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INTRODUCTION  

A major challenge for adolescents is to deal simultaneously with three major 
developmental tasks - forging an identity that is unique, building skills and developing 
intimacy in dealing with the opposite sex, and coming to terms with new sexual desires 
and impulses. These three tasks are often played out in the context of romantic 
relationships. As a result romantic relations are highly salient in the lives of adolescents.  

Although romantic relationships are often characterized by positive emotions such as 
love and fulfillment, nonetheless conflict and its accompanying negative emotions are 
inevitable, as differing needs of partners cannot always be met simultaneously. The 
ability to manage interpersonal conflict requires striking a balance between the 
competing demands involved in asserting one's identity (i.e., to be recognized as an 
individual with needs and desires) and the need to maintain intimacy and protect the 
relationship (Selman, 1980). Constructive modes of resolving conflict are thus necessary 
to maintain the relationship without jeopardizing one's sense of identity.  

Interpersonal conflicts occur with significant frequency among adolescent romantic 
partners (Laursen, 1995). Although adolescents are novices in dealing with romantic 
relationships, they are not novices in dealing with conflict. They have extensive 
experience in negotiating conflict with parents (Feldman et al., 1995; Montemayor, 1983, 
1986; Vuchinich, 1987) and a lesser but still sizable experience in dealing with conflict 
with same sex peers (Cooper, 1994). Thus, in dealing with conflict with romantic partners, 
they are likely to apply those approaches that they use with others. One goal of the 
present study is to describe how teenagers deal with conflict in romantic relationships.  

Characteristics of Conflict Negotiation  

Attempts have been undertaken to describe different conflict negotiation tactics (Compas 
et al., 1988; Feldman et al., 1995; Frydenberg and Lewis, 1991; Patterson and McCubbin, 
1987; Rubenstein and Feldman, 1993). Despite the use of different instruments, and 
despite framing conflict in somewhat different ways, there is nonetheless significant 
conceptual overlap in the resulting classifications. Although there is variation in how 
many tactics are described, five types emerge with some consistency: (a) getting mad, 
attacking, ventilating, or acting out; (b) seeking social support from peers, adults, or other 
authority figures or institutions, including turning to religion; (c) seeking diversion or 
distraction by turning to entertainment, relaxation, or physical activity; (d) avoidance of 
dealing with the issue by withdrawal, isolation, or denial; and (e) compromise or calm 
discussion.  
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The different types of conflict negotiation tactics reportedly are used with differential 
frequency. For example, in conflict negotiation between parent and child (e.g., Bird and 
Harris, 1990; Feldman et al., 1995; Rubenstein and Feldman, 1993; Seiffge-Krenke and 
Shulman, 1990) compromise is frequently reported, although diary, telephone studies, 
and interviews report avoidance or standoff as even more frequent (Montemayor and 
Hanson, 1985; Vuchinich, 1987). Similarly, with peers and romantic partners, 
adolescents report most commonly engaging in compromise and avoidance as means of 
conflict resolution (see Collins and Laursen, 1992, for a review). Attack in response to 
conflict is infrequent in school-based or college samples, but is found with greater 
frequency in youth with a psychiatric disorder (Kashani et al., 1988).  

In light of the extant literature we predict that the way teenagers deal with conflict in 
romantic relationships will be structurally similar to how they deal with conflict in other 
relationships and will include such conflict negotiation tactics as getting mad, seeking 
social support, avoidance, distraction, and compromise.  

Demographic Influences on Conflict Tactics  

Demographic characteristics have been found to influence conflict tactics. For example, it 
is reasonable to assume that gender, age, and ethnicity are associated with how youths 
deal with conflict. Males may differ from females because from childhood on, they have 
been socialized to hold different gender roles (Huston and Alvarez, 1990; Tavris et al., 
1984), with males placing a particularly high value on autonomy and females placing 
more emphasis on social connection (Gilligan, 1982; Maccoby and Jacklin, 1974). The 
physical and social changes of adolescence, especially a growing interest in the opposite 
sex, fosters .an intensification of gender roles that is expressed as a rigid conformity to 
gender stereotypes (Hill and Lynch, 1983). In light of gender role intensification, it is 
likely that males and females differ in conflict negotiation tactics, especially those that 
are associated with gender-typed behavior. Empirical evidence gives some support for 
this view. In accordance with cultural gender roles, adolescent girls engaged in conflict 
tend to seek more social support than boys (Bird and Harris, 1990; Feldman et al., 1995; 
Frydenberg and Lewis, 1991; Stark et al., 1989), while boys ar more likely than girls to 
use ventilation and aggression (Bird and Harris, 1990; Lindeman et al., 1997) and 
distraction (Kurdek, 1987). The evidence for gender differences in conflict negotiation 
tactics is not clear-cut, however, for several studies have reported either an absence or 
very few gender differences (Glynshaw et al., 1989; Kurdek, 1987; Leyva and Furth, 
1986; Stem and Zevon, 1990).  

Developmental differences in conflict tactics might also be expected across the 
adolescent years. As summarized in Feldman and Elliot (1990), midadolescence is 
frequently described as stage of life involving many changes including the following: a 
temporary loosening of self control as evidenced by increased levels of aggression among 
peers and increased levels of conflict in the family; heightened susceptibility to peer 
influence as evidenced by increasing peer conformity and increasing time spent with and 
value placed on peers; a strong emphasis on autonomy and identity; a need to deal with 
insistent sexuality; and a new concern with acceptance by members of the opposite sex as 
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expressed in dating, romantic relationships, and sexual explorations. These changes may 
influence the frequency with which various conflict tactics are used.  

Empirical evidence for systematic developmental differences in conflict negotiation 
tactics, however, has been mixed. In several cross-sectional studies, the use of avoidance 
increased with age whereas seeking social support decreased (Compas, 1987; Lindeman 
et al., 1997, Leyva and Furth, 1986; Petrosky and Birkimer, 1991; Seiffge-Krenke and 
Shulman, 1990). Developmental findings have been less than consistent, however, with 
respect to other conflict negotiation tactics. For example, in one study compromise 
decreased between pre- and midadolescence (Lindeman et al., 1997), whereas in other 
studies it increased (Leyva and Furth, 1986; Seiffge-Krenke and Shulman, 1990); 
however, this difference may be accounted for by the different types of conflict examined 
(hypothetical vs. actual). Similarly, avoidance/detachment has been reported in different 
studies to both increase with age (Leyva and Furth, 1986; Seiffge-Krenke and Shulman, 
1990) and to decrease (Stern and Zevon, 1990). The picture is further complicated by 
gender-specific developmental trends (Lindeman et al., 1997) in which girls reportedly 
use avoidance more in early adolescence, but by late adolescence this tactic is used more 
often by boys.  

Cultural/ethnic differences have infrequently been reported in how adolescents deal with 
conflict, and the comparisons that exist are scattered and far from systematic. For 
example, in a study of African-, Mexican-, and European-American adolescents, 
compromise was consistently rated as the best choice for dealing with interpersonal 
conflict across all types of relationships, but ethnic comparisons were not undertaken 
despite an adequate sample size to do so (Jensen-Campbell et al., 1996). A cross-cultural 
study comparing Israeli and German youths found that German youths were more likely 
to use social support in dealing with opposite-sex conflicts, while Israeli youths were 
more likely to engage in compromise in these situations. Avoidance of the problem was 
the least common tactic in both cultural groups (Seiffge-Krenke and Shulman, 1990).  

A focus of the present study is to investigate gender, age, and ethnic differences in the 
ways adolescents deal with conflict in romantic relationships. In light of the scant and 
inconsistent literature, we make no specific predictions about the effects of these 
variables.  

The Relation Between Conflict Negotiation Tactics and Mental Health  

There is good reason to assume that habitual patterns of dealing with stressful and 
challenging situations, including conflict in close relationships, are likely to be related to 
adjustment and adaptation (Vailliant, 1977). While the causal direction cannot be 
determined from the available data, it is reasonable to posit that both conflict negotiation 
tactics and adjustment are likely to reflect personality organization including underlying 
defense mechanisms, behavior problems, and self-appraisals.  

Defense mechanisms are the unconscious, involuntary processes in which stress is kept 
out of awareness or is distorted such that it represents diminished threat (Lazarus and 
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Folkman, 1984). Defense mechanisms are acquired early in life as a part of the normal 
response to the frustrations and fears which exceed a child's ability to cope with stressful 
circumstances (Cramer, 1991; Freud, 1966). However the nature of defense mechanisms 
change with age (Cramer, 1991; Lazarus and Folkman, 1984), with later defenses 
involving less distortion than earlier defenses. Recent work with adolescents has shown 
that defense mechanisms cluster into at least two coherent factors, which have been 
labeled immature and mature defenses (Feldman et al., 1996; Steiner & Araujo, in press). 
Immature defenses consist of projection, denial, regression, somatization, and repression, 
among others. In contrast, mature defense mechanisms consist of suppression, humor, 
sublimation, anticipation, altruism, and reaction formation. Because defenses have been 
documented to become increasingly organized over time into a stable trait (Valliant, 1977; 
Valliant et al., 1986), and because adolescents seem to be aware of the potentially 
divisive impact of conflict on a romantic relationship (Laursen, 1993), we believe defense 
mechanisms will be associated with conflict negotiation tactics in a romantic relationship.  

Empirical investigations have consistently found an association between various conflict 
negotiation tactics and mental health, with the implication that some conflict negotiation 
styles are healthier and more adaptive than others. Not surprisingly, the use of aggression 
or violence as a conflict negotiation tactic is associated with adverse mental health in 
adolescents including depression, anxiety, distress, interpersonal problems, poor school 
performance, and poor identity development (Feldman et al., 1995; Kashani et al., 1988; 
Kurdek, 1987; Peterson, 1987; Rubenstein and Feldman, 1993; Tesser et al., 1989).  

Avoidant conflict tactics have also been associated with adverse characteristics that differ 
by gender. In males, avoidance has been associated with depression, poor school 
performance, and obsessive-compulsive behavior (Compas et al., 1988; Rubenstein and 
Feldman, 1995), whereas in females, avoidance has been associated with immature 
behavior, hyperactivity, and aggression (Compas et al., 1988).  

The use of compromise in conflict negotiation has been associated with positive mental 
health. For example, in a variety of studies compromise has been negatively related to 
anxiety, depression, distress, and obsessive-compulsive disorders, and positively 
associated with good school performance, a sense of well-being, and self-esteem 
(Petrosky and Birkimer, 1991; Rubenstein and Feldman, 1995; Tesser et al., 1989).  

In light of these findings, we predict that in romantic relationships positive conflict 
negotiation, such as compromise, will exhibit a positive relationship with mental health-
related outcomes such as self-esteem and the use of mature defenses, and will be 
negatively associated with problem behaviors such as internalizing and externalizing 
behaviors, and the use of immature defense mechanisms. Conversely, we predict that 
negative conflict negotiation tactics, such as aggression and avoidance, will exhibit a 
positive relationship with problem behaviors such as internalizing and externalizing 
behaviors, and with the use of immature defense mechanisms, and will be negatively 
associated with mental health-related outcomes such as self-esteem and the use of mature 
defenses.  
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The Present Study  

We propose to examine the associations between general psychological characteristics 
and the conflict tactics employed by adolescents in romantic relationships. In most of the 
literature to date, no distinction is made between conflicts with parents, authority figures, 
peers, or romantic partners (see, however, Seiffge-Krenke and Shulman, 1990, for an 
exception). We believe the differences in power distributions among these relationships 
may have important effects on the kinds of conflict tactics used by adolescents. Further, 
given the developmental salience and novelty of romantic relationships during the high 
school years, we believe conflict tactics in romantic relationships during adolescence 
merit a separate investigation.  

While correlates of conflict negotiation tactics have been extensively studied (as 
reviewed above), most studies focus on one or two classes of correlates at a time. Since it 
is reasonable to expect that such factors as behavior problems, self-esteem, and defense 
mechanisms are all correlated with each other, we do not know whether these factors are 
independently associated with conflict tactics or share variance in common, and thus are 
minor variants of a similar underlying construct (such as mental health). One goal of the 
present study is to study simultaneously a variety of mental health-related correlates to 
determine whether they contribute uniquely to the variance in conflict tactics used by 
adolescents in romantic relationships.  

To summarize: in the present study, we have three goals. First, in a large diverse school-
based sample of adolescents we seek to describe how teenagers deal with conflict in 
romantic relationships. We hypothesize that conflict tactics in romantic relationships will 
be structurally similar in organization to tactics used by teenagers in other relationships. 
Second, we seek to describe differences in the use of these conflict tactics by age, gender, 
and ethnicity, although we make no clear-cut predictions about these demographic 
variables. Third, we seek to explore the relationships between various psychological 
measures and the different conflict tactics used by teenagers. In particular, we focus on 
mental health related variables such as defense mechanisms (mature, immature), problem 
behaviors (internalizing, externalizing) and self-esteem. We predict these mental health 
variables will be related to conflict tactics such that indicators of maturity and mental 
health will be positively associated with such conflict tactics as compromise and seeking 
social support, and that indicators of immaturity and poor mental health will be related to 
less optimal strategies such as acting out and avoidance. Finally, we predict the different 
correlates of conflict tactics, although sharing variance in common, will contribute 
unique variance to conflict tactics.  

METHOD  

Procedure  

Two suburban high schools in the San Francisco Bay area participated in the study. We 
mailed parents a description of the study and sought consent for their teenager's 
participation. Surveys were administered in the classrooms during regular class time and 
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students were guaranteed anonymity. No identifying information was obtained. The 
survey consisted of six instruments and took approximately 40 minutes to complete.  

Sample  

Students from two ethnically diverse high schools in the San Francisco Bay area were 
recruited via a letter mailed to their homes requesting parental consent for participation. 
Passive consent procedures were used, requiring parents to notify the school only if they 
did not want their child to participate. In addition, we obtained student assent. Consent 
was obtained for 94% of students in the school; the participation rate dropped to 89% of 
those initially approached due to absenteeism on the day of survey administration.  

The initial sample consisted of 1487 high school students, 45% males, 55% females, 
approximately equally drawn from 9th, 10th, 11th, and 12th grades. Of these subjects, 
869 or 58% indicated that they had been in a romantic relationship and these constitute 
the subjects for the present study.  

The 869 high school students who had been in a romantic relationship consisted of 42% 
males and 58% females. Students were aged between 14 and 19 years, with a mean age of 
16.0 years (SD = 1.2 years). The sample was ethnically diverse: 41% European-American; 
21% Asian-American; 15% Hispanic; 6% African-American; 16% Other (including 
Middle-Eastern, Native-American, biracial, or those who did not fill in the ethnicity item). 
The families of these students were, on average, highly educated (47% of fathers and 
38% of mothers had completed a college degree) although 15% of mothers and 5% of 
fathers had completed high school or less.  

Measures  

The battery of questionnaires included demographic information, and measures of 
conflict tactics, problem behaviors, defense mechanisms, and self-esteem.  

Conflict Tactics  

A 29-item scale assessing response to conflict with a romantic partner was adapted from 
items used by Rands et al. (1981) together with the addition of physical violence items 
from the Conflict Tactics Scale (Strauss, 1979). Students were asked to "Rate how often 
you do the following things when you disagree with a romantic partner about something 
that is important to you." Each of the items was rated on a 5-point scale from 0 = never to 
4 = almost always. Sample items include "Try to avoid talking about it," "Get mad and 
walk away," "Try to work out a compromise," and "Say or do something to spite my 
partner."  

Self-Esteem  

This was assessed by the Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965) which consists 
of 10 items ([Alpha] = .89) that are rated on 4-point scales (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = 
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strongly agree). Sample items include "I feel that I am worth as much as other people" 
and "I wish I could have more respect for myself" (reverse coded). The scale has been 
used extensively and has satisfactory psychometric properties.  

Defense Mechanisms  

Defense mechanisms were assessed using the REMI-71 (Steiner and Araujo, in press), 
which consists of 71 items on which students rate themselves on 9-point scales (1 = 
strongly disagree, 9 = strongly agree). These items yield scores for 21 different defense 
mechanisms that following a principal components analysis with a varimax rotation 
resulted in two factors. These factors were the bases for the uni-weight composites used 
in this study. Mature defenses ([Alpha] = .69) consists of the average of seven defense 
mechanisms, including altruism, suppression, humor, denial, idealization, reaction 
formation, and intellectualization. Immature defenses ([Alpha] = .84) consists of the 
average of 14 defense mechanisms including projection, regression, acting out, repression, 
among others. The Mature and Immature defense scores were significantly albeit 
modestly correlated (r = .13, p [less than] .001).  

Problem Behaviors  

These were assessed by the Achenbach Problem Behavior checklist-Youth Version 
(Achenbach, 1966, 1991), a 112-item test on which youths indicated on three point scales 
(0 = not true, 1 = somewhat or sometimes true, 2 = very true or often true) whether they 
have now or have had in the last six months the problem described by the item. Two 
major subscores were derived from this scale. Externalizing behaviors ([Alpha] = .91) 
consists of 30 behaviors including lies/cheats, steals things at home, swears, screams a lot, 
gets in many fights, and destroys things. Internalizing behaviors ([Alpha] = .91) consists 
of 32 behavior including shy, withdrawn, has physical problems that have no known 
medical cause, feel I have to be perfect, no one loves me, feel worthless or inferior. The 
two composite scores of internalizing and externalizing behaviors were substantially 
correlated with each other (r = .68, p [less than] .001).  

RESULTS  

The results are organized in three sections. First, we factor analyzed the conflict tactics 
and came up with six composite scores. Next, we subjected these composite tactics scores 
to multivariate analyses of variance (MANOVAs) and analyses of variance (ANOVAs) 
to determine age, gender, and ethnic differences in ways of dealing with conflict. Finally, 
we explored the correlates of the different conflict tactics via correlation and regression 
analyses.  

The Organization of Conflict Tactics  

In order to reduce the number of specific conflict negotiation tactics, we conducted a 
principal components analysis with varimax rotation on the 29 individual items. The 
analysis yielded six factors with eigenvalues greater than 1.00 and together the six factors 
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accounted for 54.3% of the variance. Each of the factors accounted for between 4 and 
23% of the variance.  

To determine the final factor structure, we included (with one exception) only those items 
that loaded .40 or better on a factor. In cases where items loaded on more than one factor, 
and the difference in loadings was equal to or greater than .25, we allocated the item to 
that factor on which its loading was greater; in five cases where the difference in loadings 
was marginally less than .25, we allocated the item to the factor where it loaded most or 
where it made the best conceptual sense. The six factors and their component items, 
together with factor loadings, are shown in Table I.  

We had predicted and we found that the factors that described adolescents' conflict tactics 
with romantic partners were similar to categories describing conflict tactics with either 
parents or friends. Specifically, the six factors that emerged from conflict in romantic 
relationships, and the items on which they were based, were as follows: Overt Anger 
contained 8 items such as getting mad and yelling, becoming sarcastic, trying to hurt the 
partner's feelings. Violence contained 5 items such as pushing or shoving or hitting a 
partner, throwing something, insulting or swearing at the partner. Three of the items that 
loaded approximately equally on two factors loaded on both Violence and Overt Anger. 
Compromise consisted of 6 items and included reasoning, compromising, and smoothing 
things over. Avoidance consisted of 5 items and included such items as clamming up, 
avoiding talking about the conflict, and walking away from the situation. Distraction was 
a 3-item factor that included the items of making light of the conflict, watching TV, and 
telling the self that it was unimportant. The final factor, Social Support included talking 
to either a sibling or an outsider about the conflict.  

Table I. Results of Principal Components Analysis with Varimax 
Rotation on Conflict Tactic Scale 
  
Overt Anger 
  
Get madder the more I talk                                   .73 
Get mad and yell                                             .68 
Stay mad a long time                                         .67 
Get sarcastic                                                .63 
Get mad & walk away                                          .59 
Make partner feel bad                                        .52 
Hurt partner's feelings                                      .45 
Try to spite partner                                         .41 
  
Violence 
  
Push/shove/grab/hit partner                                  .84 
Get mad and throw something                                  .82 
Threaten to hit or throw something                           .74 
Get back at partner in some way                              .50 
Insult or swear at my partner                                .60 
  
Social Support 
  
Talk to a brother or sister                                  .63 
Brought in or tried to bring someone                         .39 
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Compromise 
  
Try to work out a compromise                                 .73 
Try to reason                                                .73 
Listen & try to understand                                   .71 
Try to smooth things over                                    .67 
Apologize to partner                                         .55 
Come right out and say feelings                              .44 
  
Avoidance 
  
Clam up and hold my feelings 
inside                                                       .73 
Try to avoid talking about it                                .67 
Walk away and discuss later                                  .56 
Get cool and distant/cold shoulder                           .51 
Go to my room and be alone                                   .43 
  
Distraction 
  
Try to be funny and make light                               .72 
of it 
Watch TV or play video games                                 .61 
Tell myself it is not important                              .54 

A uni-weight composite score for each of the six factors was derived by taking the mean 
of the scores for items in each factor. As a final check, we examined the internal 
consistency of the composites and found satisfactory [Alpha] coefficients for the 
composites of 5 or more items (Overt Anger [Alpha] = .84, Violence [Alpha] = .80, 
Compromise [Alpha] = .74, Avoidance [Alpha] = .67). The interitem correlation of the 2 
items in the Social Support factor was .18, p [less than] .001, whereas for the 3 items of 
Distraction it ranged from .20 to .26, p [less than] .001.  

The relationships among the six composite scores, shown in Table II, were moderate in 
magnitude. With only two exceptions, relationships among scores were lower than .40. 
Not surprisingly, Overt Anger and Violence were strongly associated (r = .61), as would 
be expected both from the conceptual similarity between them, and from the fact that 
several items had relatively similar loadings on both factors (although a given item 
appeared on only one of the factors). It is also of interest that Avoidance and Overt Anger 
showed a relatively strong positive association (r = .49) even though in conceptual and 
behavioral terms they are very different. [TABULAR DATA FOR TABLE II OMITTED] 
Compromise was negatively associated with the two externalizing tactics (Violence and 
Overt Anger) and with Avoidance as well.  

In sum, the conflict tactics scores formed six meaningful and statistically distinct 
composites that had good psychometric properties. These composite scores were 
moderately associated with each other.  

We explored the sample means for the different tactics scores using a repeated measures 
ANOVA, followed by matched t tests. As shown in Table III, Compromise was the most 
frequent mode of dealing with conflict in romantic relationships and was used 
significantly more than any of the other tactics (p [less than] .001 in each case). 
Distraction and Avoidance were the next most frequently reported responses and 
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occurred with equal frequency, followed by Overt Anger and Social Support. Violence 
was used significantly less often than any other tactic (p [less than] .001).  

Table III. Mean Conflict Tactic Scores for Total Sample and 
Separately by Gender and Age (N = 869)(a) 
  
Conflict                             Gender           Age (years) 
Tactic                Total     Males    Females    14-15       16+ 
  
Compromise             2.73      2.68      2.77      2.67      2.79 
Distraction            1.53      1.73      1.37      1.54      1.49 
Avoidance              1.47      1.43      1.50      1.43      1.52 
Overt anger            1.20      1.09      1.27      1.14      1.23 
Social support         1.07      1.01      1.10      1.12      1.02 
Violence                .56       .53       .58       .55       .55 
  
a Within-group variance was similar for all groups, with SDs ranging 
from .73 to .96. Scale: 0 = Never; 1 = Not Often; 2 = Sometimes; 
3 = Often; 4 = Always. 

Age, Gender, and Ethnic Differences in Dealing with Conflict  

A three-way MANOVA followed by ANOVAs were used to examine the effects of age 
([less than or equal to] 16 as compared to [greater than or equal to] 16 years), gender, and 
ethnicity. We restricted ethnicity to the four most prevalent groups - European-Americans, 
African-Americans, Hispanics, and Asian-Americans. Since the results of the MANOVA 
were significant for age (F[1,623]) = 2.1, p [less than] .05), gender (F[1,623]) = 8.2, p 
[less than] .001), and ethnicity (F[3,623] = 3.1, p [less than] .001), we present the results 
for the main effects from the univariate ANOVAs in Table IV. None of the interaction 
terms was significant on the MANOVA so they are not examined further.  

The ANOVAs reveal that age effects were generally absent when each of the six conflict 
tactics was examined separately, with the exception that older high school students were 
more likely than younger to use Compromise. Gender effects were found for three of the 
six conflict tactics scores. As shown in Tables III and IV, males were less likely than 
females to report Overt Anger and Compromise, and more likely to use Distraction when 
dealing with conflict. It is noteworthy that gender differences were absent for the conflict 
tactics of Violence, Avoidance, and Social Support.  

Ethnic differences were more pervasive and were found in four of the six conflict tactic 
scores, as shown in Table IV. Student-Newman-Keuls post hoc tests revealed that 
African-American students were more likely than each of the other ethnic groups to use 
Violence and were less likely than European-American students to use Compromise, 
whereas Asian-Americans were more likely than their European-American counterparts 
to use Distraction and Avoidance.  

Correlates and Predictors of Conflict Tactics  

We examined three classes of correlates of the conflict tactics - defense mechanisms, 
problem behavior scores, and self-esteem. The results, shown in Table V, reveal that 
there were pervasive and substantial relationships between these personal characteristics 
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and conflict tactics used in a romantic relationship. In particular, four personal 
characteristics - internalizing and externalizing behaviors, immature defenses, and self-
esteem-correlated with each of the conflict tactics used by adolescents. Further, the 
personal characteristics were most consistently and strongly correlated with the conflict 
tactics of Overt Anger and Violence.  

To examine the unique contribution of the predictors to the conflict tactics scores, we 
undertook a series of hierarchical regression analyses in which we entered gender at the 
first step, one of the blocks of personal characteristics (e.g., either the problem behaviors, 
or the defense mechanisms, or self-esteem) at the second step, and the interaction 
between gender and personal characteristics at the third step. The results are shown in 
Table VI.  

There are a number of finding of note. First, in none of the six regression analyses did the 
interaction terms between gender and personal characteristics contribute unique variance 
to the conflict tactic and thus these interaction terms are neither shown in the table nor 
considered in subsequent analyses. Second, gender had relatively limited effects and was 
a consistent predictor of only Overt Anger and Distraction (as in the ANOVAs). Third, 
while all three classes of personal characteristics predicted conflict tactics, the problem 
behaviors and defense mechanisms accounted for the most variance, especially for the 
two acting out tactics of Overt Anger and Violence. Fourth, the regression models, 
especially for Overt Anger and Violence, succeeded in accounting for substantial 
amounts of variance (up to 22% in a sample of more than 800). Fifth, the predictors were 
successful in accounting for variance in positive conflict tactics, such as Compromise and 
Social Support, as well as more negative tactics such as Overt Anger, Violence, and 
Avoidance.  

Since the different domains of predictors were modestly correlated with each other, we 
undertook a grand regression analysis in which we entered all five personal 
characteristics plus gender in a single block. The results appear in Table VII. Although 
the grand regression analysis accounted for more variance than did the smaller more 
segmented regression analyses of Table VI, the increments in variance accounted for 
were rather modest.  

We successfully were able to predict both Overt Anger (23% variance) and Violence 
(19% variance). Further, their predictors were similar (although not identical), with high 
scores on externalizing problem behaviors and immature defense mechanisms and low 
scores on mature defenses contributing unique variance to both. However, self-esteem, 
which had been a significant predictor in the previous segmented regression analysis, was 
not significant in the grand regression analysis (although it was at trend level in 
predicting Violence).  

Three conflict tactics - Compromise, Avoidance, and Distraction-were predicted only 
moderately well (10-14% of the variance) by the personal characteristics of youths. 
Compromise was predicted by internalizing behaviors, mature and immature defense 
mechanisms, and self-esteem. Avoidance was predicted by a high incidence of 
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internalizing problems and low incidence of externalizing problems and the use of 
immature defenses. Distraction was predicted by gender (being male), mature defenses, 
and low self-esteem.  

Social Support was least well predicted by the personal characteristics of youths, with 
only 5% of the variance accounted by the predictors. Nonetheless, in a sample as large as 
ours, this is a significant amount of variance. The only variable to contribute unique 
variance to the prediction of Social Support was mature defenses.  

Overall, the zero-order correlations and the regression analyses indicate that the conflict 
tactics used with a romantic partner were related to more general styles of behaving, 
including self-reported problem behaviors in everyday functioning, defense mechanisms, 
and self-esteem. In various combinations, these variables predicted significant portions of 
variance in conflict tactics.  

DISCUSSION  

This large cross-sectional study on conflict negotiation in adolescents is one of the few 
that focuses exclusively on romantic relationships, despite evidence that romantic 
relationships are of major importance to teenagers. There are three major findings that 
emerged in this study. First, there are a variety of distinct ways in which adolescents 
report managing conflict in their romantic relationships and these resemble the ways they 
deal with conflict in other relationships (as described in other research). Second, age 
differences are, with one exception, absent, but gender and ethnic differences are found. 
Third, conflict tactics are strongly associated with general psychological characteristics. 
More specifically, self-esteem, problem behaviors (as measured by the Achenbach scale), 
and defense mechanisms separately and jointly predict conflict tactics employed by 
adolescents in romantic relationships.  

Before we discuss these findings, we note that our results, like all others, should be 
generalized with caution due to both sampling and measurement concerns. For example, 
although our suburban high school sample was large and ethnically diverse, it 
nonetheless was limited to two predominantly middle class suburban areas of Northern 
California. Further, all the measures used in this study were derived from self-report 
paper and pencil tests. This raises two concerns. On the one hand, self-report methods are 
subject to both conscious and unconscious distortion. On the other, using the same 
method to assess both predictor and outcome variables may inflate the estimates of the 
associations due to shared method variance. Finally, in this study we examined conflict in 
romantic relationships - a dyadic process - from an individual perspective. Thus we do 
not know to what extent partner behavior during conflict influences the individual's 
conflict tactics. Nonetheless, our study reports important findings in an area currently 
underresearched, and since some of the findings we report converge in important ways 
with existing studies, it gives us confidence that our new findings are likely to be 
trustworthy as well.  
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Our study revealed six different types of conflict tactics - Overt Anger, Violence, 
Compromise, Avoidance, Distraction and Social Support - utilized by adolescents in 
romantic relationships. These tactics are similar to those found in previous literature on 
adolescent conflict management in other relationships (Compas et al., 1988; Feldman et 
al., 1995; Frydenberg and Lewis, 1991; Patterson and McCubbin, 1987; Rubenstein and 
Feldman, 1993). However, our research identified a tactic not usually reported in other 
research. Factor analysis distinguished between two forms of ventilating or acting out 
against the partner - Overt Anger and Violence. Although these two tactics are similar 
both conceptually and empirically (although they differ in intensity), they differ enough 
factorially to warrant separate categorization. In part, the emergence of a violence factor 
resulted because we included more items than is customary that tapped high escalation 
acting out behavior. Our decision to expand the violence tactics was influenced by recent 
evidence of relatively widespread violent behavior in dating relationships (Burcky et al., 
1988; Foshee, 1996; Malik et al., 1997; Roscoe and Callahan, 1985).  

Not surprisingly, we found that different conflict tactics are used with different degrees of 
frequency. In conflict with a romantic partner, as in conflict with peers and parents, 
adolescents report using Compromise most often, followed by Distraction and Avoidance. 
Also paralleling other research (Jensen-Campbell et al., 1996; Seiffge-Krenke and 
Shulman, 1990), Compromise was reported almost twice as often as other techniques. 
However, since Compromise was clearly the most socially desirable response, we suspect 
that teenagers either deliberately or unconsciously overestimated the frequency of this 
technique, as they do in dealing with conflict with parents.  

It is noteworthy that Compromise, Avoidance, and Distraction share in common the 
feature that they serve to protect (at least in the short term) the ongoing romantic 
relationship by the adolescent yielding to at least some of the partner's needs. In the case 
of Avoidance and Distraction, the desire to maintain the relationship and meet their 
partner's needs comes at a cost; teenagers do not express their own needs and they fail to 
deal with the conflict itself. Only Compromise allows adolescents to protect their needs 
and deal with the underlying conflict while at the same time being attentive to their 
partner's needs.  

Confrontational styles of dealing with conflict in a romantic relationship occurred with 
lower frequency than other styles, with Overt Anger more common than Violence. 
However, 69% of the sample used at least one of the behaviors included in the violence 
factor at least on a few occasions, further supporting the view that violence is 
commonplace in adolescent romantic relations (Malik et al., 1997). In general, seeking 
third-party support (Social Support) was reported with low frequency, suggesting that 
dealing with conflict in a relationship is seen as something that the couple needs to work 
out alone.  

The ordering of the conflict tactics, from most to least frequent, was the same for all 
ethnic groups, and with one small exception, the same for both genders and both age 
groups. The exception was that males and younger teens were somewhat more likely to 
use Distraction than Avoidance whereas females and older teens were somewhat more 
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likely to use Avoidance than Distraction. The larger pattern, however, revealed marked 
similarity in the rank ordering of the conflict tactics, with Compromise most frequent, 
Avoidance and Distraction used with moderate frequency, and seeking Social Support, 
Overt Anger and Violence used relatively infrequently.  

Despite a picture of predominant similarity in the rankings of frequency of use of conflict 
tactics, there were nonetheless some demographic differences in the sheer frequency of 
usage of the various conflict tactics. For example, in the only effect of age in this study, 
the use of Compromise was found to vary across the adolescent years, a finding with 
quite hopeful implications. Should the use of Compromise continue to increase across the 
late adolescent and young adult years, it may displace less optimal conflict tactics. This 
speculation, however, requires empirical validation. The greater use of Compromise 
across the high school years is consistent with the view that romantic relationships 
become more important to youths as they get older and adolescents are thus more likely 
to feel they have something worthwhile to protect. When dealing with a conflict, they 
may recognize that to fail to attend to their partner's needs may be to win the battle but 
lose the relationship.  

Gender differences were found for three of the six conflict negotiation tactics. However, 
contrary to our expectations, these were not linked in any clear way to gender roles. For 
example, based on the importance of social connection to girls, we expected girls to use 
Social Support more than boys when dealing with conflict. But they did not. Similarly, 
based on the well-documented reports of greater aggression of males than females, we 
expected that boys would be more likely than girls to use acting out tactics such as Overt 
Anger or Violence in dealing with conflict. But again our expectations were not 
confirmed by the evidence. In fact, one of the largest differences in the study of 
demographic effects was the finding that girls used Overt Anger more (rather than less) 
than boys, a finding consistent with a recent report that girls score higher than boys on 
perpetration of violence in dating relations (Malik et al., 1997). The only gender 
difference seemingly in accord with gender roles was that males were more likely to 
engage in distraction than females, a finding consistent with the notion that males are less 
emotionally expressive than females (Bronstein et al., 1996). From this point of view, 
males distract themselves rather than deal with their own emotions and the likelihood of 
an emotional response by their partner. However, using the same argument, we might 
have expected that avoidance would also be more prevalent among males than females. 
But this expectation was disconfirmed. Thus the findings of gender differences in tactics 
used to deal with conflict in romantic relationships, in this study and in others, are not 
consistent with gender roles and are in need of a coherent explanation.  

Ethnic differences in reported conflict tactic utilization were relatively pervasive and 
occurred in four of six conflict tactics. Furthermore, in contrast to gender differences, the 
ethnic differences were consistent with well-described cultural/ethnic patterns. For 
example, African-Americans reported using more violence during a romantic conflict 
than did any of the other ethnic groups, and were less likely than European-Americans to 
report using compromise as a conflict tactic. This result is consistent with recent findings 
that ventilating and aggressive behavior is prevalent in the African-American community, 
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in the family, among peers, and in the neighborhoods where they live (Malik et al., 1997; 
Paschall et al., 1996). Our results suggest that African-American acting out behavior or 
violence in dealing with disputes may also extend into romantic relationships and is 
therefore consistent with recent reports that dating violence occurs with greater frequency 
among African-Americans than other youths (Malik et al., 1997). What makes our results 
particularly interesting, however, was that the African-Americans came from working 
and middle-class families located in the suburbs, and not from economically depressed 
inner city areas. Other ethnic differences were focused on Asian-Americans, who were 
more likely than their European-American counterparts to engage in distraction and 
avoidance in dealing with conflict. This is consistent with descriptions of Confucian-
based cultures with their emphasis on harmony in relations (Bond, 1980; Dien, 1982), the 
importance of interpersonal obligations to the other (as opposed to the self); (Araki and 
Yoshida, 1985; Iwasa, 1990), and the importance of a collective self rather than the 
individual self (Marcus and Kitayama, 1991).  

Conflict Tactics and Mental Health  

Our study found that how adolescents dealt with conflict in romantic relationships was 
substantially related to each of the classes of mental health measures - self-esteem, 
problem behaviors as assessed by the well-known Achenbach scales, and defense 
mechanisms. These mental health dimensions of functioning, established during 
childhood (e.g., Cramer, 1991; Magnussen, 1988; Rosenberg, 1979), are brought to bear 
in new situations in adolescence. In other words, although the realm of romantic relations 
is relatively new for youths in high school, and clearly very important to them, teenagers 
dealing with conflict in a romantic relationship behave in ways that are consistent with 
their functioning in other domains. Well-established patters of defense mechanisms, 
characteristic levels of general self-esteem, and manifestations of problem behaviors are 
linked in predictable ways to the manner of dealing with conflict with a romantic partner. 
Thus, we were not surprised that the externalizing problem score was the best single 
predictor of overt anger and of violence in romantic relationships, that internalizing 
problem behaviors (i.e., the tendency to be withdrawn or anxious/depressed) predicted 
avoidance and distraction when dealing with conflict, and that relatively high use of 
mature defense mechanisms (i.e., use of humor, idealization, suppression, denial, altruism) 
was associated with the two most mature strategies of dealing with conflict, namely 
compromise and seeking social support. Clearly, despite changing environments and new 
development tasks, the tiger does not change its stripes, the leopard does not change its 
spots!  

Although each of the mental health dimensions was significantly associated with conflict 
tactics, we gained little additional explanatory power by considering the three mental 
health dimensions together. This suggests that it is the shared variance between self-
esteem, defense mechanisms, and behavior problems, an area we might loosely describe 
as mental health, that is important. If one had to choose only one mental health measure 
to predict conflict tactics in romantic relationships, the problem behaviors assessed by the 
Achenbach scale best predict the more problematic conflict tactics (Violence, Overt 
Anger, and Avoidance) and the defense mechanisms best predict the more adaptive 
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conflict tactics of Compromise and seeking Social Support. That we were able to predict 
positive modes of dealing with conflict such as Compromise in addition to the less 
adaptive conflict tactics is noteworthy, because typically in the physical and mental 
health domains and in developmental psychology we can predict negative and 
maladaptive outcomes better than positive outcomes (Rutter, 1990).  

The amount of variance in conflict tactics that was predicted by the mental health 
measures was not only statistically significant, but was quite substantial in conceptual 
and practical terms. For five of the six conflict tactics, we were able to explain 10% or 
more of the variance in a large sample of more than 800 students, with the amount of 
explained variance rising to about 20% for the two acting out tactics (Overt Anger and 
Violence). The amount of explained variance is quite impressive especially since we 
studied a large, predominantly middle class and generally well-functioning high school 
sample where there was likely to be a restricted range in the lower end of both the mental 
health variables and the reported conflict tactics scores. Such attenuation of range makes 
it difficult to find strong associations in a community- or school-based sample compared 
to clinical samples that typically have a wide spread of scores in the maladaptive range. 
Thus, our findings of a moderately substantial relationship between mental health 
variables and conflict tactics are likely to be a lower bound estimate of the actual 
association.  

Using the direction and magnitude of mental health correlates as a guide, we have 
classified conflict tactics on a scale of adaptiveness. Those conflict tactics that correlate 
positively with good mental health and negatively with poor mental health we classify as 
adaptive tactics, those that correlate negatively with good mental health and positively 
with poor mental health indicators we classify as maladaptive, and those that have mixed 
patterns of correlations we classify as in-between in adaptive value. based on this logic, 
we rate Violence, Overt Anger, and (to a somewhat lesser degree) Avoidance as 
maladaptive modes of coping with conflict; we rate Distraction and Social Support as less 
than optimal (but not maladaptive); and finally we rate Compromise as adaptive. This 
ordering of the adaptiveness of conflict tactics based on mental health correlates 
corresponds with clinical assessments.  

Our work has shown that conflict tactics are related to adolescents' characteristic ways of 
responding to the world around them as well as to such demographic characteristics as 
gender and ethnicity. We do not assume that these are the only factors that are important. 
Relationship quality and partner's behavior, among other things, are also likely to explain 
how adolescents deal with conflict in a romantic relationship. We regard our work as 
merely a first step in understanding how adolescents deal with the complexities of 
romantic relationships  
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