their mother and children in Chicago.

Deborah, the older sister, works as a licensed pra§t}l]C3: f‘rUFSrinCzjn thi €vening
<hift at a downtown hospital. Her two boys stay VY'tf y el Jg § mtct)mt er when
they get home from school. They do not S€€ their father. ”ac .|e|,< € younger
sister, works the day shift at the local bakery and occasionally plg S Up an extra
shift on the weekends. Her daughter goes tO the day care center down the street

from her house and spends the weekends with her father.

shopping. They want to buy some new clothes
but do not have the money to shop at the
fact, they drive forty miles out of town
shops. As Jackie drives, she laments

Deborah and Jackie live together with

Deborah and Jackie are out
for their children for Christmas

fanciest clothing shops in the mall. In
to an outlet mall to find some bargain

their financial state.
Jackie: | wish that, for once, | could just go to the mall and tell all those
snooty salespeople to wrap up anything I want for the kids and us. | know

that the kids feel badly because they don’t have the “coolest” clothes. And
'd love to buy Mom a cashmere sweater. Just think—I could tell them to

wrap it up and deliver it! Wouldn't that be great

Deborah: Yeah, Sis, it would be, but you know it isn't ever going to happen.
We were born poor and we're always going to be poor. All we can hope
for is that our children will go to college somehow and maybe get good
jobs and not have to always worry about money.

Deborah and Jackie have a fun afternoon shopping together, but having stayed
too late, they drive home too fast. A police officer pulls them over for speeding,
and despite their pleas, they receive a ticket for $150. On the drive home, Jackie
and Deborah begin to argue with each other.

]ack/ie: We went all that way to save money and look what happened! We
don’t have the money to pay this ticket. Why does this stuff always happen

2 —
to us¢ Now we're going to have to work overtime just to pay for this speed-
Ing ticket.

Deborah: What do you mean we?! You were the one who was driving!

How can you be so irre i
sponsible? You should h tching your
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, o w |
Jackie: | wasn’t driving that fast. Di You see that Mercedes pa )
. . .y Here ) - ' 0% | >3
was doing 85 miles per hour and he didn’t got pulled over Ipl() t L:‘g H,S
e O , -~ . | bet |
heen driving a BMW, we wouldn’t have been stopped either! You k o |
¢ ; r! You know

can’t afford to pay this ticket. How am | supposed to get overtime wh
‘ ' ‘ > when

they are laying off people? | thought | could coy
. . . nt On O
this—after all, you were in the car with me! You 1o help cover

Jackie: You are the worst sister in the world!

By this tme, WL ARIRES Atk eomolionally overwrought and drive the rest of the
way home in silence.

HISTORY

Conflict theory acknowledges the presence of opposing forces within society that can be
analyzed at both macro and micro levels. At the macro level, conflict theory is used to
explain differences between classes within society and the competition for scarce re-
sources, including economic wealth, political power, and social status. For 1nstance,
countries and their governments compete with each other for resources such as oil,
minerals, and skilled labor. They try to negotiate the most favorable international trade

deals and attempt to control intercountry aggression by establishing a variety of laws,
treaties, and other broadly endorsed agreements. Social classes within societies can also

be examined from the macro level. In some earlier (as well as some current) societies,
people were born into their roles in society as defined by their social class (such as slave,
serf, working class, or aristocracy) and remained there for life. Some social theorists

believed that, if conditions were right, eventually those who were in the lower classes

could move into the higher classes, but this would happen only as the result of conflict.
At the micro level, conflict theory helps us to examine the struggles that exist within

families and other social relationships. For instance, how do couples resolve differences
about assignment of household and child-care tasks? What role does conflict play as ado-
lescents seek to individuate from the family while still maintaining some connection to
it? The theory assists us in understanding the tensions in families that lead to instability,

as well as the strategies necessary to manage differences and maintain stability.

Early thinkers recognized that human nature tends toward greed and se.lf-'%nterest
and that these tendencies produce conflict among individuals, groups, and societies. .AG
cording to Niccolo Machiavelli (1948) and Thomas Hobbes (1947), humans will be in a
Perpetual state of conflict as they compete for material goods, powet, agd esteem unl.ess
they can be controlled by the state through laws. They deemed that social contracts (1.e.,
laws, rules) were necessary to balance everyone’s needs amid finite resources and to secure

0cial order and a stable soclety. | |
The famous social philosopher Karl Marx, who lived during the middle 18095, 1S
His thinking was profoundly influ-

*OMmetimes referred to as the father of conflict theory. ,
*ced by ap earlier German philosopher, George Wihelm Friedrich Hegel. Hegel’s theory



c rHE 1ES s€
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7 ialectic, postulated that an g he s 13
. T s the Hegelian dia . . ACCept oW e
about the evolution of ideas, Ln«(;\l’vnbl; <hallenged by its opposite (the antithesig) un‘t)iled c‘ﬂgﬁ SYSC‘ffefej
idea (the thesis) i cvemid dythat combiried aspects of both extremes (the S»YntheSis;l 425 o8 1
stable middle ground was reachi€ he new thests, and the whole pendulum procesg Wouyl, gb*
The synchesis would then become the N uld
begin again (Russell 194§/ 1972). d on the conflict of ideas, Marx focused on m
W hereas Hegel's philosophy focused on -7 SONETIE S T ' uch
o he economic well-being of individuals in society. Mary took o
more pragmatic issues—tne heory of social and economic change. He stud; gict ch
Heoel’s approach and applied it to a theo y . led on che
egel’s app . d proposed that such change followed a dialec; C In
2l change throughout history and p P _ . Caj 5€5- 1
socia gk Wb d that ruling classes in @ society (the ones controlling the €Conomj c€> : nscabl
ru
form. 1°¢ c;n ?mal?e' t1 aower) were always overthrown by the oppressed classes throug}, _ 09 1le” (St
wealth and the political P he ruling classes and were likewise even - 055" nage
conflict. after which they in turn became the It g tually P™ mad
’ had oppressed (Russell 1945/1972; Turner 1993 € " e afl
h bv those classes that they had Opp ). ag€
Marx envisioned a time when the laborers (the oppressed and €Xp proletariat) woulq P The P4
unite their forces and overthrow the capitalist landowners and industrialists (the OPpres- rrlpt:ioﬂ
sive and exploitative bourgeoisie) nd create a world where everyone had equal access ¢ assY 1 on
: : s ‘1 hi famous Communist Manifesto (1848 focuse
resources. This was the basic idea 1n his now fam ). But s ‘hat
before a communistic society could prevail, there had to be many years of class conflict i med e, OF
which the focus was on how the distribution of scarce resources played out and who ultj. of C.a ’,m ]
mately maintained the power in those communities. Marx believed that communism wag which .
necessary to resolve class opposition because he believed it provided people equal access emploY r
, q O
to limited resources and political power. | | | even €S
Although Marx was a major proponent of conflict theory, his focus was primarily on fict theo!
the economic impact of the theory. Later sociologists focused on 1ts interpersonal uses, they have
most notably Max Weber, Georg Simmel, and Lewis Coser. Weber was particularly atten- celationst
tive to power, its distribution, and its function in maintaining social order. He noted that 1993; Sp!
legitimate and institutionalized power contributed to stability and order. Simmel (1998) Soct
most explicitly delineated the potentially positive effects of social conflict. For Simmel, make ce
social relationships inevitably involve both harmony/attraction and conflict/repulsion. rems fof
Thus, conflict is necessary for unifying social groups. He added interpersonal dimensions leads to
of love, ownership, valuing, and jealousy to the perspective of conflict in families noting keep SO
that, although we seem to move from one extreme to the other in interpersonal relation- ———
ships, we find a synthesis in our need for loving. Coser (1956), an American sociologist, aspect ‘
outlined the functions of social conflict in his book by the same name. Coser noted that ieeres
conflict establishes the distinction between one’s own group and that of the “outsider. theq dif
Thus, conflict can solidify and unify a group, promoting cohesion and adaptability. Con- we'te
flict can also lead to the creation of coalitions or alliances between previously unassociated dren a
people or groups. The expression of conflict within relationships also has the capacity to ob !
L . . , , - a
foster communication and interaction and function as a safety valve, releasing hostility so lé
that’ the relauonshnp can be maintained. Dealing with conflict brings flexibility to a sys- o ﬂ'.
tems structure and increases its capacity to change (Turner 1998). 4 il
: : : . . €
ﬂz}ld‘lough.these sociologists were important in helping us understand the uses of fam-a
conflict 1n ' : . . m
—ry Ssaet)’ at large, one theorist has been most important in helping define the “ !
ed for andi e -1 u
e ulr]1 ersmgdmg cqnﬂnct in families—Jetse Sprey. Sprey (1969, 1979, 1999) con- o F¢
o at human ;nteracuon has, within its structure, components of inequality and that bea 5
ICT 1S a4 part or ever : e : . i : . TS
P ery relationship, including those in families. He outlined how con ch .
4 ¢

flict may be understood in familjes by specifying the components of the theoty, by
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which individuals are in competition. In lig
employ a number of strategies to achieve their personal

lerly societal pro-

| how and why stability

ht of limited resources, family members
goals and interests and might

even resort to interpersonal aggression, if necessary (Olson, Fine, and Lloyd 2005). Con-
flict theorists also believe that humans have unlimited potential to hope, which means

they have unlimited potential to desire power, prestige, and privilege, thereby setting up

relationships with other humans as real or potential competitors (Farrington and Chertok

1993; Sprey 1979).

Societies operate under a perpetual scarcity of resources. Conflict theorists also

make certain assumptions about the nature of society. Societies represent organized sys-
tems for species survival. They operate under a perpetual scarcity of resources, and this
leads to perpetual confrontations. According to conflict theorists, such confrontations
keep societies in a state of flux and lead to upheaval, social change, and growth. Like
structural functional theorists, conflict theorists recognize that inequality is an inevitable
aspect of most relationships; unlike other theorists, conflict theorists try to manage the
inequality rather than resolve it. In our opening scenario, Deborah and Jackie recognize
the differential distribution of scarce resources. They lament that “we were born poor and
were always going to be poor,” although they wish for more. They believe that their chil-

dren may be able to access a greater share of these limited resources if they are able to
obtain a higher education and get good-paying jobs.

Group dynamics are different in families than in other groups. When applying

conflict theory, one must recognize the differences between groups and famxlxes.dTl}e
demand for resources varies between groups and families because some crises can rain

tamily resources. For example, an illness 1n a family can caus ‘

[ly will not. Membership

ly is generally involuntary. If mem-
18 member may
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o , ikely to dissolve their relge; A a (
(from the vignette at the chuptcr's l.w‘u|1lnin.g)t;,l:'w[;:i’ul]. Rcylationships N a ﬁu;l idltyu;nshib | \vﬁﬂ;d‘; o O;
because they are SISEers and their 1Ives art.lln or 10 proximity and generally have 5 1re by ﬂfo echm.g £
definition more intense, because t!wy e OSLhreatening chan the dissolution of , :’nge, 50” mumca.
history. Also, dissolucion obe Ry R tbreak it up. Thus, the person with thé;f;)up. o ;o 24
It takes two to form a group; but only one . dissolve a family group is a great - 'lies/ “
interest has thf;‘* most ponfer;o'll; ?:tea:l}l:itgyh::? degree of conflict than groups (Sprey ?8\7”96; fafﬂgn o' ed(j
: - amilies genera , .
mdeerh,escl)D(f)‘;VI:; zliff%rentialz are also .different in \X)ll:()nta;})’uifgzair?;;‘;fi’rslsof:;l Cons;g; Z(:‘d foC(‘;S.ln
of just one sex, so there is more equality of status. 1 l’, fge vcle of the family. A € Static he use an 4
for the life of the group, but power changes over the i ')17‘ O kZ- Shchlldren ; ders ot
age, they gain more power; as adult§ age, tbey lose p(ziwéi;ertok 1993)‘% P the f'dmily AS 1t
dynamics of power continuously fluid (Farrington ai s o fiicr i | €5 an :
Conflict is a confrontation over cont?”ol 0f scarce resOUTCes. ‘ IS categorized o f uﬂctIOﬂa |
either internal or external. Internal conflict 18 coqﬂlFt originating kro.m inside the SOCia] e (hats a
system (be it between individuals, families, Of societies). In closcc?llyd NIt groups, memberg Swith vary!
may suppress conflict. Negative €motions may.acc:lmulate and deepen, a phen(?menon . apply
chat social psychologists refer to as “gunny-sacking. th?n the conflict finally boils over, w 655 (0
.+ is intensified. Not only is the conflict a problem, but it s also corgpounded and magn;. ac . FO!
fied by the expression of conflict. Thus, one outcome of conflict theory is the study of conflic tuft 4s ba
management. | | | sté Frof
External conflict is conflict originating from outside the social system. One cannor "
deal with internal conflict while also using energy to fight external conflict. An example lasse®
might be the conflict between political parties over tax policies (an internal conflict with “haves .
respect to the country). But if war s declared on a foreign aggressor, the parties put aside blacks,
heir differences to concentrate on dealing with the war against another country (an exter- is not t
nal conflict). Likewise, a couple may be going through a difficult time and feeling as though group -
their marriage is “on the rocks.” Then they learn that their young child has a life-threatening famili€
illness, and they bond together for the sake of the child to fight the aggressor—in this case, people
the disease. The scenario between Deborah and Jackie represented both types of conflict. equalt
The sisters were united in their fight against external conflict as they longed for greater what |
access to money and the things that it can buy, similar to what is available to those in I3
higher social classes. However, internal conflict emerged as 1t became apparent that the study
sisters did not agree that they should share equal culpability for the speeding ticket. disac
mart

Deborah’s comment suggests deeper internal conflict than the present hardship of how to
pay for the ticket; historically, she has felt that her sister expects her to bail her out of situ-
prev

ations in which she should have displayed greater personal responsibility.

One of the advantages of conflict is that, in the context of discussions, arguments, WOu
pegoriations, and management, people come to new understandings of one another. This Stra
is often the case in families when couples or parents and their children learn about each 1Nt

my

orh.er 119 the course of an argument. Thus, conflict can produce new or different values and
éewti ize existing norms. For example, in a disagreement with her fourteen-year-old
a ' ‘
ughter, a mother might learn that the curfew of 9:00 p.m. every night was too early - wa

Sl ' oy e i . T b e | T
negotiate a 10:00 p.m currf erfa o cseent daughters .datmg habits, might be Wmfng - g
all ocher nights, The negotiation weckends while maintaining the 9:00 p.m. deadline cl
' gotiation maintains social structure in that the mother retains the t]

v

power, althou ’ .
’ gh neither mother nor daughter is truly satisfied with the outcome (the
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«ratus based on social class, gender, race, ethnicity, and education
From the macrosocial perspective, conflict theorists look at issues of conflict between

L , but rather that a
group as a whole has more privilege than another group, and those privileges impact

families and their opportunities and choices. Conflict theorists are concerned with how
people manage the discrimination and stigma they face, how they negotiate their in-

equality in the face of unyielding privilege, and how society creates a shared value about
what people “deserve” (Seccombe 1999, 2000).

A conflict theorist who studies families from this perspective might, for example,
study how adoption placements are made. Consider the various levels of privilege and
disadvantage of the following five potential parents for an adoption placement: a white,
married, upper-income heterosexual couple; a white, middle-class lesbian couple; a
Hispanic, single, upper-class gay man; a single, upper-class black woman; and a white,
previously divorced, lower-class married couple. If you were the adoption caseworker, how

would you rank the order of placement, if all other factors were equal? What aspects of
stratification enter into that decision? Generally, it is not the case that fa.milies fit neatly
nto stereotypical distinctions and, at times, values about certain families are based on
myths rooted in class consciousness. | ——
From a macrosocial perspective, conflict theorists help to decpnstru? an ar;la };ze t1 1 e
ways in which our society ascribes values and how this leads to inequality 1n the family.

They focus on broad social issues, such as economic i’neqUitiCS bem’reen msgssigﬁiizor&
ns salaries, differing societal expectations of men’s and W(C)lmi?lil rr:;PFamny enien
hild-rearing, and the acceptance of violence toward women and fc 2 dengavies. o this
theorists make the link between these broad social issues and family dy

" ; . - hare common goals.
Way, feminist family theory and conflict theory s
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orists look within the family system X

ict. Two major structural di.sti.nCtiuns In f"‘mili@z
1 differences bring about a distinct asymmerry N
arrington and Chertok 19‘).‘3): Rﬁ‘g’dl‘dl(‘SS of the INteng
of the family members, society gives them access tO resources 1n dlffcren(; ways. Aduylg
s that children do not have (e.g., MONeYy, freedom, and power); mg|e

s do not have .8, physical power, highe,
have an involuntary membership s

From the microsoctl pers
the elements that can bring about ¢
are gender and age. These structuik

member resources and authority (B

have access to resource
frequently have access to resources that female

salaries, and opportunities). In addition, Chlldfeﬂ. . i 1
families. In most ocher societal groups, membership is voluntary oOr 1S the resuit of one’g

behavior. But children join families without any consultation. Thus, despite their peg.

spective on membership, they must stay within the group and be governed by those iy,

authority within the group.

The family life cycle also affects the long-term balance of resources within the family,

Resource utilization and contribution may differ at various stages of the life cycle. In the
earlier stages of the life cycle, parents have the power, whereas chllfiren have little power,
But in the later stages of the life cycle, the children typically gain power, whereas the

parents often lose power. This power shift may create conflict.
The interplay between the various macrosocial influences on intrafamily dynamics

can be seen in the example of how power shifts over the life course. In our culture, power
tends to decrease as one approaches old age. People are valued by their ability to contrib-
ute financially, and older adults are often thought of as being “past their prime” in this
regard. In some other cultures, power tends to increase as one approaches old age. The

wisdom and experience acquired over the years 1s regarded as a valuable resource, and so
older adults are held in high esteem, even if their physical abilities are not what they

once were.
Marital conflict is the most dramatic form of conflict in families in many ways. First,

although it takes two to make a relationship, 1t takes only one to end it. So, as 1n exchange
theory, the person with the least interest in maintaining the relationship has the most
power in the relationship. Second, marital conflict can be intense simply because it is
dyadic; in a twosome, there are no other allies. Third, marital conflict can also be intense

because the marital relationship can come to an end. In contrast, other family relation-
ships are for life. Whenever the stakes are high, the level of conflict can easily escalate.
The outcomes of marital conflict can be assessed in two ways. The first method is to

determine the patterns of “winning” and “losing”—that is, “keeping score.” The idea of
keeping score includes calculating the zmportance of battles won and lost, as well as the
number of battles won and lost. The second method is to answer the question “What are
the consequences for the relationship after conflict?” Conflict in a relationship ends either
constructively or destructively. Marital dissolution affects the family as a whole but does
not end it. At any given point, families are seen in the midst of their life course, at differ-
ent points of conflict, growth, and change along the way (Sprey 1999).

Conflict has positive aspects. Conflict theorists believe that, ultimately, conflict 1S
good, which is to say that the aftermath (the result) of conflict is beneficial. They argue that
conflict is actually at the root of progress and change. (This is the legacy of Marx.) Conflict
brings about the process of assimilation and compromise. It brings solidity and unity
within groups and challenges the values and power we ascribe to those in other groups.

We learn as we change and grow in families. The process of learning to negotiate,

communicate, and manage conflict is a positive aspect of development in families. Ind

eeda
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Conflict

. [lingness to negotiate

Conflict is the direct confrontation between individuals or groups over scarce resources. It
occurs when people use controversial means to obtain their goals, or when they have in-
compatible goals, or some combination of these. Conflict implies a direct confrontation
between opponents, whereas competition is more indirect and less personal. Conflict be-
havior can include physical force and litigation or the use of other external powers to
achieve one’s goals. Conflict can end only when both parties reach a mutually recognized

agreement (e.g., one party gives up, a settlement is negotiated, or a peace treaty is signed).
This does not, however, eliminate the underlying competitive basis.

Conflict Management

Conflict management involves dealing with the conflict while

acknowledging the continued

existence of the underlying competitive structure. It requires recognizing that (1) th?re
are at least two competing perspectives, (2) there are scarce resources, aqd Q) eacckll ;1de
should have an opportunity for access to those [ESOULCES. 'Through negc;]tlatlop ;20 Z:.:
gaining, conflict management can help competitors dande whetherbt tely(r) 52; ! 1:2@1-)
ticipate in g reciprocal sequence of access to resources (win—lose now, bu ’

SE | ' In—w
4Compromise in which both lose some resources, ora Wi

in option in which both sides

| '+ seeks ways to keep
ointly win. Conflict management does not negate the conflict, but 1 y
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Conflict K esolution " o & 0 if‘d
Conflict resolution refers to both the end state of conflict .and the process "f. 4 given ¢op. aprbecaus‘
Aice’s ending. Conflict cosolution is different from conflict ma.nagementf in which the 1'165’ i Calw
conflict is maintained but negotiated 1nto a stable state. In confhet resolution, thc: Parties histobe 3 fu
no longer see the 1ssue as competition for scarce resOUICes, there is no more.conﬂlct (on 5 2P asi"61
particular matter), and resolution is the outcome. This may require redefining the sigy,. 96;5‘1 100
tion, so that conflict is no longer perceived as being present. | ;beofy'oﬂs‘
Let’s consider the difference between conflict management and conflict resolutjg, gef"’ca b
by examining a common conflict 1n new relationships: money. A young ceuple beging o au
their relationship with two separate bank accounts. Each pays helf.of the bills for hoys.
ing, food, and other shared expenses; they spend the rest of their incomes on whateve,
they choose. But conflicts arise as their relationship begins to change and they want ¢, |
buy a house, invest in expensive furniture, and save for their future. Who should he Assefgol
responsible for giving up their “fun” money for clothes, the latest eechnology, Of going 1050 at
out? A conflict-managed solution might be for the couple to continue to pay one-half fpowe
of the bills and for each to put some percentage of their extra funds into a shared . %{/hefea
count for future expenses (e.g., a down payment for a house, furniture, and other items) sy
and continue to maintain control of the rest of their money. A conflict resolution would the P
have occurred if this couple decided to combine their incomes into a joint checking
account and then set up saving funds for their long-term goals. All the bills are paid,
but now they are jointly focusing on their goals together, rather than seeing themselves
as competitors. Because of a shift in their perspectives, money is no longer seen as an Thred
- dividual resource to be hoarded, but as a resource that has shared value for them as dem?!
a couple. that ¢
some
iNgs
Consensus fami
. . . . . , not !
Consensus refers to a stable state in which society, groups, or families exist, sharing .
common awareness or knowledge of given issues, values, and norms. Consensus 1s reached t:;t:

when all parties “see things the same way.” Unanimity, reached during decision making
and negotiation, is a special case of consensus that occurs when all parties agree to a given
course of action or perception of a situation. Conflict management seeks the consensus of

the involved parties.

Negotiation and Bargaining

According to Sprey (1979), much conflict behavior is actually focused on negotiation and

bargaining rather than fighting per se. These terms refer to the exchange process designed

to read.i a collective agreement on a disputed issue. Although the exchange may be heated
or passionate as individuals and groups explain their positions, the underlying position is
that they are trying to maintain access to their share of scarce resources and must, at least
for the purposes of this exchange, perceive those “on the other side” as adversaries Who

f,ed( to eake scarce resources away from them. At times, negotiation and bargaining caf
e associated with hostility, but that is not always the case.
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t] o individuals or groups. It is a particularly salient concere : ' ay
- oply e in families o 7 salient concept in the analysis of fami-
l Utieg 1" pecause struceures in families give authority to parents over child |
o .' ¢ , . r C _ L 5
t (op . ““sorjc‘l“)’ and culturally given power to men over women and b tldren and society has
\ Ty : : - . : OvVS >
Sity,, 1S be a function of personality and temperament bec ys over girls. Power can
- als0 D€ © y » DECause some people tend to be more
uasive (or overpowering interpersonally, regardless of age, gender, or st Conll;
[”fion fe;)f}’ looks at the degree to which interpersonal uses of PO\;ver e b t:S atus) onl ict
€gin th - identifying ways in which power can be used e; T 1nto reciprocal in-
s, reracte or privilege), or negativel used either positively, as a resource
OUs. 8 authority O p ’ gatively (e.g., to unduly control others).
tever
nnt to A . .
an ssertion and Aggression
S
| .~ is acting in a way that affir S £ .. |
Olng Assertion 15 actING f g Th TS ONES 1 ights and positions but does not necessarily
-haf Jo so at the expense ot ot Ef; his is in contrast to aggression, which is a behavioral use
| ac. of power tO get. thf—’fs (0 be ffVelIO ones .own advantage, even at the expense of others.
) W hereas asser.tlon 1S MoOoSst .tYPlec1 y used .m verbal statéments, aggression can escalate to
uld he psychologlcal and physical overpowering of others.
lng
1 :
id, Threats and Promises
ves
an Threats are messages, not behaviors, that communicate the delivery of punishment if
as demands are not met at some point in the future; promises are messages, not behaviors,
chat communicate the delivery of something positive or rewarding if demands are met at
some point in the future. These messages, verbal or otherwise, require shared understand-
ings of symbols and meanings, making them sometimes more meaningful to groups and
families who have had similar shared experiences and less meaningful to outsiders who do
not see their inherent power. For example, a wife may threaten to ruin her husband’s repu-
5 cation if he leaves her, or a husband may threaten to leave his wife poor and destitute if
J she leaves him. Both of these constitute threats, are coercive, and have a negative impact
> on the relationship by maintaining power, although no physical aggression 1s used.
N

COMMON AREAS OF RESEARCH AND APPLICATION

Conflict Management

For people scudying conflict theory, it is often difficult to separate the difference between

‘ - onship 1 nflict. We all
having a conflict with someone and seeing a relationship in the ’ConteXtd oifizn e v
know that being in conflict with someoné is draining, frustrating, an

' winners or
Nt ' o i te di re out whether there are
ng. In intimate relacionships, it is difficult t0 figu

. - it seems Intui-
estructive. Although 1

lgsers, although both partners lose when COﬂﬂlC;.ls (10 be stable, conflict theorists believe

t : : 1 S ’ . .

e that conflicts must be resolved for relationship lity. Thus, conflict theorists

t eve tru
hat growth and change are necessary tO achie

.

8! resolution and instead
x 10N ’ should focus on
FJect the Ot1 that conﬂlct between partners
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believe that the focus should be on conflict m
1979). The tocus then turns to how couples anc

manage cheir individual desires as a group.
Power in the marital dyad has been scudied extensively, and some classic works are

included here because they remain important. Blood and Wolfe (1960) used the concept

of power to understand decision making between husbands and wives. Goode (1964)

defined a negative authority as someone who could prevent someone else from doing

something and indicated that this hidden power was often found in the husband’s rgle.

Cromwell and Olson (1975) defined three types of power 1n intimate relationships;

power bases, power processes, and power outcomes. Power bases are what we bring intq
the relationship, or our personal assets such as knowledge or skills that might serve a5
a reward for the other partner. Power processes refer to the techniques we use to gain con-
trol in relationships. These might include our abilities to be assertive, persuade, solve
problems, or coerce. Power outcomes refer to the final decisions that are made. These ele-

ments of power have been used to evaluate many components of family dynamics and

anagement (Alberts 1990; Cahn 1990, Sprey
| families communicate their needg and

decision making.
Employing conflict theory, Recchia, Ross, and Vickar (2010) examined power and

conflict resolution within three different family subsystems—that between siblings, par-
ents and children, and spouses. In particular, they looked at the extent to which conflict

strategies—Ilike planning and opposition—are used, as well as the type of resolutions
that occur—standoff, win—loss, or compromise. The authors assumed that the power dif-

ferentials existing within these various subsystems will make a difference in the types of
strategies (processes) employed, as well as the resultant outcomes. Using a sample of sixty-
seven families with two children, the researchers observed the dyadic pairs discuss an

anresolved conflict. They coded the resolution achieved (e.g., standoff, win—loss, compro-
mise) and the use of oppositional behavior (e.g., challenging, accusing, dismissing, coun-

terarguing) and future-oriented planning strategies (e.g., generating solutions, adopting
plans). Among their many findings, parent—child conflict resolutions tended to end in

win—loss, with parents winning most outcomes. Conflicts among spousal and sibling
dyads were more likely to remain unresolved. Conflict strategies also varied, with parents
employing more future-oriented planning and opposition than children. More planning
and less opposition were generally associated with resolving differences. These findings

are useful for developing interventions to promote more constructive conflict manage-

ment within families.
Although other factors, such as money, education, and employment, contribute to

the balance of power in social conflicts, communication seems to be one of the key fac-
tors in interpersonal conflict (Richmond, McCroskey, and Roach 1997). One of the best
known researchers in the past thirty years in the field of couples communication 18
John Gottman. Research by Gottman and his associates (Gottman 1979; Gottman et al.
1976: Gottman and Notarius 2000) has demonstrated the differences between the ways
distressed and nondistressed couples communicate, illustrating that those who have nega-
tive communication patterns also have higher degrees of marital dissatisfaction and cof-
flict. The research of Gottman’s team was so precise that they could predict the outcome
of a disagreement 96 percent of the time by the amount of criticism and negative emotion
apparent at the beginning of the conflict (Gottman and Notarius 2000). Furthermore,

they found that the single most important predictor of divorce is when negative emotion
escalates in a disagreement (e.g., anger 1s met with contempt).

negative CO
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clarified several points. First, couples who avoided conflict

entirely were less satisfied with
their relationships than those who confronted one another (Gottman and Krokoff 1989).

second, avoidance was not always found to be a negative or deficient element in a relation-
ship; it was found to be a beneficial skill used by couples to postpone discussions until
they had the time and energy to discuss issues (Alberts 1990).

Dizvorce

Not all conflices can be managed, and divorce is often the result when marital conflicts

cannot be resolved. Historically, conflict theory was used to examine c.iivorce, 'flnd although
t would seern to be a theoretical framework of choice for this topic, nothing has been,
published recently on divorce that employed the theory. InStead? Haddaq and. colleagues
(Haddad, Phillips, and Bone 2016) review of the literature on hlgh-conﬂlahdxvorgees ;Ltlﬁ;
8ESts that object relations, systems theory, and Bowlby’s a“aChment,dLeory ﬂi‘;e difrorces.
theoreticy] frameworks used over the past few years to understand high-confli



EXPLORING FFA MILY TH EORILS

S
'\}J
b

Shehan and Kammeyer (1997) have identified various pro.cesslez .that OITESPORM 1y gy
divorce experience, including the emotional, eC(mOI.mCa "m((li soc.ﬁft'a 1vct>rc}ei. Ehese Procesge
represent resources that affect the couple differentially and will impact the divorce €Xper;.

ence for each parcner differently. For example, if one partner has more emotional Power hy
having more emotional closeness with the childrep, then cusmdy arrangements mighe he ¢
the greatest importance for that person in the divorce proceedings. If the cogple has vag,
economic holdings and no children, the economic settlement may be the most importan, If
the couple lives in a small community, the social aspect of the Fhvorce may carry the mgg;
weight. In the worst-case scenarios, these resource 1SSues collide as one partner Spreads
rumors of drug use or child molestation to ensure child custody, or another partner declares

bankruptcy so as not to have to pay child support to retaliat.e for. the ex-spouse Winning
child custody. In such conflict-habituated relationships, conﬂlcF did not lend itself to the
positive growth and change that the theorists envisioned but still demonstrated the use of
competition, power, and attempts tO access Scarce resources. Although practitioners haye
recognized the need for effective education and interventions for high-conflice divorcing
parents, particularly those programs which keep children in mind (van Lawick and Visser
2015), few, if any, utilize conflict theory as a theoretical lens to develop their program:s.

Family Violence

Conflict theory has been used in family science to clarify issues in family violence and
abuse. The clear dynamics of conflict and power are a part of abusive relationships, and
family scholars have analyzed these relationships to determine how and why violence
occurs, what the predetermining factors are, why people stay in abusive relationships, and
what motivates people to leave them.

Typically, when we consider couple violence, we often consider physical strength the
power 1n the relationship, but conflict theorists broaden our perspective. When examin-
ing domestic violence today, we must take into account dating and courtship violence,
cohabiting violence, violence perpetrated on men by women, same-sex relationship vio-
lence, and our increasing knowledge of the many forms of abuse (Johnson and Ferraro
2000; Miller and Knudsen 1999). The term wife abuse is no longer sufficient to include the
types of abuse found in intimate relationships. Even such labels as partner abuse, child
abuse, and elder abuse are not sufficient. Within couples, we must now distinguish be-
tween common couple violence, intimate terrorism, and violent resistance (Johnson and
Ferraro 2000). Conflict theorists have helped us to analyze the complexity of the many
forms of violence perpetrated in families.

One of the most important predictors of domestic violence is inequity 1n power
(Sagresmr}o, Heavey, and Christensen 1999). Couples with more egalitarian distributions
of power in their relationships are less likely to report violence than those with unequél
power (Coleman and Straus 1986). Furthermore, the severity of the abuse toward a female

is dependent on the abuser’s perception of her power (Claes and Rosenthal 1990). Powet
differentials can be seen in communication patterns because verbal coercion can be a form

of e@otxonal abuse and a precursor to physical abuse (Babcock et al. 1993). Ironically
desPlte the hoge that women would be empowered by educational and occupational
achievements, violence against women is greater in couples when the woman'’s economi©

educational, or occupational status is higher than the man’s (Claes and Rosenthal 1990;
Sagrestano, Heavey, and Christensen 1999).
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and weak immigration flows. Conversely, in countries with high immigration rates, atti-
tudes toward immigration became

more restrictive. Using longitudinal data from a
German sample, Lancee and Pardos-Prado (2013) reiterate a greater concern over immi-

gfation among those from lower classes than those from higher classes and better edu-
cated participants. However, people of all social classes who lost their jobs and became
unemployed were more likely to be concerned about immigration. Thus, in support of
conflict theory, ethnic competition increases when people of all social classes percc:*:ive
themselves to be economically vulnerable and immigrants possess similar lev?ls of .sk1lls.

Schlueter and colleagues (2012) also tested group conflict theory in their review of
Migrane integration policies within twenty-seven West.er.n a.nd Fjastem. EurOpf?an
‘ountries. Results from two studies revealed that more permissive immigrant integration
policies were associated with diminished perceptions of group Phipeas koo 1mm1grants;
Thys, these results failed to support expectations from copﬂlct thfeory; there wz;s1 n:t isttil(l))n
Port for the notion that permissive integration policies “stimulate intergroup comp

: 2 Meuleman,
and thereby are positively associated with perceived group threat” (Schlueter, Meulem
“d Davidov 2012, 680)

More recently, Hooghe and de Vroome (2015) used sl
the effect of boek perceived and actual ethnic diversity on
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group. Instead, in countries and classes W
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first-generation migrant children, native 2 .
ected from a prekindergarten ¢l

attitudes. Using nine months of ethnographic.data coll . |
room, Souto-Manning (2014) employed conflict theory to illustrate how conflict betweep

children in an early childhood classroom affords invaluable learning opportunities f,,

young children. The author argued that rather than suppressing conflict and Maintaining
ethnocentric practices, negative peace), early

the status quo (i.e., mandated curriculum,
ween children to transform their learning ang

childhood educators should use conflict bet . .
initiate positive change. She outlined how this is possible by observing how a conflict twq

children had about “stink” became a transformative learning experience.

Professional Practice and Policy

In some instances, conflict theory has been helpful for practitioners and clinicians in the

work that they do. For example, Vodde (2001) applies a linguistic theory of conflict in
working with couples in therapy, particularly in the treatment of marital conflict. Vodde

recognizes that power differentials exist within couples and that language is a means to
express symbolic power. By making assessments or judgments about the nature of ones
partner or one’s marital relationship, a more powerful person exerts a certain narrative, le-
gitimizing the structure and governance of the relationship or the distribution of resources.
As Vodde states, “simply put, any statement defining the other or one’s relationship with
the other is considered a statement that attempts to define, unilaterally, one’s position of
authority with that person” (75), thus normalizing the control. Positioned within this

larger field of power (e.g., gender, economics, vocation), couples struggle, not necessarily
over resource distribution, but over “legitimizing a particular description of what is hap-

peping” (Vodde 2001, 77). He encourages therapists to consider the power disparities that
might exist between couples and how roles and power are decided both internally and ex-
ternally to the relationship. The therapist should pay particular attention to “strategies of
condescension” (81), because such tactics silence the other partner, although often appear-

1rc11g ;15 zilgrleement.. \:(/hen wor!qng with couples in conflict, therapists should not assume
1alogical equality” because it may not be safe for one of the partners to share his of her

version of the truth. If social justice is to become 2 reality within the family, the therapsst
must expose the power imbalance that exists within dysfunctional marital c,onﬂict.

COHHICF theory has been used to consider the competing forces encountered b
human service professionals functioning within their employment contexts. Fogler (2009)
used conflict theory to outline the dilemma encountered by nursing horr;e social work-
ers when they are confronted by competing interests of the nursing home industry and
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those health-care options will include. Consequently,

HIV transmission and the spread of alcohol and drug dependency among those with HIV

infection, both individual and macro-level risk factors must be considered. Conflict
theory helps to identify those opposing forces. |

the authors conclude that, to combat

CRITIQUE

One of the criticisms of conflict theory is that it analyzes families in destructive, negative
terms (i.e., conflict, power, and competition). Many family theorists prefer to focus on

constructive and positive terms (i.e., cooperation, equity, and compassion). In other words,
it simply does not fit our ideal of what relationships “ought” to be and therefore provides
a less positive model for study.

Another criticism is that conflict theory, once it has described relationships in terms

of its components of competition, power, and access to resources, does not propose how
families can improve. Other theories focus on order and being able to make predictions
about families. Conflict theory, by definition, does not engender a static view of families,
but an always-changing perspective. Thus, conflict theory does not lend itself to research

or application outcomes that are immediately transferable to

skill building. One excep-
. but his focus has been on conflicts at the interpersonal level

Some scholars may wish for families that are safe and happy plac.:es, but conﬂict
hich families are not. Conflict theory raises

ding inequities in health care, 1ncome,

legally and in other, more subtle way.s).
lex social systems. In addition, conflict

ht into families by develop-

rnal and external forces.
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