
434 CHAPTER ELEVEN

2. Coping with Conflict: The Right and Wrong Ways to Argue

Although the presence of conflict does not in and of itself condemn a marriage to fail,
the way couples deal with disagreements and arguments does play an important role
in marital satisfaction and longevity. Rusbult, Zembrodt, and Gunn (1982) have
provided a useful way of understanding this issue. As shown in Table 11.7, these
researchers have identified four ways of coping with conflict that differ with respect
to whether they are active or passive and constructive or destructive to the relation-
ship. Voice is an active, constructive approach to dealing with conflict. It involves an
active attempt to resolve differences, either through negotiation and compromise or
by seeking a solution from an outside party. Loyalty is a passive, constructive approach
to conflict. Here, the partner attempts to preserve the relationship by optimistically
waiting for troubles to pass or by smoothing things over. Neglect is a passive, destruc-
tive strategy. Neglectful partners withdraw from conflict, either by refusing to con-
front the problem or by bringing up unrelated issues. The final strategy, exit, is an
active, destructive approach. It involves berating one’s partner and threatening to leave
if the problem isn’t solved.

Using this typology, Rusbult, Johnson, and Murrow (1986b, 1986c) found that cou-
ples who are happy and satisfied with their relationship use constructive problem-solving
strategies of voice and loyalty, rather than destructive problem-solving strategies of
neglect and exit. Gender differences were also found. Women were more apt to engage

TABLE 11.7 A Typology for Understanding How Couples Cope with Conflict

Active

EXIT VOICE
Threatening to end Openly discussing matters 
the relationship, or with the partner, 
engaging in abusive changing behavior in such 
acts such as yelling a manner as to solve the 
or hitting. problem, or obtaining 

advice from a friend or 
therapist.

Destructive to Constructive to 
Relationship Relationship

NEGLECT LOYALTY
Avoiding discussion Optimistically waiting 
of critical issues, for conditions to 
reducing interde- improve or defending 
pendence with the the partner in the 
partner, or nagging face of criticism.
the partner about
unrelated matters.

Passive

Source: Rusbult, Zembrodt, and Gunn (1982).
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