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two classes of relationship-maintaining responses.
Loyalty responses entail quiet forgiveness, acceptance,
and accommodation. Voice responses, on the other
hand, involve engaging in direct problem-solving dis-
cussions where feelings are brought into the open and
creative joint-gain solutions are sought. How a person
chronically responds to conflict in the context of a
particular relationship has serious implications for
the future of that relationship; studies suggest that
people who typically engage in relationship-maintain-
ing responses in the face of their partners’ transgres-
sions are likely to have longer and more satisfying
relationships than those who habitually react with rela-
tionship-undermining behaviors (Gottman, Driver, &
Tabares, 2002; Margolin & Wampold, 1981; Rusbult,
Johnson, & Morrow, 1986b).

Psychologists have long been interested in under-
standing the factors that lead an individual to favor
some conflict strategies over others (Blake & Mouton,
1964; Follett, 1940). Many psychologists who study con-
flict have approached this question from a motivational
perspective (Pruitt & Rubin, 1986; Rahim, 1983; Rahim
& Magner, 1995; Thomas, 1976; Thomas & Kilmann,
1974; Thompson, 2005). Studies show that a person
who feels a strong prosocial motivation (high concern
for the other and the relationship) is likely to respond
with relationship-maintaining responses such as voice and
loyalty, whereas a person who feels low prosocial moti-
vation (little concern for the other and the relationship)
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The way individuals choose to handle their feelings during
interpersonal conflicts has important consequences for rela-
tionship outcomes. In this article, the authors predict and
find evidence that people's implicit theory of personality is an
important predictor of conflict behavior following a relation-
ship transgression. Incremental theorists, who believe person-
ality can change and improve, were likely to voice their
displeasure with others openly and constructively during con-
flicts. Entity theorists, who believe personality is fundamen-
tally fixed, were less likely to voice their dissatisfactions
directly. These patterns were observed in both a retrospective
study of conflict in dating relationships (Study 1) and a
prospective study of daily conflict experiences (Study 2).
Study 2 revealed that the divergence between incremental and
entity theorists was increasingly pronounced as conflicts
increased in severity: the higher the stakes the stronger the
effect.
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Inevitably, people in social relationships do things that
hurt, anger, and upset one another, leading to conflict
(Kirchler, 1988; Roloff & Cloven, 1994). When one
partner has transgressed against another, the injured
party is faced with an accommodative dilemma
(Rusbult, Yovetich, & Verette, 1996)—to respond in a
way that erodes and undermines the relationship or in
a way that maintains and affirms the relationship.

Previous research (Rusbult, 1987; Rusbult,
Zembrodt, & Gunn, 1982) has identified two major
types of relationship-undermining responses: neglect
(indirect anger responses that allow the relationship to
passively deteriorate) and exit (active moves to threaten
or end the relationship). Research also has focused on



is likely to respond with relationship-undermining acts
such as exit and neglect (Pruitt, 1998; Rusbult, Verette,
Whitney, Slovik, & Lipkus, 1991). Orthogonal to the
constructiveness of the response, the activeness of the
response (e.g., voice vs. loyalty; exit vs. neglect) is deter-
mined by strength of self-interest: People who have
high aspirations for their own outcomes behave more
actively than those with low self-aspirations (De Dreu &
McCusker, 1997; Pruitt & Carnevale, 1993). These
motives, concern for other and concern for self, can be
activated both chronically and situationally (De Dreu,
Weingart, & Kwon, 2000).

In recent years, a diverse group of researchers from
the clinical, relationship, and social-cognitive tradi-
tions have begun to approach this question from a
more cognitive perspective, emphasizing the impor-
tance of interpersonal cognitions in social behavior
(Baldwin, 2005; Fletcher & Fincham, 1991; Fletcher &
Fitness, 1996). Rather than focusing on people’s level
of concern for self and other, these psychologists have
started to investigate how people’s beliefs, expecta-
tions, and meaning systems create incentives for dif-
ferent kinds of conflict behavior, both between and
within individuals (Rusbult, Johnson, & Morrow,
1986a).

In this article, we propose that implicit theories of
personality (Chiu, Hong, & Dweck, 1997; Dweck,
Chiu, & Hong, 1995; Levy & Dweck, 1998) are influ-
ential meaning systems that affect the choice of con-
flict strategy an individual will pursue following
important relationship transgressions. Incremental
theorists believe that individuals can, through effort,
change even their most basic qualities, whereas entity
theorists believe that people are stuck with their per-
sonality strengths and flaws for life. When people
believe in the power to change an unpleasant situa-
tion, they gravitate toward active, problem-solving
strategies. When they doubt the feasibility of change,
on the other hand, they switch to other responses,
including acceptance or disengagement (Folkman &
Lazarus, 1991). An incremental theorist who is moti-
vated to maintain healthy elationships, we hypothesize,
is likely to see voice as a vital tool for self-improve-
ment, partner improvement, and therefore, relation-
ship improvement. An entity theorist who is similarly
committed to relationships, in contrast, may see
voice quite differently, expecting little good to come
from open discussions of conflicting preferences,
habits, and traits. The tendency to voice conflict,
therefore, may reflect more than a person’s motiva-
tion and commitment to self and other—it also may
reflect implicit theories about the basic nature of
persons and their abilities to change in meaningful
ways.

INTERPERSONAL COGNITIONS AND CONFLICT BEHAVIOR

Many investigations of the interplay between cogni-
tion and conflict behavior have focused on the proximal
thoughts, attributions, and beliefs that become activated
in response to a particular conflict event (conflict-specific
cognitions) or that are associated with a particular rela-
tionship partner (relationship-specific cognitions). When
people attribute their partner’s offensive behavior to a
benign cause, for example, they are more likely to
respond to the offense with relationship-maintaining acts
(Fincham, Beach, & Nelson, 1987; Fincham & Bradbury,
1993). Moreover, individuals who view their relationship
as secure and committed, who believe their current rela-
tionship is better than available alternatives, and/or who
perceive a great deal of investment in their relationship are
especially likely to respond constructively when accommoda-
tive dilemmas arise (Murray & Derrick, 2005; Rusbult,
Drigotas, & Verette, 1994; Rusbult & Van Lange, 2003).

From a more distal perspective, other research has
established that generalized mental models can create
meaning systems that frame and guide people’s responses
to conflict across many different situations. Research
in this tradition has predominantly focused on the role
of interpersonal schemas (Andersen & Saribay, 2005;
Baldwin, 1992, 1997; Baldwin & Dandeneau, 2005). Some
scientists have emphasized schemas specific to the self
(i.e., generalized models of one’s own relations with
others). People with low self-esteem, insecure attachment
style, and high rejection-sensitivity, for example, are more
likely to respond to conflicts with relationship-destructive
responses (Carnelley, Pietromonaco, & Jaffe, 1994; Fehr,
Baldwin, Collins, Patterson, & Benditt, 1999; Murray,
2005; Pietrzak, Downey, & Ayduk, 2005; Simpson, Rholes,
& Phillips, 1996). Other investigators have focused on the
role of general relationship schemas, nonspecific to self
(Eidelson & Epstein, 1982; Fletcher & Kininmonth, 1992;
Sprecher & Metts, 1989). Work by Knee and colleagues
(Knee, Patrick, & Lonsbary, 2003; Knee, Patrick, Vietor, &
Neighbors, 2004), for example, has shown that people
who hold growth beliefs about relationships (believing
relationship partners grow closer through trials and
conflicts) are more likely to engage in relationship-
constructive behavior than are people who hold destiny
beliefs (thinking that relationship partners are either
fundamentally compatible or incompatible).

In this article, we propose that conflict behavior is
guided not only by people’s mental models of interper-
sonal relations (e.g., their self-other schemas or relation-
ship theories) but also by their mental models of
intrapersonal dynamics. Specifically, we argue that people’s
beliefs about whether personality change is possible
within an individual, that is, their implicit theories of per-
sonality, provide meaningful frameworks that guide how
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people interpret and respond to conflict events in their
relationships.

Imagine that Rita sees herself as very flexible and her
romantic partner Frank as very inflexible. Frank, for his
part, sees himself as very responsible and Rita as very
irresponsible. These self-other representations are likely
to be activated when the two are forced to wrestle with
relationship transgressions and interpersonal conflict.
How will Frank respond when Rita forgets to pick him
up at the airport (again)? What will Rita say to Frank (if
anything) when he flies off the handle in response to an
unavoidable change to their vacation plans?

To answer these questions, it would be useful to
know not only how Rita and Frank see one another
(i.e., their self-other schemas) or how they think about
relationships (e.g., whether they believe in romantic
destiny) but also how they construe personality traits in
general: specifically, whether they perceive the qualities
they attribute to self and other as fundamentally fixed
or potentially malleable. Without a belief in the possi-
bility of meaningful change, Rita might hesitate to raise
her concerns about Frank’s behavior openly, having
little faith in what such discussions might accomplish.

A person who thinks that the fundamental qualities of
self and other are set in stone has two choices when these
qualities bump up against one another—accept it as best
she can or leave the relationship. A person who thinks
that people can enact meaningful personality change, on
the other hand, has other options—voice, problem solv-
ing, and integrative collaboration. Regardless of whether
she sees her partner as generally accepting or critical, or
herself as generally lovable or unlovable (or her partner
as a neat-freak and herself as nicely laid back), she can
remain open to the possibility of change, growth, and
mutual influence. Voicing, we hypothesize, should thus
become a more viable conflict option for people who
hold malleable views of self and other.

THE PRESENT RESEARCH

Previous research has shown that a person’s
response to life setbacks and challenges can be impor-
tantly influenced by implicit theories of personality—
incremental theorists, for example, are likely to adopt
active mastery responses in the face of academic fail-
ures, whereas entity theorists tend to respond with help-
less inaction (Dweck, 2002; Dweck & Leggett, 1988;
Hong, Chiu, Dweck, Lin, & Wan, 1999). A study by
Ruvolo and Rotondo (1998) has extended this work to
the relationship domain, indicating that incremental
theorists are more able than entity theorists to sustain
relationship satisfaction when confronted with their
partner’s flaws and weaknesses.

In the present research, we set out to test the hypoth-
esis that incremental theorists are more likely than
entity theorists to openly voice their dissatisfaction with
others following a relationship transgression. In Study
1, individuals who identified themselves as being in a
committed relationship were asked to report about a
recent conflict event with their romantic partner. In
Study 2, participants kept diary records of their daily
conflict experiences throughout a 2-week period. We
hypothesized that in both studies, incremental theorists
would be more likely than entity theorists to openly
voice their dissatisfaction with others following impor-
tant relationship transgressions. Support for our hypothe-
ses would provide new evidence of the role of cognition
in conflict behavior and would suggest that in addition
to proximal cognitions and interpersonal schemas,
people’s implicit theories of personality are useful pre-
dictors of their responses to conflict.

STUDY 1

In Study 1, participants in committed dating relation-
ships were recruited to describe a recent conflict with
their romantic partner, one involving an upsetting rela-
tionship transgression on the part of the partner. We
were interested in the relationship between participants’
interpersonal cognitions and their conflict responses
(voice, loyalty, neglect, and exit). Participants were asked
to describe both conflict-specific cognitions, such as their
attributions for the partner’s offending behavior, and
relationship-specific cognitions, such as their satisfaction
with the relationship. Participants also were asked to
indicate their mental models of relationships, specifi-
cally, their endorsement of romantic destiny and growth
beliefs1 (Knee, 1998). Finally, participants were probed
for their implicit theories of personality, that is, the
extent to which they endorsed incremental versus entity
beliefs about the malleability of personal qualities.

Our key hypothesis in this study was that people’s gen-
eral beliefs about the malleability of personality would
shape how they respond to important romantic conflicts,
above and beyond the effects of other interpersonal cog-
nitions. We predicted that people high in incrementalism
would be more likely to engage in direct, constructive
confrontation with their partners than would people low
in incrementalism because incrementalists are more likely
to expect such conversations to result in positive change.

Method

Participants. Eighty-one college students (42 female,
M age = 22.3) who were currently in a committed dat-
ing relationship of at least 3 months duration were
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recruited through posters on campus to participate in
this study. The average length of romantic relationship
was 21.1 months (SD = 23.7 months, min = 3 months,
max = 131 months). Length of relationship was not cor-
related with implicit theory of personality (r = .01, ns).

Procedure. Participants arrived at the study and were
informed that they would be asked to report on a
recent conflict in their romantic relationship. After
confirming their relationship status, they were seated at
a computer to begin the relationship-conflict report,
described below. Upon completion of this computer
questionnaire, participants were given two pencil-and-
paper packets: a conflict-behavior questionnaire and a
background questionnaires packet. Participants took
an average of 90 min to complete these tasks.

Relationship-conflict report. Participants first completed
a computer program that instructed them to recall a
recent conflict with their romantic partner and answer
a series of free-response questions about the conflict.
The instructions were as follows:

Even in the best relationships, people do things at times
that make one another upset or angry. Please think
back over the last 2 months and recall times when your
romantic partner did something that really upset you.
Of the incidents that come to mind, select the one that
made you the most upset. In the space below, please
describe this incident fully so that we can understand
what it was like for you.

Participants were instructed to write for 20 min, answer-
ing additional questions such as, “How did you feel?”
and “What did you do?” The purpose of this exercise
was to encourage them to recall the incident fully, in
vivid detail.

Conflict-behavior questionnaire. After completing the
free-response questions on the computer, participants
were given the conflict ratings packet. On the first page
of this packet, they were asked to indicate, in weeks,
how long ago the conflict took place. They also were
asked to rate the significance of the conflict on a scale
of 1 (extremely insignificant) to 7 (extremely significant).
They were asked to rate their experience of negative
emotions (including anger, disgust, sadness, and fear)
on 7-point scales and also to indicate the extent to
which they attributed their partner’s behavior to 
the person and/or to the situation (separate items).
The average recency of reported conflict was 3 weeks
(SD = 2.8 weeks). The average significance of conflict was
4.29 (SD = 1.60) and the average negative emotion was
4.08 (SD = .12). Implicit theory of personality was uncor-
related with recency of conflict (r = –.09, ns), significance
of conflict (r = .02, ns), and negative emotion (–.09, ns).

On the second page of the packet, participants were
asked to rate the extent to which they engaged in vari-
ous conflict behaviors on a scale of 1 (not at all) to 7 (to
a great extent). Three items assessed voice responses: “I
openly discussed the situation with my partner,” “I tried
to work with my partner to find a solution to the prob-
lem,” and “I tried to bring my concerns out into the
open so that the issue could be resolved in the best pos-
sible way” (α = .82). Three items assessed loyalty
responses: “I accepted his faults and didn’t try to
change him,” “I tried to accept the situation and move
on,” and “I learned to live with it” (α = .70). Three
items assessed neglect responses: “I sulked about the
issue,” “I criticized him for things that were unrelated
to the real problem,” and “I treated him badly, for
example, by ignoring him or saying cruel things”
(α = .68). Finally, three items assessed exit responses: “I
talked about ending the relationship,” “I considered
breaking up with my partner,” and “I used threats to
pressure my partner into changing his/her thoughts
and actions” (α = .77).

Background questionnaires packet. Included in the back-
ground questionnaires packet was a sociodemographic
form, a relationship satisfaction questionnaire (Fletcher,
Simpson, & Thomas, 2000), a measure of implicit
theory of relationships (Knee, 1998), and the measure
of implicit theory of personality (Levy, Stroessner, &
Dweck, 1998).

The implicit personality theory measure contains
eight statements, half of which reflect incremental the-
ories (e.g., “All people can change their most basic
qualities”) and half of which reflect entity theories (e.g.
“Everyone is a certain kind of person, and there is not
much they can do to really change that”). Participants
are asked to rate their agreement with each statement
on a 6-point Likert-type scale. Ratings for the entity
items were reverse-scored, and the eight resulting rat-
ings were averaged to form a continuous measure of
implicit theory (low scores imply entity theories, high
scores imply incremental theories). Alpha reliability for
the items was .91 in this study.

Results

The romantic relationship conflict data were analyzed
using correlation analyses, summarized in Table 1. The
analyses allowed us to examine how participants’ conflict
strategies were related to their cognitions and affects
during conflict, including negative emotions, conflict-
specific cognitions, relationship-specific cognitions, and
general mental models of persons and relationships.

Negative emotion. Table 1 reveals that participants who
experienced more negative emotion during conflict
were more likely to respond to the conflict with neglect
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and exit strategies. Negative emotions did not predict
use of relationship-maintaining strategies.

Conflict- and relationship-specific cognitions. In line with
past research, conflict-specific cognitions appeared
to play an important role in the selection of conflict
strategies. As shown in Table 1, the more significant an
individual perceived the conflict to be, the more he or
she considered exit responses. People who attributed
their partners’ negative behavior to dispositional qual-
ities of the partner were more likely to respond with
neglect and exit and less likely to respond with voice
and loyalty, although these latter correlations did not
reach significance.

Relationship-specific cognitions also showed signifi-
cant associations with conflict strategies. Table 1 indi-
cates that people who were more satisfied in their
relationships were more likely to voice and less likely to
respond with neglect and exit.

Implicit theories of relationships. Consistent with past
research, and as hypothesized, mental models of rela-
tionships also appeared to be an important source of
individuals’ responses to conflict. Table 1 indicates that
growth beliefs about relationships correlated positively
with voicing responses. Destiny beliefs did not show any
significant correlations with conflict strategies, although

a nonsignificant, positive correlation with exit was in
the same direction as previous findings by Knee and
colleagues (Knee et al., 2003).

Implicit theory of personality. Supporting our key
hypothesis, Table 1 reveals that implicit theory of per-
sonality was associated with participants’ use of voice in
the face of conflict (r = .30, p < .05). To examine
whether this association was independent of all other
cognition-behavior associations, we performed a multi-
ple regression analysis as shown in Table 2. When voice
was regressed on gender, negative emotion, and all
seven cognitive variables, implicit personality theory
remained a significant independent predictor (β = .32,
p < .05). Multiple regressions also were conducted for
the remaining conflict strategies—loyalty, neglect, and
exit—and are summarized in Table 2.

The regression results are depicted graphically in
Figure 1. As shown, incremental theorists were more
likely than entity theorists to voice their feelings when
their partners had done something that greatly upset
them. Entity theorists, on the other hand, were more
likely than incremental theorists to remain silently loyal
in the face of the relationship transgression. No differ-
ences between entity and incremental differences
emerged in the tendency to use neglect or exit strate-
gies in response to a romantic conflict.
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TABLE 1: Associations Among Cognitions and Behavior in Romantic Conflicts (Study 1)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

Voicing response
(M = 4.42, SD = 1.70) 1.00

Loyalty response
(M = 3.79, SD = 1.58) –.07 1.00

Neglect response
(M = 2.76, SD = 1.34) –.28* –.04 1.00

Exit response
(M = 2.70, SD = 1.70) –.04 .10 .29* 1.00

Negative emotion
(M = 4.09, SD = 1.13) –.06 –.10 .39* .31* 1.00

Conflict significance
(M = 4.19, SD = 1.60) .13 .13 .14 .51* .32* 1.00

Person attribution
(M = 5.22, SD = 1.66) –.12 .04 .34* .21 .23* .08 1.00

Situation attribution
(M = 4.74, SD = 1.76) .06 .09 .10 –.08 .16 .16 .03 1.00

Relationship satisfaction
(M = 5.33, SD = 1.07) .30* –.02 –.26* –.57* –.19 –.29* –.25* .01 1.00

Destiny relationship beliefs
(M = 3.73, SD = .82) .05 .04 –.04 .11 .03 –.08 –.14 –.13 –.03 1.00

Growth relationship beliefs
(M = 4.56, SD = .85) .23* –.11 –.03 .03 .09 –.03 .07 .16 .21 –.14 1.00

Incremental person beliefs
(M = 3.44, SD = .97) .30* –.26* –.11 –.03 –.09 .02 –.17 –.01 .15 –.37* .29* 1.00

NOTE: Pearson correlations among romantic conflict responses, emotions, and cognitions.
*p < .05.



Discussion

The results of Study 1 provided support for the claim
that general implicit theories of personality predict how
an individual responds to accommodative dilemmas in a
close relationship. When confronted with an aversive
behavior by a romantic partner, participants in this study
engaged in a variety of responses, including voice, loy-
alty, neglect, and exit. As predicted, participants who
held an incremental theory of personality were more
likely to voice their dissatisfaction with their partner and
to work openly toward a mutually satisfying resolution
than were participants who held an entity theory of per-
sonality. Rather than voicing conflict, entity theorists

were more likely to pursue loyalty as a relationship-con-
structive strategy. These associations between implicit
personality theory and conflict strategies remained sig-
nificant even when controlling for the effects of other
general interpersonal cognitions (e.g., implicit theory
of relationships), relationship-specific cognitions (e.g.,
relationship satisfaction), and conflict-specific cogni-
tions (e.g., causal attributions).

STUDY 2

Study 1 demonstrated that incremental theorists were
more likely than entity theorists to engage in construc-
tive confrontation in response to an intense conflict
with a valued romantic partner. In Study 2, we used a
longitudinal diary method to investigate whether these
differences reflect global conflict response styles or
whether they indicate more situation-specific response
tendencies. Although incremental theorists believe that
people can change in meaningful ways, this does not
mean that they will feel it necessary (or worthwhile) to
engage in change conversations in every interpersonal
conflict, big and small. Because integrative problem-
solving discussions are generally quite effortful, it is con-
sidered adaptive for individuals to be selective in their
use of voice as a conflict strategy (Thompson, 2005). We
anticipated that the conflict strategies of incremental
and entity theorists would differ most markedly in
intense conflicts, when emotions run high and the
potential costs of action/inaction are heightened. In
such conflicts, entity theorists are likely to focus on the
potential risks of confrontation (that fundamental dif-
ferences in personality might come to light and threaten
the relationship), whereas incremental theorists are
likely to perceive confrontation as a useful, indeed
essential, tool for relationship and individual improve-
ment. By analyzing participants’ reports of their daily
experiences of conflict (including both minor and
major conflicts), Study 2 allowed us to systematically
examine how implicit theories of personality influence
participants’ use of voice across different types of con-
flict, with different kinds of relationship partners.

Method

Participants. Thirty-four female students (M age =
19.8) at an East Coast women’s college participated in
this diary study as a part of a lab course in social psy-
chology. (The gender of participants was not expected
to moderate the relationship between implicit theory
and voice given the nonsignificant interaction of
gender and implicit theory on voice in Study 1.) After
the course, participants were asked if their data could
be used as a part of a research study. None refused.
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TABLE 2: Predicting Conflict Behavior in Romantic Conflicts
(Study 1)

Conflict Response

Predictor Voicing Loyalty Neglect Exit

Gender (male = 1) –.22† .10 .08 –.02
Negative emotion –.06 –.16 .37* .12
Conflict-specific cognitions

Conflict significance .22† .22† –.03 .36*
Person attribution –.04 .06 .27* .05
Situation attribution .04 .13 .06 –.14

Relationship-specific cognitions
Relationship satisfaction .24* .17 –.05 –.47*

Mental models
Destiny relationship beliefs .16 .03 –.03 .13
Growth relationship beliefs .07 –.06 –.06 .16
Incremental person beliefs .32* –.26† –.04 .05

NOTE: Values are standardized regression coefficients obtained by
regressing the four conflict responses (voice, loyalty, neglect, and
exit) on various predictive factors.
†p < .10. *p < .05.
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6

Voice Loyalty Neglect Exit

Entity Incremental

Figure 1 Conflict strategies of entity and incremental theorists
during conflict with a romantic partner.

NOTE: Values represent predicted values from a multiple regression
analysis using the 25th and 75th percentiles of the incrementalism scale.



Procedure and materials. At the start of the semester,
students completed a battery of personality question-
naires, including the implicit theory of personality mea-
sure2 (Levy et al., 1998). Later in the semester, students
participated in a 2-week diary activity. Participants kept
records of their daily experiences every night for 14
nights in a diary booklet that they submitted at the end
of the 2-week period. As part of the daily survey, partic-
ipants were asked to recall a conflict experience:

Think of a time today that you felt out-of-rapport with
someone, a time when someone did or said something
that upset you. Describe the experience in your own
words. What did you think? How did you feel? What did
you do?

After writing a short paragraph describing the experi-
ence, participants rated their responses to the conflict
on 7-point Likert scales from 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely
so). One item assessed negative emotional experience
(“How negatively did you feel in this situation?”). One
item asked about a conflict-specific cognition—conflict
significance (“Overall, how significant was this experi-
ence”). Two items asked about relationship-specific
cognitions (“How important to you is your relationship
with this person?” and “Overall, how satisfied are you
in your relationship with this person?”). Four items
assessed conflict strategy (Voice: “To what extent did
you share and discuss your feelings with this person
openly?” Loyalty: “To what extent did you give the
person the benefit of the doubt and forget about the
incident?” Neglect: “To what extent did you express
your feelings indirectly, with sulking, dirty looks, sar-
casm, etc.?” Exit: “To what extent did you think about
disengaging from your relationship with this person?”).

The average number of conflicts reported per par-
ticipant throughout the 14-day period was 9.7 (SD = 4.2).
The average significance of reported conflict was 3.9

(SD = 1.2) and the average negative emotion during
conflict was 5.1 (SD = .74). Implicit theory of personal-
ity was not correlated with number of conflicts reported
(r = –.11, ns), average significance of reported conflicts
(r = –.19, ns), or average negative emotion during con-
flict (r = –.05, ns).

Results

The structure of the data was such that conflict
events were nested within persons. Accordingly, the
data were analyzed with a multilevel modeling approach
(Nezlek, 2001) using the PROC-MIXED routine in SAS
(Singer, 1998). Level 1 variables were event variables
and were nested within Level 2 person variables.
Coefficients were derived from a random coefficients
model using restricted maximum likelihood estima-
tion. This analysis allowed us to predict participants’
conflict strategies on particular occasions using within-
person variables (negative emotion, conflict-specific
cognitions, and relationship-specific cognitions) as well
as our between-person individual difference variable
(implicit theory of personality). Interactions among
these variables also were investigated.

To examine both main effects and moderators, two
separate models were fit to the data. The first model was
a main effects model, which examined the fixed effects
of five Level 1 variables—an intercept and slopes for neg-
ative emotion, conflict significance, relationship impor-
tance, and relationship satisfaction—and one Level 2
variable—implicit theory of personality—in predicting
conflict strategy. Random effects were included for the
five Level 1 variables. This main effects model is summa-
rized in Table 3 and described in the text below. The
second model fit to the data included an additional term
for the two-way interaction between implicit theory and
negative emotion to examine the comparative effects of
implicit theory during intense versus incidental conflicts.
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TABLE 3: Predicting Conflict Behavior in Daily Conflicts (Study 2)

Conflict Response

Predictor Voice Loyalty Neglect Exit

Negative emotion –.01 (.09) –.07 (.08) .20* (.09) .14† (.07)
Conflict-specific cognitions

Conflict significance .21* (.07) –.38* (.06) –.03 (.07) .11* (.05)
Relationship-specific cognitions

Relationship importance .22* (.08) .07 (.07) .05 (.07) –.16*(.08)
Relationship satisfaction .27* (.09) .23* (.09) –.21* (.09) –.49*(.09)

Mental models
Incremental person beliefs .12 (.21) .07 (.19) .01 (.20) –.35† (.20)

NOTE: Values are unstandardized coefficients from a multilevel analysis. The first four predictors are within-person (or Level 1) variables. The
fifth predictor is a between-person (or Level 2) variable.
†p < .10. *p < .05.



The results of this analysis are summarized in the text
below and are displayed in Figure 2.

Negative emotion. The main effects model revealed
that, as in Study 1, negative emotion appeared to
increase the use of the relationship-destructive conflict
strategies of exit and neglect (see Table 3). Negative
emotion again had no direct effect on the relationship-
maintaining strategies of voice and loyalty.

Conflict- and relationship-specific cognitions. The main
effects model also revealed that, as expected, partici-
pants’ cognitions surrounding each specific conflict were
highly predictive of how they responded to that conflict.
Thus, within-person variability in cognitions predicted
within-person variability in conflict responses. Table 3
reveals that the more important the relationship, the
more likely an individual was to voice her dissatisfaction
openly and the less likely she was to think about exiting
the relationship. The more satisfied a person was feeling
in a particular relationship, the less likely she was to
respond in relationship-destructive ways and the more
likely she was to respond in relationship-constructive
ways. The more significance a person attached to the
conflict, the more she was likely to voice her complaints
openly and to consider exiting the relationship and the
less she was likely to remain quietly loyal.

Implicit theory of personality. Our key question in this
study concerned the effects of implicit theory on con-
flict strategy selection: Would incremental theorists be
more likely to voice in all types of conflicts and all types
of relationships? The results of the main effects analy-
sis, summarized in Table 3, indicate that implicit theory
of personality did not exert a main effect on partici-
pants’ use of voice, F(1, 170) = .49, ns. It appears, there-
fore, that incremental theorists do not simply have a
general predisposition for voicing.3

Unlike the conflicts reported in Study 1, many of the
incidents reported in Study 2 were low-anger conflicts.

We had hypothesized that the difference between entity
and incremental theorists, particularly for the strategy
of voice, would lie in how their feelings motivated them
to act in intense conflict situations. In support of this
hypothesis, the moderation model indicated significant
interactions between negative emotion and implicit
theory, F(1, 170) = 5.7, p = .02, in predicting voice. As
shown in Figure 2, when incremental theorists became
more upset, they were more likely to voice their feelings
with the target of their displeasure (b = 0.37), t(31) =
1.95, p = .06. Entity theorists were not motivated by neg-
ative emotion in the same way: as conflicts heated up
they became less likely to voice their anger openly
(b = –0.42), t(31) = –2.22, p = .03. Thus, as hypothe-
sized, it was specifically in high-anger conflicts that dif-
ferences between entity and incremental theorists were
most pronounced.

The Theory × Emotion interactions in predicting
loyalty, F(1, 1168) = 1.81, p = .18, neglect, F(1, 170) =
0.62, p = .43, and exit, F(1, 170) = 2.4, p = .12, did not
reach statistical significance.

Discussion

The results of Study 2 reveal many similarities
between incremental and entity theorists in their expe-
riences of daily conflict. Participants high and low in
incrementalism encountered a similar number of inter-
personal conflicts on a weekly basis, and they felt simi-
larly upset when these conflicts occurred. Where they
differed was in how these feelings motivated them to
act. The more upset an incremental theorist reported
feeling about another person’s aversive action, the
more she reported engaging in constructive confronta-
tion. For entity theorists, strong negative emotions were
associated with a loss of voice—as an entity theorist
became more upset and angry, she was less and less
likely to express those feelings directly and openly with
the offender in question.
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These results differed slightly from those in Study 1,
in which incremental theorists were more likely to voice
than entity theorists across the board (the interaction
between negative emotion and implicit theory was non-
significant in Study 1). We believe this is likely due to
methodological differences in the studies. In Study 1,
participants were asked to preselect the one conflict that
that was most upsetting throughout a 2-month period;
in Study 2, participants nominated a number of daily
conflicts, some minor, some extremely upsetting. Thus,
the variance in negative emotion was less overall in
Study 1 than in Study 2 and reflected between-person
variation in anger rather than within-person variation.
When the data from Study 2 were restricted to include
only the most upsetting conflict for each participant
throughout the 2-week period, the correlation between
implicit theory and voice was positive, although not sig-
nificant (r = .23, p = .15, n = 34).

The Study 2 findings suggest that entity and incre-
mental theorists are not likely to possess different
global predispositions to particular kinds of conflict
behavior. Rather, the difference may lie in which battles
an individual is most likely to take on. In Study 2, entity
theorists raised their concerns only for those transgres-
sions that affected them less strongly at an emotional
level—they did not immediately discuss the transgres-
sions that most upset them. Incremental theorists, on
the other hand, took on the intense conflicts, the
offenses that disturbed them the most deeply.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

In our daily social interactions we inevitably face
moments of frustration and dissatisfaction with others’
behavior. The question is not so much whether we will
experience such moments as it is what we will do with
the feelings when they arise: Will we vet them openly
with the target of our displeasure? Will we quietly
squelch them in an act of forgiveness? Or will we
express them behaviorally in acts of passive or active
hostility? Converging research from the relationship
and social-cognitive literatures has demonstrated that
interpersonal cognitions can serve as meaning systems
that provide incentives for different kinds of conflict
behavior (Bissonnette, Rusbult, & Kilpatrick, 1997;
Fehr & Baldwin, 1996). Ben’s response to Magda when
she has stayed late at the office one too many times, for
example, will importantly depend on his beliefs about
her intentions, her personality traits, and the quality of
their relationship. If Ben suspects Magna underappre-
ciates his worth, or the value of what they have together,
or if he believes she is simply a hopelessly insensitive
person, he is less likely to engage in relationship-
constructive responses (Bradbury & Fincham, 1990).

In the present research, we showed that an intraper-
sonal cognition, namely, implicit theory of personality,
was associated with people’s characteristic responses to
conflict. Among our participants, people who believed
that traits (such as criticalness, emotional-availability,
conscientiousness, etc.) can generally change and
improve were likely to respond to important interper-
sonal conflicts with active, problem-solving approaches,
raising their concerns openly with the person who was
the source of their frustration. People who believed that
traits are basically fixed for life, on the other hand, were
likely to lose voice in intense conflicts. In both romantic
conflicts and daily social conflicts, incrementalism was
significantly associated with participants’ tendency to
respond to relationship transgressions with voice.

Potential Causal Mechanisms

It is unlikely that the differences between incremen-
tal and entity theorists reflect global conflict predis-
positions (e.g., that entity theorists are simply passive
people). Entity and incremental theorists, for example,
exhibited similar amounts of voice during low-anger
conflicts in Study 2. It was specifically in the high inten-
sity conflicts (in Study 1, the single most upsetting con-
flict with a romantic partner throughout a 2-month
period, and in Study 2, those daily conflicts that evoked
the most anger and frustration) that the differences
between entity and incremental theorists emerged.

One explanation for the association between implicit
personality and voice is that implicit theories provide a
set of expectations as to the instrumentality of those
behaviors (Baldwin, 2005). We hypothesize that for
people who believe in the possibility of meaningful
change, voice may be seen as an important tool for
improving dysfunctional patterns of functioning within
relationships. Incremental theorists are motivated to
voice their greatest dissatisfactions, we believe, because
they see in these issues both an urgent need for improve-
ment and a real possibility for its realization. Entity the-
orists may shy away from exactly these discussions, on
the other hand, because they see the potential benefits
as low (little hope of change) and the potential costs as
high (irredeemable and relationship-threatening per-
sonal flaws may be brought to light). For people who do
not believe in personal change, we hypothesize that
voice may appear no more than useless shouting at the
mountain. Previous research suggests that these types of
if-then expectations (e.g., “if I voice my dissatisfaction,
then no good will result”) may operate at either uncon-
scious or conscious levels and can serve as powerful
guides to interpersonal behaviors (Baldwin, 1992).

Of course, other potential mechanisms exist for the
association between implicit personality theory and
voicing behavior. An underlying third variable that may
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contribute to this phenomenon is interpersonal sensi-
tivity. A person who uses voice effectively (e.g., con-
structively, diplomatically, nondefensively, etc.) in
response to conflict may get reinforced by a partner’s
positive reaction. As a result, he or she might learn that
the partner can change his or her behavior, which
would simultaneously promote an incremental person-
ality view and an inclination toward future voicing. A
person who attempts voice ineffectively (e.g. defen-
sively, undiplomatically, etc.), on the other hand, might
be punished by a partner’s negative reaction. As a
result, he or she might learn that the partner does not
change his or her behavior, which might simultaneously
promote an entity personality view and a disinclination
toward future voicing.

To examine the specific mechanisms underlying the
association between implicit personality theory and
voice, experimental techniques will be an essential
complement to the correlational analyses reported in
the current article. Would situationally induced implicit
theories (e.g., local beliefs about a particular individ-
ual’s ability to change) affect voicing strategies? Would
disruptions in if-then expectations alter the relation-
ship between general implicit theories and conflict
behavior? These possibilities present important avenues
for future research.

Relationship-Undermining Conflict Behaviors

Another question for future examination concerns
entity and incremental theorists’ use of relationship-
undermining behaviors. In the present research, we
hypothesized an effect of implicit theory in the
relationship-maintaining spectrum of conflict behavior:
Given a prosocial motivation, we postulated, entity and
incremental theorists would likely differ in their view of
the most effective means to maintain the relationship
(voice vs. loyalty). But what about the classes of destruc-
tive conflict behavior? Given a low prosocial motivation,
would incremental theorists again be drawn to the
more active response (i.e., exit vs. neglect)? The results
of Study 2 suggest not. In that study, incremental theo-
rists were less likely than entity theorists to engage in
exit responses to daily conflicts.

To understand these findings, it is useful to reexam-
ine the kinds of destructive behaviors under the EVLN
typology (exit-voice-loyalty-neglect). Under this classifi-
cation system, the primary type of active, destructive
behavior is exit responses. Under a different model—
the dual concern typology—however, the primary type
of active, destructive behavior is considered to be con-
tention (verbal aggression and threats). Hagedoorn
and colleagues (Hagedoorn, Van Yperen, Van de Vliert,
& Buunk, 1999) have argued that contention, or
aggressive voice, is a second form of active, destructive

behavior that can be incorporated into the EVLN sys-
tem. One possibility to explore in future research is
whether entity and incremental theorists might be
drawn to different forms of active, destructive behav-
iors. Incremental theorists in a nonprosocial state
might be tempted to force change on the other party
through aggressive voice because they see a chance of
getting their way. Entity theorists in a nonprosocial
state, on the other hand, might be tempted to give up
and exit relationships following conflict because they
fail to see any potential to win. The distinction between
aggressive voice and considerate voice is one that is
essential to consider in future research on this topic.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this research provides further support
for the view that people’s behavior in conflict situations
is influenced not only by their social motives but also by
their social cognitions. Most people, we suspect, are fully
capable of displaying a wide range of possible conflict
responses. When, where, and why individuals choose to
voice their dissatisfactions with others (or to hold their
peace) is importantly influenced by how they construe
the current situation and the nature of the players
therein. Some of these construals, such as those resulting
from implicit theories of personality, we carry around
with us from conflict to conflict, leading to characteristic
patterns of responses to particular kinds of relationship
transgressions. Identifying the social cognitive meaning
systems that motivate different kinds of behavior in
specific conflict situations, therefore, continues to be a
promising direction for studies of conflict behavior.

NOTES

1. Of the many different kinds of relationship beliefs (Eidelson &
Epstein, 1982; Fletcher & Kininmonth, 1992; Sprecher & Metts, 1989),
destiny and growth beliefs (Knee, 1998) are two that typically share
associations with implicit theories of personality. Because we expected
implicit theories of relationships to significantly influence partici-
pants’ conflict responses (Knee, Patrick, & Lonsbary, 2003), it was
important to control for these effects in our investigation of the rela-
tionship between implicit theories of personality and conflict strategy.

2. Implicit theories of romantic relationships were not assessed in
this study because participants were reporting conflicts with many dif-
ferent kinds of interactants, not merely romantic partners.

3. Incremental theorists in this study were, however, marginally less
likely to use exit when all conflicts were taken together, F(1, 170) =
3.20, p = .08.
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