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We investigated whether different patterns of resolving relationship conflict distinguished heterosexual, gay, and les-
bian couples. One hundred eight couples (36 gay male, 36 lesbian, and 36 heterosexual) were drawn from the commu-
nity, matched for age and length of relationship, and compared on the scales of the Styles of Conflict Inventory (SCI).
To distinguish those conflict patterns that were orientation or gender specific, styles of conflict resolution between the
men in same- and other-sex relationships and between the women in same- and other-sex couples were also compared.
Results indicated that most couples across type of relationship reported a high degree of relationship satisfaction and
moderately low amounts of conflict. Overall, heterosexual, gay, and lesbian couples were fundamentally similar, and
common stereotypes of each couple were not verified. Women in lesbian relationships reported significantly greater
relationship satisfaction, greater hope for conflict resolution, and several more constructive conflict-resolution styles
than either gay male couples or heterosexual couples. Differences appeared to be correlated with social gender role
factors and common differences in relationship lifestyle features, such as the presence of children in the home.

eneral theories of relationship,

family, and sexual satisfaction
and distress have emphasized the
role of relationship conflict in the
etiology, maintenance, and thera-
peutic treatment of relationship
problems (Coser, 1956; Gottman &
Krokoff, 1989; Raush, Barry, Her-
tel, & Swain, 1974; Stuart, 1980).
Braiker and Kelley (1979) proposed
that relationship conflict is the cen-
tral dynamic in conceptualizing
couples’ interactions and that it
serves as a metaphorical “window”
through which one can observe how
close relationships function.
Authors of relationship problem-
solving models (e.g., Gottman &
Krokoff, 1989; Markman, Floyd,
Stanley, & Storaasli, 1988) have
proposed that relationship satisfac-
tion is mediated by the partners’
conflict-management strategies.
Relationship satisfaction research
indicates that it is both common
and normal for couples to have con-
flicts or disagreements; the impor-
tant factor is how cooperatively
couples approach and resolve them
(e.g., Bowman, 1990; Epstein &
Baucom, 1989; Gottman & Krokoff,

1989; Peterson, 1983). Among het-
erosexual couples, research consis-
tently indicates that couples who
recognize relationship differences,
and resolve their conflicts mutually,
tend to be more satisfied with their
relationship than couples who do
not (e.g., Christensen & Shenk,
1991; Epstein, DeGiovanni, &
Jayne-Lazarus, 1978; Gottman &
Levenson, 1992; Markman et al.,
1988; O’Leary & Smith, 1991).

Relationship Satisfaction

Several researchers have investi-
gated overall relationship satisfac-
tion among heterosexual, gay, and
lesbian couples. Blumstein and
Schwartz (1983), in a large scale
study of U. S. heterosexual married,
heterosexual cohabitating, gay
male, and lesbian couples, found
greater similarities than differences
across types of couples. Although
some researchers have reported no
differences between the groups
(Kurdek & Schmitt, 1986; Schreurs,
1991), where differences were
found, greater relationship satisfac-
tion in lesbian couples has been
reported (Kurdek, 1988; Zacks,
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Green, & Morrow, 1988). Studies of
marital status have also shown that
heterosexual married couples
report greater overall relationship
satisfaction than heterosexual
nonmarried couples (Kurdek &
Schmitt, 1986).

Other researchers have explored
various correlates of relationship
quality, such as decreased social
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