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Abstract
Marital conflict has deleterious effects on mental, physical,
and family health, and three
decades of research have yielded
a detailed picture of the behaviors that differentiate distressed from nondistressed
couples. Review of this work
shows that the singular emphasis on conflict in generating
marital outcomes has yielded
an incomplete picture of its
role in marriage. Recently, researchers have tried to paint a
more textured picture of marital
conflict by studying spouses’
backgrounds and characteristics, investigating conflict in the
contexts of support giving and
affectional expression, and
considering the ecological
niche of couples in their
broader environment.
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Systematic psychological research on marriage emerged
largely among clinical psychologists who wanted to better assist
couples experiencing marital distress.
In the 30 years since this development, marital conflict has assumed
a special status in the literature on
marriage, as evidenced by three indices. First, many of the most influential theories of marriage tend to
reflect the view that “distress results from couples’ aversive and
ineffectual response to conflict”
(Koerner & Jacobson, 1994, p. 208).
Second, research on marriage has

focused on what spouses do when
they disagree with each other, and
reviews of marital interaction are
dominated by studies of conflict
and problem solving (see Weiss &
Heyman, 1997). Third, psychological interventions for distressed couples often target conflict-resolution
skills (see Baucom, Shoham,
Mueser, Daiuto, & Stickle, 1998).

IS MARITAL CONFLICT
IMPORTANT?
The attention given marital conflict is understandable when we
consider its implications for mental, physical, and family health.
Marital conflict has been linked to
the onset of depressive symptoms,
eating disorders, male alcoholism,
episodic drinking, binge drinking,
and out-of-home drinking. Although married individuals are
healthier on average than the unmarried, marital conflict is associated with poorer health and with
specific illnesses such as cancer,
cardiac disease, and chronic pain,
perhaps because hostile behaviors
during conflict are related to alterations in immunological, endocrine, and cardiovascular functioning. Physical aggression occurs in
about 30% of married couples in
the United States, leading to significant physical injury in about 10%
of couples. Marriage is also the
most common interpersonal context
for homicide, and more women are
murdered by their partners than by
anyone else. Finally, marital conflict is associated with important
family outcomes, including poor
parenting, poor adjustment of chil-
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dren, increased likelihood of parentchild conflict, and conflict between
siblings. Marital conflicts that are frequent, intense, physical, unresolved,
and child related have a particularly
negative influence on children, as
do marital conflicts that spouses attribute to their child’s behavior (see
Grych & Fincham, 2001).

WHAT ARE MARITAL
CONFLICTS ABOUT?
Marital conflicts can be about virtually anything. Couples complain
about sources of conflict ranging
from verbal and physical abusiveness to personal characteristics and
behaviors. Perceived inequity in a
couple’s division of labor is associated with marital conflict and with
a tendency for the male to withdraw
in response to conflict. Conflict
over power is also strongly related
to marital dissatisfaction. Spouses’
reports of conflict over extramarital
sex, problematic drinking, or drug
use predict divorce, as do wives’
reports of husbands being jealous
and spending money foolishly.
Greater problem severity increases
the likelihood of divorce. Even
though it is often not reported to be
a problem by couples, violence
among newlyweds is a predictor of
divorce, as is psychological aggression (verbal aggression and nonverbal aggressive behaviors that are
not directed at the partner’s body).

HOW DO SPOUSES BEHAVE
DURING CONFLICT?
Stimulated, in part, by the view
that “studying what people say
about themselves is no substitute for
studying how they behave” (Raush,
Barry, Hertel, & Swain, 1974, p. 5),
psychologists have conducted observational studies, with the underlying
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hope of identifying dysfunctional behaviors that could be modified in
couple therapy. This research has focused on problem-solving discussions in the laboratory and provides
detailed information about how maritally distressed and nondistressed
couples behave during conflict.
During conflict, distressed couples
make more negative statements
and fewer positive statements than
nondistressed couples. They are
also more likely to respond with
negative behavior when their partner behaves negatively. Indeed,
this negative reciprocity, as it is
called, is more consistent across
different types of situations than is
the amount of negative behavior,
making it the most reliable overt
signature of marital distress. Negative behavior is both more frequent
and more frequently reciprocated
in couples that engage in physical
aggression than in other couples.
Nonverbal behavior, often used as
an index of emotion, reflects marital
satisfaction better than verbal behavior, and unlike verbal behavior does
not change when spouses try to fake
good and bad marriages.

trast, nondistressed couples appear
to be more responsive to attempts at
repair and are thereby able to exit
from negative exchanges early on.
For example, a spouse may respond
to “Wait, you’re not letting me finish” with “Sorry . . . please finish
what you were saying.” Their interaction therefore appears more random and less predicable.
A second important behavior pattern exhibited by maritally distressed couples is the demand-withdraw pattern, in which one spouse
pressures the other with demands,
complaints, and criticisms, while the
partner withdraws with defensiveness and passive inaction. Specifically, behavior sequences in which
the husband withdraws and the wife
responds with hostility are more
common in distressed than in satisfied couples. This finding is consistent with several studies showing
that wives display more negative affect and behavior than husbands,
who tend to not respond or to make
statements suggestive of withdrawal, such as irrelevant comments. Disengagement or withdrawal is, in turn, related to later
decreases in marital satisfaction.
However, inferring reliable gender
differences in demand-withdraw
patterns would be premature, as recent research shows that the partner
who withdraws varies according to
which partner desires change. So, for
example, when a man desires
change, the woman is the one who
withdraws. Finally, conflict patterns
seem to be relatively stable over time
(see Karney & Bradbury, 1995).

Are There Typical Patterns
of Conflict Behavior?
The sequences of behavior that
occur during conflict are more predictable in distressed than in nondistressed marriages and are often
dominated by chains of negative behavior that usually escalate and are
difficult for the couple to stop. One
of the greatest challenges for couples
locked into negative exchanges is to
find an adaptive way of exiting from
such cycles. This is usually attempted through responses that are
designed to repair the interaction
(e.g., “You’re not listening to me”)
but are delivered with negative affect (e.g., irritation, sadness). The
partners tend to respond to the negative affect, thereby continuing the cycle. This makes their interactions
structured and predictable. In con-

Is There a Simple Way to
Summarize Research Findings
on Marital Conflict?
The findings of the extensive literature on marital conflict can be
summarized in terms of a simple
ratio: The ratio of agreements to
disagreements is greater than 1 for
happy couples and less than 1 for
unhappy couples. Gottman (1993)
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utilized this ratio to identify couple
types. He observed husbands and
wives during conversation, recording each spouse’s positive and negative behaviors while speaking,
and then calculated the cumulative
difference between positive and
negative behaviors over time for
each spouse. Using the patterns in
these difference scores, he distinguished regulated couples (increase in positive speaker behaviors relative to negative behaviors
for both spouses over the course of
conversation) from nonregulated
couples (all other patterns). The
regulated couples were more satisfied in their marriage than the nonregulated couples, and also less
likely to divorce. Regulated couples
displayed positive problem-solving
behaviors and positive affect approximately 5 times as often as
negative problem-solving behaviors
and negative affect, whereas the corresponding ratio was approximately 1:1 for nonregulated couples.
Interestingly, Gottman’s perspective corresponds with the findings of two early, often overlooked
studies on the reported frequency
of sexual intercourse and of marital
arguments (Howard & Dawes,
1976; Thornton, 1977). Both showed
that the ratio of sexual intercourse
to arguments, rather than their
base rates, predicted marital satisfaction.
Don’t Research Findings on
Marital Conflict Just Reflect
Common Sense?
The findings described in this
article may seem like common
sense. However, what we have
learned about marital interaction
contradicts the long-standing belief
that satisfied couples are characterized by a quid pro quo principle according to which they exchange
positive behavior and instead
show that it is dissatisfied spouses
who reciprocate one another’s
(negative) behavior. The astute
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reader may also be wondering
whether couples’ behavior in the
artificial setting of the laboratory is
a good reflection of their behavior
in the real world outside the lab. It
is therefore important to note that
couples who participate in such
studies themselves report that their
interactions in the lab are reminiscent of their typical interactions.
Research also shows that conflict
behavior in the lab is similar to
conflict behavior in the home; however, laboratory conflicts tend to be
less severe, suggesting that research findings underestimate differences between distressed and
nondistressed couples.

THE SEEDS OF DISCONTENT
By the early 1980s, researchers
were attempting to address the limits
of a purely behavioral account of
marital conflict. Thus, they began to
pay attention to subjective factors,
such as thoughts and feelings, which
might influence behavioral interactions or the relation between behavior and marital satisfaction. For example, it is now well documented
that the tendency to explain a partner’s negative behavior (e.g., coming
home late from work) in a way that
promotes conflict (e.g., “he thinks
only about himself and his needs”),
rather than in less conflictual ways
(e.g., “he was probably caught in traffic”), is related to less effective problem solving, more negative communication in problem-solving
discussions, more displays of specific
negative affects (e.g., anger) during
problem solving, and steeper declines in marital satisfaction over
time (Fincham, 2001). Explanations
that promote conflict are also related
to the tendency to reciprocate a partner’s negative behavior, regardless of
a couple’s marital satisfaction. Research on such subjective factors, like
observational research on conflict,
has continued to the present time.

However, it represents an acceptance
and expansion of the behavioral approach that accords conflict a central
role in understanding marriage.
In contrast, very recently, some
investigators have argued that the
role of conflict in marriage should be
reconsidered. Longitudinal research
shows that conflict accounts for a relatively small portion of the variability in later marital outcomes, suggesting that other factors need to
be considered in predicting these
outcomes (see Karney & Bradbury,
1995). In addition, studies have
demonstrated a troubling number
of “reversal effects” (showing that
greater conflict is a predictor of improved marriage; see Fincham &
Beach, 1999). It is difficult to account
for such findings in a field that, for
much of its existence, has focused
on providing descriptive data at the
expense of building theory.
Rethinking the role of conflict
also reflects recognition of the fact
that most of what we know about
conflict behavior comes from observation of problem-solving discussions and that couples experience
verbal problem-solving situations infrequently; about 80% of couples
report having overt disagreements
once a month or less. As a result,
cross-sectional studies of distressed versus nondistressed marriages and longitudinal studies of
conflict are being increasingly complemented by research designs that
focus on how happy marriages become unhappy.
Finally, there is evidence that
marital conflict varies according to
contextual factors. For example, diary studies illustrate that couples
have more stressful marital interactions at home on days of high general life stress than on other days,
and at times and places where they
are experiencing multiple competing
demands; arguments at work are related to marital arguments, and the
occurrence of stressful life events is
associated with more conflictual
problem-solving discussions.
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NEW BEGINNINGS:
CONFLICT IN CONTEXT
Although domains of interaction other than conflict (e.g., support, companionship) have long
been discussed in the marital literature, they are only now emerging
from the secondary status accorded to them. This is somewhat
ironic given the simple summary
of research findings on marital conflict offered earlier, which points to
the importance of the context in
which conflict occurs.

Conflict in the Context
of Support Giving and
Affectional Expression
Observational laboratory methods have recently been developed
to assess supportive behaviors in
interactions in which one spouse
talks about a personal issue he or
she would like to change and the
other is asked to respond as she or
he normally would. Behaviors exhibited during such support tasks
are only weakly related to the conflict behaviors observed during the
problem-solving discussions used
to study marital conflict. Supportive spouse behavior is associated
with greater marital satisfaction
and is more important than negative behavior in determining how
supportive the partners perceive
an interaction to be. In addition,
the amount of supportive behavior
partners exhibit is a predictor of
later marital stress (i.e., more supportive behavior correlates with
less future marital stress), independently of conflict behavior, and
when support is poor, there is an
increased risk that poor skills in dealing with conflict will lead to later
marital deterioration. There is also
evidence that support obtained by
spouses outside the marriage can influence positively how the spouse behaves within the marriage.
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In the context of high levels of
affectional expression between
spouses, the association between
spouses’ negative behavior and
marital satisfaction decreases significantly. High levels of positive
behavior in problem-solving discussions also mitigate the effect of
withdrawal or disengagement on
later marital satisfaction. Finally,
when there are high levels of affectional expression between spouses,
the demand-withdraw pattern is
unrelated to marital satisfaction,
but when affectional expression is
average or low, the demand-withdraw pattern is associated with
marital dissatisfaction.

adulthood. For example, spouses
who tend to feel secure in relationships tend to compromise and to
take into account both their own
and their partner’s interests during
problem-solving interactions; those
who tend to feel anxious or ambivalent in relationships show a greater
tendency to oblige their partner, and
focus on relationship maintenance,
than do those who tend to avoid
intimacy in relationships. And
spouses who are preoccupied with
being completely emotionally intimate in relationships show an elevated level of marital conflict after
an involuntary, brief separation from
the partner.
Of particular interest for understanding negative reciprocity are the
findings that greater commitment is
associated with more constructive,
accommodative responses to a partner’s negative behavior and that
the dispositional tendency to forgive is a predictor of spouses’ responses to their partners’ transgressions; spouses having a greater
tendency to forgive are less likely
to avoid the partner or retaliate in
kind following a transgression by
the partner. Indeed, spouses themselves acknowledge that the capacity to seek and grant forgiveness is
one of the most important factors
contributing to marital longevity
and satisfaction.

Conflict in the Context of
Spouses’ Backgrounds
and Characteristics
Focus on interpersonal behavior
as the cause of marital outcomes
led to the assumption that the characteristics of individual spouses
play no role in those outcomes.
However, increasing evidence that
contradicts this assumption has
generated recent interest in studying how spouses’ backgrounds and
characteristics might enrich our
understanding of marital conflict.
The importance of spouses’
characteristics is poignantly illustrated in the intergenerational
transmission of divorce. Although
there is a tendency for individuals
whose parents divorced to get divorced themselves, this tendency
varies depending on the offspring’s
behavior. Divorce rates are higher
for offspring who behave in hostile,
domineering, and critical ways, compared with offspring who do not
behave in this manner.
An individual characteristic that
is proving to be particularly informative for understanding marriage
comes from recent research on attachment, which aims to address
questions about how the experience of relationships early in life affects interpersonal functioning in

Conflict in the Context of
the Broader Environment
The environments in which
marriages are situated and the intersection between interior processes and external factors that impinge upon marriage are important
to consider in painting a more textured picture of marital conflict.
This is because problem-solving
skills and conflict may have little
impact on a marriage in the absence of external stressors. External
stressors also may influence marriages directly. In particular, nonmarital stressors may lead to an
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increased number of negative interactions, as illustrated by the fact
that economic stress is associated
with marital conflict. There is a
growing need to identify the stressors and life events that are and are
not influential for different couples
and for different stages of marriage, to investigate how these
events influence conflict, and to
clarify how individuals and marriages may inadvertently generate
stressful events. In fact, Bradbury,
Rogge, and Lawrence (2001), in
considering the ecological niche of
the couple (i.e., their life events,
family constellation, socioeconomic
standing, and stressful circumstances), have recently argued that it
may be “at least as important to examine the struggle that exists between the couple . . . and the environment they inhabit as it is to
examine the interpersonal struggles that are the focus of our work
[observation of conflict]” ( p. 76).

CONCLUSION
The assumption that conflict
management is the key to successful marriage and that conflict skills
can be modified in couple therapy
has proved useful in propelling the
study of marriage into the mainstream of psychology. However, it
may have outlived its usefulness,
and some researchers are now calling for greater attention to other
mechanisms (e.g., spousal social
support) that might be responsible
for marital outcomes. Indeed, controversy over whether conflict has
beneficial or detrimental effects on
marriage over time is responsible,
in part, for the recent upsurge in
longitudinal research on marriage.
Notwithstanding diverse opinions
on just how central conflict is for
understanding marriage, current efforts to study conflict in a broader
marital context, which is itself seen
as situated in a broader ecological
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niche, bode well for advancing understanding and leading to more
powerful preventive and therapeutic interventions.
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Abstract
Neighborhoods are increasingly studied as a context where
children and youth develop;
however, the extent of neighborhoods’ impact remains debatable because it is difficult to
disentangle this impact from
that of the family context, in part
because families have some
choice as to where they live. Evidence from randomized experiments, studies using advanced
statistical models, and longitudinal studies that control for family characteristics indicates that
neighborhoods do matter. In
nonexperimental studies, small

to moderate associations were
found, suggesting that children
and adolescents living in highincome neighborhoods had
higher cognitive ability and
school achievement than those
living in middle-income neighborhoods, and children and adolescents living in low-income
neighborhoods had more mental and physical health problems
than those living in middle-income neighborhoods. The home
environment has been shown to
be partly responsible for the link
between neighborhood and children’s development. For adolescents, neighborhood effects
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are partially accounted for by
community social control. Experimental studies in which
families were randomly assigned to move to low-poverty
neighborhoods from housing
projects found larger neighborhood effects than nonexperimental research, particularly for
boys’ outcomes. Additional issues
reviewed are relevant neighborhood characteristics, theoretical
models explaining the pathways
underlying neighborhood effects, methods for research assessing neighborhood processes,
and policy implications.
Keywords
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achievement; health; income/
socioeconomic status; policy

Historical trends document the
declining economic conditions in
which children grow up. Com-

