural approach to relational conflict may begin to explain why certain 

communicative choices are made in conflict situations. 

The focus of this study is directed toward the relationship between identities 

and communicative patterns in relational conflict. More specifically, this study has 

three primary goals: First, to examine communication patterns in relational conflict 

based on the structural features of relationships; second, to assess how 

communication patterns differ across different types of relationships during conflict 

interactions; and third, to test the utility of INTERACT, an identity-based computer 

interaction program, as a viable option for studying relational interaction. 

In advancing a structural approach to the study of relational conflict, the 

"structural" feature must be defined before further development. Identities are 

conceptualized as aspects of the self that develop from the role relationships and 

positions an individual maintains in some organized structure of relationships to 

which he or she belongs (Serpe & Stryker, 1987). It follows that a person "has as 

many identities as the parts he or she plays in varying structures of social 

relationships" (Serpe & Stryker, 1987, p. 45). Burke and Reitzes (1991) define 

identities as shared social meanings that people attribute to themselves in specific 

roles, i.e., positions in a set of structured relationships. Similarly, McCall and 
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Simmons (1978) refer to "role-identities" as the self-conceptions that arise from 

maintaining positions in a social structure. Linton (1936) and Merton (1957) point 

out that these social positions are located in a structured set of relationships in a 

social system. In a structural sense, identities emerge from the role relationships 

people maintain in their network of relationships. Simply stated, identities are 

shared social meanings that people have for themselves based on their relationships. 

There are several different ways in which relational conflict can be 

conceptualized. Despite the variety of interests surrounding conflict behavior among 

social scientists and the numerous definitions of conflict (e.g., Coser, 1956; 

Deutsch, 1969; Schelling, 1960; Simmel, 1955;.Waln, 1982), a common thread 

across conceptualizations revolves around perceived incompatibilities of behaviors. 

Based on the conceptualization of conflict, identity attacks fall under the rubric of 

incompatible behavior. To develop an identity-based program of research for 

relational conflict, this study will restrict the domain of relational conflict to identity 

attacks and the subsequent friction that occurs due to these damaging remarks. 

Although this may be a narrow conceptualization of relational conflict, the inherent 

existence of identities in social interaction accentuates the importance of including 

identity-directed communication in the focus of relational conflict research. 

Therefore, conflict is forwarded as the incompatibility of the "shared" social 

meanings of an identity or a set of identities. 

In terms of looking at social interaction from an identity perspective, implicit in 

this structural approach is that the behavioral choices a person makes during 



interaction are influenced by the identities involved in the interaction, i.e., the 

identities of self and other (Serpe & Stryker, 1987). It follows that the 

communicative responses chosen in relational conflict episodes also will be 

influenced by the identities involved in the specific identity attack. 

Personality Centered Research in Conflict 

15 

Much of the previous research on conflict emerged from psychologists. With a 

focus on personality, most research has been guided by questions pertaining to the 

relationships between the personality attributes, behavioral styles, and some variable 

like relational satisfaction. However, personality-centered research has yielded little 

advancement in the study of relational conflict. Identifying important personality 

attributes has only accounted for a limited amount of variance in explaining conflict 

behaviors (Bell & Blakeney, 1977; Gormly, Gormly, & Johnson, 1972; Jones & 

Melcher, 1982; Rahim, 1983; Sternberg & Soriano, 1984). The evidence suggests 

. that personality attributes fail to provide a cohesive framework to explain conflict 

behavior. Terhune (1970) summarized 30 personality studies and their results in 

relation to conflictive and cooperative behaviors. In total, 46 personality measures 

were employed in the 30 studies. About one-third of the personality measures were 

unrelated to conflict behavior and there were six attributes related in some studies 

but not in others. The large number of personality measures included in conflict 

research has added to the complexity of interpreting the results and the lack of a 

cohesive framework for studying conflict interaction. 
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From a personality perspective, the explanations of conflict behavior are bound 

in the attributes of the individuals or the behavioral styles individuals exhibit during 

conflict. Although conflict interaction (behavioral) styles and personality attributes 

seem conceptually distinct, measures of personality attributes are determined by the 

presence or absence of certain behaviors during conflict. In tum, conflict interaction 

style is assessed similarly, based on behavioral tendencies in conflict situations. It 

has been suggested that personality attributes are reflected in a person's behavior. 

Not surprising, then, is the similarity between the internal personality attributes that 

guide behavior and the behavioral styles studied by many researchers (Bell & 

Blakeney, 1977; Blake & Mouton, 1964; Chavetz, 1980; Gormly, Gormly, & 

Johnson, 1972; Rahim, 1983; Sillars, 1980a, 1980b; Sternberg & Soriano, 1984). 

Although the "styles" approach comes across as a behavioral explanation of conflict 

and personality attributes are presented as internal characteristics that drive 

behavioral choices, the manner in which attributes are measured makes it difficult to 

distinguish the two approaches operationally. 

Moreover, it is difficult to assume that an individual's conflict interaction style 

is static across all situations. As Mischel (1968) has noted, there is a paucity of 

data supporting the notion of a stable, consistent style for handling conflict. 

Although the results from personality-focused research may initially appear to 

explain why behaviors occur, the confusion lies in the fact that under a personality 

approach, explaining why behaviors occur is synonymous with explaining who is 

exhibiting these behaviors. This confusion has not helped advance our 
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understanding of the choices made during conflict interaction. The influences of the 

situation and the impact of communication are secondary to the impact of the 

personality attributes in conflict interaction. Approaching research with such an 

internal, individualistic focus restricts the opportunity to understand the dynamics of 

relational conflict and the communicative patterns involved in conflict episodes. 

Message Focused Research in Conflict 

The other predominant approach for analyzing relational conflict focuses on 

the messages employed in conflictual situations. Researchers focusing on messages 

attempt to answer questions regarding the different message strategies used in 

conflictual situations and the respective outcomes. Looking at the communication 

strategies people use to maintain their relationships is becoming more popular 

(Canary & Stafford, 1992). Communication scholars are categorizing messages into 

two categories; strategies that generally help maintain relationships and strategies 

that generally disrupt relationships. Several message strategy classifications 

reviewed below have contributed to the study of communication in conflict. 

Sillars and his colleagues (1980a, 1980b; Sillars, Coletti, Parry, & Rogers, 

1982) categorized messages that people employ during conflict into three main 

strategies: integrative, distributive, and avoidance. Integrative strategies include 

more cooperative messages that promote communication. Contrarily, distributive 

strategies are competitive and individualistic and avoidance strategies function to 

diffuse discussion of the conflict (see Sillars, 1980a, 1980b). These strategies are 

considered overarching ones that are applicable in an array of interpersonal contexts 
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(Sillars et al., 1982). These three categories reflect two dimensions of 

communication, directness and competitiveness. Directness differentiates avoidance 

strategies from the other two strategies and competitiveness distinguishes distributive 

strategies from integrative ones. 

Sillars (1980a, 1980b) discusses conflict strategy choice in terms of the 

participant's attributions about who is responsible for the conflict, self or other. 

Avoidance and distributive strategies are most likely when the responsibility of the 

conflict is attributed to the partner. Integrative strategies are associated more with 

attributions of responsibility to self. Other message classification schemes are 

similar in categorizing the strategies, yet differ in their basis for why a certain 

strategy is selected. 

Fitzpatrick and Winke (1979) offer a five strategy classification of messages 

used in conflict. Manipulation strategies include acting too nice prior to introducing 

a controversial issue. Nonnegotiation strategies include endless repetition of a point 

until the other gives in or refusal to discuss the issue until the other changes his or 

her position. Emotional appeal strategies target the affection of the other person and 

personal rejection strategies involve withholding affection until the other concedes. 

Finally, empathic understanding strategies revolve around talking about why there is 

a disagreement or discussing the possible outcomes in the event of a compromise. 

Differentiating from Sillars, Fitzpatrick and Winke focused on the differences 

in strategies between opposite-sex and same-sex friends. Results indicated that in 

same-sex friendships, males and females differ in the strategies used in conflicts. 
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Specifically, males were most likely to use nonnegotiation strategies with same-sex 

friends and females typically employed personal rejection, emotional appeal, or 

empathic understanding with their same-sex friends. In terms of opposite-sex 

relationships, married couples used more emotional appeals and personal rejection 

than any other type of relationship. In addition, opposite-sex friends used personal 

rejection and emotional appeal more than same-sex friends in dealing with conflict. 

Couples who were casually involved used nonnegotiation or manipulation strategies 

in dealing with their conflicts. Results also indicated that dissatisfied couples were 

more likely to use nonnegotiation and empathic understanding than manipulation. 

Contrary to Sillars' work, strategy selection in this case differed depending on the 

type of relationship. In accord with Fitzpatrick and Winke, strategy choice in 

conflict was influenced by factors connected to the other person and the relationship. 

Ayres (1983) identified three communication strategies people use in relational 

maintenance. The avoidance strategies involve ignoring things another might do to 

change the relationship, thus reducing the chance of altering the nature of the 

relationship. Balance strategies function to keep levels of support the same for both 

persons involved. Finally, directness strategies involve telling the other person 

exactly what is wanted in the relationship. Ayres presented his categorization as the 

strategies people use to keep their relationships stable. Results indicated that 

strategy choice varies depending on the stage of the relationship, i.e., whether the 

relationship is developing, deteriorating or stable. Ayres speculated that the 

difference in strategy use relates to the amount of commitment to the relationship. 



Results suggested that people in deteriorating relationships use the most balancing 

strategies while those in developing relationships tend to report using avoidance 

strategies more. 
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Despite the outward appearance of uniqueness, the message categories are quite 

similar. Although the strategies are operationally distinct, they maintain a high 

degree of functional similarity across the various message classification schemes. 

Sillars' tripartite scheme could encompass Fitzpatrick and Winke's (1979) five 

strategy representation in that personal rejection could be subsumed by avoidance 

strategies, empathic understanding corresponds with integrative strategies, and 

nonnegotiation, manipulation and emo~ional appeal could arguably be subsumed 

under the distributive category. Equally possible is the fact that Ayres' scheme 

could encompass Sillars' categories where balance strategies represent integrative 

strategies, directness strategies subsume distributive strategies, and avoidance 

strategies in each scheme are essentially the same. 

This high degree of functional similarity muddies the waters by creating the 

appearance of dissimilarity and uniqueness where few real differences exist. 

Message research should instead direct its attention to the functional aspects of 

messages. Watzlawick, Beavin and Jackson (1967) argue that the function of a 

message will vary depending on content, context, and affect. For example, the 

same message may appear to be supportive and cooperative -- indicating either an 

integrative strategy or an empathic understanding strategy, yet affectively the 

message may resemble a distributive or manipUlative strategy. Further, messages 
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that appear to be cooperative, in the sense that they promote conflict resolution and 

relational maintenance, may function to manipulate the partner away from other 

issues. Rusbult (1987) argues that research classifying messages into specific 

categories may confuse the description of the message with its function in an 

ongoing interaction. Therefore, the utility of descriptive taxonomies may be limited 

in explaining the functions of communicative choices involved in relational conflict. 

Clearly, looking at single responses to conflict may be misleading. Examining a 

sequence of responses during the course of conflict may provide more insight in 

explaining relational conflict maintenance. 

Recently, Newton and Burgoon (1990) advanced a slightly different 

categorization of messages arguing that responses to conflict serve different 

functions. They suggested that responses to conflict function to accomplish 

instrumental, interpersonal, and/or identity objectives. Instrumental strategies were 

divided into two categories: content-validation and content-invalidation. Content 

validation strategies were most similar to cooperative strategies in that they attempt 

to provide information on an issue or to discuss options surrounding an issue. 

Content-invalidation strategies were seen as more competitive and unsupportive, 

illustrated by attempts to discredit the other person's message. Interpersonal 

strategies also were split into two main areas; other-support and other-accusation. 

Other-support strategies indicated support for the other person and other-accusation 

strategies invalidated the other person by attacking the other's position and ideas as 

well as his or her character. Identity management strategies revolved around 



impression management behaviors. Identity management behaviors were classified 

as assertive or defensive. 

Assertive identity management strategies involved statements that promote the 

self and the ideas a person holds. Other types of statements falling under the 

heading of self-assertions included disclosing thoughts and feelings, making wish 

statements, and stating wants and needs to the partner (Newton & Burgoon, 1990). 

Defensive identity management strategies included messages illustrating denial, 

justification, excuses, and self-inquiry. The fact that people engaged in identity 

maintenance behaviors during interaction indicates the importance of identities and 

their relevance to studying relational conflict. In conflict, identity management 

strategy choice would most likely depend on the magnitude of identity damage and 

the amount of maintenance needed to rebalance the interaction. 
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Newton and Burgoon (1990) advance relational conflict research beyond the 

typical message categorizations by shifting away from the previous message 

classifications and developing a taxonomy of strategies based on whether a message 

functions to accomplish instrumental, interpersonal, or identity maintenance goals. 

Results indicated that the prosocial strategies, i.e., those that tend to be constructive 

and promote relational satisfaction, were seen as more effective (more persuasive) in 

disagreements and that communication satisfaction increased with the use of other

supportive strategies rather than accusatory strategies. Specifically, content 

validation and other validation were effective strategies for producing both positive 

relational and individual outcomes. Invalidating the other's message content was 
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seen as detrimental to obtaining instrumental goals and preserving the relationship. 

Unfortunately, the results for the identity maintenance strategies were not as 

convincing. Newton and Burgoon (1990) failed to receive support for the impact of 

self-assertive and self-defensive strategies. This might have been due, in part, to a 

neutralizing effect between the pOSitive and negative aspects of the strategies or the 

difficulty of distinguishing what tactics belonged in the assertiveness category or the 

defensiveness category. Although Newton and Burgoon (1990) acknowledge the 

relevance of identity needs, further exploration surrounding messages that damage a 

partner's identity and the responses to such damaging messages is needed. 

The impact of negative affect and other relationship damaging behaviors is well 

documented. Gottman, Markman, and Notarius's (1977) work on marital conflict 

indicated the prevalence of negative affect in distinguishing distressed and 

nondistressed couples. Further, distressed couples tended to reciprocate negative 

affect more frequently than positive affect, reSUlting in a negative loop exchange that 

can be seen as detrimental to a relationship. Research also indicates that distressed 

couples tend to deliver fewer positive and more negative reinforcing statements 

(Birchler, Weiss, & Vincent, 1975). Lower rates of verbal and nonverbal positive 

behaviors were also found in distressed couples compared with nondistressed couples 

(Margolin & Wampold, 1981). The evidence supporting the benefits of prosocial 

behavior and the detrimental effects of negative behavior suggests that identity 

attacks can be devastating to relationships due the negative evaluations associated 

with the source of such messages. 
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Message classifications and functional typologies of messages have provided 

researchers with an abundance of descriptive frameworks from which to operate. 

Although these descriptive classifications have been useful, the need to extend 

beyond description is apparent. In addressing the concern of the limited utility of 

descriptive taxonomies, Rusbult (1987) forwarded a model containing a four strategy 

classification based on two behavioral dimensions: active-passive and constructive

destructive. In presenting these categories of responses to dissatisfaction, Rusbult 

(1987) contends that previous work "explores a single mode of reaction -

communication or termination m: cognitions about the partner and the relationship, 

and soon -- and does not simultaneously examine alternative modes of response" (p. 

210) (emphasis in original). Further, dimensions of this nature permit the 

categorization of multi-functioning responses. 

Rusbult's (1980, 1987) categorization includes four types of responses to 

dissatisfaction: exit, voice, loyalty, and neglect. These four responses exist on two 

dimensions, active-passive and constructive-destructive. Exit (active, destructive) 

responses consist of formally separating or talking about leaving the relationship. 

The Voice (active, constructive) category includes strategies attempting to discuss 

issues, compromise, or resolve problems. Loyalty (passive, constructive) responses 

include waiting for things to get better, hoping for improvement, and supporting the 

partner in light of criticisms. The Neglect (passive, destructive) category is 

comprised of responses like ignoring the partner, spending less time with the 

partner, treating partner poorly, or over-criticizing the partner on unrelated things. 
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Utilizing the Exit-Voice-Loyalty-Neglect model allows communication responses to 

conflict to be explained in terms of their degree of activity and constructiveness. 

Summary and Conclusions 

The focus on personality traits has lead to a myriad of results. However, the 

conceptualizations and operationalizations of personality traits and behavioral styles 

has not provided a coherent foundation for explaining conflict behavior. The focus 

on message strategies in relational conflict research has been productive, perhaps too 

productive. Research has provided a wealth of information on the categorization of 

messages in conflict. These message classifications have contributed to the 

advancement of conflict research. Still, we must use these classifications to move 

beyond explaining what behaviors occur, and address why certain behaviors occur. 

It is also important to move toward analyzing a sequence of communicative 

responses during the course of conflict instead of looking at isolated messages. The 

intricacies involved in relational conflict necessitate focusing on patterns of 

communication. Although the present classifications are beneficial for identifying 

and describing strategies used in conflict, there is little evidence to explain why 

choices are made. The addition of structural features can provide a foundation from 

which message-centered research can further analyze the patterns of communication. 

Incorporating structural aspects of relationships enables researchers to gain further 

understanding of relational conflict by providing a framework to explain why 

communicative choices are made during conflict. 
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Rusbult's (1980, 1987) categorization is based on the notion that people are 

motivated to maximize their outcomes. From this exchange-oriented perspective, 

Rusbult, Zembrodt and Gunn (1982) suggest that the structure of the relationship 

must be considered when looking at dissatisfaction in relationships. Forwarding an 

explanation of communication choices that is connected to "structural" features of 

relationships is an opportune way to incorporate dyadic components with message 

classification schemes. Therefore, this research will incorporate Rusbult's active

passive and constructive-destructive dimensions to analyze communication responses 

in relational conflict. 

Relational Conflict and Identity Theory 

The challenge now becomes predicting and explaining why certain behavioral 

choices are made during conflict. The ubiquity of identities in interaction cannot be 

argued. Focusing on identities enables the study of communication in conflicts 

between married couples, dating couples, divorced couples, couples developing 

relationships, couples dissolving relationships, roommates, families, same-sex 

friends, and opposite-sex friends. The potential for this structural orientation to 

further the understanding and explanation of communication in conflict warrants 

investigating the impact of identities on communication in conflict. 

Identity theory emerges from a structural symbolic interactionist framework 

(Stryker, 1980). With its roots tied to symbolic interactionism, identity theory 

highlights the importance of the social situation and how it affects the actors (Serpe 

& Stryker, 1987). In the sense that certain situations allow for a variety of 



appropriate behaviors while others are more restrictive, social structure is seen as 

both enabling and constraining interaction. Clearly, the range of acceptable 

behaviors will vary from situation to situation. This suggests that the structural 

elements of the situation, including aspects of the relationship, influence the 

behavioral choices of the participants. 
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The self is pragmatically conceptualized as being comprised of multiple 

identities, including identities from past and present relationships. Mead (1934) 

contends that people use the past in the present to project future interactions. In 

interaction, difficulties arise when the identities of the past fail to conform with the 

present situation, resulting in incongruencies (Katovich, 1987). As Gross and Stone 

(1964) point out, interaction that proceeds without accurate identification by both 

parties appears clumsy and awkward. Thus, it is likely that inaccurate identification 

will impact communication in relational conflict. 

Tajfel (1981) argues that it is impossible to think of social interaction not being 

influenced by the expectations people have for others based on social categories, 

prior interactions, and knowledge of at least some of the identities an individual 

maintains. People select others with whom to interact with the expectation that the 

other will respond in a manner consistent with our expectations of the identities 

involved in the interaction. Implicitly, this argument links identity theory to the 

study of social interaction. Identity theory suggests people use identities as the basis 

for generating behavioral expectations of those we encounter (Serpe & Stryker, 

1987; Stryker, 1968; Stryker & Serpe, 1982), as well as using identities to provide 
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guidelines for behavioral choices (McCall & Simmons, 1978; Stryker & Serpe, 

1982). These communicative choices are influenced by the collection of identities a 

person maintains, the salience of those identities, and the commitment to those 

identities. 

Identities are important to the self and important to interaction. Due to the 

inherent value of identities, identity attacks are considered disruptive in the sense 

that they are contrary to the expected behavior. The disruption reflects a 

disagreement in how one expects to be treated. The magnitude of disruption can 

have a great impact on the resulting communication used to balance a relationship 

after an identity has been attacked. Although research on identity disruption has 

also been applied to areas of health (Brown & McGill, 1989) and psychological 

well-being (Thoits, 1983, 1991), relational conflict researchers have overlooked 

identity theory as a useful framework for studying communication patterns in 

relational conflict. 

Thoits (1983, 1986, 1991) and Burke (1991) charge that identity damage or 

disconfirmation of identities plays an important role in a person's feelings of 

distress. Identity attacks tend to embitter partners, indicating an incompatibility 

surrounding the importance of an identity. Identity attacks can precipitate and 

exacerbate relational conflict depending on the identities involved and the type of 

communication response that follows. The potential impact of identity attacks in 

relationships is reason enough to encourage research in this area. Comparable to 

Simmel's (1955) discussion of verbal conflict, identity attacks involve the same type 
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of challenging, downgrading, or threatening remarks specifically targeted at a 

person's identity. Although Simmel maintains that no conflict occurs unless a 

counter-attack takes place, identity attacks can symbolize conflict without retaliatory 

remarks due to the interdependence between the identity, the self, the partner, and 

the relationship. The interdependence between the identities involved in the conflict 

make it necessary to consider the relationship with the other person as an influence 

on behavioral choice. Regardless of the identity under attack, the salience 

(importance) of the other person also will influence the tenor of the response. 

Identity Salience 

Identity theory is based on the belief that social actors make choices regarding 

behavior. Identity theory focuses on the behavioral choices people make in social 

situations when alternative behaviors exist (Serpe & Stryker, 1987). According to 

identity theory, one key determinant of behavioral choice is identity salience. 

Identity salience is conceptualized as the probability of an identity coming into play 

across an array of situations. Although not explicitly stated, this conceptualization is 

based on the argument that how people interact is a function of the location of the 

involved identity in a salience hierarchy and the importance of the other person 

(McCall & Simmons, 1978; Serpe & Stryker, 1987). The ordering of the identities 

in the hierarchy is based on the salience of each identity relative to the other 

identities. In a figurative sense, identities at the top of the hierarchy are considered 

to be more important and more central to the individual. 
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Identity Commitment 

The other important aspect relevant to identity theory and behavioral choice is 

identity commitment. Whereas identity salience specifies what makes up the self 

(self-concept), commitment refers to the extensiveness of one's relationships 

associated with an identity and the intensiveness attached to the possible loss of 

relationships and activities associated with a certain identity (Serpe & Stryker, 

1987). Stryker (1968) intimates that the amount of commitment to an identity is 

linked to the probability that the identity will influence behavioral choices in a 

situation. Comparing the two, identity salience refers to the probability of a 

behavioral response and identity commitment refers to the affective responses 

associated with identity maintenance. The affective response to an identity attack is 

likely to be greater when the attacker is a more central figure in the set of structured 

relationships one maintains. Conceptually, it can be seen that identity commitment 

also incorporates the relative importance of the other person and the importance of 

the relationship. 

Identity Disruption 

Several researchers have advanced theories surrounding identity damage. 

Burke (1991) has extended interruption theory to illustrate how stress and anxiety 

are products of disruption in the identity process. Identity interruptions include 

behaviors that disconfirm expected behaviors or behaviors that fail to meet 

expectations. Identity attacks are unexpected disruptions in the identity process. 

For example, relational partners generally expect to receive support and affection 
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from each other. If one partner verbally dismantles the other partner's identity, 

Burke (1991) suggests that this interruption in the identity process requires action to 

reestablish a sense of balance for the identity and in the relationship. In presenting 

his identity model, Burke (1991) suggests that attacks on higher salient identities 

should produce more distress. Burke's conception of distress compares with social 

stress and damage to the psychological well-being of a person. Further, Burke 

suggests that attacks on identities tied to relationships to which an individual is 

highly committed might produce greater distress. Since the conceptualization of 

identity commitment is linked to affect, it seems more fitting to look at disruption in 

terms of affective responses. Extending Burke's predictions to relational conflict, 

the following hypotheses are forwarded: 

HI: As identity salience increases, disruption caused by an identity attack increases. 

H2: As identity commitment increases, disruption caused by an identity attack 

increases. 

Coinciding with the research on the impact of negative affect on relational 

satisfaction, rejecting a response to an identity attack can be seen as invalidating the 

message. On the other hand, an accepting response shows approval or validation of 

the message. Invalidating a message tends to invoke negative responses (Gottman, 

1979; Newton & Burgoon, 1990) and validating a message tends to have more 

positive effects on the relationship and the conflict (Newton & Burgoon, 1990). 

Therefore, rejecting a message is likely to escalate conflict and increase the chances 

of further relational damage. Accepting a message is likely to de-escalate the 
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relational conflict, diminishing the chances for further damage. Thus the following 

prediction is made regarding responses to rebalancing messages and disruption: 

H3: Rejecting a message that attempts to repair identity damage results in higher 

disruption than accepting a message attempting to repair identity damage. 

It is assumed that responses to disruption can be described in terms of Rusbult's 

(1980, 1987) active-passive and constructive-destructive continua. Similar to 

relational "turning points" (Baxter & Bullis, 1986), identity attacks are assumed to 

be events that require the renegotiation of the relationship andlor renegotiation of the 

identities involved in the attacks. This assumption enables researchers to study 

communicative. responses during the course of relational conflict. Based on the 

salience of, and the commitment to the identity under attack, Rusbult's scheme will 

be used as a basis for looking at subsequent patterns of communication in terms of 

the active-passive and constructive-destructive dimensions. These dimensions are 

similar to Osgood, Suci, and Tannenbaum's (1957) dimensions of evaluation and 

activity. Therefore, responses can be rated in terms of their constructiveness for the 

relationship and the amount of activity indicated in the response. 

Consistent with the message-centered research, active responses would function 

to reestablish the disrupted identity or reestablish balance in the relationship. 

However, active responses can be either constructive or destructive in nature. 

Disrupted identities that are more central to the person (high salience) would seem to 

elicit greater activity in responses to identity attacks then less central identities. 

Relationships to which there is high commitment suggests a person would have a 
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propensity to continue the relationship. Destructive responses might signal a lack of 

concern for the other and less of a desire to maintain the relationship. Constructive 

responses would indicate that the relationship to which the damaged identity is 

connected is important enough to warrant responses to reestablish the attacked 

identity in an attempt to maintain the relationship. Due to the interdependence 

between the importance of the relationship and identity commitment, the use of 

constructive messages is more likely when the relationship with the other person 

(identity attacker) is important. Whereas Rusbult's model deals with categorizing 

responses to relational dissatisfaction, the focus of this research shifts the focus to 

the characteristics of the responses to identity damage and the structural features of 

the relationship. Thus, the connection to why certain messages occur can be linked 

to identity salience and identity commitment. The following hypotheses are 

forwarded with regard to responses to identity attacks. 

H4: As identity salience increases, responses to identity attacks increase in activity. 

HS: As identity commitment increases, responses to identity attacks increase in 

constructiveness. 

INTERACT and Communication Patterns 

INTERACT is a computer program, based on affect control theory, that 

simulates social interaction. INTERACT enables the study of the reidentification 

processes necessary to maintain balance within a relationship between the specified 

actors. More relevant to this research, INTERACT can be used to analyze 

behavioral sequences after identity damage in an interaction. Further, INTERACT 



allows researchers to designate a specific event or series of events to determine the 

emotional impact a certain behavior will have on the actors involved in an 

interaction. Finally, INTERACT provides a mechanism by which researchers can 

analytically track social interaction (Heise, 1978). 
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Affect control theory (ACT) considers emotion as the experience that reflects 

identity validation or identity invalidation (Heise, 1979; Smith-Lovin, 1988). 

Because ACT encompasses affective responses, behavioral expectations, definitions 

of situations, and definitions of identities, it provides a powerful package for 

examining social interaction. People interact with others based on expectations of 

confirming an identity and their affective responses are used as guidelines to judge 

the amount of confirmation (or disconfirmation) an identity received during social 

interaction. In short, ACT focuses on interpretations of identities and behaviors 

during social interaction. 

The process of determining the impact of different responses to identity attacks 

can provide great insight for relational conflict researchers. Most conflict 

researchers codify conflict management styles based on behavioral observation or 

behavior-oriented scales. INTERACT uses "impression-change equations" to predict 

outcomes of events (Smith-Lovin, 1990) based on cultural ratings of social identities 

and behaviors on the dimensions of evaluation (E), potency (P), and activity (A) 

(Osgood et al., 1957). Thus, INTERACT quantifies identity disruptions and allows 

specific behaviors to be entered into an interaction sequence. The utility of EPA 

ratings stems from the fact that they can be used to distinguish important elements in 
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social interaction like identities and behaviors. Further, EPA ratings are believed to 

be widely shared, represent important cultural information, and correspond to other 

social structural features like power and status (Smith-Lovin, 1990). 

INTERACT uses cultural meanings for making deductions about social events 

from a combination of meanings. The structural meaning of a concept is determined 

by how it relates to other concepts and how it functions with other concepts to 

describe a social event. INTERACT's concepts include identities (e.g., a 

"woman"), modifiers used to distinguish identities (e.g., a "happy" woman), and 

descriptions of behaviors (e.g., "argue") that can be carried out in an interaction 

(Heise, 1991). The affective meaning of a concept is derived by judgments of the 

concepts' "evaluation," "potency," and "activity," which are assumed to be valid 

throughout a culture (Heise, 1991). The structural meanings are used to determine 

functionally appropriate concepts to describe an interaction and the affective 

meanings are used in conjunction with the impression-change equations to describe 

how feelings of the actors change over the course of an interaction. 

People enter social situations with expectations of how the interaction should 

progress. These expectations are based on the identities involved in the interaction. 

Individuals maintain fundamental sentiments regarding identities, behaviors, and 

social situations. In short, the term sentiments is synonymous with the central 

meanings on the activity, potency and evaluation dimensions. Fundamental 

sentiments are defined as stable feelings, enduring across situations. Specifically, 

Heise (1979) defines fundamental sentiments as "the relatively stable components of 
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feelings" whereas "transient feelings are those that are manifest at any particular 

moment and therefore directly measurable by psychometric instruments like semantic 

differential scales" (p. 164). Transient sentiments are moment to moment feelings 

that change with the ebb and flow of social interaction. Identity support primarily 

occurs when transient sentiments closely resemble fundamental sentiments. When 

the difference between the situational feelings (transients) and the deep-rooted 

feelings (fundamentals) is significant, identity interruption occurs, resulting in 

identity damage and some corresponding affective response. In terms of identity 

damage, the greater the difference between the transient feelings and the 

fundamental feelings, the greater the disruption, and therefore the greater need to 

restore balance. Disruptions caused by identity attacks necessarily provoke a sense 

of imbalance, requiring some form of behavioral action to recondition the feelings 

and identity damaged by the disruptive message. 

INTERACT determines the amount of deflection (Le., damage) an individual 

encounters given the combination of EPA ratings for the identity of the message 

sender (ACTOR), the behaviors involved (BEHAVIOR), and the identity of the 

message recipient (OBJECT). The deflection number represents the typicality of an 

event, and implicitly, the amount of damage caused by an event or series of events 

(Heise, 1991). Small deflections (less than 2.0) suggest that the event is normal for 

the actors specified in the interaction. Very large deflections (more than 18.0) 

suggest the event is atypical and somewhat unexpected (Heise, 1991). For example, 

the deflection caused by WOMAN SPEAKS TO MAN is [.73], a low deflection and 
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common occurrence (Heise, 1991). However, when WIFE EMBARRASSES 

HUSBAND the deflection increases to [13.82] and when WIFE HUMILIATES 

HUSBAND the deflection increases to [24.35], indicating a very disruptive event 

(payne, 1992). Implicitly, the larger the deflection produced by INTERACT, the 

greater the disruption caused by the event, and thus the more damage incurred to the 

attacked identity. 

In addition to quantifying identity disruption, INTERACT suggests behavioral 

options that function to rebalance or minimize the discontinuity imposed by identity 

attacks. For communication scholars interested in looking at a chain of events, 

specific behaviors can be "forced" into the interaction, allowing an actual sequence 

of messages from an interaction to be analyzed, as well as the effects of various 

patterns of communication. Based on INTERACT's quantification of identities and 

behaviors, and its capability of simulating social interaction, the following research 

question is forwarded. 

RQ1: How do the deflections produced by INTERACT compare to the amount of 

disruption reported by the participants after an identity attack? 

If presented with conflicting results between the participant's self-report 

interpretation of events and INTERACT's evaluation, the utility of INTERACT for 

studying relational conflict becomes suspect. 
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CHAPTER II 

METHOD 
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Participants (N = 142) were recruited from undergraduate communication 

classes from a large Southwestern university. Participants were asked to complete a 

relational information packet regarding one of the following types of relationship: 

romantic partner, close friend, or classmate. Relational information packets were 

randomly distributed to the participants. Fifty students completed the romantic 

partner packet, 48 completed the close friend packet, and 44 completed the 

classmate packet.. Of the participants, less than 10% were freshman (n=13), 20% 

sophomores (n=29), 35% juniors (n=50), 30% seniors (n=42), and about 5% were 

graduate students (n=8). The sample consisted of Anglo-Americans (84.5%, 

n=120), Hispanic or Mexican-American (7%, n=10), and Asian-American or those 

of other cultural backgrounds (8.5%, n=12). Seventy-one percent of the 

participants were communication majors. 

Procedure. Identity Measures and Message Manipulation 

Relational information packets were distributed and collected by the researcher 

before and after upper and lower division undergraduate communication classes 

(e.g., introduction to nonverbal communication, political communication, 

communication theory). The three identities in the relational information packets are 

believed to vary in salience across most social networks. The identities involved in 

the scenarios were limited to romantic partners, close friends, and classmates to 



reduce the complexity and variability associated with the extensive lists of 

associational identities, recreational identities, and religious identities that could be 

included. This is not to say that other identities are less meaningful in terms of 

interaction management, but simply that they are beyond the scope of the present 

study. 

39 

The first section of the relational information packet asked participants to 

complete evaluation (E), potency (P), and activity (A) ratings for the identity in the 

relational information packet. Scales for these ratings were anchored by bipolar 

adjectives good-bad, powerful-powerless, quiet-lively (Appendix A). These 

adjectives were chosen to remain consistent with INTERACT data collection 

procedures which uses the same adjective pairs and same scale format. 

The EPA ratings were entered into the INTERACT program, which averaged 

the responses to determine the EPA cultural profile of the three identities -- romantic 

partner, close friend, and classmate. These profiles were then added to the existing 

INTERACT dictionary of terms for subsequent analysis. The second section of the 

relational information packet contained the identity salience and identity commitment 

scales. The items for these scales were modified from previous research focusing 

on identity salience and commitment to relationships (Hoelter, 1983; Johnson, 1973; 

Roloff & Cloven, 1992; Stryker & Serpe, 1982). The scales were original with this 

research. 

Identity salience for each identity was determined by averaging responses to 

three questions pertaining to the importance of the identity (see Appendix B), Nine-
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point scales were used to obtain an interval level measure of identity salience. The 

coefficient alpha for the identity salience scale was .89. 

The identity commitment scale was comprised of four items adapted from 

contemporary research (Hoelter, 1983; Johnson, 1973; Roloff & Cloven, 1992) 

dealing with relational commitment (see Appendix C). Nine-point scales were used 

to obtain a measure of identity commitment. Questions addressing the importance of 

maintaining the relationship, the amount of disruption caused by termination, amount 

of negative affect caused by necessary changes due to termination, and amount of 

time spent in activities related to an identity are all consistent with previous 

research. 1 The coefficient alpha for the four item identity commitment scale was 

.73. 

Following completion of the identity salience scale and the commitment scale, 

the identity attack was introduced. The relational information packet contained a 

scenario describing an interaction and identity attack initiated by the romantic 

partner, close friend, or classmate. The nature of the attack was based on the rules 

of relationships discussed by Argyle (1986, p. 27). The scenario had statements 

attacking the participant for breaking three rules of friendship. The rules 

specifically involved in the attacking statements revolve around (1) criticizing and 

embarrassing the person in public, (2) failing to keep confidences, and (3) the 

inability to trust the person (see Appendix D). 

After reading the first segment of the scenario, participants completed a ten

item identity disruption scale. After completing the disruption scale, participants 
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then were asked to write their response to the identity attack, as if they were talking 

directly to the other person (Le., the romantic partner, close friend, or classmate). 

The scenario was extended by having the person in the scenario question the 

participant about his or her response ("ls that all you have to say?") to the identity 

attack. This"message was introduced in the scenario to extend the course of conflict 

in order to look at message responses as a conflict unfolds rather than at single 

message responses. Thus the questioning response provided the opportunity to . 

compile a sequence of messages used during a conflict interaction. A second 

identity disruption scale was completed, followed by another request asking the 

participant to write a response to the questioning in the scenario. 

Finally, partner response type was manipulated by having the person in the 

scenario reject ("I don't buy that at all. ") or accept (All right, I'll accept that. ") the 

response offered by the participant. After the accepting or rejecting message, 

participants completed another identity disruption scale based on the accepting or 

rejecting message in the scenario and also were asked to write their response to that 

message. The participants then read an alternative scenario ending, one in which 

the person in the scenario responded with the other type of message (i.e., accepting 

or rejecting). Participants completed an identity disruption scale and responded to 

the alternative ending similarly. The order of receiving a rejecting or accepting 

response was counterbalanced. 
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Dependent Variables 

Disruption. The amount of disruption caused by the statements in the scenario 

was determined by the responses to a lO-item scale original with this research. The 

disruption scale is based on affect and is designed to assess the amount of damage 

precipitated by identity attacks. Following affect control theory (see Smith-Lovin, 

1988), emotional responses vary across social situations depending on the degree of 

confirmation of identities. The extent of emotional responses in social interaction is 

indicative of the amount of disruption caused by identity disconfirmation. Emotions 

indicating distress, anxiety, feelings of frustration, misery, pain, grief, and general 

uneasiness all exemplify negative affect and some notion of disruption in the 

relationship. The items in this disruption scale combined negative and positive 

emotions to avoid adding bias to the instrument (Appendix E). Inter item 

correlations were high and the coefficient alpha for the disruption scale was .88. 

Communication responses. The responses in the communication sequences 

were coded based on the dimensions Rusbult (1987) identified: active-passive and 

constructive-destructive. Rusbult's categorization was chosen over the other 

schemes for the following reasons. First, its theoretical foundation in investment 

theory has been successful in predicting behavior in close relationships. Second, the 

Exit-Voice-Loyalty-Neglect model assumes that people can take either a constructive 

or destructive approach to dissatisfaction in a relationship instead of focusing simply 

on the termination of the relationship. Third, the four categories are relatively 

comprehensive and provide a parsimonious delineation of a wide range of reactions 
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to relational conflict. Finally, each of the four responses is communicative in nature 

(Healey & Bell, 1990). 

Rusbult and her colleagues (Rusbult, Johnson, & Morrow, 1986b; Rusbult & 

Zembrodt, 1983; Rusbult, Zembrodt, & Gunn, 1982) have used several different 

procedures to assess responses to dissatisfaction. One approach using scenarios of a 

relational conflict asked participants to think of the last time they were dissatisfied 

with their partner and describe how they responded to the dissatisfaction. 

Participants' written responses were rated for the degree of exit, voice, loyalty, and 

neglect by trained coders. The responses were rated on the degree of each category 

in the response using a 5-point scale. The rating scale was anchored by "not at all 

in the response" and "definitely in the response." Another approach used a scale 

comprised of behavioral statements representing each of the four categories. For 

example, exit was measured by responses to items such as "I am motivated to end 

my current relationship with my partner," and voice was measured by statements 

such as "I will try to discuss the problem with my partner." Responses to these 

items were based on a 7-point scale anchored by "not at all/extremely," "nothing/a 

great deal," or "not at all/definitely." Coefficient alphas for each category were as 

follows: exit, .80; voice, .82; loyalty, .66; neglect, .65 (Rusbult, Zembrodt, & 

Gunn, 1982). 

Rusbult, Johnson, and Morrow (1986a) had used a 28-item self-report scale to 

measure a person's reported tendencies to engage in each of the four response 

categories to relational dissatisfaction. The 9-point scale was anchored by "never do 
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this" and "always do this." Again, reliabilities for the categories were reported for 

exit, voice, loyalty, and neglect with coefficient alphas of .91, .72, .53, and .76, 

respectively. The recurring presence of low reliabilities in Rusbult's research might 

warrant an alternative approach to looking at message response to dissatisfaction. 

In studying responses to dissatisfaction, Rusbult and her colleagues have 

employed a variety of scales and measures to classify messages in one of the four 

categories of her model. Rusbult emphasized the categorization of messages which 

reduces the possibility to recognize differences in message constructiveness and 

activity within a response category. Using these two dimensions allows a more 

detailed. description of the messages used in response to identity attacks in terms of 

degree of message activity and message constructiveness. 

For this research, two upper-class communication students received 8 hours of 

training regarding the ratings on the active-passive dimension and the constructive

destructive dimension. Coders were familiarized with Rusbult's model and the 

underlying dimensions of her categories. The focus of the training was on assessing 

the degree of activity and degree of constructiveness in messages, rather than the 

degree of a certain category. This part of the training emphasized characteristics of 

the response rather than the category of the response. (Coders also received training 

for coding the open ended responses for use with INTERACT. This training will be 

discussed later). "Practice" messages were collected from undergraduate 

communication classes other than those classes used for data collection. Coders 
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activity and constructiveness. 
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Coders rated the participants' written responses on a set of message 

characteristics representing the activity and constructiveness dimensions. The active

passive dimension was comprised of five items using 9-point scales anchored by the 

following adjective pairs: confront-avoid, reveal-conceal, rejecting-accepting, willing 

to discuss-not willing to discuss, and express emotion-suppress emotion. Coder 

reliabilities for the five ratings were .71, .73, .79, .86, and .77, respectively. 

Although the coder reliability was acceptable for the rejecting-accepting item (.79), 

the inter item correlation indicated the item was not associated with the other four 

items and thus was dropped from further analyses. The active-passive scale 

reliability increased from .69 to .95 after removing the rejecting-accepting item. 

The constructive-destructive dimension was comprised of five items using 9-

point scales anchored by the following adjective pairs: forgive-blame, no sarcasm

sarcasm, cooperative-uncooperative, concede-discredit, collaborate-compete. Coder 

reliabilities for the five items were .31, .68, .82, .81, and .82 respectively. After 

removing the forgive-blame item from the scale, the constructive-destructive scale 

reliability was .89. 

Despite the conceptual distinction between message activity and message 

constructiveness, a high correlation between message activity and message 

constructiveness (r = .79, n < .01) raised doubt as to the distinctiveness of the two 

message dimensions in this research. Although coders were trained to differentiate 
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between message activity and message constructiveness, the data do not support 

treating these two dimensions as independent. The five items for each scale were 

thus combined to form a lO-item communication response scale. The 

communication response dimension can be described as having end points reflecting 

message constructiveness and activity at one end and message passivity and 

destructiveness at the other end of the continuum. Inter item correlations for the 

combined 9-item scale ranged from r = .65 to r = .95, with the tenth item, 

sarcasm, removed due to poor coder reliability and a low inter item correlation, I = 

.38. The reliability for the resulting 9-item communication response scale was .96. 

INTERACT 

INTERACT Dictionary 

The program contains evaluation (E), potency (P), and activity (A) ratings of 

650 social identities and 600 interpersonal acts (behaviors). The 650 social identities 

were selected based on social status and social roles in various social domains (Le., 

courtrooms, classrooms, peer groups). The list of interpersonal acts was selected 

because they represent behaviors that people can do to other people. Based on 

Osgood et al. 's (1957) research on the generalizability of EPA ratings, 

approximately 30 ratings were averaged for each identity, modifier, and behavior in 

the INTERACT dictionary. The usual 7-point semantic differential scale was 

expanded to a 9-point scale to include the anchors "infinitely good--infinitely bad," 

"infinitely active--infinitely passive," and "infinitely strong--infinitely weak." With 

a 7-point scale using "extremely good--extremely bad" as end points, the potential 
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for a ceiling effect to skew ratings is likely. For example, "FRIEND" can be seen 

as extremely good, a rating of 7, and similarly, "GOD" also can be seen as 

extremely good. Thus, a 9-point scale with "infinite" as the end points was used to 

avoid this ceiling effect (Heise, 1979). 

The sample used to collect data for the INTERACT dictionary was different 

from the sample completing the relational information packets. The data for the 

INTERACT dictionary came from a sample of 311 undergraduates from University 

of North Carolina who rated a total of 650 social identities and 600 interpersonal 

acts (behaviors) for evaluation (E), potency (P), and activity (A). The EPA ratings 

for each social identity and interpersonal act listed in the dictionary had a range -4 

to +4, with the scale intervals labeled "infinitely" (+4/-4), "extremely" (+3/-3), 

"quite" (+2/-2), "slightly" (+11-1), and "neutral" (0). Based on the work of 

Osgood, Heise (1978) contends that EPA ratings for identities and behaviors are 

consistent across cultures and therefore the EPA ratings already programmed into 

the INTERACT dictionary should be consistent with the present sample. 

With the focus on specific relational identities, participants in the current study 

completed evaluation, potency, and activity ratings for the romantic partner, close 

friend, or classmate identity involved in the relational information packet scenario. 

Again, EPA ratings reflect a general profile describing the identity, not a description 

of a specific person. Participants' ratings were added to the INTERACT dictionary, 

replacing the original EPA ratings of classmate and friend, and adding the EPA 

profile for romantic partner in the dictionary. In addition, the INTERACT 
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dictionary has numerous communication behaviors relevant to the study of relational 

identity attacks and the subsequent responses (e.g., appease, belittle, confront, 

discredit, forgive, ignore, insult, neglect, patronize, question, reassure, reject). 

Each of these behaviors can be seen as having different levels of activity and 

different levels of constructiveness. 

Computer Interaction Simulation with INTERACT 

The purpose of including the computer simulation was to determine if 

INTERACT can be used as a viable alternative for looking at patterns of interaction. 

The upper-class communication students received an additional 6 hours of training 

on INTERACT, its use of EPA ratings for identities and behaviors, and its operating 

principles. Coders reviewed the INTERACT dictionary and familiarized themselves 

with behaviors in the dictionary relevant to relational conflict. (For example, 

behaviors such as HIRE, INDOCTRINATE, and OVERDOSE were not seen as 

relevant to the relational conflict episode). Definitional differences between similar 

words like REASSURE, APPEASE, and UNDERSTAND were discussed and 

definitions of behaviors were agreed upon prior to any coding. Sample responses 

collected prior to data collection were used to assess consistency in the ratings and 

to illustrate coding a message containing more than one behavior. Coders identified 

the predominant communicative behavior in the participants' open-ended responses 

that paralleled a behavior in the INTERACT dictionary. For example, "I am sorry 

for hurting you, I did not do it intentionally" was coded as APPEASING while "I 

promise to never let this happen again" was coded as REASSURING. Coding a 



message as UNDERSTANDING required statements like "I understand" or "I see 

why you are mad" to be present. 
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In coding the INTERACT behavior, coders were in agreement 70% of the 

time. In general, disagreements were caused by a response message containing two 

or more INTERACT behaviors. Although coders were trained to identify the first 

behavior appearing in the message, occasionally differences resulted. Since only 

one behavior per person can be entered into the simulation at a time, where two or 

more specific behaviors were combined in a message, the first behavior in the 

message was the behavior entered into the simulation. In the response, "I am sorry 

for hurting you, I promise to never say anything like that again," the first part was 

APPEASING and therefore would be the behavior entered into the simulation. 

Where coders identified two different behaviors in the message, the author 

determined which of the two behaviors appeared first in the response message. 

That behavior was selected and entered into the INTERACT program. The 

identities and sequence of behaviors were inserted into the interaction simulation, 

producing a series of deflections that parallels the participants' reported disruptions 

caused by the events in the scenarios. 



Preliminary Descriptive Analysis 

CHAPTER 3 

Results 
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In order to obtain some variability in identity salience and identity commitment 

and to increase generalizability of results across various relationship types, the 

relational information packets contained a scenario involving one of three identities; 

romantic partner, close friend, or classmate. To one-way ANOVAS verified 

differences among the three identities on identity salience, E(2,139) = 26.68, p < 

.001, and identity commitment, E(2,139) = 46.34,12 < .001. The means for the 

clo~e friend and romantic partner identities were higher on identity salience and 

identity commitment than the means for the classmate identity (see Table 1). 

Identity salience and identity commitment were positively correlated (see Table 2). 

Hypotheses Tests 

Hypotheses one and two were tested with Pearson product-moment correlations. 

The most appropriate tests of these hypotheses are the time 1 and time 2 disruption 

scores, before the introduction of the accepting or rejecting response, which might 

alter the disruption pattern. Hypothesis one, that as identity salience increases, 

disruption increases, was supported, Time 1 ! = .22, 12 < .01, Time 2 ! = .32, P 

< .01. Hypothesis two, that as identity commitment increases, disruption increases, 

was also supported, Time I! = .33,12 < .01, Time 2 ! = .47,12 < .01. 

Interestingly, disruption was more pronounced at Time 2, possibly reflecting the 

disturbing effect of the partner implicitly challenging the initial account (by saying, 
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"Is that all you have to say?"). As shown in Table 2, disruption at Time 3 was not 

affected by the identity variables, although there was some residual effect of Time 2 

disruption on Time 3 disruption. 

Table 1 
Means of Identity Salience and Identity Commitment 

Romantic 
Partner 

Close 
Friend 

Classmate 

Romantic 
Partner 

Close 
Friend 

Classmate 

IDENTITY SALIENCE 
Standard 
Deviation 

19.20 5.24 

21.29 4.16 

14.16 

IDENTITY COMMITMENT 
Standard 

4.90 

Deviation 

25.00 5.45 

27.88 4.17 

18.48 4.56 

Hypothesis three predicted that rejecting messages would be more disruptive 

than accepting messages. In light of the possible additive or interactive influence of 

relationship type on disruption, a 3 (relationship type) X 2 (partner response type) 

MANOV A was conducted, with identity salience and identity commitment covaried 
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out. Partner response type was significant, 1:(1,134) = 300.54,12 < .001, eta2 = 

.69. Hypothesis three was supported: Rejecting messages produced more disruption 

than accepting messages. Relationship type was not significant. The relationship by 

partner response interaction was significant, I: (2,134) = 5.23,12 < .01, suggesting 

that the rejecting response is operating differently in the classmate scenario 

Inspection of the pattern of means for disruption scores across scenarios shows 

how disruption scores changed according to both the type of message and the type of 

identity involved in the attack (see Table 3). Even though the identical "attack" 

appeared in all three scenarios, the classmate scenario (less salience, less 

commitment) appears to have resulted in the least amount of disruption. The 

disruption score means across the scenarios also show the difference in disruption 

between receiving a rejecting or accepting response from the other person. 

For all three identity scenarios, the disruption means after the initial attack and 

the ambiguous question remain the same (interesting -- given the stronger 

correlations in Time 2). Thus the ambiguous question does not appear to increase 

or decrease the amount of disruption. The decrease in disruption following the 

accepting response suggests that the accepting response pacifies the other, reducing 

the amount of damage caused by the identity attack. The disruption following the 

rejecting message remains the same, with the exception of the classmate scenario in 

which the disruption decreases slightly after a rejecting message from the partner. 

Although a rejecting message does not increase disruption, the comparable amount 

of disruption suggests that the damage does not taper off through the course of the 
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Table 2 
Correlations Between Inde12endent and De12endent Measures 

IS IC Dl D2 D3 D4 Cl C2 C3 C4 PR 

IC .56** 

Dl .22** .33** 

D2 .32** .47** .69** 

D3.05 .07 .05 .19* 

D4.10 .11 .12 .13 -.78** 

Cl .03 .17 .35** .26** .02 .07 

C2 .26** .24** .26** .22** .04 .12 .54** 

C3 .26** .28** .22** .23** -.17* .31*· .46** .61** 

C4 .17 .22** .21** .16 .27** -.17* .54** .60** .53** 

PR -.07 -.07 -.15 -.09 .82** -.89** -.14* -.34** -.36** .21* 

R -.35** -.42**-.11 -.26** -.02 -.14 -.04 -.32** -.14 -.30** -.11 

* = p <.05, ** = p <.01 

Note: IS = identity salience, IC = identity commitment, DI-D4 = 
disruption scores (time 1 through time 4), CI-C4 = communication 
response (time 1 through time 4), PR= partner response type, R = 
type of relation 

interaction and remains the same when one receives a rejecting message from a 

classmate. 
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Table 3 
Sequence of Means for Disruption by Relationship Type 

After Ambiguous Accepting Rejecting 
attack question response response 

romantic 
partner 56.96 56.68 23.63 57.64 

close 
friend 59.07 59.19 21.09 60.04 

classmate 54.50 50.25 23.41 49.77 

Note: The order in which the means were presented does not reflect the 
order in which the responses were presented to the participants. The 
order of receiving a rejecting or accepting message was 
counterbalanced across all three identity scenarios. 

Hypothesis four predicted that as identity salience increases, so does message 

activity. It was expected that identity salience should impact message activity 

throughout the scenario and therefore the activity scores for the different responses 

were combined. Prior to the creation of the communication response dimension, a 

Pearson product moment correlation was used to test the relationship between 

identity salience and message activity. Hypothesis four was supported, r = .20, II 

< .05. Hypothesis five predicted that as identity commitment increases, message 

constructiveness also increases. Analogous to the relationship posited in hypothesis 

four, the predicted relationship between identity commitment and message 

constructiveness emerged, ! = .29, P < .01. Table 2 shows that when analyzing 
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using the combined communication response measure and analyzing each time period 

separately, both hypotheses continue to be supported for time periods two, three, 

and time period four for identity commitment. 

Suwlemental Analysis 

In order to gain a more complete understanding of the influence of the variables 

involved, a temporal ordering of the variables is presented along with the 

corresponding correlation coefficients for each relationship (see Figure 1). It is 

important to remember that the partner's message type was introduced into the 

scenario after the second disruption measure. The alternate partner response 

occurred after the third disruption. Identity salience and commitment exert influence 

at Time 1 and Time 2, response type strongly relates to disruption, and the 

constructiveness of responses is positive until a blatant attack occurs and then 

reverses to a more destructive/passive response. 

Interact Simulation 

The research question asked about the relationship between the INTERACT 

deflections and the measured disruption scores from the participants. Pearson 

product-moment correlations were used to compare the deflection scores with the 

disruption scores. The four correlations correspond with the four different 

measurements of disruption, after the initial attack, after the ambiguous question, 

after a rejecting response, and after an accepting response. 

As expected, there was a poor correlation between the first disruption and the 

first deflection from INTERACT. Since INTERACT operates on EPA ratings of 
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Temporal Ordering of Relationships. 
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identities and behaviors, the only variation in initial deflection was attributed to the 

gender of the subject and the type of identity, given that the behavior of the initial 

attack was exactly the same for all participants. 

The deflection after the ambiguous response was significantly correlated with 

the disruption measurement after the ambiguous remark, r = .26, 12 < .01. 

Deflection three, occurring after the accepting response, was significantly related to 

the third disruption measure, r = .53, 12 < .01. Similarly, the fourth deflection 

scores were correlated with the fourth disruption scores, r = .54, 12 < .01. As 

expected, the disruption scores from the accepting response were negatively 

correlated with the disruption scores from the rejecting response, I = -.77,12 < 

.01. The deflections from INTERACT followed the same pattern. Deflection three 

was negatively correlated with disruption four, r = -.44, 12 < .01, and deflection 

four was negatively correlated with disruption three, r = -.39, 12 < .01 (see Table 

5). 

In short, the disruptions from the accepting responses were negatively 

correlated with the deflections from the rejecting responses. Similarly, the 

deflections from the accepting responses were negatively correlated to the 

disruptions from the rejecting responses. Thus, the relationship between disruption 

and partner response type was in the same direction for both the INTERACT 

deflection scores and the participants' disruption scores. 
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Table 4 
Correlations Between INTERACT Deflections and Disruption Measures. 

Disrupt 1 Disrupt 2 Disrupt 3 Disrupt 4 

Deflect 1 .14 .30** .08 .07 

Deflect 2 .12 .26** .10 .03 

Deflect 3 .07 .23** .53** -.44** 

Deflect 4 .18* .31** -.39** .54** 

** P < .01 
* P < .05 
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This research introduces structural features of relationships as a foundation for 

investigating communication in relational conflict. A primary goal driving this 

research was to move beyond describing what communication occurs, and to provide 

a foundation for explaining why communicative choices occur. Identities and 

aspects related to identities were advanced as structural features of relationships that 

could be used to explain why communication occurs and not just what 

communication occurs. 

With relational conflict defined as a perceived incompatibility, identity attacks 

were conceptualized as conflict in that they represent an incompatibility in the 

manner one expects to be treated. Previous explanations have relied on differences 

in personality variables to explain communication in conflict. More importantly, 

communication scholars have produced a myriad of descriptive categories for 

distinguishing different communication patterns in relationships. The majority of 

relational communication research has overlooked the importance of structural 

elements such as identity salience and identity commitment as meaningful elements 

in relational conflict research. The current research advanced a structural 

foundation to explain why the different patterns of communication occur. 

Although many researchers have recognized identity behavior as important, few 

have explored its importance to determine the impact on communication. The 

considerable number of relational conflict researchers who reference Goffman's 
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work on face saving (1967) and presentation of self (1959) intimates the importance 

of identity concerns in communication research. Utilizing an identity framework in 

relational conflict research provides a basis for investigating the damage caused by 

conflict and the communication responses to the conflict. The present findings 

support the fact that identity features are important aspects that affect the amount of 

relational damage occurring in conflict and are important aspects in explaining 

communicative choices in response to relational conflict. 

Identity Salience and Identity Commitment 

Identity salience and identity commitment were the two characteristics believed 

to influence communication choices in relational conflict. Identity salience refers to 

the probability of an identity coming into play in some interaction. Identity 

commitment deals with the extensiveness of one's relationships associated with one's 

identities and the intensiveness attached to the potential loss of relationships 

connected to an identity (Serpe & Stryker, 1987). This research succeeded in 

advancing the importance of structural features in relational conflict. First, identity 

salience and identity commitment were related to the amount of disruption caused by 

identity attacks. In other words, the more salient an identity is, the more damage an 

attack on that identity will cause. 

Although differences in salience and commitment appeared across the different 

identities, the close friend identity was found to be of higher salience and higher 

commitment than the romantic partner identity. Conceptually, romantic partner was 

expected to be the most salient identity and have the most commitment. These 
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results are not terribly alarming considering the nature of relationships among 

undergraduates. As undergraduate college students, many of the romantic 

relationships to which participants were referring might be budding relationships and 

therefore not as established as the close friend relationships some maintain through 

college. The differences in salience and commitment might reverse, given a sample 

consisting of people in established relational partners or married persons. 

Looking at the disruption created in the scenarios, it is important to realize that 

the same "attack" was used across all three identity types. The fact that differences 

in disruption occurred reinforces the influence identity commitment has in relational 

communication. If the characteristics of the attack message were the key 

contributors to disruption, all three scenarios should have produced identical 

disruption scores. Obviously, identity concerns are important motivating factors in 

relational communication, especially in conflict. 

It is interesting to note that the relationship between the identity characteristics 

and disruption dwindled as the interaction continued. Both identity salience and 

identity commitment related to the first disruption score (when the identity was 

initially attacked) and the second disruption score (when further accounting seemed 

to be requested). However, there was no relationship between identity commitment 

or identity salience and the third disruption score. At that point in the scenario, the 

communication from the partner in the scenario had more influence on the disruption 

than the identity features. Thus, it appears that identity characteristics are more 



important during the initial turns of an interaction rather than throughout the entire 

interaction as previously suggested. 
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Identity commitment and identity salience also were related to message 

constructiveness and message activity, when the two were considered orthogonal 

dimensions. However, after combining the message response items into one 

communication response dimension, salience and commitment were not related to 

the initial response but to subsequent communication responses in the scenario. The 

importance of looking at communication responses in terms of activity and 

constructiveness is worthwhile. Unfortunately the data in this study did not support 

this two-dimensional representation of communication responses. 

The pattern of the disruption means after the ambiguous comment is similar to 

pattern of disruption means after the rejecting message i.e., the disruption remained 

essentially the same. One could speculate that the ambiguous question in the 

scenario, which was intended to extend the interaction, may be functioning as an 

implicit rejection, and thus intensifying the links between identity salience and 

identity commitment and felt disruption. 

Partner Response T)l)e 

Another important factor included in this research was type of message after the 

response. After the participant responded to the identity attack, his or her message 

was either accepted or rejected. As expected, rejecting a message increased the 

amount of disruption, indicating conflict escalation. Accepting a message was more 

congruent with deescalating conflict, evidenced by a decrease in disruptions among 
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participants receiving this type of message. The present study dichotomized partner 

response type. However, collecting actual responses could result in a range of 

responses varying in degree of "accepting" and "rejecting~' and a better 

understanding of how messages function in relational conflict. 

Temporal Ordering of Relationships 

The presentation of the relationships in figure one is not meant as a causal 

representation of the variables of interest but rather a temporal ordering of the 

variables and the correlations with the other variables. Again, it is important to note 

the relationship between the partner's response, disruption, and the participant's 

response at time three and four. The rejecting response by the partner leads to an 

increase in the amount of disruption, and also a decrease in communication 

constructiveness and activity on the part of the participant. In short, the identities 

involved in the interaction influence the amount of disruption, and participants 

attempt to be as constructive as possible. However, there appears to be some level 

of tolerance where the impact of the other's communication "takes over." When the 

messages are rejecting, it seems to promote more destructive responses from the 

participant, and when messages are accepting, it seems to promote more constructive 

responses and less disruption. The change in response patterns before and after an 

explicit rejection of one's account illustrates the importance of communication in 

dealing with relational damage caused by identity attacks. 
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INTERACT Simulation 

The results from the initial comparison of INTERACT deflections to 

participants' reported disruption look promising. The positive correlations between 

the deflections and the amount of disruption suggest that INTERACT is a viable 

alternative when focusing on identities, behaviors, and the damage caused by 

communication behaviors. In addition to coinciding with the pattern of disruption, 

the relationships between the disruption scores and the corresponding deflection 

scores ranged from! = .26 to ! = .54. These relationships suggest that 

INTERACT is capable of simulating identity damaging remarks and the disruption 

caused by conflictual interaction. 

Realizing that identities play an important role in communicative choices, the 

opportunity now exists to track the general effects of communicative behaviors, in 

terms of identity disruption. Further, the effects of subsequent behaviors can be 

assessed to determine the ebb and flow of conflict in an interaction sequence. The 

capability of examining the effects of communication behaviors without recruiting 

participants for observation in a laboratory setting provides an ideal way for 

researchers to help develop and test hypotheses surrounding identity damage and 

communication. It is promising that the pattern of deflections paralleled the pattern 

of disruptions. 

Another aspect of INTERACT that is beneficial to relational researchers is the 

capability of using more than a single identity. Some communication situations 

involve participants acting under the guise of multiple identities. INTERACT can 
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accommodate such situations. For example, an INTERACT scenario could include 

a MOTHER who is a DOCTOR interacting with a PATIENT who is also a 

MOTHER. The capacity to compare and contrast effects of behaviors among 

different relationships can be very useful to researchers. The combination of 

familial identities and professional identities could provide great insight to scholars 

studying family communication, organizational communication, and health 

communication. 

INTERACT also can modify identities enabling more specific descriptions of the 

interactants. Thus, one could have an ENERGETIC MOTHER and a TIRED 

FATHER interacting. One of the advantages INTERACT maintains is the capability 

to add identities, modifiers, and behaviors to the existing dictionary, making the 

combination of modifiers, identities, and behaviors virtually endless. This enables 

communication researchers to examine the effects of specific behaviors between 

specific interactants. 

Limitations 

Although the results advance our understanding about the importance of identity 

in relational communication, the importance of identity salience remains in question. 

Conceptually, the identity of romantic partner should have been more salient and 

had a higher degree of commitment than the identity of close friend. It is doubtful 

that the same result would occur for spouses or romantic partners outside the college 

undergraduate population. No firm conclusions can be drawn in terms of the 

general hierarchy of identities people maintain unless data are collected from a 
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sample with more "representative" identities and relationships. On the other hand, 

treating the romantic partner identity as parallel to a spouse identity may also be 

inappropriate. Utilizing a broader sample to entertain comparisons between more. 

than three identities would be a step in the right direction. Therefore, differences on 

identity salience and identity commitment might change given a different sample. 

The present findings, albeit relevant for the sample, may not generalize exactly to a 

more diverse population. Further, other identities, such as coworker and neighbor 

with conceptually less importance and commitment, could be included to illuminate 

differences across a broader range of identities and provide more detail regarding the 

relationships between identity salience, identity commitment, disruption, and the 

message response characteristics. 

Another limitation revolved around partner response type in the scenarios. 

Partner response type did emerge as an important determinant in message activity 

and message constructiveness, but the partner response type was restricted to either 

an accepting or a rejecting message. Some range of acceptance or rejection in 

partner response type might enable a more detailed description of the impact of 

partner response type on disruption, message activity, and message constructiveness. 

Another limitation involved the identification of the appropriate INTERACT 

behaviors for the simulation. Improving the coding of the behaviors in the message 

responses for the simulation would be beneficial for future research. Responses that 

contained multiple behaviors were problematic for the INTERACT simulation. 

Restricting the open-ended responses to one sentence, or generating EPA ratings for 



a specific response containing multiple behaviors could help in reducing problems 

associated with identifying the behavior in the message response to enter in to the 

INTERACT simulation. Again, the potential to add behaviors (and even phrases) 

relevant to relational communication and specific to conflict episodes can help in 

matching behavioral responses to terms in the INTERACT dictionary. 

Directions for Future Research 
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One of the major findings that needs to be emphasized is the importance of 

structural features in looking at relational communication. Thus, the way a person 

responds in conflict can be explained by the identity characteristics involved in the 

interaction. The point is not to diminish the importance of the message, as clearly it 

had an impact on message response and disruption, but to introduce identity 

components as important elements in relational and conflictual communication 

situations. It is not just the message characteristics that influence communication, 

but the social structural elements as well. In addition to describing the 

communication, these identity components enable researchers to explain why certain 

communication behaviors occur -- to reassert desired identities. 

Relational conflict researchers now have an opportunity to advance the 

explanation of communication in conflict situations. Message categorizations have 

set the stage for further exploration and understanding. Incorporating identity 

components provides the necessary foundation to advance our understanding of 

relational and conflictual communication. 
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Future efforts need to examine and refine the sequence of relationships between 

identity components and message components. In addition, further development and 

testing of identity salience could indicate its value to communication researchers or 

confirm its inadequacy in explaining communicative behavior in various situations. 

With a surfacing interest in relational violence, and in essence, relational conflict, 

INTERACT provides an opportunity to assess behavioral impact with respect to 

various identities. Further, it allows the exploration of behaviors that would restore 

balance in relationships after conflictual interaction. This aspect of INTERACT is 

appealing for conflict researchers interested in behaviors that would serve to restore 

balance in a relationship after disruption occurs. However, many behaviors 

recommended are not applicable to the specific context of interest. This may be 

due, in part, to lack of specific words and phrases related to relational interaction in 

the INTERACT dictionary. Again, INTERACT is suggesting behaviors based on 

EPA ratings of behaviors, excluding the specific context of an interaction. Further 

exploration of the rebalancing behaviors suggested by INTERACT in a relational or 

conflictual context would be beneficial for those interested in conflict management. 

Relational researchers can benefit from being able to examine specific constructive 

and destructive behaviors and the effects they have on the identities and the 

relationship without having to recruit participants for a time consuming videotaped 

laboratory interaction. 

Further testing of INTERACT is imperative. Collecting information in order to 

build the INTERACT dictionary with specific identities, modifiers, and behaviors 
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will help determine its success as a research tool for communication scholars. 

Research aimed at comparing actual communication between participants in a 

laboratory setting with INTERACT would help reaffirm its applicability for 

communication scholars as a research tool. With respect to Rusbult's exit-voice

loyalty-neglect model, and her relational research incorporating investment theory, it 

would be interesting to determine if her predictions about relational dissatisfaction 

are consistent with INTERACT's deflections and behaviors necessary to rebalance 

relationships. Specifically, would it be possible to create a deflection large enough 

that requires exiting the relationship as the best means of relational management? 

Since INTERACT was developed under the premise of minimizing deflections, it 

seems that such extreme situations might not be consistent with INTERACT's 

objectives. 

Over the past several years, relational conflict researchers have ignored the 

influence of structural features of relationships in explaining communication in 

conflict. The present study has advanced the use of identities as an important 

influence on the communicative choices made in response to conflict. Utilizing 

these structural variables in combination with existing message typologies has the 

potential to expand our understanding of communication in relational conflict. 
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Appendix A 

Identities are labels that people can use to describe themselves and the relationships 
they have or have had. A person's self-concept consists of the multiple identities a 
person currently has or has experienced in the past. Please answer the following 
questions based on YOUR identity of romantic partner. Think about YOUR 
relationship where YOU had the identity of a romantic partner. Remember, if you 
are not currently involved in this type of relationship, consider a past relationship 
where YOU had the identity of romantic partner. Please rate the identity 
ROMANTIC PARTNER on the following scales. Put and X on the scale where 
you think the rating would be for romantic partner. 

Bad Good 

1-------1-------1------- 1------1-------1------- 1------1---------1 

I E Q s N S Q E I 
N X U L E L U X N 
F T I I U I I T F 
I R T G T G T R I 
N E E H R H E E N 
I M T A T M I 
T E L L L E T 
E L Y Y L E 
L Y Y L 
Y Y 

Powerless Powerful 

1-------1-------1-------1------1-------1------- 1------1---------1 

I E Q s N S Q E I 
N X U L E L U X N 
F T I I U I I T F 
I R T G T G T R I 
N E E H R H E E N 
I M T A T M I 
T E L L L E T 
E L Y Y L E 
L Y Y L 
Y Y 
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Appendix A - continued 

Quiet Lively 
1-------1-------1-------1------1-------1-------1------1---------1 

I E Q s N S Q E I 
N X U L E L U X N 
F T I I U I I T F 
I R T G T G T R I 
N E E H R H E E N 
I M T A T M I 
T E L L L E T 
E L Y Y L E 
L Y Y L 
Y Y 
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Appendix B 

Identities are labels that people use to describe themselves and the relationships they 
have or have had. Please answer the following questions based on your general 
feelings about the identity of romantic partner. Again, this is not asking about a 
specific person, but how YOU feel about the romantic partner identity in general. 

1. How important is the romantic partner identity to YOU? 

not very 
important 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

very 
important 
9 

2. How much of an influence does the romantic partner identity have on your self
concept? 

not much 
impact 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

3. How meaningful is the romantic partner identity to YOU? 

not very 
meaningful 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

a lot of 
impact 
9 

very 
meaningful 
9 
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Appendix C 

Please respond to the following questions based on the relationship you currently 
have with your romantic partner. If you are not currently involved in this type of 
relationship, please consider a past relationship with a romantic partner. 

1. Considering your identity as a romantic partner and your relationship with 
this person, how important is it/was it to YOU to try and maintain this 
relationship? 

not at all 
important 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

very 
important 
9 

2. If your relationship with this person ended, how would you/did you feel 
about the changes you made/would make in YOUR life upon termination of 
the relationship with your romantic partner? 

extremely 
unfortunate 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

extremely 
fortunate 
9 

3. How disruptive was it/ would it be if YOUR relationship ended with your 
romantic partner? 

not at all 
disruptive 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

very 
disruptive 
9 

4. How much time during a typical day is spent/was spent in activities related to 
being a romantic partner? 

none of 
the day 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

most of 
the day 
9 

5. Estimate what percentage of your typical day is spent/was spent in activities 
related to you as a romantic partner? 

% ---



Appendix D 

Consider the following scenario as a real situation you encounter with your 
romantic partner. Based on your relationship with your romantic partner, 
respond to the following interaction as if it actually happened to YOU. 

(SCENARIO BEGINS) 
You and your romantic partner are having dinner together. During the 
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conversation, YOUR ROMANTIC PARTNER SAYS, "There's something I want 
to talk to you about. You have been criticizing me in front of friends, and 
you've told a few friends some things I asked you to keep private. I feel 
embarrassed when I'm around those people. I really don't think I can trust you 
now." 

How would YOU respond? What would YOU say to your romantic partner? 
Write out exactly what YOU would say as if you were talking with your romantic 
partner. 

(SCENARIO CONTINUES) 
After you say that, YOUR ROMANTIC PARTNER SAYS, "Is that all you have to 
say?" How do YOU respond to this statement? What would YOU say? Again, 
write out exactly what YOU would say as if you were talking with your romantic 
partner. 

(SCENARIO CONTINUES) 
After you respond, YOUR ROMANTIC PARTNER SAYS, "AU right, I'll accept 
that." How do YOU respond to your romantic partner this time? Write down 
what YOU would say exactly as if you were talking to your romantic partner. 

(ALTERNATIVE RESPONSE) 
If instead of that last statement ("All right, I'll accept that."), YOUR ROMANTIC 
PARTNER SAYS, "I don't buy that at all." Now, how do you respond to your 
romantic partner after this statement? Please respond as if the entire interaction 
has occurred as YOU have written up to this point, but now YOUR ROMANTIC 
PARTNER responds differently to YOUR last statement. Write down what YOU 
would say in response to this statement, exactly as if YOU were talking to yoUi' 
romantic partner. 
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Appendix E -

Please answer the following statements based on the previous exchange between you 
and your romantic partner, based on the alternative response indicated above. 
Please respond to each statement using the following scale: 7 - strongly agree, 6 -
moderately agree, 5 - slightly agree, 4 - neither agree nor disagree, 3 - slightly 
disagree, 2 - moderately disagree, and 1 - strongly disagree. 

SD SA 
1. The statement in the scenario 

caused me anxiety. 1 2 345 6 7 

2. The statement in the scenario 
made me frustrated. 1 2 345 6 7 

3. The statement in the scenario 
made me happy. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4. The statement in the scenario 
caused me distress. 1 2 345 6 7 

5. The statement in the scenario 
were pleasing to me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

6. The statement in the scenario 
were comforting. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

7. The statement in the scenario 
made me feel miserable. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

8. The statement in the scenario 
caused me grief. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

9. The statement in the scenario 
were satisfying to me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

10. The statement in the scenario 
made me feel uneasy. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Notes 

1. Johnson (1973) assessed commitment using a 5-point scale for the following 
questions: "How long would you like to stay in the relationship?", and "How 
do you think you would feel if the relationship ended?" One other open-ended 
question asked what changes would have to be made in the present living 
situation if the relationship did terminate? Hoelter (1983) measured 
commitment using a likert-type scale to determine the importance of those 
relationships that depend on maintaining a certain role/identity. Roloff and 
Cloven (1992) assessed relational commitment based on Rusbult's work on 
Investment theory using items addressing the amount of attachment to the 
relationship, commitment to the relationship, the probability of relational 
termination in the near future, and the desire for the relationship to last. Roloff 
and Cloven reported the four item scale reliability of .91. 


