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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this dissertation is to give a 

constiructivist account of conflict message production in 

romantic relationships. Two main claims are advanced. 

First, the degree to which partners confirm each other's 

identity in conflict situations results from their definition 

of the situation. Second, those with more sophisticated 

systems for construing others have more integrated and more 

usable situational definitions. A hierarchical multiple 

regression analysis reveled main effects for cognitive 

complexity and perceived resistance in predicting the level 

of identity confirmation in complaint messages. Interactions 

between cognitive complexity and perceived resistance, 

perceived dominance, perceived severity, and attributional 

tendency were also significantly associated with complaint 

message quality. Consistent with the claim that more 

sophisticated social cognitions have more integrated 

situational definitions, those with higher levels of social 

cognitive development were influenced by their perception of 

their power in the relationship, the severity of the 

partner's transgression, and the degree to which they tend to 

attribute a partner's dissatisfying behaviors to negative 

intentions, while only the perception of resistance predicted 

the identity confirming quality of the less cognitively 

complex participants' messages. 
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CHAPTER 1 

The basis of man's life with man is twofold, and it is one--

the wish of every man to be confiirmed as what he is, even as 

what he can become, by men; and the innate capacity in man to 

confirm his fellow men in this way... Actual humanity exists 

only where this capacity unfolds. 

Martin Buber (1957, p. 102) 

Introduction 

Conflict and disagreement are commonplace in the 

everyday experience of romantically involved couples. And, 

perhaps, no other communication task tests the mettle of a 

romantic relationship quite like working through conflict. 

The process of becoming enmeshed with another person demands 

that partners in a relationship learn to either negotiate or 

tolerate the disagreeable qualities of their partner. 

Conflicts characterized by personal criticism and 

defensiveness have the potential to escalate even trivial 

disagreements into unproductive clashes that can damage both 

the relationship and the people involved in it. Considering 

that uncontrolled conflict escalation may result in 

relationship teirmination, depression, psychological abuse, 

and physical violence, an understanding of conflict in 

romantic relationships is of pressing importance. 

Verbal aggression and routinized patterns of 

reciprocated hostility can have devastating consequences for 

those involved. Mutually antagonistic patterns of behavior 

have been consistently related to relational dissatisfaction 
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and discord (for a review, see Canary, Cupach & Messman, 

1995). Personal criticism and the expression of contempt 

have been specifically linked to a couple's chance of divorce 

(Gottman, 1994). In addition, verbal aggression can become 

psychologically abusive and has been linked to a variety of 

depressive symptoms in those involved in hostile 

relationships (Langhinrichsen-Rohling & Vivian, 1994) . In 

the most serious cases, verbal abuse is an important 

precursor of physical violence against a partner (Lloyd, 

1990). The deleterious effects of uncontrolled conflict 

escalation may extend to the children of those involved as 

research points to the increase in depression among children 

of verbally abused mothers (Wolfe, Jaffe, Wilson & Zak, 

1985). 

Recent research reveals that conflicts that begin with 

personal attacks and criticism often lead to escalated 

exchanges (Gottman, Coan, Carrere & Swanson, 1998). 

Understanding the production of identity threatening 

messages, therefore, may be the key to understanding conflict 

escalation. The goal of this dissertation is to extend our 

understanding of relational conflict by examining the 

influence of the speaker's representation of the 

communication situation on conflict message production. 

Following the constructivist approach to communication (e.g., 

Delia, O'Keefe & O'Keefe, 1982), the central claim made in 

this dissertation is that the degree to which a message 

supports or attacks a listener's identity is a reflection of 
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the degree to which a message producer represents the 

listener's intentions, motivations, and dispositions in from 

the listener's perspective. This chapter will begin by 

explicating the constructivist approach to communication and 

the ways in which the constructivist approach potentially 

informs our understanding of conflict in romantic 

relationships. The chapter will conclude by narrowing the 

focus of the investigation to the phenomenon of complaining. 

The Constructivist Approach to Communication 

Foundations of Constructivist Theory 

The theoretical basis for this investigation lies in the 

constructivist approach to communication. The origins of the 

constructivist program can be found in Kelly's (1955) 

personal construct psychology (PCP), symbolic interactionism 

(Blumer, 1969), and Werner's (1957) theory of cognitive 

development. PCP begins with the assiamption that individuals 

differ in the way they organize their knowledge about the 

world. World knowledge is organized by the constructs people 

have for representing situations. Constructs are bipolar 

dimensions (such as good-bad, friendly-unfriendly) that 

represent features of people, relationships, emotions, and so 

on. Constructs organize a person's experience in a way that 

allows them to make useful distinctions about classes of 

events in a particular domain. According to Kelly (1955), a 

person's constructs "channelize" or direct thought about 

interpersonal situations in distinct ways. The meaning that 

an individual gives to social interaction is directed by the 
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constructs that she applies to the situation. Individual 

differences in behavior are, in part, attributable to the 

ways in which individual systems of constructs differ. 

Constructivist theory is also based on the developmental 

theory of Werner (1957). Werner's (1957) orthogenetic 

principle states that organisms develop from a state of 

globality, disorganization and lack of differentiation toward 

a system marked by specificity, hierarchical organization and 

differentiation. The constructivists link Kelly's work to 

Werner's by suggesting that individual differences in social 

cognitive skill and communicative functioning are a 

reflection of the developmental differences in a person's 

construct system. As humans develop, their construct systems 

become more differentiated, more abstract, and more highly 

organized. Construct system development mirrors 

developmental abilities in social perception and action. 

Social development is characterized by richer and more 

flexible interpretations of the social world. The marriage 

of Werner's concept of structural development in organisms 

and Kelly's PCP implies that construct systems differ not 

only in content but also in structural sophistication. As a 

child develops her ability to represent situations in 

increasingly sophisticated ways, the child's responses toward 

social situations also become more sophisticated in the form 

of more flexible and more listener adapted communicative 

responses (Clark & Delia, 1976; Delia & Clark, 1977; Delia, 

Kline, & Burleson, 1979). Because there are differences in 
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the rate and degree of social cognitive development across 

individuals there are qualitative differences among 

individuals in their representations of social situations and 

in their communicative functioning. 

The construetiviSt approach to understanding 

communication is also grounded in synibolic interactionism 

(e.g., Blumer, 1969). While Kelly's PCP implicitly 

acknowledges the representation of other people as a crucial 

feature of thinking about the world, symbolic interactionism 

emphasizes this feature of human life. Symbolic 

interactionism begins with the assumption that people act 

toward their environment based on the meanings they have for 

it. Rather than situations "having" meanings, however, 

symbolic interactionism contends that people actively create 

meanings for situations through a process of interpretation 

through self indication. Self indication is internalized 

communication reflecting an actor's social experience through 

participation in, or observation of, social interaction. 

People understand stimulus objects based on the way others 

act toward those objects during social interaction. For 

example, the meaning that Yak's milk has for an individual is 

the product of her interaction about Yak's milk with other 

social actors. Based on those interactions. Yak's milk may 

mean food for baby Yaks, food for baby humans, or a delicious 

complement to Oreo cookies. How a person will react to the 

presence of Yak's milk in any particular situation will be 

based on how significant others act toward and talk about it. 
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From the symbolic interactionist point of view, verbal 

behavior is a special case of meaning construction. 

Communication is cooperative meaning construction through a 

process of talking about and advocating interpretations of 

social situations with another social actor (Blumer, 1969). 

How people communicate with and about each other defines the 

situation. Verbal and nonverbal messages indicate 

communicators orientation to, and interpretation of, their 

conversational partner(s) as well as other important 

situational features. The process of interaction involves 

constructing situated meanings of the partner's actions and 

utterances. A response to a conversational partner is a kind 

of verbalized self indication in which the speaker advocates 

a line or a definition of the situation that she finds 

acceptable. 

For symbolic interactionism, the most important 

situational element is the conversational partner. Messages 

are actions toward the hearer and reflect the meaning the 

speaker has for a partner. Moves at talk are designed to a 

greater or lesser extent with the hearer's motivations, 

interests, needs, and anticipated reactions in mind. Human 

communication is not simply a releasing stimulus for 

psychological and sociological predispositions for behavior. 

Instead, social actors must actively interpret the 

communicative situation in terms of their particular partner, 

the particular intentions that they have, and the anticipated 

meanings that the others might construct from their message. 



19 

The construetivists extend symbolic interactionism by 

suggesting that there are individual developmental 

differences in the way people interpret and cognitively 

represent situations. A representation of the situation in 

which the speaker ignores the listener's perspective is 

considered less sophisticated than one that incorporates and 

takes account of it. The most sophisticated definition of 

the situation includes a representation of how the 

conversational partner understands the situation. Message 

behavior reflects differences in social cognitive skill to 

the extent that messages coordinate the speaker's and the 

listener's definitions of the situation. As Clark and Delia 

(1979) explain, the construetivist approach rests on the 

notion that the ways in which the situation is defined is the 

key to well designed messages: 

The most fundamental issues implicit in every 

interaction concern the definition of the interaction 

situation itself... Beliefs about identities and 

relationships and other aspects of the situation serve 

to constrain the choice of strategies for 

accomplishing the overt goals defined within the 

interaction, (p. 195) 

Key to the constructivist approach to communication is 

that qualitative changes in situational representations 

result from the development of more complex conceptual 

systems for representing other social actors. Those with 

more developed systems for representing people are more 
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proficient at recognizing what the possible intentions, needs 

and reactions of others might be. 

Skillful message production is an expression of the 

ability to recognize and adapt communicative strategies to 

the socially sensitive requirements of the situation in 

increasingly sophisticated ways. Specific situated 

understandings of conversational participants, the meaning of 

a behavior, and the goals that are implicit in the situation 

are recognized as constraints and opportixnities for acting 

toward the situation. In other words, those who have more 

complex systems of interpersonal constructs are more 

sensitive to the inteirpersonal and relational elements that 

create constraints and opportunities for specific 

communicative behavior. Because they can see them, they can 

take advantage of opportiinities such features provide. So, a 

complex understanding of the situational framework for 

message design is expressed behaviorally as more functionally 

adapted messages. 

Empirical evidence tends to support the constructivist 

position. The link between construct system development and 

communication ability has been verified in well over 100 

studies (for a review, see Applegate, 1991) . For example, 

childrens' persuasion strategies (Delia, Kline & Burleson, 

1979), adults' persuasion strategies (O'Keefe & Delia, 1979), 

behavior regulation strategies (Kline, 1991), children's 

comforting strategies (Burleson, 1984), adult's comforting 

strategies (Samter & Burleson, 1984), recall and recognition 
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of personal information disclosed in conversation (Neuliep & 

Hazelton, 1986), conversational sensitivity (Stacks & Murphy, 

1993), attribution errors (Wilson, Cruz & Kang,1992), 

nonverbal decoding ability (Woods, 1996), ability to detect a 

marital partner's communicative intentions (Denton, Burleson, 

& Sprenkle, 1995), and message design logic (O'Keefe, 1988) 

have all been found to be reliably related to construct 

system development. 

Research in cognitive psychology regarding schema 

structure also tends to point to a niomber of advantages to 

having well developed cognitive representations of the world. 

A more developed self schema is related to having more 

positive self esteem (Campbell, Chew & Scratchley, 1991). 

Those with more complex conceptual systems have been found to 

score higher on personality measures designed to evaluate 

social skill and adjustment (Coren & Suedfeld, 1995) and are 

less affected by cognitive load when making judgments about 

others (Paulhus & Kim, 1994) . Elaborate and well organized 

schemas ease information processing demands (Pryor & 

Merluzzi, 1985) and make information more accessible (Smith, 

Adams & Schor, 1978) . 

Constructivism and Conflict in Romantic Relationships 

Constructivism makes two important contributions to the 

study of romantic conflict. First, constructivism is 

committed tostudying the functional properties of 

communication. Second,the functional qualities of conflict 

messages are made predictable from studying the quality of 
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the speaker's definition of the situation. These two 

advances in our understand of conflict message construction 

are important and worth exploring further. 

A Functional Approach to Studying Conflict Messages 

Complaints, or any other conflict message for that 

matter, should not be treated as a homogeneous set of acts. 

These acts vary in the quality with which they perform some 

important function. Message analysis from the construetivist 

perspective focuses not on utterance types but on responses 

to situations that have response alternatives. For example, 

in the study of comforting behavior, Burleson (1984) calls 

attention to the fact that behavioral responses to a 

partner's painful experience may not appear to be comforting 

at all. Responding to a friend's relationship break up with 

a message that derides the friend for causing the break up 

wouldn't be considered "comforting" behavior by traditional 

message analysts. However, it is important to see that a 

non-comforting response to the situation is a possibility and 

ought to be included in the study of social support if we are 

to establish anything other than a superficial understanding 

of comforting message production. 

Most conflict message research has been concerned with 

describing the types of behaviors and strategies that people 

use to manage disagreements by coding or rating them in ways 

that are not clearly related to the relationship fiinctions 

these messages ser-ve (e.g.. Miller & Bradbury, 1995). For 

instance,coding and rating systems developed by Weiss (1993), 
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Markman and Notarius (1987), and Sillars and Wilmot (1994) 

among others classify messages into categories such as "mind 

reading", "summarizing other" and "interruption." These 

systems have provided us with an important description of the 

types of behaviors and the patterns of behaviors that married 

and dating couples enact. However, they tell us little about 

the relational functions these messages serve outside of the 

relational outcomes that are associated with the dominant--

but undescribed--use of such message types. Summarizing 

another's message, for example, can be enacted in a way that 

shows understanding and acceptance of a partner's perspective 

or in a way that rejects the partner's perspective. 

Classifying a message as "summarizing other" tells us little 

about what relationship information is communicated or what 

relationship function is served. And the relationship 

information is a critical component in what communicators 

orient to in their responses (Watzlawick, Beavin & Jackson, 

1967). 

The constiructivist approach extends our understanding of 

conflict message production by examining message qualities in 

terms of the important relationship functions they serve. 

Conflict situations also present speakers with an array of 

possible responses, not just in reference to the particular 

problem under discussion, but to the partner and the 

relationship. Classifying only those messages that directly 

express dissatisfaction and disapproval as "complaints", for 

example, calls attention to the superficial features of the 
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communicative act and misses the possibilities for important 

functional differences among responses to problematic 

situations. The expression of dissatisfaction doesn't have 

to look like expressing dissatisfaction at all. The coding 

systems developed by constructivist researchers reflect this 

by focusing on important functional qualities that aren't 

captured by reference to message types. And understanding 

messages in terms of their functions in romantic 

relationships is of critical importance. As will be 

discussed below, the identity confiirmation function of 

relational communication is an important element in 

understanding relationship conflict processes. Therefore, 

taking a constructivist approach to studying conflict 

advances our ability to understand and analyze conflict 

messages beyond superficial categorization because it is 

especially well suited for this kind of analysis. 

Identity confirmation in relationships. Perhaps one of 

the most important functions that human commionication 

performs is the confirmation of individual self identities. 

A basic need of humans is to be accepted by a social network 

of family, friends, co-workers, and romantic partners. Much 

of our social interaction is organized around the protection 

of the desired self image of the participants (Goffman, 1959; 

1967) . That is, the maintenance of piiblic identities is a 

ubiquitous standing concern that is built into how messages 

are constructed and interpreted (Jacobs, Jackson, Sterns & 

Hall, 1991). Messages communicate a speaker's beliefs about 
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the social worth of self and alter as well as beliefs about 

how the participants stand in relationship to each other. 

Goffman (1967) suggests that participants in social 

interaction advance a "line" which embodies each speaker's 

definition of the situation. An important part of the line 

that persons advance through talk is their "face": the 

"positive social value a person wants to claim for himself" 

(Goffman, 1967, p.5). Social norms dictate that once one 

conversational participant's face has been threatened, other 

participants should attempt some remedial or supportive 

facework in order to remedy the damaged identity (Goffman, 

1971) . Goffman (1967) points to the social stigma attached 

to those who don't follow normal face maintenance behavior: 

The person who can witness another's humiliation and 

unfeelingly retain a cool countenance himself is said in 

our society to be "heartless," just as he who can 

unfeelingly participate in his own defacement is thought 

to be "shameless" (p. 11) . 

Identity confirmation and conflict escalation. Identity 

confirroation has important implications for understanding 

conflict escalation. Personal attacks in the form of hostile, 

disconfirming messages can produce feelings of shame or 

embarrassment at failing to maintain a desirable image. 

Identity threats from those who are intimate are particularly 

hurtful since their assessments have important implications 

for how the self is defined (Cooley, 1922). Feelings of 

shame resulting from personal criticism by a significant may 
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go unacknowledged by the recipient and quickly turn to anger 

and rage. Retzinger (1991) presents evidence to suggest that 

feelings of shame are closely related to the experience of 

anger and rage. Those describing a situation in which they 

felt anger were photographed at high speed and displayed 

patterns of facial expressions of shame to anger, back to 

shame, and again to anger, repeatedly over a five second 

period (Retzinger, 1991). Furthermore, Retzinger (1987) 

found that when shame was present, the experience of anger 

was more intense and longer lasting. Research by Lewis 

(1971) examined transcripts of psychotherapy sessions and 

found the expression of anger almost always began with 

feelings of shame following rejection by another. The study 

further found that shame, unless acknowledged as shame, is 

invariably expressed as anger. 

Intense emotions such as shame caused rage create a 

climate conducive to the aggravation of conflict. Intense 

emotions color the experience of the situation and tend to 

interfere with a person's ability to control aggressive 

impulses (Zillman, 1990). Intense emotions build arousal and 

further stimulation builds on the already high levels of 

excitation leading to an escalation of anger. The experience 

of shame aggravates the level of anger creating a build up of 

negatively valenced arousal. The experience of arousal 

results in more extreme evaluations of others (Paulhus & Kim, 

1994) which tend to aggravate the level of hostility in the 

response (Zillman, 1979). Finally, intense emotions can have 
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an incapacitating effect by focusing attention on the 

immediate negative experience making mitigating factors 

difficult if not impossible to access. Zillman, Bryant, 

Cantor & Day (1975), for example, found that in highly 

aroused participants, mitigating information had no effect on 

the use of reciprocally hostile behavior toward a hostile 

confederate. The connection between face threatening 

messages and feelings of shame and anger explains findings of 

an overwhelming tendency for people to reciprocate hostile 

messages (e.g., McLaughlin, Cody & O'Hair, 1983; Schonbach, 

1990). Face threatening messages shame the recipient who 

tends to experience building rage as a result. The intense 

emotions aroused by the feelings of shame create extremely 

negative appraisals of the speaker and his intentions. 

Therefore, it is clear that the ability and motivation 

to manage a partner's identity in a conflict situation is a 

critical component in keeping arguments from escalating out 

of control. If research is ultimately to lead to practical 

suggestions for handling conflict more productively research 

needs to closely examine the functional qualities of conflict 

messages that natural language users orient to in 

conversation. 

Conflict and The Definition of the Situation 

A second way the constructivist perspective provides an 

advance in understanding conflict is that it gives us a way 

of thinking about romantic conflict behavior as the result of 

the way actors cognitively represent conflict situations and 
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the ability to integrate important situational information in 

the process of message production. Constructivism emphasizes 

the importance of social perceptions and perceptual skill in 

romantic partners' ability to manage the multiple demands of 

conflict situations. Constructivist theory suggests we ought 

to think about how social actors perceive and define 

situations rather than simply how situations and general 

tendencies influence message producers. The difference is 

subtle but important. The qualities of the situation itself 

are not as important as what the speaker makes of those 

qualities and the ability of the speaker to manage and 

incorporate the situational infoinmation in the message she 

produces. Conflict messages reflect the speaker's definition 

of the situation however closely that definition reflects 

reality. What is believed to be real, at least in social 

interaction, becomes real in its consequences (Thomas, 1967) . 

Producing a constructive response to a conflict 

situation requires that speakers create utterances that 

express their feelings without producing a hostile or 

defensive climate by threatening a listener's identity 

through disapproval, criticism, or blame. Messages reflect 

the thoughts a speaker has about the situation (O'Keefe & 

Lambert, 1995) and the ability to organize and produce 

utterances that integrate the speaker's concerns. The 

speaker's interpretation of the conflict situation (i.e., who 

is involved, the relationship between the speaker and hearer, 

the intentions and motivations of the hearer) both constrain. 
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and create possibilities for the available choices as to what 

to say. Along with having more positive perceptions, a 

speaker must also to be able to see the implications of 

relevant information for designing a message. As this 

ability increases, constructivist theory would predict that 

conflict messages will reflect multiple interpretations and a 

number of inter-related beliefs rather than a single 

dimension of the situational definition. Regardless of the 

situational "facts", negative thoughts about the partner, 

inflexible behavioral interpretations, and focus on 

egocentric concerns are likely to lead to identity 

threatening conflict messages. Constructivism, therefore, 

suggests that the locus of poorly designed, identity 

threatening conflict messages lies in the speaker's 

interpretation of the conflict situation. 

Though the constructivist approach to communication has 

clear implications for it, surprisingly little research has 

been conducted by constructivists in the area of conflict 

message production in romantic relationships. Most of the 

research from the constructivist paradigm considers 

situations characterized by legitimate authority and 

situations in which the speaker and hearer are acquaintances 

(cf. Denton, Burleson & Sprenkle, 1995). While the 

constructivists have studied compliance gaining (e.g., 

Leichty & Applegate, 1991) and, to a lesser extent conflict 

(e.g., Denton, Burleson, & Sprenkle, 1995), there is no 

literature on responses to complainable situations in which a 
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romantic partner is the target of the message. This 

dissertation will elaborate construetivist theory by 

demonstrating its utility in explaining the functional 

properties of conflict messages. Constructivist theory will 

also be elaborated by examining the ways in which individual 

differences in social cognitive ability affect the way that 

situations are defined and the sophistication with which 

those definitions are translated into the functional 

qualities of the messages that are produced. 

At least three general propositions can be gleaned from 

the constructivist approach to identity threat in conflict 

message construction. The first is that identity threatening 

messages are a result of the intentions, motivations, and 

dispositions of the target being defined in relatively 

negative terms. The second proposition is that a speaker's 

advanced social cognitive ability is a precondition for the 

advanced functional qualities in the messages he produces. 

The third proposition is that the social cognitive ability of 

speakers deteinnines the extent to which they are able to 

integrate situational information in conflict messages. 

Translating the first and third propositions into specific 

hypotheses is difficult since, unfortunately, constructivist 

theory is not particularly helpful in generating predictions 

about just which situated beliefs ought to be related to the 

ability to produce identity confirming messages. 

It is also important to remember that the central 

purpose of this investigation is not to discover "the" 
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predictors of face saving messages or to create a 

comprehensive model of face saving message production. It is 

instead to demonstrate that situated perceptions are 

reflected in the identity confirming qualities of conflict 

messages and to demonstrate that those with more 

sophisticated social cognitive systems produce more 

sophisticated and usable interpretations of romantic conflict 

situations. Therefore, for the purposes of this 

investigation the specific elements used to operationalize 

the speaker's definition are not as important as the 

organization of that underlying situational definition. 

Before detailed models explicating specific elements of the 

definition of the situation are attempted, the general 

principle upon which the model is built ought to be 

demonstrated. The specific elements chosen for this study 

are used because it is believed they will be sufficient to 

demonstrate that principle. The next section offers 

predictions about specific elements of the definition of the 

situation that ought to be taken into account by speakers 

when constructing conflict messages aimed at relationship 

partners. 

Construetivist theory suggests that those situated 

beliefs that have implications for the intentions and 

motivations of the target, as well as elements that have 

implications for the relationship between speaker and hearer, 

ought to be reflected in the message produced (Clark & Delia, 

1979). The specific beliefs used in this study to 
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operationalize the "definition of the situation" were chosen 

because they bear on the ways in which a speaker interprets 

the relationship with the target as well as the way the 

speaker interprets the target's intentions and motivations. 

Constructivist theory suggests looking at those beliefs that 

are likely to be taken into account when deciding how to 

respond to a communicative situation. Beliefs about the 

relationship, beliefs about the cause of the partner's 

behavior, beliefs about the partner's response and beliefs 

about the seriousness of the behavior all have potential 

implications for the intentions and motivations of the 

target. Conflict messages ought to be shaped by how, and 

whether, romantic partners take these implications into 

account in message design. 

Complaints 

It was decided to narrow the focus of this investigation 

to a specific type of conflict behavior, the complaint. A 

complaint can be defined as an utterance, or set of 

utterances, that express(es) dissatisfaction with the 

behavior of another (e.g., Alberts, 1988; DeCapua, 1989). 

For the purposes of this investigation, the term "complaint" 

refers to any verbal response to a complainable situation. 

Not all responses to complainable situations are typical of 

the connotation carried by the term, "complaint." Responses 

to complainable situations can be accomplished with both face 

saving and face threatening messages. Complaints aren't 

always characterized by antagonism and negativity. 
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Sophisticated message producers are able to construct 

messages that reframe the potentially negative situations as 

involving an opportunity to consider mutually agreeable 

solutions (O'Keefe, 1988) . 

The response to a complainable situation involving a 

romantic partner is a particularly important relational 

conflict phenomenon for several reasons. First, confronting a 

partner over a dissatisfying behavior carries inherent 

potential to disconfirm the partner's identity. Most of our 

social interaction is organized around avoiding threats to 

the speaker's and hearer's desired self image (Brown & 

Levinson, 1978; Goffman, 1967). Identifying a partner as a 

source of dissatisfaction always has the potential to 

threaten face because this behavior calls attention to an 

undesirable behavior or quality in the hearer. When this 

dissatisfaction is expressed as personal rejection the 

recipient of the message is likely to feel that her image has 

been threatened. Responses to complainable situations, or 

"complaint messages" are not defined by the use of rejecting 

messages, however. Complaints can be expressed in ways that 

reject or protect the self image of the hearer. Because 

there is the choice to attack or support a partner's 

identity, finding situational and dispositional qualities 

that influence the use of image threatening or maintaining 

strategies in complaining is important to our understanding 

of relational conflict. 

Second, complaints are critically important to the 
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trajectory of the conflict. Conversational interaction in 

general, and conflict interaction specifically, is marked by 

reciprocity (Burgoon, Stem, & Dillman 1994; Burggraf Sc 

Sillars, 1987). Conversational partners tend to respond with 

functionally similar verbal and non-verbal messages. 

Complaints are the first move in a social confrontation and 

set the climate for the episode (Newell & Stutman, 1988) . 

Therefore, complaints that are threatening to the face of the 

recipient are generally met with accounts that are equally 

face threatening (McLaughlin, Cody, & O'Hair, 1983). 

Understanding how conflicts begin with a positive or negative 

climate is critical in understanding the phenomenon of 

conflict escalation. Therefore, research on complaining has 

important implications for our understanding of both conflict 

and identity management. 

Finally, complaints are an understudied phenomenon. 

Most of the research regarding complaints involves examining 

responses to them. There is a large body of literature about 

how people defend themselves in the face of accusation, 

criticisms, and complaints (for a review see, Benoit, 1995). 

However, very little of that research seeks an understanding 

of the complaint that elicited the defense (cf. Alberts, 

1989; Schonbach, 1990). And none of the literature seeks an 

explanation for the functional qualities of complaints in the 

situational cognitions of the complainer. Given all that an 

understanding of complaint message production implies for our 

knowledge about conflict and identity management in close 
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relationships, this phenomenon deserves significant attention 

by commiinication researchers. 

Complaint Research 

Compared to other conflict related phenomena, very 

little research exists on complaints and complaining. The 

largest portion of research exists in the speech act 

literature. The speech act literature regarding complaints 

generally consists of creating typologies of complaint 

strategies (Olshtain & Cohen, 1983), theorizing about the 

types of responses that particular strategies might draw 

(Doelger, 1984; Edmondson, 1981), and identifying cultural 

differences in the pragmatic structure of complaints 

(DeCapua, 1989) . Research by Olshtain & Cohen (1983) finds 

that voicing dissatisfaction with the behavior of another may 

be pursued by a wide array of strategies. These strategies 

vary in terms of both how directly the complaint identifies 

the hearer as the source of the dissatisfying situation, and 

how directly the speaker seeks remediation from the hearer. 

This finding bears directly on the present research because 

it calls attention to the fact that complaints aren't always 

characterized by the antagonism and negativity commonly 

associated with the act of complaining. That is, a complaint 

may serve the functions of informing and seeking remediation 

by claiming a positive rather than a negative identity for 

the hearer. 

Complaining in Romantic Relationships 

The most extensive work concerning complaints in 
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romantic relationships has been the line of research 

conducted by Alberts and her associates (e.g., Alberts, 1988; 

1989; Alberts & Driscoll, 1992). Alberts (1988; 1989) work 

offers a description of the types of complaints that couples 

make along with a report of the kinds of complaints romantic 

partners most and least prefer to receive. The most common 

complaints were behavioral, i.e., whether or not a 

particular behavior was performed, followed by personal 

characteristic complaints, complaints about how behaviors 

were preformed, complaints about the other's complaining, and 

complaints about personal appearance. Alberts (1989) 

reported that talking calmly/rationally, being clear and 

specific, being constructive, offering behavioral complaints, 

and being nice were the behaviors intimates most desired in 

complaint interactions. Romantic partners also indicated 

that the behaviors they least desired involved yelling, 

making personal attacks, making indirect complaints, using 

criticism and ridicule, and withholding complaints. These 

studies emphasize the importance of facework in romantic 

complaints because romantic partners specifically mentioned 

face saving (being nice/constructive, behavioral complaints) 

and face threatening (personal criticism/ridicule, personal 

attacks) behaviors as the most and least desired types of 

behaviors. Alberts (1989) research strongly suggests that 

complaints that frame the situation as a problem of personal 

character and motive are evaluated less favorably than 

complaints that frame the problem in terms of situational and 
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transitory grounds. It appears that one way romantic 

partners manage each other's face is by framing the situation 

in favorable or unfavorable ways. 

All in all, the research on complaints clearly depicts 

the importance of constructing messages sensitive to the face 

of the recipient. Face threatening messages lead to 

defensiveness, counter attack, and escalation of the 

conflict. Unfortunately, none of the research on complaints 

has directly examined how situational perceptions are related 

to the level of face threat/protection in the construction of 

messages. This dissertation seeks to examine the ways in 

which the definition of the situation influences functional 

qualities of complaints. 

Predictions 

Beliefs About the Relationship 

Satisfaction. One potentially important element of 

romantic partners' definition of the situation is the 

perceived level of relationship satisfaction. Blumer (1969) 

argues that we carry world knowledge with us that provides an 

interpretive framework for determining the meaning and 

significance of the immediate social stimuli. This knowledge 

includes broad cultural norms, values, and expectations along 

with information regarding our experience with the particular 

actor with whom we are talking. Relational satisfaction 

acts as a template for interpreting situational information 

(Bradbury & Fincham, 1991). For example, those who are less 

satisfied tend to make more relationship distressing 
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assessments of their partner (Gate, Koval, Lloyd & Wilson 

1995). Satisfaction with the relationship acts as a filter 

through which immediate social stimuli are given meaning. 

Being satisfied with a partner is a reflection of dominant 

positive thoughts about the partner in the situation and 

those positive thoughts should be expressed as identity 

confirmation. Further, face saving complaints emphasize 

positive regard for the hearer and express identification 

between the wants of the speaker and the hearer (Goffman, 

1971). Evidence from empirical research supports this notion 

as it indicates that relational satisfaction is positively 

associated with the use of confirming messages in 

interpersonal influence episodes in romantic dyads (Newton & 

Burgoon, 1990). It is counterintuitive to believe that 

feelings of disregard would normally be manifested as 

expressions of affection, concern for the other's feelings, 

or identification with another's desires. 

HI: Relationship satisfaction will be positively associated 

with the level of identity confirmation in complaint 

messages. 

Because relationship satisfaction is generally not 

treated as a situational variable it is important to 

distinguish between what might be included in a person's 

definition of the situation and what have come to be called 

"situational" variables. Situational variables are those 

which are expected to be a function of the immediate context 

and do not usually include more stable, trait-like beliefs or 
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general attitudes. Situational variables tend to vary within 

individuals and across communication episodes. The speaker's 

definition of the situation, however, entails both 

background elements and more immediate contextually bound 

cues. "Relationship satisfaction" is not so much a 

dispositional quality of the speaker as it is an interpretive 

framework; it is not so much a trans-situational constant as 

it is a temporally shifting, cross-relationship variable. 

Speakers should take into account the state of the 

relationship in defining the situation, even if the state of 

the relationship is relatively stable across situations. 

That is, when thinking about the communication situation, a 

speaker is likely to consider whether or not they are 

generally happy with the person they are about to speak to. 

Intimacy. Along with relationship satisfaction, the 

degree of intimacy in the relationship may be an important 

element taken into account by relationship partners. 

Satisfaction and intimacy are not identical since satisfying 

relationships need not be particularly intimate and vice 

versa. In fact, research indicates that some are more 

satisfied with romantic relationships that involve a lower 

degree of intimacy (Fitzpatrick, 1984). Defining a 

relationship to be deep and meaningful, i.e., more intimate, 

should be related to the use of identity confirming messages 

apart from how satisfying the relationship is. Intimate 

relationships are characterized by greater interdependence 

between partners (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). Speakers who 
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define the situation as intimate may recognize that their 

identity and their partner's identity are closely linked. 

People who are intimate care about the other person's self 

image. It is (usually) more positively valued and given 

greater importance relative to self-concerns as 

interdependence between partners increases. As intimacy and 

interconnectedness increase, partners can more fully and 

deeply construct their self-image behind the other's face. 

Therefore, the following prediction is made: 

H2: The degree to which the relationship with the hearer is 

perceived to be intimate will be positively associated with 

the level of identity confirmation in complaint messages. 

Dominance. Along with satisfaction and intimacy, 

romantic partners probably take into account their level of 

power in the relationship when deciding on a conflict 

strategy. While in many relationships neither partner has an 

officially recognized source of legitimate authority, power 

and control in a romantic relationship can be quite unequal 

(Safilios-Rothschild, 1967) . The influence of the perception 

of dominance on the identity confirming qualities of message 

production are rather unclear, however. Research on demand-

withdrawal patterns in marital conflict, for example, suggest 

that it is the partner with less power that uses more 

aggressive strategies since they have the task of "proving" 

that the partner ought to change (Heavy, Layne, & 

Christensen, 1993). These more aggressive tactics may be a 

result of having fewer relational resources to draw upon in 
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negotiating a disagreement. Compliance gaining research, 

however, suggests that those with less power feel constrained 

in their ability to confront a more powerful partner directly 

and therefore use strategies that are less overtly negative 

(Falbo & Peplau, 1980). Additionally, romantic partners 

associate the use of disconfirming messages with appearing 

dominant in conflict discussions (Newton, & Burgoon, 1990). 

The problem in making a clear prediction regarding the effect 

of dominance leads to the following research question: 

RQl: What is the relationship between the perception of 

dominance and the level of identity confirmation in complaint 

messages? 

The Cause of the Partner's Behavior 

Another potentially important element of the definition 

of the situation involves beliefs about the dispositional 

qualities and behavioral tendencies of the partner. 

Consistently related to relationship conflict are the beliefs 

that a partner's negatively regarded behavior is (1) 

intentionally caused and (2) is linked to stable personality 

characteristics of the partner (for a review, see Fletcher & 

Fincham, 1991). These beliefs should be reflected in the 

level of face threat posed in complaints. Personal 

criticism, ridicule and disapproval reflect the speaker's 

perception of hostile intent on the part of the message 

target. Messages that threaten the identity of another call 

into question not simply the behavior, but the motivations 

and intentions of the hearer. Face saving messages, on the 
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other hand, protect alter's identity by calling attention to 

situational circumstances that may have lead the offender to 

engage in the unfavorable behavior. As Garfinkel (1956) 

explains, the successful denunciation of another's public 

identity requires that the behavior in question follow from 

the poor character of the offender rather than the 

circumstances surrounding the action. Goffman (1971) 

likewise suggests that there is a strong social norm to 

forgive unintentional social blunders but no such obligation 

exists when the offending behavior was intentionally 

performed. These intuitions are supported by research which 

shows that the tendency to attribute a relational partner's 

negative behavior to internal, global, and stable causes 

leads to conflict strategies characterized by personal 

criticism, ridicule, sarcasm, threats, and rejection (e.g.. 

Miller & Bradbury, 1995; Sillars, 1981). 

H3 : The tendency to attribute a partner's negative behavior 

to internal causes will be negatively associated with the 

level of identity confirmation in complaint messages. 

The Partner's Response 

Theories concerning the link between cognition and 

behavior suggest that a person's behavior is in part a 

function of the effect they think the behavior will have 

(Fishbein, 1980). Social actors probably anticipate the 

result of issuing a complaint and produce a message that 

reflects the anticipated outcome. One belief about a 

partner's response that should have an influence on the 
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production of relational complaints is the perception that 

the romantic partner will reject the speaker's complaint. 

The belief that a partner will respond by resisting a 

complaint is doubly aggravating. First, since responses to 

dissatisfying situations are in part aimed at changing the 

dissatisfying behavior, the perception that a partner will 

resist change produces frustration in attempting to achieve a 

goal. The compliance gaining and conflict literature 

suggests that speakers who meet with resistance in influence 

attempts resort to more antisocial strategies in subsequent 

messages (Berger & Kellermann, 1994; deTurck, 1985; Kipnis & 

Cohen, 1980; Sillars, 1980). The perception of resistance 

should produce more face threatening messages because 

speakers anticipate that their partner will reject more 

prosocial strategies. 

Second, the anticipation of rejection is face 

threatening to a speaker. A face threatening complaint may 

be the product of defensiveness in expectation of a face 

threatening response. That is, a face threatening complaint 

may be a reciprocation-in-advance of an anticipated hostile 

response from the partner. The prediction of rejection in 

advance legitimizes the use of face threatening messages as a 

strategy for defending the speaker's identity in the face of 

repudiation by the romantic partner. Defining the situation 

such that a partner is predicted to be non-compliant and 

potentially hostile should be reflected in the use of more 

face threatening strategies. 
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H4: The perception of resistance will be negatively 

associated with the level of identity confirmation in 

complaint messages. 

The Evaluation of the Partner's Behavior 

The evaluation of the partner's complainable behavior as 

it has consequences for the relationship will likely be an 

influence on complaint message production. Identity 

disconfirming messages reflect the perception that the 

speaker regards the complainable situation to be 

characterized by a serious breach of relational protocol 

(Brown & Levinson, 1978; Cody, Greene, Marston, Baaske, 

O'Hair, & Schneider, 1985; Schonbach, 1990). The perception 

that a partner has seriously violated a relational 

expectation is likely to result in thinking less about the 

face needs of the message recipient and more about the 

dissatisfaction with the behavior and the face needs of the 

speaker. The urgency with which a serious problem needs to 

be addressed probably outweighs concerns about protecting the 

identity of the hearer (Brown & Levinson, 1978). Perceiving 

a partner's offense to be severe is also likely to trigger 

negative emotions such as anger and rage. Severe violations 

of relational or interpersonal expectations serve to threaten 

positive face because they imply contempt for the offended by 

the offender (Cupach & Metts, 1994). Complaints 

characterized by personal attacks, rejection and 

defensiveness are a reciprocal response to the degree of face 

threat inherent in the violated relationship expectation. As 
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the perception of severity increases, therefore, we would 

expect that the level of face saving will decrease. 

H5: The degree of perceived severity of the partner's 

behavior will be negatively associated with the level of 

identity confirmation in complaint messages. 

Face Saving Messages and Qualities of the Perceiver 

Social cognitive development. Constructivist theory 

makes clear that individual differences in the ability to 

construct sophisticated representations of the situation will 

be predictive of the functional qualities in the messages a 

speaker constructs (e.g, O'Keefe & Delia, 1982). A well 

developed ability to understand another person's perspective, 

to understand the target's feelings, and the reasons the 

other would give for a particular behavior is crucial to 

projecting what strategies will be successful in 

accomplishing goals. Face threatening messages generally 

lack any sense that the speaker is representing the hearer's 

feelings, motivations, or needs in an altercentric way. The 

rejection of another's identity through the use of criticism, 

blame, hostility, and fault finding only reflects concern for 

the speaker's feelings, needs, and intentions. The hearer's 

perspective is secondary to the stimulus value that the 

hearer's behavior has for the speaker. 

Those with more sophisticated construct systems are more 

likely to represent communication situations in terms of the 

personal and relationship C[ualities in the interaction 

(Carrocci, 1985; Delia, Clark & Switzer, 1979; Neuliep & 
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Hazleton, 1986). For example, developmentally advanced 

perceivers tend to remember more of the personal information 

in conversations (Delia, et al, 1979). Situations are also 

more likely to be represented in terms of face protection and 

relationship maintenance goals by those with more 

sophisticated schemata for person representation (Wilson 

1995). Personal and relational information is more 

accessible and salient to stiructurally sophisticated 

perceivers increasing the likelihood that messages will be 

flavored by the concern for the other and the relationship. 

Having available personal and relational information makes a 

wider range of strategies possible for the speaker (Berger, 

1995). Messages reflect the thoughts of the speaker (O'Keefe 

& Lambert, 1995) and having a highly organized cognitive 

representation of others makes personal and relational 

thinking more likely (Applegate, 1982; Wilson, 1995) . The 

examination of rationales for choosing specific message 

strategies, for example, reveals that participants who have 

higher levels of social cognitive development report thinking 

more about target specific and relational issues in deciding 

what to say (Applegate, 1980; 1982; O'Keefe & Delia, 1979). 

Research that is roughly related to complaining, in the 

area of interpersonal persuasion in non-intimate 

relationships, has found a link between the level of social 

cognitive development and the sophistication of the messages 

that are produced. Those with more complex schemata for 

other people tend to use less face threatening messages in 
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making requests of subordinates and co-workers (Applegate, 

1982). Social cognitive development has also been related to 

the use of more person centered argument strategies (Delia & 

O'Keefe, 1979), more person centered behavior regulation 

strategies (Applegate, Burke, Burleson, Delia & Kline, 1985), 

and more alter centered rationales for message production 

(Applegate, 1982) . The greater capacity to be identity 

confirming on the part of those with more developed cognitive 

systems should extend to the design of relational complaints. 

H6: Social cognitive development will be positively 

associated with the level of identity confirmation in 

complaint messages. 

Social cognition/situation interaction. The influence 

of various elements in the definition of the situation and 

the social perception ability of the perceiver are likely to 

be conditional upon each other in two important ways. First, 

construetivist research and theory suggests that the effect 

of perceptual ability may vary in its predictive power 

because the influence of advanced social cognitive abilities 

is amplified or mitigated by situational and relational 

factors in the process of message production. Social 

cognitive development may not always be predictive of message 

behavior because not every situation invites specific 

adaptation to a unique target. At least three circumstances 

ought to diminish the role of interpersonal cognitive 

complexity. One such circumstance involves situations in 

which there are clear social conventions for communicative 
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behavior. Situations that have clear conventional responses, 

such as ritualized greeting, leave taking, telephone behavior 

and the like call for little adaptation to the message 

target. When adaptation to a specific person in a specific 

situation is iinnecessary, the impact of an ability to adapt 

plays almost no role in message construction. It is unlikely 

that communication research will soon uncover a range of 

listener adapted telephone greetings. 

This is also true in situations in which the normative 

constraints on the speaker dominate the need to adapt. For 

example, in dealing with a person in a position of higher 

status, relational norms may so constrain the available 

options for response that the behavior of more and less 

complex individuals appears similar. It is only when a 

person is free from those normative constraints that messages 

can be adapted to the situation. The less powerful 

relationship partner is more constrained in his choice of 

message strategies since he may be afraid to use 

disconfirming or attacking strategies for fear of retribution 

from the more relationally powerful partner. Being in a 

position of low power creates a "chilling effect" on the less 

powerful member's ability to express grievances (Roloff & 

Cloven, 1990). More dominant partners have less concern for 

retribution and therefore fewer constraints on what they say. 

This peinnits the ability to adapt to a partner's perspective 

to emerge as a determinant of the functional qualities of 

their messages. 
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H7: Social cognitive ability will become more predictive of 

the level of identity confirmation in complaint message as 

the perception of dominance increases. 

Another way the normative qualities of the situation may 

influence the effect of social cognitive development involves 

the degree of perceived intimacy with the partner. Research 

indicates that the intimacy level, as operationalized as 

differences in relationship type, mediates the effect of 

interpersonal cognitive complexity on the functional 

qualities of messages. For example, Leichty and Applegate 

(1991) as well as Clark (1979) have found that social 

cognitive development is more important in determining the 

functional qualities of messages in more intimate 

relationships (such as friendships) than in more superficial 

ones (such as dorm counselor-dorm resident). People are more 

likely to use social norms as a guide for behavior in 

communicating with strangers than with family members (Leik, 

1963). Heiss (1962) found that this pattern was also true 

within romantic relationships. Couples at early stages of 

the relationship tend to behave in more socially appropriate 

ways than couples who are married. Freed from the 

constraints of social norms, socially sophisticated 

perceivers are more likely to deploy their personally adapted 

communicative strategies. It is expected that the moderating 

effect of intimacy found in previous constructivist research 

will hold for the production of complaints in romantic 

relationships. 
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H8: Social cognitive ability will become more predictive of 

the level of identity confirmation in complaint message as 

the perception of relational intimacy increases. 

Constraints on a speaker's ability or motivation to 

engage in complex processing of social information is a 

second circiimstance likely to influence the predictive 

utility of social cognitive development. The formation and 

integration of multiple goals is cognitively demanding 

(O'Keefe & Shepherd, 1987; Wilson, 1995). Situations that 

are interpreted as extremely urgent or arousing place severe 

demands on the cognitive processing capacity of the speaker 

(Zillman et al., 1975). In highly urgent or emotional 

situations, the demand of one goal is so great that 

everything else becomes subordinated. Situations such as 

warning a target of impending danger, calling for help when 

in distress and so forth only require the satisfaction of the 

most immediate need of the speaker or hearer. Both the 

motivation and the ability to actively engage in 

sophisticated cognitive representation are diminished in such 

situations. Therefore, when certain situational perceptions 

are extreme we should expect that the effect of social 

cognitive ability will be moderated. For example, impending 

rejection eliminates the motivation to take the perspective 

of the hearer in constructing a complaint when the perception 

of resistance is very high. The impending rejection may also 

be distressing enough to reduce the cognitive capacity of the 

speaker so that systematic information processing is 
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impaired. So, it no longer matters whether the speaker can 

in principle take the hearer's perspective since it is 

unlikely that they would want or he able to do so in this 

situation. The influence of the perception of severity and 

the tendency to make attributions of cause and responsibility 

ought to behave similarly in mediating the influence of 

social cognitive development on message production. The 

following hypotheses are derived from this reasoning: 

H9: Strong perceptions of resistance will decrease the 

influence of social cognitive ability on the level of 

identity confirmation in complaint messages. 

HIO: Strong perceptions that the partner's behavior has 

serious consequences will decrease the influence of social 

cognitive ability on the level of identity confirmation in 

complaint messages. 

Hll: The strong tendency to believe that a partner's negative 

behaviors are intentional and caused by internal qualities 

will decrease the influence of social cognitive ability on 

the level of identity confirmation in complaint messages. 

It has been suggested above that those with more 

sophisticated schemata for persons use situational 

information and integrate that information into message 

design with greater facility than those with less 

sophisticated representation systems (Delia, O'Keefe & 

O'Keefe, 1982; O'Keefe & Shepherd, 1987). Constructivist 

theory predicts that this facility should be reflected in the 

greater use of situational information as people advance 
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through levels of social cognitive development. That is, 

beliefs about the relationship, the cause of the partner's 

behavior, the consequences of the partner's behavior, and the 

anticipated response of the partner ought to be more 

predictive of message design in people with more complex 

systems for representing others. 

H12: As social cognitive ability increases, the influence of 

intimacy on the level of identity confirmation in complaint 

messages will increase. 

H13: As social cognitive ability increases, the influence of 

dominance on the level of identity confirmation in complaint 

messages will increase. 

H14: As social cognitive ability increases, the influence of 

the the tendency to perceive the partner's negative behavior 

as intentionally and dispositionally motivated the level of 

identity confirmation in complaint messages will increase. 

H15: As social cognitive ability increases, the influence of 

the perception of the seriousness of the partner's behavior 

on the level of identity confirmation in complaint messages 

will increase. 

H16: As social cognitive ability increases, the influence of 

the perception of resistance on the level of identity 

confirmation in complaint messages will increase. 

Social skills. At the core of the constructivist model 

of message design is the assumption that behavior is a 

function of situated interpretations rather than stable 

dispositional tendencies to behave in predictable ways across 
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situations. Individual differences in social cognitive 

ability are thought of by the constructivists not as 

dispositional tendencies to respond in any particular way to 

a situation but rather as skills that allow a speaker to 

adapt her message to particular beliefs about a particular 

situation. It is possible, however, that message design 

quality in romantic conflict is better predicted by social 

skills related to an individual's general tendency to behave 

in socially competent ways. Self reported competence in 

social interaction provides a useful set of alternative 

hypotheses against which the construetivist account can be 

compared. The following section lays out the logic and 

method of testing competing hypotheses in behavioral 

research. 

The Analvsis of Multiple Competing Hypotheses 

An important problem in social scientific research 

involves confirmation bias in hypothesis testing (Cohen, 

1990). Confirmation bias occurs when predicted relationships 

among constructs are tested in the absence of potentially 

important constructs that compete with, or modify, the 

hypothesized relationship (Petronovich, 1990) . The omission 

of important predictor variables is generally referred to as 

specification error in multiple regression analysis 

(Pedhazur, 1982). The misspecification of a regression 

equation can artificially inflate or deflate the coefficients 

associated with the variables in the equation. The resulting 

interpretation of the multiple regression analysis can lead 



54 

to confirming hypothetical relationships between constructs 

when either no relationship, or only an indirect 

relationship, exists between them. It is therefore important 

to consider competing hypotheses in the analysis of multiple 

regression models. 

The method of "critical multiplism" (Shadish, 1989) will 

be used to examine possible competing explanations for the 

production of face saving complaint messages. Critical 

multiplism involves hypothesizing alternative explanations 

for a phenomenon and then testing these hypotheses against 

the hypotheses generated from the theory under investigation. 

In most cases the method involves using hierarchical multiple 

regression analysis as a method for examining the unique 

associations in hypothesized relationships after controlling 

for alternative explanatory variables. 

Perhaps the most obvious alternative explanation for the 

production of sensitive relational complaints is that those 

who tend to be competent in message behavior generally ought 

to produce more productive conflict messages. If 

sophisticated message design in conflict situations is simply 

a matter of the tendency to behave in identity confirming 

ways across situations, social skill should be as predictive 

of message design as situated beliefs or social cognitive 

development. Given the reasoning presented above regarding 

the need for adaptability in the production of identity 

confirming complaints, the most relevant social skill for 

testing this possibility is communication adaptability. 
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Duran (1983) defines comrmanication adaptability as the 

"ability to perceive socio-inteorpersonal relationships and 

adapt one's interaction goals and behaviors accordingly" (p. 

320) . 

Commiinication adaptability is composed of several 

elements. One element is social experience. Those who are 

more socially experienced have acquired a larger behavioral 

repertoire through participation in interaction. The larger 

repertoire of the more experienced person allows for more 

communicative options in any social situation. Therefore, we 

should expect that those with more social experience ought to 

be more skilled at adapting messages in conflict situations 

to their romantic partner. One possibility following from 

this analysis is that the relationship between person schema 

sophistication and message design is indirect at best and 

spurious at worst. Socially experienced individuals may not 

only have a larger behavioral repertoire but they may also 

form more sophisticated representations of others based on 

their larger social knowledge reseirvoir. If this is true, it 

is conceivable that social experience is a third variable 

responsible entirely for the relationship between cognitive 

development and message construction. Alternative hypothesis 

one is based on this account. 

AHl: Social experience will account for the association 

between social cognitive development and the level of 

identity confirmation in complaint messages. 

Duran (1983) also recognizes that those who are more 
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adaptable are also generally more confirming in their 

messages. This provides a rather direct test of the social 

skills explanation of message design. Rather than 

situational definitions driving the quality of complaint 

message construction, the level of face threat in conflict 

messages may simply be a product of the producer's general 

ability to be identity confiinning. In this case, social 

cognitive development may be indirectly related to face 

protection in complaints through the mediating influence of 

the general tendency to be confirming. If this explanation 

is correct, once the influence of the tendency to be 

confirming is accounted for, there should be little or no 

effect for cognitive development. The second alternative 

hypothesis predicts that the tendency to be confirming is 

related to the level of face threat in particular messages. 

AH2: The tendency to be identity confirming will account for 

the association between social cognitive development and the 

level of identity confirmation in complaint messages. 

Finally, a great controversy surrounding constructivist 

theory has centered on the explanation for the connection 

between the Role Category Questionnaire and functional 

qualities of messages. Perhaps the most hotly contested 

issue concerns the relationship among verbal ability, the RCQ 

and message quality. Some scholars (e.g., Beatty, 1987; 

Beatty & Payne, 1984; 1985) have suggested that the RCQ-

Message quality correlation is spurious and that verbal 

ability can explain both. That is, those with better verbal 
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ability are better at constructing sensitive messages and 

write better descriptions of others. The third alternative 

hypothesis predicts that verbal ability will be related to 

the level of face saving in complaints. 

AH3: Verbal ability will account for the association between 

social cognitive development and the level of identity 

confirmation in complaint messages. 

Summary 

This chapter has presented an extension of 

constructivist theory as an explanation for the production of 

escalatory conflict messages. Complaints are an important 

starting point in iinderstanding conflict escalation since 

relational conflicts typically begin with a complaint as the 

initial confrontational move. It has been argued here that 

the fimctional quality of that initial move is a function of 

speaker's perception of the situation. Unproductive thoughts 

about the situation and an inability to take the perspective 

of the hearer lead to unproductive complaint messages. The 

next chapter will present a method for testing these 

predictions. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Method 

Participants azid Procedures 

Participants were recruited from undergraduate 

Communication and Family Studies courses at the University of 

Arizona. Of the original 258 participants recruited, nine 

turned in questionnaires that were incomplete or unusable, 

leaving 249 participants in the analysis. The questionnaire 

took between 25 and 40 minutes to complete. Participants 

were offered extra credit for participating in the study. 

Almost two-thirds of the sample (63.5%) were Caucasian (n = 

158) . The remainder were divided among between Asian (15.3%, 

n = 38), Hispanic (11.6%, n = 29), African-American (3.2%, n 

= 8), and other (2.8%, n = 7). Nine (3.6%) of the 

participants either refused or neglected to respond to the 

question regarding ethnicity. The sample consisted of more 

women (55.4%, n = 138) than men (43.8%, n = 109) with two 

participants not responding to this question. The sample had 

a median age of 21 (M = 21, 52 = 8.31) with a range from 18 

to 49. Three-fourths of the participants reported that they 

were currently involved in a romantic relationship. The 

median length of those relationships was 13 months (M = 

2 6.22, SD = 27.78) ranging between one month and 17 years, 3 

months. 

Complaint Message Elicitation 

Participants were asked to read one of four scenarios 

involving a dissatisfying behavior on the part of a 
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relational partner and then write what they would say in 

response to the situation in the exact words they would use. 

Scenarios were designed to fit two criteria. First, the 

scenarios had to be realistic in terms of the kinds of 

relational problems faced by romantic couples. In pilot 

testing, participants were asked to rate each scenario for 

how realistic it was and how typical it was of the kinds of 

problems faced by romantic couples. Second, many 

communication situations are so routine or have such clearly 

dominant themes that the responses either simply conform to 

convention (such as in ritualized greetings) or lack any 

variation in important functional features (O'Keefe, 1988). 

For example, extremely face threatening situations, such as 

finding a partner in an intimate embrace with another, are 

unlikely to result in the use of face saving messages by 

anyone. Therefore, a second criterion for the scenarios was 

that they must involve multiple demands on the speaker and 

they must be ambiguous enough so that no clear theme or 

obvious attribution about the intent or blameworthiness of 

the partner prevailed. Twelve different scenarios were 

constructed by the author and an assistant and then pilot 

tested. Responses to the pilot scenarios were examined in 

order to determine whether there was sufficient variation in 

the messages. Scenarios that elicited little variation were 

eliminated from consideration for this analysis. The four 

scenarios that appeared to produce the most variation in the 

quality of messages were retained for the present study. 
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In order to assess how realistic the situations seemed 

to the participants, each was rated after the message 

construction task on two ten point scales with 

"unrealistic/realistic" and "atypical/typical" as the 

anchors. The four scenarios chosen for use in the study 

appear in Appendix A. Overall, the scenarios were rated by 

pilot study participants as highly realistic (M = 8.12; ̂  = 

1.42) and typical (M = 7.34, ̂  = 1.78) of situations 

encountered in romantic relationships. 

Participants were instructed to read the scenario and 

write, in the exact words they would use, what they would say 

to their partner in this situation. They were instructed to 

take no more than three minutes to write their response. 

This instruction was given in order to discourage 

participants from spending too much time constructing their 

messages so they would reflect the participant's relatively 

spontaneous reactions and natural inclinations. Concerns 

about the external validity of the results of an analysis 

using this method of message elicitation prompted a further 

investigation. 

The external validity of this investigation may be 

called into question since it is possible that writing down 

the words that a person would say, rather than actually 

saying them, potentially produces artificial responses that 

do not reflect the actual words participants would use if 

faced with the situation in reality. Another concern was 

whether or not the task seemed natural and comfortable to the 
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message producer. A final concern involved the degree to 

which the ability to think about what to say before writing 

the message might change message design, since participants 

are free of the usual cognitive load involved when producing 

messages immediately or with little time for preparation. 

A pilot study was conducted in order to investigate 

these concerns. The pilot study compared the message task 

used here (the "write what you'd say" condition) against two 

other message elicitation tasks. One alternative elicited 

messages through having participants read the scenario and 

then speak into a microphone what they would say to their 

partner (the "say what you'd say" condition). This task may 

be a more valid measure of message design in conflict because 

participants would present the message orally and would have 

little time to consider behavioral options. The messages 

produced, therefore, would be more typical of the behavior 

they would actually enact. Another alternative was to ask 

subjects to read the scenario and then write a note to their 

partner about the problem (the "write what you'd write" 

condition). The "write what you'd write" condition would 

provide a natural analog to the behavior under investigation. 

That is, the participants would actually be performing the 

message construction activity as they would in real 

encounters involving managing a dispute using a written 

medium. 

The three conditions were compared in terms of how 

natural the task seemed, how comfortable the participant felt 
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Table 2.1 
Results of Message Elicitation Pilot Study. fn=45) 

Question Condition 
1 2 3 F E 
n=16 n=16 

1—1 II d (2,43) 

1 4.94a 4.50 3.57b 3 .34 . 05 
(1.00) (1.63) (1.69) 

2 4.81 4.63 4.07 1.03 .37 
(1.05) (1.54) (1.73) 

3 5.38a 4.81 3 .86b 4.47 . 02 
(1.08) (1.51) (1.56) 

4 5.00 4.56 4.42 .87 .42 
(1.03) (1.31) (1.39) 

Note: 
Condition 1= "Write what you'd say" 
Condition 2= "Write what you'd write" 
Condition 3= "Say what you'd say" 

Question 1= 
Question 2-

Question 3= 
Question 4= 

'This task seems natural" 
"This task comes close to getting what I would 
actually say and do in this situation." 

'I felt comfortable completing this task" 
'The words I used are typical of what I usually 
say in conflict situations with my partner" 

completing the task, how well the task captured the 

participant's typical conflict behavior, and how close the 

task came to capturing what the participant would do in the 

particular scenario described. Upon completion of one of the 

three message tasks each participant was asked to rate the 

degree to which they agreed on a six point scale (strongly 

disagree/strongly agree as the anchors) with four statements 



63 

designed to directly measure their perceptions regarding the 

task's naturalness, comfortableness, typicality and 

approximation with reality (see Table 2.1). Four oneway 

analysis of variance tests using message task as the 

independent and each of the scale items as the dependent 

variable were performed. These analyses were computed 

separately as a way of independently assessing participant's 

perceptions of the task's comfortableness, naturalness, 

typicality and approximation with reality. The results of 

the pilot study (Table 2.1) indicate no advantage to using 

either the "say what you'd say" or "write what you'd write" 

tasks in terms of naturalness, comfort, typicality, or 

faithfulness. In fact, an inspection of the means suggests 

that the "say what you'd say" condition is less comfortable 

and less natural than the conventional "write what you'd say" 

task. 

To further explore the validity of the message 

elicitation task, participants were asked whether they 

typically spent time thinking about what they would say to a 

partner before they speak with them. There is some evidence 

to suggest that partners routinely spend time thinking about 

relationship problems before confrontation (Cloven & Roloff, 

1991). If partners do think about what they say before they 

say it, there is less reason to be concerned about the "write 

what you'd say" task's likelihood of capturing message data 

that is tainted by the ability to plan the message shortly in 

advance. The participants in this sample were asked to rate 
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the degree which they agreed on a six point scale (strongly 

disagree/strongly agree as anchors) with the statement, "In 

handling conflicts with my partner, I take time to think 

about what I will say before I say it." The average level of 

agreement with this statement indicates pilot study 

participants do tend to engage in some planning M = 4.52, ̂  

= 1.30. The fact that participants have a chance to think 

about what they'll say in writing messages doesn't do 

significant violence to external validity since people 

normally preplan their complaints. The short amount of time 

that participants are given to construct their messages 

doesn't significantly change how cognitive load operates in 

normal settings given the tendency to plan conflict messages. 

While the "write what you'd write" condition may more 

naturally approximate the actual behavior of writing a note 

to a partner about a problem, there was concern that note 

writing was atypical of conflict management techniques among 

romantically involved couples. If note writing is indeed 

atypical, the "write what you'd write" condition may only 

capture a rare form of conflict behavior in romantic 

relationships and therefore would not be a more valid 

representation of couples' normal conflict activity. In 

order to address this concern, participants were asked to 

rate the degree to which they agreed with the following 

statement on a six point scale (strongly disagree/strongly 

agree as the anchors) , "I often write notes as a way of 

handling conflict with my partner". The participants' 
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responses tend to indicate that they do not normally write 

notes to resolve conflict M = 2.08, ̂  = 1.52. This implies 

that the "write what you'd write" condition may not 

significantly improve our understanding of actual conflict 

behavior in relationships since it involves a task that 

partners rarely engage in. Given the results of the pilot 

study, it was decided that the use of the conventional 

message production task presented no greater problems for 

external validity than the two alternatives examined. As a 

final check on the external validity of this elicitation 

procedure, participants in the primary study were asked to 

rate on a nine point scale how typical the message they 

produced was of the words they would actually use in a 

situation like the one described (very atypical of what I 

would actually do in this situation/very typical of what I 

would actually do in this situation, as anchors). The mean 

for this item was quite high (M = 6.98; ̂  = 1.70) indicating 

that participants identify their message as relatively 

typical of the strategies they use in their relational 

conflicts. 

While the concerns about external validity are 

important, the major focus of this project involves whether 

or not unproductive situational representations interfere 

with the ability to produce identity maintaining messages. 

Capturing word for word the actual messages that these 

particular individuals would say in these situations is less 

important than capturing how their situational 
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representations are related to their ability to produce face 

sensitive messages. Given this purpose the message 

elicitation procedure in this study is appropriate in 

generating valid data for analysis. 

Independent v^r-i ah1 rh 

Social Cognitive Development 

Social cognitive development was measured using the two 

person, timed version of Role Category Questionnaire (RCQ) 

(Crockett, Press, Delia & Kenny, 1974). The RCQ (see 

Appendix B) asks participants to write their impression of a 

person they know and like and a person they know and dislike. 

The timed version specifies that participants should spend no 

more than about five minutes on each written impression. The 

index of social cognitive development for this study was the 

degree of differentiation of the construct system otherwise 

known as "interpersonal cognitive complexity". Cognitive 

complexity (for an alternative, see Bierri, 1955) refers to 

the nximber of constructs that a participant includes in their 

written impressions of others. 

Constructs were coded according to the procedures 

outlined in Crockett et al (1974; see Appendix C). The 

constructs were then summed across the two descriptions to 

create an index of each person's level of social cognitive 

development (Burleson & Waltman, 1988) . The average number 

of constructs was 17.518 with a standard deviation of 7.142. 

Two trained assistants were assigned an identical set of 60 

(24%) of the RCQ responses in order to assess inter-coder 
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reliability. Two of the responses (both participants 

responding to the first scenario) to the RCQ were unusable 

leaving 58 for the analysis of coding reliability. In order 

to evaluate the level of inter-coder agreement an intraclass 

correlation was computed across all situations using the 

independently scored sets of identical RCQ's (see Table 2.2). 

An intraclass correlation of .95 was obtained as a measure of 

agreement between coders RCQ scores. 

Table 2.2 

Interrater reliability across scenarios. (n=60) 

Face Saving Score RCQ 

Scenario r* r* n 

1 .940 .793 13 

2 .724 .962 15 

3 .788 . 883 15 

4 .727 .945 15 

Combined .786 . 950 58 

Note. Correlations are intraclass correlations -

l=Overly Ambitious 
2=The Third Wheel 
3=Languid Lover 
4=Sullen Soul-mate 

Paramour 

The RCQ was chosen as a measure of social cognitive 

development because there is considerable empirical evidence 

for its relatively high reliability and validity compared to 

other methods (Applegate, Kline, & Delia, 1991; O'Keefe & 
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Sypher, 1981). Research indicates that RCQ scores are 

independent of verbal ability, verbal fluency, and 

intelligence (Burleson, Applegate, & Neuwirth, 1981; 

Burleson, Waltman & Samter, 1987; O'Keefe & Sypher, 1981). 

Definition of the Situation 

The situational beliefs of the message producers were 

operationalized using an instrument developed by Cody (e.g., 

Cody, et al, 1985; Cody, Woelfel, & Jordan, 1983) and his 

associates to measure dimensions of compliance gaining, 

compliance resistance, and account situations. Research 

indicates that this instrument is reliable and has predictive 

validity in studies of compliance gaining and account 

strategy selection(e.g., Cody et al., 1985; McLaughlin, Cody, 

Sc O'Hair, 1983) . Appendix D depicts the items for each of 

the sxibscales germane to this study. Participants were asked 

to rate how strongly they agreed with each statement on a 

scale of 1-9 with totally disagree and totally agree as the 

anchors. The subscales produced acceptable levels of 

reliability as measured by Cronbach's (1957) alpha, 

resistance (a=.78), intimacy (a=.85), dominance (a=.79), 

and severity of the partner's behavior (a= .71) . Table 2.3 

depicts the reliability coefficients, means and standard 

deviations for the subscales used in this analysis. 

Attributions 

The tendency to locate the cause of and responsibility 

for negative behaviors in the partner was measured using the 
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Table 2.3 
Descriptive statistics and reliability coefficients for independent 
variables. 

Variable M SD 

Role Category Questionnaire 17.518 7.142 

Situation Perception (9 pt. scales) 

Resistance 3.795 1.899 

Severity 4.532 1.727 

Intimacy 7.012 1.842 

Dominance 6.981 1.518 

RAM (summed, all items combined) 71.895 17.675 

Cause (combined scale) 38.304 8.870 

Locus 14.673 3.703 

Stability 11.472 3.747 

Globality 15.210 4.277 

Responsibility (combined) 33.591 10.351 

Intent 11.823 3.988 

Motivation 12.403 4.377 

Blame (one item deleted) 9.322 3.544 

a 

. Ill 

.714 

. 852 

.793 

. 920 

. 843 

. 644 

. 742 

. 783 

, 879 

.671 

.799 

.809 

Satisfaction (summed, 21 pt scale) 

Social Skills (5 pt scales) 

Social Experience 

Social Confirmation 

Articulation 

17.332 

3.898 

4.007 

3 .420 

3 .843 

. 818 

.565 

.797 

. 840 

. 854 

.747 

.860 
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Relational Attribution Measure (RAM) (Fincham & Bradbury, 

1992) . Two studies have found the RAM to be reliable and to 

exhibit construct and predictive validity (Fincham & 

Bradbury, 1992; Miller & Bradbury, 1995) . The RAM (see 

Appendix E) asks participants to make judgments about four 

negative partner behaviors (your partner criticizes something 

you say; your partner begins to spend less time with you, 

your partner does not pay attention to something you say, 

your partner is cool and distant) and answer six questions 

concerning the degree to which the partner's behavior is 

attributable to dispositional qualities of the partner. The 

"Cause" and "Responsibility" scales of the RAM are computed 

by summing the scores on each of its three subscales. The 

Cause scale includes the "locus", "stability", and 

"globality" subscales. "Locus" refers to whether the cause 

of the negative behavior is located inside or outside the 

partner, "stability" refers to whether the partner's behavior 

is caused by a stable personality characteristic, and 

"globality" refers to whether the causes of the partner's 

behavior affects their behavior in other areas of the 

relationship. 

The Responsibility scale includes the "blame" 

"motivation", and "intent" subscales. The "blame" component 

refers to whether the partner's behavior is blameworthy, the 

"motivation" dimension refers to whether the partner's 

negative behavior is attributable to selfishness on the part 

of the partner, and the "intent" component pertains to the 
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perception that the partner had the conscious intention to 

perform the behavior described. Table 2.3 depicts the 

coefficient alpha (Cronbach, 1957) estimates for the combined 

attribution scores as well as each of the subscales. While 

some of the subscales were below conventional levels of 

acceptability, the combined scale reliabilities were 

acceptable but disappointingly low compared to other studies 

(e.g., Fincham & Bradbury, 1992) . One item from the "blame" 

subscale was eliminated due to its extremely negative 

influence on the reliability of the measure. This item was 

"My partner deserves to be blamed for spending less time with 

me". As a check of generalizability across scenarios, a 

oneway ANOVA was computed and the results indicated that 

there were no reliable differences in the attribution of 

responsibility or cause across scenarios, F(3,242) = .68, ns. 

Relational Satisfaction 

Relational satisfaction was assessed with a three item 

measure used by Canary & Spitzberg (1989). This scale is a 

relatively direct measure of satisfaction in romantic 

relationships and has demonstrated reliability and construct 

validity (Canary & Spitzberg, 1989) . Participants were asked 

to judge the degree to which they agreed or disagreed with 

three items on a seven point scale. The items were, "I would 

not want to do anything to hurt this relationship", "I am 

satisfied in this relationship", and "This relationship is 

rewarding." The average satisfaction score was M = 17.332 

(SD=3.84) indicating a moderately high level of satisfaction 
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across participants involved in relationships. Reliability, 

as assessed by Cronbach's alpha, was moderate (oc=.84) . 

Social Skills 

Social and verbal skills were measured using the "Social 

Experience", "Social Confirmation", and "A::ticulation" 

subscales of Duran's (1983) Communicative Adaptability Scale. 

The Communicative Adaptability Scale is a 30 item self report 

measure designed to determine the individual's level of 

communication competence along several dimensions. Appendix F 

includes the items from the social experience, social 

confirmation and articulation subscales. The Communicative 

Adaptability Scale has demonstrated good reliability as well 

as concurrent, criterion, and construct validity (for a 

review of reliability and validity studies, see Duran, 1992). 

Respondents use a five point scale ("Never true of me/Always 

true of me" are the anchors) to signify the degree to which 

each statement conforms with what they believe about their 

communication behavior. The social experience items (a=.85) 

measure the degree to which subjects enjoy and participate in 

social interaction. The social confirmation items (a=.75) 

measure the tendency of the participant to use confirming 

messages in their interactions. The articulation items 

(a=.86) ask the respondent to report on their ability to use 

language correctly (chiefly syntax, grammar, and vocabulary) . 

Dependent Variable 

Message Scoring 

The dependent variable in this study is the highest 
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level face saving strategy employed by a participant in 

response to the complainable situation. Participants often 

construct messages that embody multiple strategies that 

differ in their level of identity confirmation. Therefore, 

the responses to the message elicitation task were scored for 

the maximum level of face saving. This method was used for 

several reasons. First, the purpose of this study is to 

examine the ways in which situational perceptions, social 

cognitive abilities, and individual differences affect the 

ability to produce relationally sensitive responses to 

complainable situations. This study is attempting to 

demonstrate that situated beliefs constrain the range of 

possible strategies a person may use in constructing a 

response to a complainable situation. In examining the 

dominant level or the average level of face saving 

information about participant's ability to produce strategies 

at the highest level of sophistication may be lost since 

averages are not sensitive to the range of strategies that 

people are able to deploy. 

Second, this approach provides a principled method for 

scoring the quality of the messages. One approach to solving 

this problem has been to code or rate the first or the last 

sentence in the message (e.g., Lim & Bowers, 1992). This 

approach is unacceptable for the purpose of this study since 

the first or last sentence is arbitrarily chosen and may not 

adequately reflect the ability of the message producer to 

construct a face saving message. Another way to code 
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messages has been to rate the message according to the 

dominant (or average overall) level of face saving (e.g., 

Kline, 1991). However, rating for the dominant level may 

confound the sophistication of the strategies employed in the 

message with the effect that the message has. Particularly 

face threatening or face saving strategies may skew the 

message score because of their extreme effect on the coder's 

perception of the overall message.! 

Choosing the highest possible score avoids the 

arbitrariness of the first approach and provides a principled 

method for coders to make decisions about the scores they 

assign. It also eliminates the concern that coders will be 

overly influenced in their ratings of messages by extreme 

strategies. Finally, we would not want to use the lowest 

possible score because we know from Gottman's (1994) research 

that all couples engage in face threatening behavior and it 

is the ability to balance out face threats with relationally 

positive messages that makes a difference in the marital 

conflict process. 

Messages were scored on a five point scale that ranged 

from 1 = very face threatening to 5 = very face saving. 

Coders were trained using a scoring system adapted from 

Kline's (1982) work on compliance gaining. Appendix G 

contains the scoring system and rules. Message raters were 

asked to read through half of the messages in a particular 

scenario in order to get a "feel" for the data. The coder 

1 An analysis using the average level of face saving scores produced essentially 

identical results as the analyses reported in chapter three. 
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was then to read each message and assign it a score. Coders 

were trained in two one-hour sessions. At the first session 

the raters were introduced to the scoring system. The author 

then rated several messages with the assistants until they 

felt comfortable with the system. Each was then given a 

packet of 15 messages taken from the pilot studies. The 

message raters met again with the author and the scored 

messages were reviewed and differences between the coders 

discussed. The reliability between coders on the pilot data 

was assessed by Pearson correlation (r = .83) and was found 

to be acceptable. Each assistant was then given a set of 60 

identical (24%) messages from the primary data set to be 

scored independently. Two of the responses to scenario one 

were unusable leaving 58 messages for reliability analysis. 

Reliability was assessed using intraclass correlations that 

were computed based on the scores for the 58 messages 

independently rated by each coder (see Table 2.2) . To insure 

that reliability did not depend on the message elicitation 

scenario, separate intraclass correlations were computed 

across scenarios. Table 2.2 indicates that coder agreement 

was fairly consistent across scenarios. 

Data Analysis Strategy 

The design of this study presents several potential 

challenges in the analysis of the data. The first challenge 

posed by the current data set involves how to treat the 

dependent variable. One potentially important objection to 

the analysis offered below is that the ratings assigned to 
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the messages are ordinal level and not interval level data 

since the data are rated according to strategies that the 

messages represent. The system for scoring messages used in 

this study, however, is better thought of as involving the 

rating of messages along a dimension of face threatening to 

face saving. The five point scale used to score the messages 

moves from the lowest level of face sensitivity (typically 

explicit face attacks) to the highest level (typically 

explicitly face support). 

The use of ordinal measures in psychometric research, 

with the assiimption that the intervals between the levels are 

equal, has long been common practice in the social sciences 

(Davison & Sharma, 1990) . Almost any likert scale involves 

such a metric. Furthermore, research indicates that as long 

as standard assumptions of normality and homogeneity of 

variance hold, the interpretation of parametric statistics 

based on an ordinal variable is relatively unproblematic as 

long as the ordinal scores reflect a monotonically increasing 

function of the latent variable it measures, in this case, 

level of face threat (Davison & Sharma, 1990). Research by 

Lim and Bowers (1991) indicates that explicit attacks on 

identity are judged to be more face threatening than indirect 

attacks. Lim and Bowers' (1991) research also indicates that 

direct expressions of face support tend to be seen as the 

most face saving. Given that the system for scoring messages 

used in this study assigns the lowest scores for explicit 

face threats and the highest scores for explicit face 
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protection, Lim and Bowers' (1991) research supports the 

assertion that the scale used in this study indeed reflects a 

monotonically increasing function of the level of face saving 

in the messages under study. 

A noirmal distribution plot of face savings scores was 

produced in order to examine the normality assumption. A 

normal distribution plot of scores indicates that the 

distribution is normal when the plot produces a straight 

line. The distribution plot of maximxim face saving scores in 

Table 2.4 depicts a straight line providing an indication 

that the scores are fairly normally distributed. Given that 

multiple regression analysis is robust to violations of 

normality any small departure indicated by the normal 

distribution plot is unlikely to create problems in data 

analysis (Cohen & Cohen, 1983). 

In order to test the homogeneity of variance assumption. 

White's (1971) test of homogeneity of variance was computed. 

White's test involves computing a multiple regression 

analysis for all of the variables that are to be used in the 

study then regressing the dependent variable's residuals on 

each predictor variable, its square, and its interaction term 

to determine if the errors in the dependent measure are 

predictable from the independent variables. A nonsignificant 

multiple R provides evidence that the errors in predicting 

the criterion variable, in this case maximum face saving 

scores, are not a function of the predictor variables. The 

result of this test confirms that the error variance in the 
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Table 2.4 
Normal prnhahilitv 0-0 plot of maximum face saving scores 
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maximum face saving scores is not predictable from the 

independent variables, R= .38, F{32, 151) = .81, p= .74. 

The normal probability plot of the residuals depicted in 

Table 2.5 also indicates that the errors in the dependent 

variable are distributed normally (a relatively straight line 

indicates a normal distribution of the residuals) . The 

maximum face saving score was therefore deemed acceptable for 

use in interval level statistical analysis since there was 

evidence to believe that the dependent measure meets the 

• 

• 
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required assximptions. 

Probably the most difficult problem encountered in the 

analysis of data for this study involves the use of multiple 

scenarios for eliciting messages. If it is true that our 

communicative responses are at least partially a function of 

some unmeasured features of the situation, it can be assumed 

that the effects of particular predictors of message 

production are randomly and normally distributed across 

situations (e.g, Jackson & Brahsers, 1993). Using single 

situations for message production studies is problematic, 

therefore, since we can not determine the extent to which the 

idiosyncratic situational features influence either the 

variance in the dependent variable, or the effect of the 

independent variable. In message production research, we can 

partition the variance in the message score into three parts. 

The first part includes the average effect of the independent 

variable (i.e., average effect across situations) on the 

message score. The second part is made up of the direct 

effect of the unmeasured variables inherent in the situation, 

and the indirect effect of the situation as it mediates or 

moderates the predictor variable's effect on the message 

score, i.e., the regression slope (Bryk & Raudenbush, 1992). 

For example, unmeasured situational elements may influence 

the effect of a variable's association with message 

production by systematically influencing the perception of, 

say, resistance or worse, by creating the illusion of 

correlation by introducing an uncontrolled third variable 
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responsible for the hypothesized relationship. The use of a 

single elicitation task almost guarantees specification error 

if in reality message production situations contain sources 

of variance not included in the regression equation. A final 

Table 2.5 

Plot of observed scores and expected scores computed from 

multiple regression analysis. 

1.0 +• 

.75 + 

E 
X 

P 
e . 5 + 
c 
t 
e 
d 
.25 + 

— +  +  +  * *  

* * *• 

•Ar • 
* • 

• • • 

• * 
• • 

* • • 

* • * 

• • • • 
• • • • 

• • • • 
• • 

* * • • 

• • • ^ 
• • • 

• • • 
• • 

Observed 
.25 .5 .75 1.0 

source of message score variance comes from random error 

attributable to subjects, instriomentation, and the like. The 

use of a single scenario design makes interpretation of the 

independent variable's effects impossible to separate from 
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the direct, indirect and interaction effects of unmeasured 

situational elements. 

Summary 

This chapter has outlined a method for testing the 

hypotheses and investigating the research questions outlined 

in the first chapter. Multiple regression analysis will be 

used to examine the association among situational 

representations, social cognitive ability, the tendency to 

make internal attributions, social skills and the ability to 

produce sophisticated face saving messages in response to 

complainable situations in romantic relationships. The next 

chapter will present the results of the data analysis. 
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Chapter 3 

Results 

Introduction 

The central claim of this dissertation is that speakers' 

definition of the situation is directly related to the 

functional qualities of the messages they produce. In 

conflict situations people may define the situation in more 

or less productive ways, leading to more or less productive 

conflict strategies. One important feature of productive 

conflict messages is that they avoid attacking the self 

concept of the hearer. This chapter provides the results of 

the study described in Chapter 2. 

Data Analvsis 

Data was analyzed for this investigation using 

hierarchical ordinary least squares multiple regression 

analysis (e.g., Cohen & Cohen, 1983). The order of each 

variable's entry into the regression equation was based on 

the procedure outlined by Cohen and Cohen (1983; see also 

Pedhazur, 1982). Variables that are not of theoretical 

interest and that are used for control purposes were entered 

first, in this case, the scenarios. The scenarios were dvimmy 

coded and entered first in the equation as a way of 

controlling variance in message quality associated with 

idiosyncratic and iinmeasured features of the scenarios. 

Cohen and Cohen (1983) argue that variables that may be a 

"cause" of another variable should be entered prior to the 

"caused" variable. More stable beliefs and attitudes such as 



83 

relational satisfaction and attributional tendency were 

therefore entered earlier in the equation since they may 

influence the specific situational perceptions of the 

participants (Bradbury & Fincham, 1991). RCQ scores were 

also entered earlier in the equation since social cognitive 

development, as it is measured here, is considered a 

relatively stable trait of the individual and should not be 

influenced by situated perceptions in this study. Variables 

more directly tied to the perception of the particular 

scenario, such as perceptions of resistance and severity of 

the behavior were entered later because they are more likely 

to be partially "caused" by more stable beliefs such as 

relationship satisfaction and attributional tendency. Models 

of relational communciation, such as those presented by 

Bradbury and Fincham (1991), suggest that specific situated 

perceptions are to some degree a function of the more stable 

beliefs rather than vice versa in any particular situation, 

even though perceptions of resistance and severity may be 

reflexively linked to perceptions of satisfaction with the 

relationship, the perceived level of intimacy, and so on over 

time. Table 3.1 indicates the exact order of entry for each 

variable or block of variables. The effect of each variable 

was tested by examining the increment in the overall model's 

predictive ability associated with the entry of the variable 

(or block of variables) into the regression equation. 

Test of the model 

Before proceeding with the analysis of individual 
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variables, the complete equation was analyzed in order to 

determine whether the model as a whole could accurately 

account for the variance in the level of face saving in 

written complaint messages. As depicted in Table 3.1, the 

overall model produced a significant fit with the data and 

accounted for about 31% of the variance in the level of face 

saving. Adjusted R2 = .31, F(16,136)=5.97, p < .0001. 

Scenarios 

The scenarios were effect coded and entered as a block 

on the first step of the hierarchical regression equation in 

order to estimate and control for their effects. As Table 

3.1 indicates, the block accounts for a significant 

proportion of variance in the dependent variable, adjusted R2 

= .07, F = 4.49, p < .001. In order to analyze the 

differences among the scenarios further, a set of all 

possible contrasts was computed and the differences were 

examined using a Scheffe correction to protect against type I 

error. As Table 3.2 indicates, the significant omnibus F 

test is attributable to the differences between scenario four 

and each of the other scenarios. The level of face saving 

did not differ significantly among scenarios 1-3. 

The situational definitions were also influenced by the 

scenarios. A set of one way analyses of variance were 

computed using the the model predictors as dependent 

variables (see Table 3.2). Since the measures of relationship 

satisfaction and attributional tendency reflect stable 

beliefs about the partner, it was expected that they would 
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Table 3.1 
Results of Hierarchical Regression. fn=249) 

Adjusted R^ F 

Max Face Saving R^ Change Change a 

Step 1 
Scenario 2 -.27 .01 
Scenario 3 -.25 .01 
Scenario 4 -.25 .01 

Block .07 4.49 .01 

Step 2 
RCQ .15 35.90 .39 .01 

Step 3 

RCQ2 .02 5.19 -.68 .02 

Step 4 
Attribution .01 2.43 -.10 ns 
(composite) 

Step 5 
Intimacy .10 ns 
Dominance -.01 ns 

Block .01 .98 ns 

Step 6 
Resistance -.3 3 .01 
Severity -.01 ns 

Block .07 9.68 .01 

Step 6* 
Res.X RCQ .02 4.74 -.43 .03 
Ser.X RCQ .02 5.87 -.53 .02 
Int.X RCQ .00 .53 .32 .47 
Dom.X RCQ .02 4.53 .71 .04 
Attrib X RCQ .03 8.58 -.82 .01 

Model .32 5.97 .001 

Note: *Each interaction entered independently on the last step. 



not differ across message elicitation scenarios. The results 

indicated in Table 3.2 confirm that expectation. While the 

omnibus F test for the perception of resistance indicates a 

significant difference (see Table 3.2), none of the 

resistance scores across scenarios differed from each other 

when the Scheffe correction was used. An inspection of the 

means indicates that the differences between any two of the 

means was never more than a full scale point on a nine point 

scale. It appears that whatever differences exist in the 

perception of resistance across scenarios tends to be quite 

small. The scenarios did produce reliable differences in the 

perception of behavioral severity, with the second scenario 

perceived to be the most and the third and fourth scenarios 

perceived to be the least severe. It appears that those 

elements of the situation definition most tied to the 

immediate context are exactly the perceptual elements that 

differ across scenarios. These results also indicate that 

the differences in face saving scores across scenarios may be 

attributable to the level of severity of the transgressions 

by the partner since the scenarios producing the least face 

threatening messages were also judged to be the least severe 

in terms of the consequences of the partner's behavior. 

In order to examine possible interactions between 

scenarios and elements of the situated definition, a final 

analysis was conducted. In order to probe the possibility 

that the influence of the definition of the situation is 

conditional on the scenario, the product of each effect coded 
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Table 3.2 

Means, standard deviations, and F-tests of the differences 
among scenarios in the level of face saving. Satisfaction. 
Intimacy. Dominance. Attribution. Severity. Resistance and 
RCO scores. 

Scenario* 
1 2 3 4 F 

n =60** n=65 n=:61 n=61 

Max. Face 2 .88a 2.93a 3 .00a 3.52b 6 .37 
.88 .78 1.02 .96 

Satisfaction 17 .64 16.44 17.86 17.50 1.31 
3 .65 4.34 3 .80 3 .42 

Intimacy 7 .23 6.55 6.98 7.30 2 .10 
1 .71 2.01 1.62 1.80 

Dominance 7 .03 6.94 7.01 6.92 0 . 08 
1 .51 1.35 1.67 1.57 

Attribution 35 .80 36.97 3 6.12 34.75 0.66 
8 .34 8.24 10.70 7 .88 

Resistance 4 .33 4.09 3 .80 3 .48 2 .78 
1 .48 1.66 1.85 1.82 

Severity 4 .62 5.10a 4.15b 4.18b 4.39 
1 .66 1.54 1.74 1.81 

RCQ 16 .23 16.95 18.65 17.75 1.52 
5 .91 6.34 7.08 6.99 

E 

.001 

.27 

.10 

.97 

.57 

.040 

.005 

.21 

Note. Means with different siibscripts differ at the .05 level 
of significance. 
*1 = Sullen Soul-mate, 2 = The Third Wheel, 3 = Languid Lover 
4 = Overly Ambitious Paramour. 
**For satisfaction n = 42, 50, 44, and 48 respectively. 

scenario and each model predictor were entered as a block 

after the addition of the independent variables to the model. 

The block of product terms did not contribute a significant 
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proportion of explained variance to the model, R2 change = 

.04, F-change = 1.39, p = .17, and it was determined that the 

effect of the model predictors on face saving scores were not 

conditional on the scenarios. Table 3.3 depicts the zero 

order correlations between the model predictors and maximiim 

face saving scores across the scenarios. These correlations 

indicate that across scenarios there are some differences in 

the magnitude and significance of some of the effects for 

independent variables. However, the general pattern 

indicates that the relationships in the combined analysis 

hold across individual scenarios. 

Beliefs about the relationship 

Satisfaction. Based on the relational conflict 

literature. Hypothesis 1 predicted that the level of 

relational satisfaction would be positively related to the 

level of face saving in complaint messages (See Appendix H 

for a summary of hypotheses). As an initial data analysis 

strategy, a Pearson Product Moment Correlation Coefficient 

matrix was computed for all variables in the analysis. The 

computation of Pearson correlations (see Table 3.4) indicates 

that the effect for satisfaction is significant but small, r 

= .16, p < .05. As discussed briefly above, the sample 

included individuals not currently involved in romantic 

relationships and no relational satisfaction data were 

collected for those individuals. Since the inclusion of 

these individuals would reduce the sample size by 75, and 

because the effect of satisfaction scores on face saving is 
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Table 3.3 

Correlations between independent variables and the level of 
face saving across scenarios. (n=249) 

Scenario 

1 2 3 4 
n=60 ri=65 n=61 n=61 

Satisfaction .05 .23 .29* .05 

Intimacy .44* .24* .05 .31* 

Dominance -.11 -.06 .11 . 01 

Attribution -.20 -.13 -.16 - .02 

RCQ .55* .44* .21 .45* 

Severity -.16 - .16 - .20 - .30* 

Resistance -.22* -.30* -.44* - .46* 

Note. Scenario 1 = Sullen Soul-mate, 2 = The Third Wheel, 3 = 
Languid Lover, 4 = Overly Ambitious Paramour. For 
satisfaction n = 42, 50, 44, and 48 respectively. 
* E < .05. 

relatively trivial, it was decided not to enter satisfaction 

scores into the overall model to preserve the model's power. 

A preliminary model using satisfaction scores did not change 

the results of hypothesis testing. Since including 

satisfaction scores in the model did not alter the inferences 

about the contributions of the other variables of interest, 

and since the direct effect of satisfaction on face saving is 

trivial in this sample, it was decided that the benefits to 

the power of the model from excluding satisfaction outweighed 
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Table 3.4 

Pearson correlation matrix for variables in the regression 
analysis, fn = 249) 

1  2 3  4 5  6 7 a  9  1 0  

1 .  Max.Face 1 . 0 0  

2. RCQ .39 1 . 0 0  

3. Resistance -.39 -.07 1 . 0 0  

4. Severity- - .23 -.07 -.27 1 . 0 0  

5 .  Dominance . 0 9  . 12 -.42 -.32 1 . 0 0  

6 .  Intimacy .26 .20 -.39 -.27 .31 1 . 0 0  

7. Respons. -.14 - . 1 0  . 3 5  .36 - . 3 1  - . 2 8  1 .  0 0  

8 .  Cause -.14 - . 07 .39 .44 -.34 - . 2 8  .69 1 . 0 0  

9. Rel.Sat.•• .16 .05 -.41 -.34 .37 .31 - .43 1 O
 

O
 

O
 

1 0  . Sex .08 .20 -.20 -.15 .  1 9  .15 - . 12 - . 1 5  . 1 1  1 . 0 0  

Note. All correlations with values over .10 are significant 
beyond the .05 level of probability. 
**For satisfaction correlations, n = 184. 

possible concerns over introducing specification error. 

Intimacy. The second hypothesis predicted that the 

level of perceived intimacy with a partner would be 

positively associated with the level of face saving in 

complaint message production. The zero order correlation 

presented in Table 3.4 indicates preliminary evidence for 

confirming this prediction. However, once the level of 

intimacy is entered simultaneously with dominance and after 

the influence of scenario, social cognitive ability, and 
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attributional tendency have been removed, perceived intimacy 

no longer predicted the level of identity confirmation in 

complaint messages. 

Dominance. The first research question asked whether 

the level of perceived dominance is related to the level of 

face saving in responses to complainable situations. Neither 

the zero order correlation (Table 3.4) nor the partial 

regression weight (Table 3.1) indicate that a main effect 

exists for dominance. 

The Cause of the Partner's Behavior 

Hypothesis 3 predicted that the tendency to perceive a 

partner's negative behavior to be intentional and caused by 

characteristics located within the partner will be negatively 

associated with identity confirmation in complaint messages. 

The Pearson correlations (Table 3.4) indicate that the 

tendency to make dispositional attributions about the cause 

and responsibility of a partner's negative behaviors are 

reliably, but only slightly, related to the level of face 

saving, r = -.14 and -.14 respectively, accounting for less 

than 2% of the variance in the dependent variable. 

An examination of the zero order correlations between 

the attribution subscales indicates that the "cause" and 

"responsibility" dimensions are strongly associated. This 

association produced problems with multicollinearity when 

both variables were entered in the equation simultaneously. 

Since the correlation between these dimensions was high 

(sharing almost 50% common variance), and since the 
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combination of the items produced a highly reliable measure 

(see Table 2.3), it was decided that the two variables could 

be collapsed into a single composite variable in assessing 

the tendency to perceive a partner's negative behaviors as 

both internally caused and intentional. It is important to 

note that this is not a situation specific perception but a 

measure of the speaker's tendency to perceive the partner's 

negative behavior to be dispositionally and intentionally 

caused in most situations. Analysis proceeded by entering 

the composite attribution measure on the fourth step of the 

hierarchical analysis {see Table 3.1). After controlling for 

RCQ scores and the situation, the attribution variable 

produced no significant increment in explained variance, R2-

change =.01, F-change = 2.43, ns . 

Perceptions of the Partner's Response 

Hypothesis 4 predicted that the degree to which a 

partner perceives the hearer will resist a message will be 

negatively associated with the level of identity confirmation 

in a complaint. Both the zero order correlation and the 

results of multiple regression analysis provide evidence that 

this relationship exists. The perception of rejection was 

negatively and significantly correlated with the maximum face 

saving score, r = -.39, E < -05. Further, after controlling 

for social cognitive development, severity, intimacy, 

dominance, and scenario, the standardized regression weight 

indicates that the perception of resistance is significantly 

and negatively associated with the level of face saving. 
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P = -.33, E < .001. 

The Evaluation of the Partner's Behavior 

The degree to which the partner's behavior was perceived 

to have severe consequences for the relationship was 

predicted to be negatively associated with the level of face 

saving in Hypothesis 5. The correlation statistic suggests 

that this relationship exists in the data for this study, r = 

-.23, 2 < -05. However, after controlling for other 

predictors, the partial regression coefficient implies that 

this relationship may not be unique, p= -.01, p> .05. One 

possibility for the inconsistency between the correlation and 

the regression analysis may lie in the method for 

partitioning variance. Remember that the differences in 

perceived severity across scenarios mirrored the differences 

in face saving scores. Controlling for the effect of 

scenario may have, by proxy, eliminated any variance in face 

saving associated with the perception of severity. 

Social Cognitive Development 

The sixth hypothesis predicted that an increase in 

social cognitive ability would be associated with an increase 

in the level of face saving in a complaint message. As Table 

3.4 indicates, the association between cognitive complexity 

and face saving was significant and in the predicted 

direction, r = .39, p < .0001. After controlling for the 

effect of the situation, RCQ scores accounted for a 

significant increase in the predictive ability of the model, 

R2-change = .15 (P = .39, E < .001) . As the level of social 
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cognitive ability increased, so did the level of face saving 

in complaint messages. In order to further explore the 

effect of cognitive complexity, the non-linear effects of 

complexity were tested. The results indicate that there was 

significant quadratic effect for complexity, R2-change = .02, 

F-change = 4.33, e < .04. Higher ordered functions failed to 

reach conventional levels of significance. 

Interactions 

The interactions predicted in chapter one were tested by 

computing the product of the RCQ scores and the other 

predictors. The product terms were first entered as a block 

to examine the increase in the overall fit of the model. 

Entered as a block, the interactions accounted for a 

significant increase in the predictive power of the model, R2-

change = .03, F-change = 2.786, e = .042. Once their 

combined contribution was established, the product terms were 

entered individually on the last step of the hierarchical 

multiple regression analysis. This procedure was used 

because the high multicollinearity among the product terms 

made it impossible to test exactly which interactions could 

reliably predict variance in the dependent variable. Table 

3.1 indicates the increment in variance accounted for 

associated with the addition of each interaction term. As 

depicted in Table 3.1, all of the interaction terms except 

RCQ X Intimacy uniquely added to the variance accounted for 

in the dependent variable. 

In order to test the predictions made in hypotheses 7-11 
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(see Appendix H for a summary of hypotheses) , a follow up 

analysis was conducted to examine the conditional effects of 

cognitive complexity and the definition of the situation. 

The analysis did not include the intimacy since the 

interaction term was not significant. Following Cohen and 

Cohen's (1983) discussion of the analysis of interactions 

involving two continuous variables, seperate regression 

equations and correlation matrices were computed across three 

levels of each moderating variables. This provides some 

indication of how the effect of one variable changes over 

levels of another. In order to examine how the effect of 

social cognitive ability changes over levels of the 

perceptions of resistance, severity, dominance, and 

attributional tendency, the sample was split into roughly 

equal high, middle, and low groups by dividing them at the 

33rd and 66th percentile. The maximum level of face saving 

was regressed on cognitive complexity scores for 

high, middle, and low levels of resistance, severity, 

dominance and attribution. The means for the high, middle 

and low resistance groups were, 5.90, 4.01, and 2.19 

respectively. The means for the high, middle and low severity 

group were 6.41, 4.64, and 2.64 respectively. Means scores 

for the high, middle and low dominance groups were 8.42, 

7.12, 5.37 respectively. And the means for the high, middle, 

and low levels of attribution were 45.95, 37.50, and 27.07. 

Table 3.5 reports the unstandardized coefficients for the 

effect of cognitive complexity across these groups. 
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Unstandardized coefficients are reported because standardized 

coefficients are sample specific and may be misleading if 

they are used in comparisons across regression equations 

(Pedhazur, 1982) . Hypothesis 9 was partially supported by 

the data. As Table 3.5 indicates, the effect of social 

cognitive development is lowest at high levels of resistance 

and highest in the middle range. This pattern of effects is 

not as evident across levels of severity providing only slim 

support for Hypothesis 10. Data analysis provides support for 

Hypothesis 11 because social cognitive ability appears 

unrelated to face saving when the tendency to make internal 

attributions is at its highest. Hypothesis 7 also received 

support. The effect of complexity is highest at high levels 

of perceived relational dominance. Hypothesis 8 received no 

Table 3.5 

Unstandardized regression coefficients for the relationship 
between cognitive complexity and face saving across levels of 
resistance, severitv. dominance, and attributional tendency. 

Variable Low Medium High 

Resistance .05* . 11* . 03* 

Severity .06* .04* . 04* 

Dominance .03 .05* .07* 

Attribution . 07* .10* .01 

Note: RCO scores 
regression after 
* p < .05 

entered on 
controlling 

second step of 
for scenario. 

hierarchical 
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support as the interaction term did not account for a 

significant proportion of variance in the dependent variable 

(see Table 3.1). 

The interaction effects were further probed by looking 

at the ways in which varying levels of social cognitive 

ability mediated the effects of attributions, resistance, 

severity and dominance. This analysis yields interesting 

results that offer mixed support for hypotheses 11, 13, 14, 

and 15. These hypotheses predicted that the effects of the 

variables associated with the definition of the situation 

would be conditional on the level of cognitive complexity, 

such that, as the level of cognitive complexity increases the 

effects of the variables associated with the definition of 

the situation will get larger. To begin the analysis, 

separate correlation matrices were computed for those with 

high (RCQ scores above 22) , moderate (RCQ scores between 14 

and 21) , and low (RCQ scores 13 and below) social cognitive 

ability. Tables 3.6 (low group), 3.7 (moderate group), and 

3.8 (high group) indicate that the correlation between 

predictor variables and maximum face saving scores increased 

across levels of complexity for each of the variables except 

perceived resistance. Table 3.9 presents just the 

correlations between the independent variables and the 

maximum face saving scores. This table more clearly shows 

the increases in effect size across levels of social 

cognitive development. A series of z-tests of the difference 

between correlations from independent samples (See Cohen & 
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Table 3.6 

Correlations among resistance, severity, dominance, and 
attributional tendency for the LOW complexity group (n=73) 

Variable 12 3 4 5 

1. Max Face Saving 1.00 

2. Resistance -.33* O
 
O
 

3 . Severity -.08 .42* 1.00 

4. Dominance -.04 -.32* -.30* 1.00 

5. Attribution -.02 .41* .36* -.27* 

Note: Low group RCQ scores are 13 or less. 

* E < or = .01 

Table 3.7 
Correlations among resistance, severity, dominance, and 
attributional tendency for the MIDDLE complexity group.(n=99) 

Variable 12 3 4 5 

1. Max Face Saving 1.00 

2. Resistance -.19* 1.00 

3. Severity -.21** .38** 1.00 

4. Dominance -.09 -.38** -.28** 1.00 

5. Attribution -.01 .30** .45** -.28** 1.00 

Note: Middle group RCQ scores range from 14 to 21. 

* E < .05, ** p < .01 
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Table 3.8 
Correlations among resistance, severity, dominance, and 
attributional tendencv for the HIGH complexity group. (n=76) 

Variable 12 3 4 5 

1. Max Face Saving 1.00 

2 . Resistance -.55** 1.00 

3 . Severity -.34** _ 49 * * 1.00 

4. Dominance -.25* -.51** -.33** 1.00 

5. Attribution -.38** .47** .52** -.49** 

Note: High group has RCQ score of 22 or larger. 

*p< .05, **E< .01 

Table 3.9 

Summary r of correlations between independent variables 
and Max. Face Saving Scores across levels of Cognitive 
Complexity. 

Low Med High 

Resistance -.33**a -.19*b -.56**ab 

Severity -.08 - .21* -. 34** 

Dominance -.04 -.09 -.25* 

Attribution -.02 -.01 -.38* 

Note: *e < .05; ** E < -01 
Correlations with the same subscript are significantly 
different from each other at the .05 level. 
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Cohen, 1983) were computed to test the claim that the 

elements of the situation in this analysis would better 

predict message quality at higher levels of cognitive 

complexity. These tests revealed that the association 

between resistance and face saving was reliably larger in the 

high cognitive complexity condition than in either the low or 

moderate conditions. However, correlations in the low and 

moderate conditions did not differ beyond chance 

expectations. Nor did the correlation between severity and 

face saving significantly differ between those with moderate 

and those with high levels of cognitive complexity. No tests 

were computed for the correlations that were not found to be 

significantly different from zero. Also of interest is that 

every correlation in the low social cognitive ability group 

matrix is lower than its respective correlation in the high 

group's matrix. The correlations in the middle group tend to 

be higher than the low but lower than the high group. The 

one striking departure from this trend is the correlation 

between perceived resistance and maximum face saving in the 

middle group. 

In order to probe this result further, the reliability 

coefficients across levels of social cognitive ability were 

examined (see Table 3.10) . Large differences in the 

reliability coefficients across levels of one variable may be 

responsible for the conditional relationship because the 

effect size of a variable in correlation and regression 

analysis relies, in part, on the degree of measurement error. 
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Table 3.10 indicates that for the middle complexity group, 

the perceived resistance scale did not reach conventionally 

acceptable levels of reliability. The alpha coefficient of 

.64 at this level is quite lower than the .79 and .87 

obtained for the low and high complexity groups respectively. 

The difference in the effect of resistance at the middle 

level of complexity may be attributable to the inexplicably 

low reliability of the scale for the middle group. 

Standardized effect size measures, such as the Pearson 

correlation coefficient, are difficult to accurately compare 

across samples because these statistics are sample specific 

and in part dependent on the level of measurement and random 

error in each particular sample. Therefore, unstandardized 

regression coefficients were computed to examine the unique 

Table 3.10 

Cronbach alpha reli^hi1i>v coefficients for resistance, 
severitv. dominance, and attributional tendency scales across 
levels of cognitive complexity. 

Variable Low Middle High 

Resistance .79 .64 .87 

Severity .67 .72 .75 

Dominance .82 .75 .79 

Attribution .92 .90 .91 

Note: High n=76. Middle n=99. Low n=73 . 
High group RCQ scores are 22 and higher. Middle group RCQ 
scores range between 14 and 21, Low group RCQ scores are 13 
and less. 
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effects for each variable across levels of social cognitive 

ability as a way to check the reliability of the patterns 

obtained in the correlation matrices. Table 3.11 reports the 

unstandardized regression weights for perceived resistance, 

severity, dominance and attributional tendency across High, 

Middle, and Low levels of cognitive complexity. Table 3.11 

indicates that the effect of resistance is about double at 

high and low levels of complexity when compared to the middle 

complexity group. Again, this result was probably obtained 

due to the erratic pattern of reliability for the resistance 

measure across levels of cognitive development. Table 3.11 

also indicates that the effects of perceived severity and 

dominance change over levels of social cognitive ability. 

Table 3.11 

Unstandardized regression weights for the effect of 
resistance, severity, dominance and attributional tendency 
across levels of cognitive complexity. 

Variable Low Middle High 

Resistance -.19* -.11* -.21* 

Severity -.03 -.11* .01 

Dominance -.07 -.11* -.05 

Attribution .01 .01 -.02* 

Note: High n = 76, Middle n = 99, Low n = 73. 
High group RCQ scores are 22 and higher. Middle group RCQ 
scores range between 14 and 21, Low group RCQ scores are 13 
and less. All variables entered on the second step after 
controlling for the effect of scenario. 
* p < .05 
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While at low and high levels of complexity there is no 

relationship between either severity or dominance and the 

level of face saving, severity and dominance have significant 

and negative effects for the midrange cognitive ability 

group. As Table 3.11 indicates, the perceived severity of 

the offense scale failed to reach acceptable levels of 

reliability in the Low complexity group. While the level of 

reliability for severity in the low social cognitive ability 

group does fall below conventional levels of acceptability, 

it is probably not different enough from the reliability 

statistics obtained for the other groups to suggest that this 

is the reason for the differences in the severity-face saving 

correlations across levels of social cognitive ability. 

Finally, Table 3.11 also indicates that the effect of 

attributional tendency also varies over levels social 

cognitive ability. The analysis of the data indicates that 

the tendency to make internal attributions about the cause of 

a partner's dissatisfying behavior is only significantly 

related to face saving in complaints at high levels of social 

cognitive development. The small size of the unstandardized 

regression coefficient is misleading in determining whether 

or not the effect is trivial, though significant, because the 

attributional tendency scores are summed across the items 

instead of averaged. It appears that the effect is not 

trivial as the partial correlation, pr = -.23, p < .05, 

indicates that even with other variables controlled for, 

attributional tendency can explain about 5% of the variance 
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in face saving at high levels of social cognitive ability. 

Social Skills 

Three alternative hypotheses were proposed as a way of 

examining a possible rival explanation for the production of 

face saving messages in response to complainable situations. 

These hypotheses predicted that social experience, the 

tendency to be confirming, and linguistic ability would be 

better predictors of identity confirming message production 

than social cognitive skill or the definition of the 

situation (see Appendix H for a listing of these hypotheses). 

The three hypotheses will be considered together. Table 3.12 

depicts the zero order correlations between the social skills 

variables and the level of face saving in complaint messages. 

As these correlations indicate, the three social skills 

measures accounted for virtually no portion of the variance 

Table 3.12 

Matrix for correlations among social skills variables and the 
maximura level of face saving in complaint messages. (n=249) . 

1 2 3 4 

1. Maximum Face Saving Score 1.00 

2 . Social experience .03 1.00 

3 . Confirmation .08 .47* 1.00 

4. Articulation .05 .03 .01 1.00 

Note. Power to detect a correlation of .20 at the .01 level 

of significance is .89 
*p < .0001 
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in the level of face threat in complaint messages. The three 

social skills measures were entered as a block on the second 

step (after scenario) in a hierarchical multiple regression 

equation. Entering the social skills block did not diminish 

the influence of the other variables in the equation. 

Interestingly, there was a small but statistically 

significant correlation between articulation (essentially 

verbal ability) and cognitive complexity, r =.16, p < .01. 

Since it was possible that this correlation may actually 

suppress the effect of complexity by being a source of 

irrelevant variance, a partial correlation was computed to 

examine the effect of complexity on face saving when verbal 

skill was controlled. The resulting partial 

correlation was identical to the zero order correlation, 

or = .39. The results of testing the alternative hypotheses 

failed to support the contention that the effects of 

complexity and situation perception on the level of face 

threat in complaints can be accounted for by self report 

measures of social experience, the tendency to confirm 

others' identity or articulation skill. 

SummaiTV 

The results of this analysis indicates that the effects 

of situational perceptions and attributional tendencies on 

the production of face saving complaints, to some extent, 

rely on the level of the perceiver's social cognitive 

ability. Furthermore, it appears that the effect of social 

cognitive ability may not be consistent across levels of 
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perceived resistance, severity, and dominance. Results also 

indicate that the self report measures of social skills used 

in this analysis did not moderate or explain the effects of 

situation perception, attributional tendencies, or social 

cognitive development. The final chapter will offer an 

interpretation of these results, discuss their limitations, 

and make suggestions for future research. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Discussion 

Introduction 

The purpose of this dissertation has been to explicate 

and test a constructivist account of conflict message 

production in romantic relationships. The central claim made 

in the first chapter was that functional qualities of 

conflict messages reflect the quality of the speaker's 

cognitive representation of the communication situation. An 

empirical study was undertaken to test this claim (see 

Appendix H for a summary of the hypotheses). The study 

included situated perceptions of complainable scenarios, the 

level of social cognitive ability, stable relational beliefs, 

and social skills as predictors of the maximum level of 

identity protection in a verbal response to a complainable 

situation. Chapter two described the instruments and 

procedures used to operationalize and measure these concepts. 

Chapter three reported the results of several statistical 

analyses used in testing the study's 19 hypotheses. The 

purpose of this final chapter is to offer an interpretation 

of the results of the statistical analyses, discuss 

theoretical implications of the study, identify possible 

weakness in the study, and to offer future directions for 

research. 

Findings 

Relationship Satisfaction 

Hypothesis one predicted a positive relationship between 
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relationship satisfaction and the production of face saving 

responses to complainable situations. Results of correlation 

analysis indicate that there is a positive and significant, 

although small, relationship between satisfaction and face 

saving message production. However, this effect disappears 

when the effect of other variables are accounted for. Given 

the rather consistent association between relationship 

satisfaction and conflict message production in research 

involving romantic dyads (e.g., Gottman, 1994), this result 

was somewhat troubling. There are two possible explanations 

for the results of this study. 

First, the sample in this study was generally satisfied 

with their relationships. The mean on a 21 point scale was 

about 17. This indicates that the results may be skewed 

somewhat by the generally high level of satisfaction in the 

sample. Research that tends to find a clear relationship 

between satisfaction or relationship quality and conflict 

behavior has involved couples who were clearly distressed or 

unsatisfied with their relationships (e.g., Birchler & Webb, 

1977; Gottman & Krokoff, 1989) . Restricting the range of 

satisfaction scores to those who were generally happy with 

their relationship may have resulted in a weaker association 

between satisfaction and face saving than may have otherwise 

been obtained. 

The second possibility is that the system for coding 

messages used in this analysis was not sensitive to the 

qualities that vary with relationship satisfaction. For 
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example, it is possible that negative, rather than positive, 

politeness is better predicted by perceptions of relationship 

quality. Or, perhaps, feeling satisfied with a partner is 

reflected more strongly in the nonverbal expression of 

emotion rather than in the functional qualities of a verbal 

message (e.g., Gottman,1982). 

While there doesn't appear to be a direct main effect 

for relationship satisfaction, the table of zero order 

correlations (Table 3.4) suggests that satisfaction with the 

relationship may have an indirect influence on the functional 

qualities of conflict messages. For example, the correlation 

between relationship satisfaction and the perception of 

resistance is r = -.41, and the correlation between the 

perception of resistance and maximum face saving scores is r 

= -.39. The product of these two correlations, .1599, almost 

exactly replicates the correlation between satisfaction and 

face saving, r = .16. It appears that satisfaction with the 

relationship provides an organizing framework for the way a 

communicative situation is defined. Being satisfied is 

associated with perceiving less resistance in the partner, 

perceiving the partner's behavior to have less serious 

consequences for the relationship and believing that a 

partner's negative behaviors are situationally and 

unintentionally caused. 

These relationships are intuitively and theoretically 

appealing. Being satisfied creates an evaluative schema more 

favorable to the relational partner (Gottman, 1994) . This 
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finding is consistent with expectancy theory that suggests 

that those involved in more satisfying relationships have 

more positive expectations about their partner's behavior 

(Kelley & Burgoon, 1991) . Satisfied partners have also been 

found to redefine a partner's negative qualities in positive 

terms (Murray & Holmes, 1993). Given a potentially 

dissatisfying behavior on the part of a romantic partner, 

those who are dissatisfied are likely to define the situation 

in less favorable ways than those who are satisfied. 

Relational transgressions seem more severe, the target of the 

message is expected to respond by threatening the face of the 

speaker, and the relationship as a whole seems less intimate. 

These less productive situated perceptions are then 

manifested directly or indirectly in more face threatening 

messages. While satisfaction is not directly related to 

message production in this study, it is still an important 

factor as it influences the situated perceptions of the 

participants. Future research ought to examine the indirect 

influence of satisfaction more closely. 

Perceived intimacy 

The second hypothesis predicted that the level of 

intimacy would be positively associated with the level of 

identity confirmation in complaint messages. Results of data 

analysis indicate that this relationship did not hold once 

scenario, social cognitive development and attributional 

tendency was controlled. As depicted in Table 3.4, intimacy 

is significantly and negatively associated with the 
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perception of severity and resistance. As with satisfaction, 

the perception of closeness and importance of the 

relationship likely creates a different perceptual frame for 

interpreting a romantic partner's behavior and may, 

therefore, have an indirect influence on message production. 

Perceived dominance 

The first research question asked whether the perception 

of dominance would be related to the level of face saving 

employed in a response to a dissatisfying situation. The 

results of this study found no main effect for the 

relationship between perceived dominance and the level of 

face saving. 

Attributions 

The third hypothesis predicted that the tendency to make 

attributions of cause and responsibility to a partner's 

dissatisfying behavior would be negatively associated with 

the production of face saving complaint messages. There was 

little support for a direct main effect on face saving in 

this study. Once the influence of scenario was accounted for 

the small negative correlation between attributional tendency 

and identity confirmation was eliminated. This finding is 

troubling since there is a great deal of research that 

suggests that attributional tendency predicts conflict 

interaction in marriage (Fincham & Bradbury, 1992). 

As with satisfaction, it is possible that the coding 

scheme used in this analysis is not sensitive to the 

fiinctional qualities of messages associated with 
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attributional tendency. It is also possible that 

attributional tendency operates as an interpretive lens 

through which the situation is defined. Much like 

dissatisfied romantic partners, those who believe that their 

partner's behavior is intentional and dispositionally caused 

perceive their partners to be more likely to reject their 

message and they are also more likely to believe that their 

partners behavior has serious consequences for the 

relationship. Therefore, the influence of attributional 

tendency on face saving message design may be indirect by 

influencing the way a situation is interpreted. The indirect 

relationship between attributions of cause and responsibility 

and maximum face saving scores can be estimated by 

multiplying the correlation between attributional tendency 

and perceived resistance (.39) and the correlation between 

perceived resistance and maximum face saving score (-.39) 

(Cohen & Cohen, 1983) . The estimate of the indirect effect 

(i.e., the product of the indirect and direct correlations) 

between attribution of cause and face saving is r = -.15, and 

between attribution of responsibility and face saving is r = 

-.14. These estimates almost perfectly duplicate the 

correlations between attributional tendency and face saving 

found in the correlation matrix (see Table 3.4). 

It is important to note that attributions of cause and 

responsibility were only indirectly measured in this study by 

indexing participants general tendency to attribute their 

partner's behavior to internal causes. Situation specific 
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attributions of blame are probably more predictive of message 

features than general perceptual predispositions. Getting at 

situational specific attributions in hypothetical situations 

is difficult however. Given that the behaviors described in 

the scenarios were entirely hypothetical, there was no actual 

behavior for the participants to evaluace. Specific 

attributions about hypothetical situations may not be any 

more "situation specific", however, since participants have 

little actual information to go on and would likely fall back 

on their general predispositions. 

Perceived resistance 

Data analysis revealed a significant and negative 

association between the perception of resistance and the 

level of face saving in responses to complainable romantic 

situations. As discussed in Chapter 1, this effect may be 

explained by a reciprocation-in-advance of the hearer's 

anticipated response. Perhaps the most robust finding in the 

conflict literature is that partners tend to reciprocate each 

other's behavior (Burggraf & Sillars, 1987; Newton & Burgoon, 

1990; Ting-Toomey, 1983). The anticipated rejection of a 

complaint is likely to be perceived as face threatening to 

the speaker and as the likelihood of rejection increases the 

motivation to produce a face saving message decreases. 

Identity confirming or attacking messages reciprocate in 

advance the anticipated behavior of the romantic partner. 

Perceived Severity 

In Chapter 1, it was predicted that face saving 
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responses to dissatisfying situations would be negatively 

associated with the perceived severity of the relational 

consequences of the hearer's behavior. The zero order 

correlation between perceived severity and the level of 

identity confirmation in complaints suggests that the the 

predicted relationship holds. However, once the other 

predictors are controlled for, the effect of severity is 

eliminated. There are at least two possibilities for the 

lack of association between severity and face saving in the 

regression model. First, remember that scenarios differed in 

their perceived severity (see Tcible 3.2) . Also remember that 

the scenarios perceived to be most severe (scenarios one and 

two) were also the scenarios with messages lowest in the 

level of identity confirmation. It is possible that 

controlling for scenario first removed the influence of 

severity. The addition of perceived severity to the 

regression model couldn't account uniquely for the level of 

face saving in complaint messages if its effect had been 

incidentally entered via scenario. 

A second possibility is that the relationship between 

resistance and severity (r = .44) indicates a common 

underlying factor leaving little effect for severity once 

resistance is controlled. That is, severity may not be 

uniquely related to the level of face saving due to its 

redundance with perceived resistance as a component of some 

underlying latent variable such as behavioral efficacy. 

Future research should examine this possibility. 
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Social cognitive ability 

The fifth hypothesis predicted that social cognitive 

ability would be positively associated with the use of more 

sophisticated face saving strategies in response to 

complainable situations. The results of the data analysis 

indicates that there was a moderate and positive relationship 

between social cognitive ability and the production of face 

saving complaints. This result replicates the relationship 

between constiruct system sophistication and message design 

(eg., Applegate, 1982; Burleson, 1984; Hale, 1986; Kline, 

1991; Leichty & Applegate, 1991; O'Keefe, 1998), and extends 

this relationship to responses to complainable situations in 

romantic relationships. 

The results of the analysis also indicated nonlinear 

effects for social cognitive development. The quadratic term 

for cognitive complexity produced a significant improvement 

in the fit of the overall regression equation. This 

indicates that the line describing the relationship between 

complexity and maximxim face saving scores is best described 

as a curve rather than a straight line. It appears that 

after participants reach 25 constructs the effect of social 

cognitive development begins to flatten out. This effect is 

most likely explainable as an artifact of the measurement 

scale used for each variable. The RCQ scores in this study 

had a range of 6 to 60 while the maximum face saving scale 

was 1 to 5. Theoretically, then, RCQ scores could continue 

to improve toward infinity long after the face saving scores 
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have reached their maximum level producing the appearance of 

a flattened effect. It is also possible that the effect 

flattens because the coding scheme isn't sensitive to subtle 

differences in messages produced by more complex 

participants. If messages do continue to become more 

sophisticated as the cognitive development of the message 

producer increases, the coding scheme used in this analysis 

doesn't capture that sophistication. 

Interactions 

Hypotheses seven through 11 predicted that the the 

definition of the situation will mediate the influence of 

cognitive complexity on face saving. Data analysis revealed 

that the association between social cognitive development and 

identity confinuation depends to some extent on how the 

situation is defined and offers strong support for these 

predictions with only the RCQ X intimacy interaction not 

reaching significance. The assertion was made in the first 

chapter that some situations require less attention to 

sophisticated message design because of their routinized, 

conventional, or highly normative nature. The results of 

this study offer support for that argument. 

While the definition of the situation was generally 

found to mediate the influence of social cognitive ability, 

this trend did not hold for level of perceived intimacy in 

the relationship. This finding contradicts the results of 

Liechty and Applegate's (1991) research and therefore 

warrants a reconciliation of the two studies. The most 
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likely explanation for the disparate findings lies in the way-

intimacy was conceptualized in each study. In the Leichty 

and Applegate (1991) study, intimacy was manipulated by 

varying the type of relationship the speaker had with the 

message recipient (e.g., friend versus acquaintance) rather 

than measuring the perceived level of intimacy within a 

single relationship type. It is possible that the 

interaction between the influence of social cognitive ability 

and the degree of relationship intimacy only holds when we 

consider relationship type generally and not the importance 

or depth of a particular close relationship. 

Hypotheses 12-16 predicted that more complex 

participants would be more influenced by their situated 

beliefs and interpretations than less complex participants. 

The zero order correlations among elements of the definition 

of the situation and face saving across low, moderate, and 

high levels of social cognitive development offer support for 

this prediction (see Tables 3.6, 3.7, 3.8, &3.9). For those 

with social cognitive development scores in the lower one-

third of the sample only the perception of resistance is 

associated with the level of face saving in complaint 

messages. A fairly clear trend emerges in these matrices 

with the association among situational perceptions and the 

level of face saving becoming larger as the level of 

complexity increases. 

It is also interesting to note that every correlation in 

the matrix for the high complexity group is larger than its 
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corresponding correlation in the low or middle complexity 

group. This is not easily attributable to differences in 

measurement error since the level of reliability of the 

measures remains relatively consistent across levels of 

social cognitive development (except for the reliability of 

resistance at the middle level of complexity) and does not 

increase systematically as social cognitive ability 

increases. Further, the middle range group does not have 

appreciably lower reliability scores for the four other 

measures examined. So, it is unlikely that the middle group 

members are systematically different in their ability to 

respond to the scale items consistently across measures. 

Comparing standardized estimates of association across 

samples can be misleading because the estimates are 

influenced by error variance that is particular to the sample 

(Pedhazur, 1983). Therefore, inteirpretation of the trends 

depicted in these correlation matrices ought to be made with 

reference to a follow up examination of unstandardized 

regression coefficients. The pattern found in the 

correlation matrices is generally reflected in Table 3.11. 

As with the correlation matrices, the message quality of 

those with lower cognitive complexity scores was predictable 

only by the perception of resistance. Resistance, perceived 

severity, and dominance were all associated with the level of 

face saving in the moderately complex group and the 

associations were all in the direction predicted in the first 

chapter. 
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This trend did not continue for the highly complex 

group, however. While attributional tendency did emerge as a 

significant predictor of face saving in the high group's 

messages, perceived severity and perceived dominance did not. 

Given the zero order correlations and the theoretical 

assumptions presented in the first chapter this should not be 

the case. Except for the association between attributional 

tendency and face saving, the unstandardized regression 

weights for severity and dominance in the high group look 

like those for the low group. 

It is unlikely that the insignificant regression 

coefficients for the high group are a result of a general 

lack of association between situation perception and message 

quality as is the case for the low group. It is clear that 

severity, attributional tendency, and dominance are not 

directly associated with the level of identity confirmation 

in the low group's messages since the zero order correlations 

reflect the same result as the regression analyses. The 

finding that severity and dominance do not uniquely predict 

face saving in the high complexity group's multiple 

regression analysis is probably due to collinearity and not a 

lack of association or redundance with the influence of 

scenario. First, when entered in a regression equation 

separately after the effect of scenario is removed, both 

severity and dominance continue to be predict the level of 

face saving in complaint messages. Second, a follow up 

analysis examining collinearity diagnostics for each of the 
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three regression equations reveals that the average tolerance 

for the predictor variables in the high group is .59 compared 

to .73 for the middle group and .76 for the low group. A 

tolerance score of 1.0 indicates complete orthogonality among 

predictors and as the tolerance statistic becomes smaller the 

level of collinearity among the predictors becomes larger. 

An explanation for the higher correlations and greater 

collinearity in the high group will be discussed in the next 

section. The correlation matrices and the unstandardized 

regression coefficients fo\ind in this study offer qualified 

support for the predictions made in the first chapter 

regarding the mediating influence of social cognitive 

development on the relationship of situational perceptions to 

message construction. 

An importcint implication of the significant interactions 

is that while this study found no main effects for severity, 

dominance, or attributional tendency it does appear that they 

are conditionally associated with face saving. The 

perception that the partner's behavior has serious 

consequences for the relationship does predict the identity 

confirming quality of a complaint when we examine those with 

average or above average levels of social cognitive ability. 

Also, when considering those with moderate or high levels of 

complexity, the perception of being more dominant in the 

relationship results in the production of responses to 

dissatisfying relational situations that are more face 

threatening. Finally, the tendency to believe that a 
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partner's bad behavior is intentional is negatively 

associated with the level of face saving in complaint 

messages but only for those people with relatively well 

developed social cognitive skill. 

Social skills 

The data obtained and analyzed in this study found no 

support for the alternative hypotheses offered in the first 

chapter (see Appendix H for a summary). First, none of the 

measures of communication adaptability predicted the level of 

identity confirmation in complaint messages. Second, 

controlling for a participant's self reported level of 

adaptation skill does not diminish the influence of the 

definition of the situation or perceptual skill as indexed by 

interpersonal cognitive complexity. It appears that 

participants own ratings of their ability to be confirming, 

their ability to use language, and their level of social 

experience are poor predictors of their ability to construct 

messages sensitive to the identity concerns of their romantic 

partner in complaint situations. We should be careful, 

however, in inferring that these abilities are unrelated or 

unimportant to face saving message production in general. 

First, while the measures were reliable, it is possible 

that self report measures of social skill are not sensitive 

to the functional abilities of speakers in all situations. 

For example, the measure of the tendency to be confirming may 

only measure the likelihood that one will be confirming in 

situations that conventionally require a confirming response. 
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Complaint situations are probably not routinely thought of as 

an opportunity to confirm the target's identity. 

Second, there was very little variance in the social 

skills scores and the means were skewed to the high end of 

the scale leaving very little room for variation near the 

top. The clear face validity of the items may have resulted 

in participants over estimating their actual ability and 

experience. The lack of variance in the social skills 

measure may have made it impossible to account for variance 

in the dependent variable. 

Social skill probably is an important distal predictor 

of the functional qualities in the messages that people 

produce. However, it may not be easy to estimate this 

ability with a self-report measure. Future research may 

benefit from domain specific measures of social skill. Some 

people may be excellent arguers and poor comforters but the 

instrument used in this analysis can't make that distinction. 

Theoretical Implications 

This dissertation offers support for the usefulness of a 

construetivist account of conflict message production in 

close relationships. As pointed out in the first chapter, an 

important part of the puzzle in the study of relational 

conflict concerns the process by which discussions about 

everyday problems escalate into unproductive exchanges of 

personal criticism, blame, and def ensiveness. We know once 

these behaviors are introduced into the disagreement partners 

will likely reciprocate them. As Gottman (1994) points out. 
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what we don't know is why they are introduced in the first 

place. Cons true tivi St theory provides a key piece in the 

solution to the puzzle by offering an explanation of why 

negative behaviors are introduced into conflictual 

interactions. 

The claim advanced throughout this dissertation is that 

identity disconfinning messages result from representing the 

situations in ways that are unfavorable to the hearer and the 

relationship. A conflict message reflects the speaker's 

interpretation of the context in which the message is to be 

delivered. Being generally skilled and socially experienced 

or being satisfied with the relationship is not enough to 

result in the production of confirming messages. Messages 

that are characterized by identity disconfirmation reflect 

negative and/or insensitive thinking about the partner, and 

the partner's response. Likewise, situations defined as non 

threatening and involving a compliant receiver are reflected 

in a more confirming response. Important functional 

qualities of verbal responses to complainable situations can 

be predicted by the way message producers define the 

situation. Since partners overwhelming tend to reciprocate 

the functional quality of the beginning move in a conflictual 

exchange (Gottman, Coan, Carrere, & Swanson, 1998), an 

unproductive definition of the situation is likely to lead to 

an escalated disagreement. 

Another claim advanced by this dissertation is that the 

functional qualities of conflict messages are related to the 
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level of social cognitive development of the message 

producer. The ability to define situations in altercentric 

terms gets translated into more altercentric, identity 

confirming complaint messages. Possessing well developed 

schemata for representing other people eases processing 

demands and allows speakers to integrate situational 

information and use several dimensions of the situation 

simultaneously in designing responses to potentially 

conflictual situations (O'Keefe & Shepherd, 1987; Waldron, 

1990) . The ability to represent a communicative situation 

from multiple perspectives leads message producers to 

integrate and pursue multiple goals when making decisions 

about what to say (Shepherd & O'Keefe, 1984). When compared 

to those with relatively low levels of social cognitive 

development, those with high levels of social cognitive skill 

have a wider range of available alternatives and are likely 

to use and integrate situational information to a greater 

degree in message construction. 

Furthermore, the degree to which situational information 

is used and incorporated into message design varies as 

function of the social cognitive skill of the speaker. 

Constructivist theory and research (e.g.. Stacks & Murphy, 

1993; Sypher & Applegate, 1984; Wilson, 1995; Wilson, Cruz, & 

Kang, 1992) suggests that cognitive complexity is related to 

a perceiver's sensitivity and responsiveness to interpersonal 

situations. The results of this study provide additional 

evidence for that assertion. The best predictor of message 
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quality for those with diminished social cognitive ability, 

in this study, are perceptions regarding whether the partner 

will be cooperative and comply, or be uncooperative and 

resist. The low complexity group seems to be orienting 

chiefly to whether they will be able to accomplish their 

primary goal. When they think they will be thwarted, they 

attack. When they think their partner will be cooperative, 

they say something nice. Those with a higher degree of 

cognitive skill, on the other hand, appear to be influenced 

by a variety of situational perceptions. Those who have more 

developed construct systems take into account a wider range 

of situational information and they include altercentric as 

well as egocentric information in producing messages. In 

order for information to be used in message production it 

must be perceived as relevant to the task (Berger, 1993; 

1995; Delia & O'Keefe, 1979). Greater social cognitive 

development is reflected in the ability to see the relevance 

of a number of situational elements in acting toward a 

dissatisfying situation. The higher correlations between 

attribution, severity, dominance and message production 

indicate that this information is being used by more 

cognitively developed individuals. 

Superior social cognitive development is also reflected 

in the sensitivity to the implications that situational 

elements have for each other. The collinearity found in the 

regression analysis for the high complexity group reflects 

the degree to which those with more organized systems of 
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constructs see the connections among situational elements 

rather than the situation perceptions simply being redundant 

with each other. That is, those who are more cognitively 

complex have more integrated definitions of the situation. 

Changing one element in the situation results in a reordering 

of every other element. For example believing that a partner 

usually intends a negative behavior has obvious implications 

for the anticipation that the partner will reject a request 

or account for a particular dissatisfying behavior. 

This interpretation is theoretically appealing because 

it comports well with constructivist theory and research in 

cognitive psychology concerning expert and novice perceivers 

and schema development. Well organized and highly 

differentiated impressions of other people result from 

perceptiveness in abstracting general personality traits from 

concrete instances of behavior over time (Crockett, Gonyea, & 

Delia, 1970). We, therefore, might think of those who have 

well developed schemas for other people (as evidenced by the 

complexity of their written impressions of others) as being 

experts or "specialists" in the area of interpersonal 

perception and interaction (Little, 1969; 1972). As one 

becomes an expert in a particular area, the information in 

the schema for that area becomes more differentiated (that 

is, there are a greater number of specific beliefs, or 

elements), and the schema becomes more integrated (that is, 

the elements become more strongly associated with each other) 

(Chase & Simon, 1973). Well developed schemata result in 
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enhanced activation and retrieval of the elements within the 

schema (Chase & Simon, 1973; Markus, 1977; Smith et al, 

1978) . The data in this study reflects that those who are 

"expert interpersonal perceivers" integrate situational 

elements to a greater extent than those who are "novice 

interpersonal perceivers." The larger correlations among 

situational elements for the experts indicates they see 

stronger relationships among them. Therefore, those with a 

superior level of cognitive development form more integrated 

and ultimately more useful interpretations of the situation. 

A third important implication of a cons true tivist 

approach to relational conflict message production is that 

the interpretive process constrains or enhances the use of 

alternative strategies. The results of this study highlights 

the importance of avoiding seriously unfavorable thinking 

about the partner both as these thoughts are directly related 

to face threatening messages, and indirectly as these 

thoughts mediate the influence of social cognitive 

development. Those who normally show a greater capacity for 

altercentric message design are reduced to almost the same 

level as less capable message producers when the situation is 

defined in highly negative terms. Negative thinking about a 

partner's intentions or expected reactions can reduce the 

advantage of social cognitive ability. Strong negative 

thoughts overwhelm the message design process by making the 

hearer's identity concerns less accessible to the speaker. 

The results of this study also show the productive 
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influence positive thinking can have on message design. 

Situated factors can both constrain and enhance message 

design skills. When a situation is defined in extremely 

positive terms those with diminished social cognitive skills 

are less hindered by their lack of representational ability 

and those who are more developed receive less of an 

advantage. Positively valenced interpretations of a conflict 

situation make a productive strategy more obvious to 

everyone. Strong normative guidelines for avoiding face 

attack constrain more and less complex individuals alike 

thereby reducing the degree of difference between more and 

less complex individuals in the construction of face saving 

complaints. 

It is important to note that negative or positive 

thinking about the situation should not be confused with 

competence. Perceiving every situation positively, 

regardless of what might really be happening, is every bit as 

incompetent as perceiving every situation negatively. It 

isn't that negative thinking is incompetent, rather, it is 

that in the extreme, negative thinking about a situation 

influences the ability of even the most socially capable 

speaker to produce face saving (and presumably more 

relationally competent) messages. 

These findings have implications for a long standing 

puzzle in the marital conflict literature. This puzzle 

involves the inability to find evidence that communicative 

skill of any kind is related to productive conflict behavior 
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in marriage. For example, Gottman (1979) reports that 

husbands and wives who engage in unproductive conflict 

interactions are able to demonstrate productive problem 

solving skills when paired with a stranger but resort back to 

unproductive behavior when paired with their spouse. The 

findings presented in this study suggest that at least one 

dimension of communication competence, social cognitive 

ability, becomes less predictive of conflict behavior when 

extremely negative evaluations are made about a partner's 

intent and projected response. This study also found some 

evidence that those who are less satisfied with their 

relationship make more distress enhancing interpretations of 

their partner's behavior, intent, and projected response. In 

distressed marriages, therefore, partners are defining 

conflict situations in distress enhancing ways (See also 

Gottman, 1994; Gate et al, 1995). The negative evaluations 

made about a dissatisfying spouse are then reflected as 

criticism, defensiveness, and contempt. General 

communication abilities become secondary in predicting 

behavior when a situation is evaluated in negative ways by 

dissatisfied marital partners. Once one of the spouses is 

paired with a stranger (someone who they are less inclined to 

think extremely negatively about) each spouse's level of 

competence becomes a better predictor of conflict message 

production because the constraints placed on behavior by 

extremely negative perceptions of the partner are lifted. 

Likewise, even relatively unskilled spouses involved in very 
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satisfying relationships engage in productive conflict 

activities because they think more positively about their 

partner. 

The finding that situations, as they are defined by 

participants, enhance or diminish the application of social 

cognitive ability confirms key assumptions of constructivist 

theory. Construetivists acknowledge that perspective taking 

ability is irrelevant when the house is on fire. When a 

situation is routine, conventional, normative or dominated by 

particularly salient features the cognitive demc.nds placed on 

a message producer are either reduced or increased beyond the 

processing capacity of the speaker. A sophisticated 

conceptual framework that allows the perceiver to interpret 

another's actions from multiple perspectives and adapt a 

message to the receiver's point of view is not essential when 

clear constraints are placed on behavior by conventional 

norms for face saving. On the other hand, the motivation to 

consider possible alternatives and to adapt a message to the 

identity needs of the hearer are overwhelmed by the speaker's 

own concern for face when the situation is defined as 

involving an intentional affront. To be considerate of 

another's identity needs one must both have the ability to be 

confirming and inteirpret the situation as one that calls for 

sensitivity to the receiver's face (Goffman, 1967). It is 

just those situations in which normative or conventional 

responses are unavailable or unclear that superior social 

cognitive ability ought to emerge as a strong predictor of 
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the adaptation of a message to a receiver. The results of 

this study support that contention. 

The results of this analysis also have implications for 

the long standing controversy surrounding the relationship of 

the score on the role category questionnaire to the level of 

identity confirmation in messages (e.g., Beatty & Payne, 

1985; Burleson, Waltman, & Samter, 1987) . Beatty and his 

associates (see also. Powers, Jordan, & Street, 1979) have 

argued that the relationship between RCQ scores and identity 

confirmation scores can be accounted for by simply counting 

the words used to complete each task. That is, the tendency 

to write or say more words (i.e., loquacity) can account for 

both higher RCQ scores (since higher construct 

differentiation scores are inextricably linked to the number 

of words the participant writes) and the degree to which a 

person adapts a message to the perspective of the target 

(since well adapted responses generally involve using more 

words than poorly adapted ones) . If it was simply loquacity 

that accounted for this relationship the number of words used 

on both the RCQ and the message construction task should 

always be correlated regardless of the way in which the 

situation is defined. Beliefs about the relationship, the 

partner's behavior, and the like should have no clear 

relationship to the inclination to write or say a large 

number of words. Furthermore, the motivation to use a large 

number of words should not influence the correlations among 

the measures that do not involve writing. The results of 
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this dissertation offer further evidence that the 

relationship between cognitive complexity and message 

construction does not involve loquacity. 

A follow up analysis provides further evidence that the 

complexity-message quality link is not loquacity. Along with 

being rated for the highest and dominant level of face 

saving, messages were also rated for the statements 

indicating the lowest level of face saving in each message. 

If the complexity-message quality link occurs because those 

who write more simply stumble on to higher level strategies 

by virtue of writing more, we should also expect that they 

will stumble on to lower level strategies also producing a 

significant and negative correlation between complexity and 

minimum face saving scores. The correlation between the 

minimum level and cognitive complexity was found to be .20, p 

= .001. This indicates that those with higher levels of 

social cognitive development produce higher minimum levels 

of face saving. If RCQ scores simply reflect the proclivity 

to write, those with higher scores would be expected to 

produce more face threatening messages by chance in the same 

way they are argued to produce more face saving messages by 

chance. This analysis shows rather clearly that they do not. 

And, in fact, the tendency of those with higher RCQ scores to 

produce better "bad" messages fits perfectly with 

constructivist assumptions about the influence of social 

perception and message construction. 

Along with the implications for a constructivist account 
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of conflict message design, this study sheds light on two 

broader issues regarding theorizing about communication. 

First, communication models that discuss situational 

influences on message design do not make much sense without 

reference to the social and interpretive skills of the 

participants. Those with poorly organized interpretive 

frameworks seem to use less situational information in 

constructing their responses. Models that emphasize 

particular situational influences on message design may not 

be generalizable to those who focus on only a few ego centric 

dimensions of the communication context. Situations do not 

influence communicators in uniform ways because people differ 

in their interpretations. Communicative situations do not 

simply provide a releasing stimulus for responses. Not 

everyone interprets situational elements the same way and not 

everyone uses the same information in their actions toward 

the situation. While a few recent theories of message 

production (e.g., Burgoon, Stein, & Dillman, 1994; O'Keefe & 

Lambert, 1995; Wilson, 1995) acknowledge the importance of 

social skills in message adaptation many others do not. 

A second and related implication for communication 

research highlighted by this study involves our understanding 

of the importance of general social skills in predicting 

behavior. Conceptualizing social skills in a way that 

doesn't stress the interpretive process of the communicators 

may be misleading. Since the majority of communication in 

daily life involves applying normative, routinized, or 
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conventional responses to the specific context (Kellerman, 

1992), general self report measures of social skill may only 

gauge the ability to apply these responses in a competent 

manner and not the ability to construct competent messages in 

ambiguous situations. This study indicates that a 

sophisticated interpretive system is a better predictor of 

adapting messages in a specific context than is social 

experience or the general tendency to be confirming. 

Furthermore, it is important to acknowledge that social 

and interpretive skill is not always predictive of behavior 

when the definition of the situation is taken into account. 

Those with poor social skills will not always act in ways 

that appear incompetent. Nor will those with well developed 

social skills always engage in productive communicative 

behavior. Some situations constrain the range of available 

alternatives in such a way that social cognitive skill no 

longer predicts the construction of productive or 

unproductive messages. Communication models emphasizing 

dispositional qualities such as social skill need to account 

for the ways in which the speaker's definition of the 

situation enhances or suppresses the influence of these 

attributes. 

Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

The results of the study conducted in support of this 

dissertation provides important theoretical support for a 

construetiviSt approach to conflict in romantic 

relationships. However, it is important to recognize that 
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this study is an initial exploration and should be considered 

with some degree of caution. First, the message elicitation 

task is somewhat artificial. While participants identified 

the messages they produced for this study to be relatively 

typical of the kinds of messages they normally produce, it is 

likely that there will be some differences in face to face 

contexts. For example, O'Keefe and Shepherd (1987) suggest 

that conversational participants may attempt to lighten the 

cognitive workload involved in producing multiple goal 

messages by pursuing identity and instrumental goals in 

alternate speaking tuins rather than producing a single 

multi-goal message. Additionally, the immediate presence of 

a romantic partner and the nonverbal feedback during message 

articulation may create on-the-fly modifications that can't 

be captured by this method of message elicitation and 

analysis. Second, nonverbal feedback from a partner may also 

change the situational definition of the speaker as the 

message is being produced creating a more complicated model 

than is presented here. Therefore, future research ought to 

include dyadic observational analysis in order to examine the 

influence of factors such as perceived resistance on the 

production of complaints. 

Another limitation of the current study was the 

disappointingly low reliability of some of the situation 

perception and attributional tendency instriaments. While most 

of the scales were at conventionally acceptable levels, some 

were not. And even those that were rarely reached levels of 
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.90 or aljove. These low reliabilities compromised the power 

of the statistical analyses and made it more difficult to 

find supporting evidence for some of the hypotheses. 

Another problem with making inferences from this model 

to the entire body of responses to complainable situations 

involves the situations that were used to elicit messages. 

It is clear from the results of this study that the situation 

itself, and the perceptions of the situation influence 

message production in general as well as the relationship 

between social cognitive ability and complaint message 

production. Therefore, it may be misleading to claim that 

social cognitive ability is important in message production 

in most conflict situations. Social cognitive ability is 

most important in situations in which there is ambiguity in 

how to respond or in situations in which there is no 

overwhelmingly dominant contextual cue and until research is 

conducted examining conflict situations, it is unclear as to 

how often this set of conditions holds. It is possible that 

there are only a few situations in which social cognitive 

ability plays a role in actual face to face romantic conflict 

episodes. While this study demonstrated that social 

cognitive development can be shown to be influential on the 

ability to construct face saving messages, it is unclear 

whether this pattern holds in a majority of cases. 

The results of data analysis present an important 

limitation and theoretical puzzle for future research. When 

entered first into the equation, there was a significant 
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effect for scenario. Data analysis further revealed that 

with the full model entered, the influence of scenario 

remained. The theoretical puzzle presented by this result 

involves the unmeasured situational elements that 

participants are responding to in the scenarios. Some 

element in these scenarios is accounting for a significant 

portion of the variance and those elements aren't captured by 

the instruments used in this study. Constructivist theory 

and our understanding of message construction in conflict 

situations would be benefited by an attempt to discover these 

elements. 

Finally, the sample used in this study also presents a 

limitation. The sample was young, mostly unmarried, not 

involved in particularly long term relationships, and were 

generally satisfied with their relationships. As pointed out 

in the discussion section, the lack of variability in the 

participant's level of satisfaction may have made finding an 

effect for satisfaction rather unlikely. Likewise, the 

results of this study may not generalize to participants whom 

are older, married, and involved in more long term 

relationships. Just how age, relationship status, or 

relationship length might alter the basic processes of 

perception and message construction discussed in this study 

is unclear, however. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this dissertation was to examine the 

utility of a constructivist approach to understanding 
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conflict message production in romantic relationships. The 

dissertation claims that the functional quality of a 

complaint constructed for a romantic partner is a reflection 

of the speaker's definition of the situation. It was also 

claimed that the level of a speaker's sophistication in 

representing others influences the way situations are 

defined, and the way messages are designed. In order to test 

these claims 249 participants constructed complaint messages 

in response to one of four situations in which their partner 

engaged in dissatisfying behavior. The results of the study 

confirmed that message design is influenced by the way 

romantic partner's interpret situated elements. The 

speaker's level of social cognitive development was found to 

mediate this relationship with more cognitively sophisticated 

perceiver's messages reflecting a variety of situational 

inforrmation and by more complex partners producing more 

integrated representations of the situation. 
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Message Elicitation Scenarios 
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Scenario 1—The Overly Ambitious Paramour 

Your partner has just begun a new job and they are anxious to 
make a good impression. However, in order to make a good 
impression, they have been spending more and more time at 
work and less time with you. In fact, in the last week, they 
have had to cancel plans with you twice because they felt 
like they should spend more time at work. You decide to 
speak to your partner about this. 

Scenario 2—The Third wheel 

Imagine that the person you are romantically involved with 
has a very close friend. You have been becoming annoyed that 
your romantic partner has been inviting the best friend along 
with the two of you when you go out for the evening. Last 
night was the last straw. Your partner had been promising 
some time alone with you but when they got to your place for 
the date, your partner once again brought along the best 
friend. You decide you will speak to your partner about 
this. 

Scenario 3--The Languid Lover 

You and your partner are working on a project together for 
school/work. The two of you have divided the work equally so 
that neither of you has to do more than the other. When the 
two of you sit down to put the project together you find that 
your partner has not completed their share and the work they 
have completed is, in your opinion, of poor quality. The 
project deadline is only a few days away. You decide to 
speak to your partner about this. 

Scenario 4—The Sullen Soul-Mate 

Whenever you and your partner go out with your friends your 
partner seems distant and uninvolved. Your partner is not 
openly hostile but isn't outwardly friendly either. You want 
to be able to spend time occasionally with your friends and 
your partner at the same time, but it is becoming 
uncomfortable to have your partner along because of the way 
your partner acts around your friends. You decide to speak to 
your partner about this. 
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Appendix B 
The Role Category Questionnaire as it appears in Burleson and 
Waltman (1988). 

We are interested in learning how people describe others. 
You will be asked to describe 2 different people: (1) a 
person you know whom you like, (2) a person you know and 
dislike. 

On this page, describe a person near your own age and 
whom you know emd LIKE. Choose a person who fits this 
description and write their initials here: . Pay 
particular attention to his/her habits, beliefs, ways of 
treating others, and mannerisms. List as many 
characteristics of this person as you can so that a stranger 
might be able to determine the kind of person he/she is from 
your description. Please spend only about 5 minutes 
describing him/her. 

On this page, describe a person near your own age you 
know and DISLIKE. Choose a person who fits this 
description and write their initials here: . Pay 
particular attention to his/her habits, beliefs, ways of 
treating others, and mannerisms. List as many 
characteristics of this person as you can so that a stranger 
might be able to determine the kind of person he/she is from 
your description. Please spend only about 5 minutes 
describing him/her. 
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Appendix C 
Scoring rules for coding construct differentiation elicited 
using the Role Category Questionnaire: From Crockett et al.. 
(1974) . 

Rule 1. (a) Whenever it is debatable whether a phrase 
should be scored as one construct or several constructs, or 
(b) when two nearly synonymous but not identical qualities 
are mentioned in an impression, the subject should be given 
the benefit of the doubt and multiple constructs should be 
scored instead of just one. Further specifications of this 
rule are provided in Rules 2 through 4. 

Rule 2. When the subject uses an adverbial or 
adjectival qualifier which, as used, appears to be an 
intrinsic part of the noun it modifies, contrary to Rule 1, 
the two words are to be scored as one construct. In such 
instances, it is presumed that the qualifier refers to the 
degree to which the attribute is held, or to what manner in 
which it appears, rather than to a qualitatively different 
attribute. Thus, the phrase "unreasonably selfish" is scored 
as one construct, not as both "xmreasonable" and "selfish" 
because the word "unreasonably" refers more to the degree of 
selfishness than to a distinct quality of unreasonableness. 

Rule 3. Identical, repeated words or phrases are scored 
only once. Words which are very similar in meaning but which 
are not identical are scored twice. Thus, if a subject 
describes the other person as "domineering, assertive, and 
aggressive," All three are scored as constructs. Similarly, 
if the other person is described as a "hard and through 
worker" two constructs are scored on the assumption that the 
subject is reporting both a hard worker and a thorough worker 
and that the two adjectives describe somewhat different 
aspects of the other person. On the other hand, if a person 
is described as "helpful" twice in the same question--even if 
it is phrased as "very helpful" the second time--only one 
construct should be scored. 

Rule 4. Idiomatic constructions that run to several 
words are usually scored as one construct. Thus, the 
statement, "John is a big, fat slob" is scored as only one 
construct because it is conventionally used as a single unit. 

Rule 5. Only qualities which are relevant to the task 
the subject has been set should be scored as constructs. 

In most of our studies only aspects of the other 
person's personality or his stimulus value for his associates 
have been scores as constructs owing to the nature of the 
task that was set for the subject. Physical traits, 
information about the other person's social role, his age, or 
the like usually are not scored... 
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Rule 6. General statements about what people should do 
about the nature of mankind or about the subjects own 
feelings are not scored as constructs unless they are 
specifically tied to characteristics of the person who is 
being described. 

For example, statements like "People should be humble, " 
or "I would like him as a roommate, " (as opposed to "he would 
make a good roommate") say nothing about the person under 
consideration, however much they may say about the criteria 
the subject has used in evaluating the person. 
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Appendix D 
Scale items and anchors for the measures of perceived 
intimacy, severity, dominance, and resistance. 

Intimacy 
This situation involves a shallow relationship. 
This situation involves a personally meaningless relationship 
This situation involves a superficial relationship 
This situation involves an impersonal relationship. 

Severity 
1. This problem has future consequences for the relationship 
between the person in the situation and myself. 
2. The behavior I spoke to my partner about was very serious. 
3. My partner's behavior was a severe offense 
4. This problem has long-term consequences for the 
relationship between the person in the situation and myself. 

Dominance 
1. The person in this situation has authority over me. 
2. The person in this situation usually dominates me. 
3. I am usually submissive to the person in this situation. 
4. The person in this situation controls many of my 
behaviors. 

Resistance 
1. The person in this situation will probably be resistant to 
my message 
2. I think that the person in this situation would be very 
agreeable with my message. 
3. My partner is likely to reject my message in this 
situation. 
4. I think I would have no trouble in persuading the person 
in this situation. 

9=totally agree; 8=strongly agree; 7=agree; 6=slightly agree 
5=neutral/don't know; 4=slightly disagree; 3=disagree; 
2=strongly disagree; l=totally disagree 
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Appendix E 
Items and instructions from the Relationship Attribution 
Measure (RAM) 

Please circle the number that indicates how much you 
agree or disagree with each statement using the rating scale 
below: 

6 5 4 3 2 1 
Agree Agree Agree Disagree Disagree Disagree 

strongly somewhat somewhat strongly 

1. Your Partner Begins to Spend Less Time With You: 
2. Your Partner Criticizes Something You Say: 
3. Your Partner Does Not Pay Attention to What You 

are Saying: 
4. Your Partner is Cool and Distant: 

A. My partner's behavior was due to something 
about them (e.g., the type 
of person s/he is). 

B. The reason my partner spends less time with 
me is NOT likely to change. 

C. The reason my partner spends less time with me is 
something that affects other areas of our 
relationship. 

D. My partner spends less time with me on purpose rather 
than unintentionally. 

E. My partner's behavior was motivated by 
selfish rather than unselfish concerns. 

F. My partner deserves to be blamed for 
spending less time with me. 
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Appendix F 
Items and anchors from the Communication Adaptation Scale: 
Duran (1983) . 

Articulation 
I sometimes use words incorrectly. 
At times I don't use appropriate verb tense. 
When speaking I have problems with grammar. 
I have difficulty pronouncing some words. 
I sometimes use one word when I mean to use another. 

Confirmation 
While I'm talking I think about how the other person feels. 
I try to make the other person feel good. 
I am verbally and nonverbally supportive of other people. 
I try to make the other person feel important. 
I try to be warm when communicating with another. 

Social Experience 
I like to be active in different social groups. 
I enjoy meeting new people. 
I find it easy to get along with new people. 
I do not mix well at social functions. 
I enjoy socializing with various groups of people. 

5=always true of me; 4=sometimes true of me; 3=not sure; 
2=rarely true of me; l=never true of me. 
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Appendix G 
Managing the Complanee's Positive Face: 
Coding Scheme for the level of face threat in complaints! 

Instructions 

Begin by reading through 10 or 15 messages. Begin coding by first 
sorting each message into one of the three subordinate levels of the 
coding scheme. That is, begin by deciding whether the message is 
generally face threatening, neutral/positive and negative, or face 
maintaining. Once the messages are in one of the three categories, 
reread each message and assign it one of the 5 subordinate face 
threatening scores. When a message uses mitigation or tentative 
language, makes only implicit threats to the hearer's self image, and 
does not directly protect the image of the hearer, assign the message 
to level three. 
For example, a message such as, "I kind of feel like you don't care 
about the relationship anymore." "I know you like your best 
friend, and I do to, but bringing him around is really causing us 
problems, * is tentative and while it assigns blame to the hearer for 
causing problems, it mitigates the threat by leaving the hearer a way 
out. Whenever you are in doubt about which of two levels to score a 
message, give the message the higher of the two scores. 

I, Strategies that threaten the positive face of the listener 

At this level are included blatant expressions of criticism, 
reprimands, accusations, contempt, ridicule, and/or insults to 
indicate dislike or disapproval of the partner. 

A. Level 1. Speaker directly criticizes or condemns the complainee's 
self image. 

a. Personal criticism of the hearer-blames or attributes hearer's 
behavior to a negative and stable internal personal trait. 
b. Use of yelling, sarcasm, or aggressive behaviors that clearly 
expresses negative regard for the hearer. 
c. speaker unilaterally withdraws 
d. Speaker states or clearly assumes that the partner has 
performed undesirable behaviors or possesses undesirable 
dispositional or motivational characteristics. 
e. Speaker asserts explicitly that partner is 
responsible for the problem 
f.Speaker punishes hearer for his/her feelings, 
beliefs, intentions or actions by applying negative sanctions or 
by blocking hearers justification for his/her feelings. 

2 Adapted from and based on Kline's (1982) scheme for coding face 
threats in persuasion messages 
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B. Level 2. Speaker threatens the hearer's self image by alluding to 
inappropriate behavior or by challenging aspects of the hearer's self 
image. 

a. asserts that hearer's beliefs or actions are unfair 
or unreasonable but assumes that the hearer is unaware 
of the problematic behavior. 
b. Speaker makes indirect reference to need of hearer to change 
behavior. Usually implies hearer's responsibility for behavior. 
c. Speaker contextualizes the nature of the hearer's negative 
characteristics or actions. 
d. Speaker delivers ultimatums that require hearer to choose 
between the speaker's proposal (the right one) and continuing the 
problematic behavior. 

II. Strategies that acknowledge the positive face of the partner but 
balance both threatening and supportive evaluative implications. 

Level 3. Speaker balances both negative and positive implications for 
the partners positive face. 

At this level are included strategies that have both threatening and 
supportive implications for the partner's self image, but in which 
neither the threatening or supportive image implications predominate. 

a. speaker implies or states that actions or beliefs are or might 
be preventing a positive outcome for the hearer or other themself. 
b. Speaker minimizes but still asserts the hearer's 
responsibility. 
c. Speaker provides possible excuses, sympathy, concern 
or understanding for hearer but points out the present 
or potential negative consequences of the hearer's 
actions, beliefs or attitudes. 
d. unelaborated description of speaker's feelings 
regarding the hearer's behavior and/or suggestions for 
alternatives to hearer's current behavior that does not 
offer elaborated understanding of hearer's feelings or 
beliefs. 
e. Speaker asks questions that offer potential excuses 
for the hearer that imply negative consequences for the 
speaker but balance positive motivations and negative 
motivations on the part of the hearer. 
f. Indirectly joking around/hinting about problem 
without directly attributing blame to partner. 
g. Speaker asserts that partner possesses BOTH 
positive and negative motivational or dispositional 
characteristics or that the partner is not behaving in 
ways that display his/her positive dispositional or 
motivational characteristics. 
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III. Strategies that support the positive face of the complainee. 

A. Level 4. Speaker supports the complainee's self image by claiming 
legitimacy for the self image of the complainee. 

1. Speaker provides excuses or offers alternative 
interpretations of the situation. 
2. Speaker offers suggestions or requests possible ideas for 
solutions that are mutually beneficial. 
3. Speaker provides sympathy, concern and/or 
understanding the complainee's needs and desires or 
disavows malice toward the complainee. 
4. Speaker claims common values, beliefs, feelings, 
experiences or intentions with the complainee. 
5. Speaker claims common ground with partner by suing 
relationship identity markers, e.g., address forms, 
dialect, etc. 
6. Speaker asserts that the partner's behavior or 
characteristics could have positive consequences. 

B. Level 5. Speaker directly approves of the positive image of the 
partner. 

At this level are included explicit expression of approval, 
optimism, praise, liking, etc. for the partner. 

1. Speaker explicitly states that the partner possesses 
desirable dispositional or motivational 
characteristics. 
2. Speaker expresses optimism for a positive outcome for the 
partner. 
3.Speaker praises past behavior of the partner. 
4. Speaker explains how partner's dispositional, 
motivational or behavioral characteristics are producing or could 
produce positive consequences. 
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IV. General Rules 
Face Saving Coding Scheme Revision for Complaints: 

A. Questions: 

When there is a list of questions, score each question separately to 
determine the highest, lowest, and dominant strategy used in the 
message. 

1. When a question simply repeats information in the scenario 
ignore it unless it consists of the entire text of the message. 
In that case. Score it a level 3. 
"Why didn't you finish your part of the work?" 
"Why are you acting distant and uninvolved?" 
"Why are you bringing your friend along?" 
"Why are you spending so much time at work?" 
2. When a question contains a presupposition that implies 
negatively valued qualities on the part of the speaker, score the 
message at level 2. 
E.G. "Why don't you like my friends?" 
E.G. "Don't you love me anymore?" 
E.G. "Why did you do such a bad job on the assignment?" 
3. When a question is probing the hearer for more information and 
contains no negatively valued characteristic as a presupposition, 
score at level 3. Sort of like in number 1 above but the 
information is not simply a repeat of what is in the scenario. 
E.G. "Don't you like my friends?" 
E.G. "Do you not like my friends?" 
4. When a question provides an alternative perspective or an 
excuse for the hearer that does not imply negative motivations on 
the part of the hearer or negative consequences for the speaker. 
Score these at level 4. 
E.G. "Do you want to get the best of both worlds by spending time 
with both your friend and with me?" 
E.G. "VJhere you too busy to finish?" 
5. Questions with clearly hostile implications should be scored at 
level 2. 
E.G. "What have you been doing all this time?" 
E.G. "Why can't you spend a little time with me once in a while?" 
E.G. "Why are you acting like an asshole around my friends?" 
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B. Expressions of feelings/understanding 

1. Messages that offer a positive statement of feeling, 
understanding, or disavowal of malice followed by the word "but" 
are coded level 3. 
E.G. "I like your friend but...." 
E.G. "I know you were busy but..." 
E.G. "I understand that you want to make a good impression, 
but..." 
E.G. "I don't want to be selfish, but..." 

The one exception to this rule would be if the information following the 
"but" is so face threatening that it totally negates the use of the 
conventionalized expression of understanding. 
E.G. "I like your friend but you are the most insensitive jerk I've 
ever met." 

2. Direct expressions of affection or needs that have positive 
consequences for the hearer should be scored level 4. 
E.G. "I miss you" 
E.G. "I want to make our relationship stronger" 

But not "I want for us to get a good grade" you have to look at 
this one in context. e.g, "I want for us to get a good grade but 
you are screwing it up" is level 2 whereas "I want for us to get a 
good grade and I know you can do it" is a level 4. 

3. Do not score terms of endearment when they are in the greeting 
of the message. Only score them in the text of the message, e.g., 
do not score, "Honey, I think you're an asshole" as containing a 
level 4 message. However if they use the term in a way that is 
clearly not used conventionally as a substitute for the person's 
name then score it as level four. 
e.g., "Your my little sugar plum, you know that babe." 
4. Expressions of opinions stated as factual information that 
declare problems with other person's behavior should be scored as 
level 2 at best. 
E.G. "I found some problems in your work".--level 2 
E.G. "I've looked at your work and it is really bad."--level 1 
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C. Calls for action 

When a call for action is stated as a demand for joint action 
score it no higher than level 3. 
E.G. "Why don't we sit down right now and I'll help you with 
it. "—3 
E.G. "Lets do it right now''--2 

This is as opposed to, "I want to work this out with you." or "I 
know we can figure out something" or "If we work hard together on 
this I'm sure it will come out all right." Which are level 4 
messages. 

D. Misc. 

1. When a message consists of only two sentences with different 
scores, the overall score should be the higher of the two. 
2. When a person expresses a feeling that is negatively valued and 
is assumed to be caused by the hearer's behavior, score it at 
level 2. 
E.G. "I feel like I am not as important as your job" 
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Appendix H 
Smmnarv of hypotheses, research caiestions. and alternative 
hypotheses. 

HI: Relationship satisfaction will be positively associated 
with the level of identity confirmation in complaint 
messages. 

H2: The degree to which the relationship with the hearer is 
perceived to be intimate will be positively associated with 
the level of identity confirmation in complaint messages. 

RQl: lAThat is the relationship between the perception of 
dominance and the level of identity confirmation in complaint 
messages? 

H3 : The tendency to attribute a partner's negative behavior 
to internal causes will be negatively associated with the 
level of identity confirmation in complaint messages. 

H4: The perception of resistance will be negatively 
associated with the level of identity confirmation in 
complaint messages. 

H5: The degree of perceived severity of the partner's 
behavior will be negatively associated with the level of 
identity confirmation in complaint messages. 

H6: Social cognitive development will be positively 
associated with the level of identity confirmation in 
complaint messages. 

H7: Social cognitive ability will become more predictive of 
the level of identity confirmation in complaint messages as 
the perception of dominance increases. 

H8: Social cognitive ability will become more predictive of 
the level of identity confirmation in complaint messages as 
the perception of perceived intimacy increases 

H9: Strong perceptions of resistance will decrease the 
influence of social cognitive ability on the level of 
identity confirmation in complaint messages. 

HIO: Strong perceptions that the partner's behavior has 
serious consequences will decrease the influence of social 
cognitive ability on the level of identity confirmation in 
complaint messages. 
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Hll: The strong tendency to believe that a partner's negative 
behaviors are intentional and caused by internal qualities 
will decrease the influence of social cognitive ability on 
the level of identity confirmation in complaint messages. 

H12: As social cognitive ability increases, the influence of 
intimacy on the level of identity confirmation in complaint 
messages will increase. 

H13: As social cognitive ability increases, the influence of 
dominance on the level of identity confirmation in complaint 
messages will increase. 

H14: As social cognitive ability increases, the influence of 
the the tendency to perceive the partner's negative behavior 
as intentionally and dispositionally motivated on the level 
of identity confirmation in complaint messages will increase. 

H15: As social cognitive ability increases, the influence of 
the perception of the seriousness of the partner's behavior 
on the level of identity confirmation in complaint messages 
will increase. 

H16: As social cognitive ability increases, the influence of 
the perception of resistance on the level of identity 
confirmation in complaint messages will increase. 

AHl: Social experience will account for the association 
between social cognitive ability and the level identity 
confirmation in complaint messages. 

AH2: The tendency to be identity confirming will account for 
the association between social cognitive ability and the 
level identity conf iirmation in complaint messages. 

AH3: Verbal ability will account for the association between 
social cognitive ability and the level identity confirmation 
in complaint messages. 
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