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Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Clinical and Social Psychology, Family Studies, Behavioral

Research Methodology.

1. Core Definition

The Revealed-Differences Technique (RDT) is a standardized, observational research

methodology utilized primarily within family and social psychology to analyze the behavioral

interactions and processes of decision-making among family members. The fundamental premise

of the technique involves structuring a laboratory environment where individuals within a

designated family unit--typically spouses, parent-child dyads, or the entire immediate family--are

required to resolve a predetermined disagreement. Unlike general observational studies, the RDT

specifically relies on an initial assessment phase to identify pre-existing differences in opinion or

preference regarding a set of neutral, structured stimuli or hypothetical scenarios. Once these

differences are definitively "revealed," the family unit is instructed to interact and collectively arrive

at a single, unified response or resolution, allowing researchers to observe the dynamic

mechanisms of influence, power, communication, and conflict resolution in real-time. This system

shifts the focus from merely documenting the final decision outcome to meticulously coding the

interactional processes utilized by the family members as they negotiate conflict and strive for

consensus under experimental scrutiny, providing rich data on how relational patterns manifest

behaviorally.

The utility of the RDT lies in its ability to standardize the stimulus that generates conflict, thereby

enabling comparisons across different families or clinical populations. Researchers are not left

waiting for natural conflict to arise, which is unpredictable and difficult to control, but rather they

introduce a standardized task designed to elicit genuine behavioral responses to disagreement.

This structured approach ensures that the conflict observed is germane to the task provided,

minimizing extraneous variables and maximizing the reliability of the observed interactional data.

By demanding a collaborative agreement on a response--such as answering a question, solving a

dilemma, or ranking preferences--the technique forces the participants to engage in verbal and

nonverbal communication intended to persuade, compromise, or dominate, offering a laboratory

microcosm of real-world family interaction and negotiation styles.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The development of the Revealed-Differences Technique traces back to the mid-20th century,

specifically the 1950s and 1960s, a period marked by a significant shift in family research

methodology from purely subjective self-report questionnaires to objective, direct observation.

Early pioneers in family dynamics, often associated with structural-functionalism and early family
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systems theory, sought empirical evidence for concepts like power structures and relational

pathology. Traditional methods, relying on family members describing their interactions, were

deemed insufficient due to inherent biases and poor reliability; researchers needed to witness the

system in action. The RDT emerged as a critical innovation that provided this observational

leverage.

Key figures like Murray Straus were instrumental in refining and popularizing this methodology.

Straus's early work focused heavily on measuring marital power and violence, finding that

observing couples attempt to resolve standardized disagreements offered far more reliable data on

dominance and interactional patterns than simply asking who "wears the pants." This technique

provided a measurable, quantifiable means of assessing abstract concepts such as familial control,

decision-making efficiency, and emotional climate during conflict. The technique was quickly

adopted across various research contexts, demonstrating its flexibility by adapting the nature of the

disagreements (e.g., household rules, political beliefs, financial allocation) to suit the specific

research question, solidifying its place as a cornerstone of laboratory-based family research

designs throughout the latter half of the 20th century.

3. Procedural Framework

The successful execution of the RDT requires a detailed, multi-stage procedural framework that

ensures the conflict is genuine, standardized, and observable. The process always begins with an

individual assessment phase conducted separately for each participant, typically involving a

questionnaire or inventory designed to elicit opinions on various topics relevant to the family unit.

The goal of this phase is not the data collected itself, but rather the identification of items where

family members hold opposing views--these become the "revealed differences" that form the basis

of the observational task.

The second stage involves the structured interaction session, where the family members are

brought together and presented with the items on which their answers diverged. They are given a

clear directive: they must discuss the item and jointly agree on a single, final answer, often within a

strict time limit (e.g., 5 to 10 minutes per item). This mandatory consensus forces the participants

to engage in active negotiation. Crucially, the entire interaction is typically audio and video

recorded, providing the raw data for subsequent analysis. The final stage is the detailed coding of

the recorded interaction, using sophisticated behavioral coding systems--such as the Marital

Interaction Coding System (MICS) or variants thereof--to quantify specific behaviors, including

interruptions, supportive statements, hostile remarks, commands, and attempts at humor or

compromise. This rigorous coding process translates complex social interaction into discrete,

measurable variables.
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4. Key Characteristics

Standardized Elicitation of Conflict: The technique relies on a systematic, pre-interaction

assessment to identify genuine, measurable differences in opinion among participants, ensuring

the conflict being studied is relevant and not artificially manufactured by the researcher during the

session.

Focus on Process Over Outcome: While the final decision is recorded, the primary data

harvested is the transactional process--the sequence of communications, negotiations, and

emotional exchanges--that leads to that outcome. This allows researchers to distinguish between

families who achieve consensus through collaboration versus those who achieve it through

coercion or withdrawal.

High Internal Validity: Conducted within a controlled laboratory environment, the RDT minimizes

external distractions and controls for environmental variables, allowing for precise measurement

and observation of specific, targeted behaviors related to conflict resolution.

Detailed Behavioral Coding: The output of the RDT is often integrated with highly granular

coding schemes that categorize verbal and nonverbal behavior into defined units, enabling

statistical analysis of interaction sequences, rates of positive/negative affect, and patterns of

communication dominance.

5. Applications in Family Research

The RDT has proven invaluable across diverse domains of family studies and clinical research,

offering a robust tool for empirical investigation into interactional dynamics. In marriage research, it

is frequently employed to study the stability and satisfaction of couples by correlating observed

conflict resolution styles with longitudinal outcomes. For instance, researchers can identify whether

a reliance on hostile confrontation or emotional withdrawal during the RDT task predicts later

marital distress or divorce. Similarly, it is used extensively in studies examining the impact of

specific relationship factors, such as socioeconomic stress, chronic illness, or substance abuse, on

the couple's ability to negotiate difficult decisions, providing objective evidence of strain.

Beyond couple dynamics, the technique is adaptable to whole-family units, allowing investigations

into hierarchical structures and coalitions, particularly concerning parenting. When parents and

children are tasked with resolving a disagreement (e.g., curfews, financial responsibility), the RDT

illuminates the subtle power dynamics--who yields influence, who is marginalized, and how

parental subsystems manage conflict in front of or with their offspring. Furthermore, the RDT is

crucial for evaluating clinical interventions; by administering the technique before and after family

therapy, researchers can objectively measure whether therapeutic involvement leads to

observable, positive changes in communication efficiency, affective expression, and overall

collaborative problem-solving skills, thus validating the efficacy of treatment models.
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6. Significance and Impact

The significance of the Revealed-Differences Technique lies in its fundamental contribution to

transforming family research from a largely interpretive or self-report field into a rigorous,

empirically grounded science. Before the RDT, understanding internal family processes was often

limited by the biases inherent in self-reporting (e.g., participants wanting to present a favorable

image). By relying on direct behavioral observation, the RDT provided an external, objective

validation of theoretical constructs concerning family power and communication patterns, thereby

increasing the internal validity of countless studies.

Its impact extends directly into clinical practice by informing therapeutic models. Data derived from

RDT studies often highlight critical deficits in communication--such as high rates of criticism,

defensiveness, or stonewalling--which subsequently become the targets for structured

interventions like Gottman Method Couples Therapy. The technique has helped establish

quantifiable baselines for healthy versus dysfunctional interaction, offering clinicians concrete

benchmarks for assessing their clients' functioning. Moreover, its flexibility allows it to be combined

with physiological measures (like heart rate or cortisol levels) during the conflict task, providing a

comprehensive biopsychosocial view of stress and emotional regulation within the family system,

thereby enriching our understanding of the psychophysiology of close relationships.

7. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its methodical strengths, the Revealed-Differences Technique is subject to several

significant criticisms, primarily centered on issues of ecological validity and reactivity. The most

prominent concern is that the highly structured, observable nature of the laboratory setting may not

accurately reflect how families behave in their natural environment. This artificiality raises

questions about whether the observed conflict resolution strategies are genuine or merely

performance-based--participants, aware they are being recorded, may engage in "impression

management," suppressing negative behaviors or exaggerating positive ones, thereby

contaminating the data (the Hawthorne effect).

Furthermore, critics argue that the standardization necessary for the RDT, while increasing internal

validity, sacrifices the complexity and spontaneity of naturally occurring disagreements. The

standardized tasks, often abstract or hypothetical, may not carry the same emotional weight or

personal relevance as real-life conflicts over money, infidelity, or child-rearing, potentially eliciting a

less intense or authentic response. There are also methodological challenges related to coding

itself; while objective, behavioral coding requires immense resources and training, and the

selection of the coding system can inevitably bias the findings toward measuring certain predefined

behaviors while ignoring others that might be qualitatively significant to the interaction.
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Further Reading

Social Psychology (Wikipedia)

Marital Interaction Coding System (Wikipedia)

Gottman Institute (Wikipedia)
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