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Improved conflict resolution in romantic couples in
mediation compared to negotiation
François Bogacz 1,2,3✉, Thierry Pun1,2 & Olga M. Klimecki1,4,5,6✉

Despite the frequency and adverse effects of conflict, randomized controlled studies on

interventions that could promote conflict resolution (e.g., among romantic couples) are

scarce. One understudied intervention technique is mediation, which is a negotiation facili-

tated by a neutral third party. To test the impact of a mediator on couple conflict, we

conducted a randomized controlled study involving 38 romantic couples who discussed a

topic of recurrent disagreement either in the presence of a mediator or by means of a direct

negotiation. The results show that romantic couples in the mediation condition, compared

with those in direct negotiation, had a probability of reaching an agreement 1.39 times higher

and reported higher satisfaction regarding the content and process of their discussions. In

addition, the synchronicity of the couple’s skin conductance, a measure of arousal, correlated

with the couple’s closeness and with the quality of their relationship. Our findings suggest

that interventions based on mediation can have a beneficial impact on conflict resolution.
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As couple conflicts have a negative impact on health and
divorce rates (Haddad et al., 2016), it is important to
identify interventions that can help to resolve these con-

flicts. This randomized controlled study tested how mediation, a
form of third-party intervention, impacts on couple conflicts. To
this end, self-report data were complemented by psychophysio-
logical measures of the linkage in electrodermal activity between
couple members. In addition, the present study explored the
relation of personality traits such as mindfulness, emotional
competence, and conflict behaviours to conflict outcomes in
order to expand previous findings on these relations (Barnes
et al., 2007; Mueller and Curhan, 2006; Davis et al., 2004,
respectively).

When not properly managed, interpersonal conflicts can take a
severe toll on the disputants directly or indirectly involved, for
instance in the case of couple conflicts (Haddad et al., 2016). In
fact, divorce rates have risen in both industrialized and non-
industrial countries in the last century (Marriage and divorce
statistics, 2019), affecting the health and well-being of individuals
and causing strains on relationships not only within the couple,
but within families and social communities (Coontz, 2006).
Furthermore, research has shown that, even if recurring marital
conflicts did not lead to divorce, marital strain accelerated the
decline in health in a representative sample of adults (Umberson
et al., 2006) and that, for men and women with the lowest levels
of marital quality, exiting marriage through divorce or separation
brought a lower risk of depression than remaining married did
(Williams, 2003). In spite of the research on conflict dynamics
within romantic couples (“couple conflicts”) (Gottman and
Levenson, 1992; Driver and Gottman, 2004; Bloch et al., 2014;
Shaw, 2014), there is so far a lack of randomized controlled
studies on third-party interventions that may promote conflict
resolution. Negotiation, which can be defined as a ‘formal dis-
cussion between people who have different aims or intentions,
[…] during which they try to reach an agreement’ (Collins
English Dictionary, 2020) or as ‘the joint decision making
between interdependent individuals with divergent interests’
(Pruitt, 1998) is the default strategy adopted by parties involved
in most conflicts, including couples. However, negative emotions
often disturb the process of direct negotiations (Van Kleef et al.,
2004, 2006; Van Kleef and Côté, 2007; Pietroni et al., 2008;
Lelieveld et al., 2012), in particular in couple conflicts (Retzinger
and Scheff, 2000).

Possible interventions consist of training people to help them
improve their emotional self-management skills (e.g., with con-
flict coaching, Brinkert, 2011; self-distancing, Kross and Ayduk,
2008; or reappraisal, Finkel et al., 2013). A particularly promising
technique that has been studied in the context of couple conflict is
emotional reappraisal training. A randomized controlled study on
the impact of emotional reappraisal training, for instance, showed
that regular 7-min reappraisal exercises about disagreements over
several months preserved self-reported marital quality (Finkel
et al., 2013).

In addition to training people in using certain self-management
techniques, the involvement of third parties, such as a marital
therapist or couple counsellor in cases of couple conflicts has
yielded positive effects on family interactions and behaviours
(Lebow et al., 2012). Indeed, it has been shown that couple
therapy positively impacted 70% of couples receiving treatment
(Lebow et al., 2012). In particular, cognitive-behavioural marital
therapy was shown to induce significant change in spouses’ post-
therapy relationship-related cognitions and behaviours (Dunn
and Schwebel, 1995). However, research has also found that 30%
of couples who recovered thanks to therapy had relapsed after 2
years, and that 4 years after treatment, 38% of couples had
divorced (Williams, 2003). Gottman also estimated that ‘only

11–18% of couples maintained clinically meaningful initial gains
when treated with our best marital therapies’ (Gottman, 1999,
p. 5). Furthermore, self-management training, conflict coaching,
marital therapy, and counselling approaches have so far not been
widely adopted by societies and communities. Research con-
ducted in the state of Oklahoma in the United States, for instance,
found that only 37% of divorced couples had sought counselling
before getting a divorce and only 19% of married couples had
sought counselling for their current marriage (Stanley et al.,
2001). Conflicts in couples are thus prone to relapse and escala-
tion, and parties often end up using legal proceedings to solve
them. An alternative to therapy or counselling that has not been
rigorously studied to date is mediation.

Mediation, which is ‘a negotiation facilitated by a neutral third-
party’ (International Mediation Institute, 2020b), has emerged in
the last 30 years as an alternative to legal proceedings. The role of
the mediator can be ‘… to help those involved sort out their
issues and arrive at a consensus. That might involve helping
parties to finalize an agreement, resolve a dispute, develop
effective communications, build or improve relationships, or all
these things. Mediators do not take sides. Mediators are impartial’
(International Mediation Institute, 2020b). Mediation is thus a
fluid and “ad hoc” practice and mediators can adopt and combine
many styles during their interventions, such as facilitative, eva-
luative, or transformative styles (International Mediation Insti-
tute, 2020a). When using a facilitative mediation style, the
mediator uses specific processes and techniques to help parties
reach an agreement but does not make any formal recommen-
dation to them, in contrast to the evaluative style (International
Mediation Institute, 2020a). Transformative mediation has the
objective of going beyond resolving a conflict to transforming the
parties by empowering them and facilitating mutual recognition
of needs, interests, perspectives, values, and emotions (Bush and
Folger, 1984).

Previous research has shown that mediation costs generally
much less than litigation and is quicker and more effective. For
instance, one study of 343 cases in Canada showed that the
average savings of mediation compared with litigation was
around $3500 per case, with more than $10,000 in savings for
45% of cases (Hann et al., 2001). In the same study, only 3% of
3068 cases needed more than one session of a few hours to be
resolved (Hann et al., 2001). A report of the European Parliament
(European Parliament, 2011) also found that the average cost to
litigate in the European Union was €10,449, whereas the average
cost to mediate was €2497.

However, to date, when mediation is not compulsory (for
instance when using court-annexed schemes), its adoption is still
variable. Taking a country where mediation is rather mature and
well-researched such as Australia as an example, use of mediation
varies greatly depending on the type of case. On the one hand, the
2006 family law reform led to an increase in family dispute cases
referred to as the “Family Dispute Resolution” mediation services
of the Family Relationship Services Programme, from 14,500 to
22,500 yearly cases in the 4-year period after the reform (Sourdin,
2020). As there are no statistics about the total number of family
disputes in the country, this number can be compared with the
total number of divorces. With around 50,000 divorces per year,
this means that roughly one-third of cases are referred to a sort of
mediation. On the other hand, at the state level, for instance in
the Victorian Civil and Administrative Tribunal, only 3% of the
85,191 total cases lodged in 2017–2018 were listed for mediation
or ‘compulsory conference’; here the resolution rate was 55%
(Victorian Civil and Administrative Tribunal, Annual Report
2017–2018, 2018).

There may be several reasons for the relatively variable use of
mediation. The first might be that when the conflict at hand has
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escalated (Glasl, 2013), each party sees the other as the enemy
against whom they can fight only with the help of a lawyer, in a
tribunal. The second reason might be that empirical data are
lacking on how mediation impacts the parties and helps them
resolve conflicts. One recent and extensive review of 47 studies
on the effectiveness of mediation techniques by a task force of
the American Bar Association (Wissler, 2017) could not include
a single randomized controlled study and highlighted (Wissler,
2017, p. 12) that ‘the complex, interactive, and iterative nature of
the mediation process makes it difficult to systematically control
how a mediator action is performed, isolate the effect of a
particular action from that of other actions, and control for
selection and other potentially confounding processes that
operate throughout mediation’. The review also concluded that
common terminology, definitions, and measures for mediator
actions and outcomes would provide more consistency in
research. Studies on the effects of mediation have indeed mostly
been carried out by comparison to legal proceedings (Brett and
Barsness, 1996; Barough et al., 2013; Shaw, 2014) without a
proper control group (Kaiser and Gabler, 2014), using role play
instead of real conflicts (Jameson et al., 2009) or focusing on the
impact of the mediator’s techniques on the settlement rate by
studying or observing mediation cases (Wissler, 2017). A ran-
domized controlled study is thus needed to establish the causal
impacts of a mediator on conflicts. Couple conflicts, where high
emotions are often experienced, are an ideal domain to conduct
this research.

A consensus is emerging in the mediation community that one
of the key mediation techniques is helping parties manage their
negative emotions (Jones and Bodtker, 2001; Katz, 2007; Jameson
et al., 2009; Swaab and Brett, 2012; Wissler, 2017) since, as
mentioned earlier, negative emotions can be detrimental to the
outcomes of a negotiation. It is hard to find a unique definition of
the effectiveness of mediation and thus of the outcome variables,
but several studies (Jones and Bodtker, 1999; Jameson et al., 2009;
Finkel et al., 2013; Kaiser and Gabler, 2014; Shaw, 2014; Char-
koudian, 2016) point towards the following potential metrics that
could be measured at the end of a mediation session: the existence
or not of an agreement between parties about what was discussed,
the satisfaction of the parties with the session, their perceived
level of conflict, their level of positive affect and negative affect,
and their perceived interpersonal closeness.

From preliminary evidence of studies on couple conflicts
(Levenson and Gottman, 1983, 1985; Driver and Gottman, 2004)
and mediation (Jones and Bodtker, 1999; Jameson et al., 2009;
Finkel et al., 2013; Kaiser and Gabler, 2014; Shaw, 2014), we
hypothesized that, compared with direct negotiation between
couple members, mediation should (i) reduce the level of conflict
at the end of the discussion as a sign that the couple has moved
towards a possible resolution, (ii) increase the satisfaction of the
parties regarding the contents of their discussion and the process
used in their discussion (Jones and Bodtker, 1999; Shaw, 2014),
(iii) increase the positive affect and decrease the negative affect of
the parties (Jameson et al., 2009; Shaw, 2014), and (iv) increase
interpersonal closeness, which serves as a proxy for couple
satisfaction (Finkel et al., 2013).

The impact of mediation on positive and negative affects is of
high importance. Recent reviews show that the relation between
emotions and conflict resolution is receiving increasing attention
in the context of intractable conflicts (Retzinger and Scheff, 2000;
Halperin and Gross, 2011; Halperin, 2013, 2015; Halperin et al.,
2013), interpersonal and intergroup conflicts (Klimecki, 2019),
and organizational conflicts (Nair, 2008). However, few rando-
mized controlled studies have been performed on the impact of
interventions on emotions and conflict resolution, which is true
in particular for mediation.

As self-report (i.e., questionnaire) measures are prone to social
desirability (Crowne and Marlowe, 1960), they can be com-
plemented by biological and thus more implicit measures. One
way of quantifying biological measures of affective states, which
has been used in studies on interpersonal interactions (Levenson
and Gottman, 1983, 1985; Levenson and Ruef, 1992; Chanel et al.,
2013) but not in studies on conflict resolution and mediation, is
affective computing. Affective computing refers to the study and
development of systems and devices that can recognize, interpret,
process, and simulate human affects. It is based on the recording
and processing of various signals (such as electrodermal activity,
cardiovascular activity, facial expressions, speech, or language)
that are indicative of affective states (for instance arousal). A
question currently debated in affective computing is whether the
linkage between the arousal states of two persons, as measured by
electrodermal activity synchrony only or by synchrony between
various physiological measures, is predictive of positive or nega-
tive outcomes in conflictual discussions. On the one hand, some
studies suggested that electrodermal activity synchrony between
participants who had no relationship prior to the experiment
(quantified by Pearson correlations) was predictive of con-
structive behaviours in a context where participants had to col-
laboratively design a slogan by brainstorming, debating, and then
negotiating ideas (Chanel et al., 2013). Furthermore, electro-
dermal activity synchrony during a discussion on a topic chosen
by friends (quantified by Pearson correlations between the change
in slopes) was correlated to emotional engagement behaviours as
observed from video recordings, for instance active listening or
attending to the other person’s emotions (Slovák et al., 2014).
Such physiological linkage could be an indicator of empathic
processes (Levenson and Ruef, 1992; Guastello et al., 2006). As
empathy has been shown to promote prosocial behaviour (Kli-
mecki, 2019), physiological linkage could be a sign of a positive
and constructive social interaction. Therefore, one could expect
physiological linkage to be linked to more successful discussions
and one may expect mediation to increase physiological linkage.
On the other hand, physiological linkage has also been related to
lower marital satisfaction. More specifically, physiological linkage
of romantic couples during a 15-min conflictual discussion (as
quantified by an index that combined skin conductance level,
heart rate, pulse transmission time to the finger, and measure-
ment of general movement) was negatively related to marital
satisfaction (Levenson and Gottman, 1983). Moreover, the rela-
tion between the physiological linkage index and marital satis-
faction was more pronounced in high-conflict situations as
opposed to low-conflict situations (Levenson and Gottman,
1983). Other research found that higher physiological linkage
during a conflictual discussion (as quantified by the physiological
linkage index mentioned earlier; Levenson and Gottman, 1983)
was related to lower self-reports of marital satisfaction in the 3
years following the experiment (Levenson and Gottman, 1985).
As emotional and therefore physiological linkage may also be
related to empathic distress, which is defined as being emotionally
overwhelmed by the other’s suffering (Hoffman, 2008) and which
has been associated with less prosocial behaviour in the past
(Klimecki, 2015), it might be that there are two different emo-
tional mechanisms of physiological linkage at play. Other
potential explanations for the seeming discrepant findings on
whether physiological linkage is related to better or worse inter-
personal relations may stem from (i) the different uses of phy-
siological linkage indices (Pearson correlations or Pearson
correlation between the change in the slopes), (ii) the difference
in settings (strangers engaged in a collaborative game vs. friends
or couples), and (iii) the differences in acquired variables (skin
conductance vs. skin conductance level plus heart rate, pulse
transmission time to the finger, and general movement). In
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summary, since there is so far no consensus on the role of syn-
chrony between electrodermal activity signals in conflicts, more
research is needed to shed light on this topic.

In addition to physiological coupling, it has been suggested that
certain personality traits may predict the outcomes of conflict
discussion in romantic couples. One such trait is mindfulness,
which refers to ‘paying attention to the present moment in a non-
judgmental way’ (Kabat-Zinn, 2009). Research has shown that
higher traits of mindfulness predicted lower levels of negative
affect after a conflictual discussion between romantic couple
members (Barnes et al., 2007). Another study has shown that
mindfulness significantly helped participants to release negative
emotions instead of dwelling on them (Brown et al., 2012). Par-
ticipation in an 8-week mindfulness training programme also
increased the support of conciliatory policies in intractable con-
flicts when compared with that in a waiting-list control group
(Alkoby et al., 2017). Moreover, it has been found that emotional
intelligence (EI), which is defined as a set of skills that contributes
to the understanding and regulation of one’s own and others’
emotions (Salovey and Mayer, 1990), positively predicted out-
come satisfaction in negotiations (Mueller and Curhan, 2006) and
that people who rated themselves high in EI also self-reported
that they used collaborative solutions more often (Jordan and
Troth, 2002). This result is complemented by the finding from
couple studies that perceiving one’s partner as having higher EI
and not avoiding discussing a relationship problem is linked to
higher relationship satisfaction (Smith et al., 2008). In addition,
couples in which both partners are low on EI tend to have high
conflict and low relationship quality (Brackett et al., 2005).
Finally, it has not yet been established whether self-reports on
preferred conflict behaviours, including constructive behaviours
(such as perspective-taking or reaching out) and destructive
behaviours (such as expressing anger or retaliating), which are
popular in organizational conflict prevention and leadership
development (Killman and Thomas, 1977; Capobianco et al.,
2008), can predict the outcomes of couple conflict.

In summary, to test the causal influence of a mediator on
couple conflict, we randomly allocated heterosexual romantic
couples to a mediated discussion or a non-mediated discussion in
the presence of a silent third party. To assess the impact of the
mediation on (i) conflict management, (ii) couple’s emotions, and
(iii) the relation between couple members, we assessed the fol-
lowing outcome variables: agreements reached, level of dis-
agreement at the end of the discussion, satisfaction with the
contents of the discussion, satisfaction with the process of the
discussion, interpersonal closeness, positive and negative emo-
tions, and physiological coupling between the couple members.
We also assessed the mediator’s satisfaction with the contents and
process and explored whether these variables were related to
participants’ satisfaction. We hypothesized that (i) mediation
would have a positive impact on agreements reached, level of
disagreement at the end of the discussion, satisfaction with the
contents of the discussion, satisfaction with the process of the
discussion, interpersonal closeness, and positive and negative
emotions; (ii) mindfulness, EI, and the tendency to use con-
structive behaviours in conflictual discussions would have a
positive influence on the outcome variables listed above; and (iii)
the tendency to use destructive behaviours would have a negative
influence on the outcome variables listed above. We also hypo-
thesized that the higher the parties’ satisfaction at the end of the
discussion, the higher the mediator’s satisfaction would be as a
sign of a positive dynamic of the conversation between the
mediator and the couple members. Considering that there is no
consensus on the role of synchrony between electrodermal
activity in conflicts, this study aimed at testing whether physio-
logical linkage as measured by skin conductance synchrony

would be positively or negatively related to outcomes of a conflict
discussion and how mediation would affect this measure.

Methods
Participants. Participants were recruited through the distribution
of flyers in the city (train station, markets, etc.) and on the various
university campuses, as well as through posters displayed on
campuses, advertising on Facebook and Instagram, and word of
mouth from friends. Participants were told that they were par-
ticipating in a study about communication within couples ‘to
examine the factors that influence discussions on topics of dis-
agreement among couples’. Among the participants who con-
tacted us, 74% did so in response to posters; 12% in response to
flyers; 9% in response to word of mouth from friends, family, or
colleagues; and 5% in response to advertising on social networks.
Nineteen heterosexual romantic couples (mean age= 28.18 years)
participated in the control condition and 19 heterosexual
romantic couples (mean age= 30.61 years) participated in the
mediation condition. This sample size was above the minimum
size of 25 dyads recommended by Kenny and colleagues for
dyadic studies (Kenny et al., 2006). Volunteers were included if
they had been in a romantic relationship for more than 1 year, if
they spoke French or English fluently, and if they were at least 18
years old. The average level of disagreement across the 15 possible
topics from the Dyadic Adjustment Scale was 3.75 for our par-
ticipants (from 0, meaning always disagree, to 5, meaning always
agree), with 3 meaning occasionally disagree and 4 meaning
frequently agree. The sum scores of the 32 items of the Dyadic
Adjustment Scale for our participants had a mean of 113.6 versus
a mean of 114.8 for 218 married couples and 70.7 for 94 divorced
couples in the original paper that presented the Dyadic Adjust-
ment Scale instrument (Spanier, 1976), suggesting that our
sample was representative of married couples. An independent t-
test revealed no difference between Dyadic Adjustment Scale
scores of participants in the mediation condition (mean= 114.53)
and those of participants in the control group (mean= 112.74)
(t=−0.43, p= 0.67). Couples were randomly assigned to one of
the two conditions (mediation or control condition in the pre-
sence of a silent third party), and the two groups were matched
for age and length of relationship. As shown in Supplementary
Table 1, independent sample t-tests revealed that the participants
in both groups, in addition to age and the length of relationship,
did not differ on any of the pre-conflict intervention independent
variables (all t ≤ 0.98 and all p ≥ 0.33). These variables included
Dyadic Adjustment Scale, mindfulness, emotional competence,
and Conflict Dynamics Profile (CDP) scores (see “Measures”
section for details on the questionnaires). The mediators (seven in
total, four females and three males) were members of the same
professional mediation association (the Swiss Chamber of Com-
mercial Mediation, Section Romande) and were selected on the
basis of their common approach to mediation as a facilitative (as
opposed to evaluative) practice of conflict resolution (Riskin,
2005). Because of scheduling complexities, the mediators could
not be randomly assigned to their sessions but were allocated
according to temporal availability.

Measures. For ease of reading, the measures used in this study are
presented below in the order in which they were collected. All
phases are indicated in italic.

Trait measures collected prior to the conflict discussion: Prior to
the experiment (on average, 25 days beforehand), all volunteers
had to individually complete four online profiling questionnaires
in French or English administered with SurveyMonkey (San
Mateo, CA, USA). The objective was to (i) focus their visit to the
laboratory on the conflict discussion, (ii) uncouple trait measures
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as much as possible from state measures, (iii) collect in advance
the topics of disagreement, and (iv) print a side-by-side
comparison of the scoring by both couple members on the
possible topics of discussion in order to help them choose the
topic for their discussion for which their level of recurring
disagreement was the highest. The four trait measures were as
follows:

(1) The Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Spanier, 1976), which
measures the quality of the relationship and which was
used to identify the topic of the discussion during the
experiment. This scale uses 32 items grouped into four
subscales (Dyadic Consensus, Dyadic Satisfaction, Dyadic
Cohesion, and Affectional Expression) and the level of
disagreement on 15 recurring topics of discussion (from 1,
“always agree”, to 6, “always disagree”).

(2) The profile of emotional competence (Brasseur et al., 2013),
which measures intrapersonal and interpersonal emotional
competence (with the five subscales Identification, Expres-
sion, Comprehension, Regulation, and Utilization) as a
proxy for EI. This measure uses 50 statements for which the
answer is indicated on a scale from 1 to 5, with 1 meaning
that the statement does not describe the person at all or that
they never respond like this, and 5 meaning that the
statement describes the person very well or that they
experience this particular response very often.

(3) The five-facet mindfulness questionnaire (Baer et al., 2006),
which measures the level of dispositional mindfulness. This
questionnaire uses 36 statements for which the answer is
indicated on a scale from 1 to, 5 with 1 meaning that the
statement is never or very rarely true for the person, and 5
meaning that the statement is very often or always true. The
scales are grouped into five types of behaviour: (i)
observing/noticing/attending to sensations/perceptions/
thoughts/feelings, (ii) describing/labelling with words, (iii)
acting with awareness/non-distraction, (iv) non-judging of
experience, and (v) non-reactivity to inner experience.

(4) The CDP (Capobianco et al., 2008), which measures
preferences for using four types of responses to conflicts:
active-constructive (e.g., perspective-taking), passive-
constructive (e.g., delayed responding), active-destructive
(e.g., expressing anger), and passive-destructive (e.g.,
avoiding conflicts). The CDP uses 63 statements about
the way the person usually responds before, during, and
after the occurrence of interpersonal conflicts in their life
and for which the answer can range from 1 to 5, with 1
meaning that the person never responds in that way and 5
meaning that the person almost always responds in
that way.

State measures collected in the lab prior to the discussion
included two questionnaires:

(1) The positive and negative affect schedule (PANAS), a 20-
item questionnaire that measures the current levels of
positive and negative affect of the participant, listing
feelings and emotions that the person may feel in the
moment on a scale from 1 to 5, with 1 meaning that the
person feels the emotion very slightly or not at all, and 5
meaning that the person feels the emotion extremely
(Crawford and Henry, 2004).

(2) The inclusion of other in the self (IOS) scale, which
measures the degree of closeness to the other couple
member. It asks participants to circle a picture that best
describes their relationship among seven pictures made of
two circles named “Self” and “Other”, with the first picture
(no overlapping between the two circles) giving a score of 1

and the last picture (with the two circles almost completely
overlapping) giving a score of 7 (Aron et al., 1992).

During the intervention, to obtain an objective measure of
emotional arousal, we continuously recorded electrodermal
activity by means of two electrodes attached to the palm of
participants’ non-dominant hand. Participants’ heart rate was
continuously recorded by means of an optical sensor attached to
the index finger of each participant’s non-dominant hand.
Electrodermal activity and heart rate data were collected with
the MP36 Biopac System (Santa Barbara, CA, USA). Because of a
high degree of movement artefacts (from 30 to more than 100
per session for some participants), heart rate variability could not
be analysed accurately. All discussions were videotaped with Sony
HDR-CX455 Digital HD Video Camera Recorders (Tokyo,
Japan), with one camera per participant for the discussion
(including the mediator, when present).

After the intervention, participants again filled out the PANAS
and the IOS Scale, as well as a satisfaction questionnaire to
indicate (i) whether they had achieved an agreement on the topic
of their discussion (yes or no); (ii) the level of disagreement at the
end of their discussion on the topic that was discussed, using an
11-point scale (ranging from 0 to 10); (iii) their level of
satisfaction with the contents of their discussion; and (iv) their
level of satisfaction with the process used to conduct their
discussion. Both satisfaction with the contents and the process
were rated by using a continuous scale from 0, meaning “not at
all”, to 10, meaning “extremely”, which was converted to values
with one decimal point for analysis. More specifically, partici-
pants were asked: “To what extent are you satisfied with the
content of the discussion in which you participated?” and “To what
extent are you satisfied with the process that you used to resolve
your disagreement with your partner?”

Procedure. When participants arrived at the laboratory, they
filled out the PANAS and the IOS questionnaires. The partici-
pants were then invited to select a controversial topic for their
discussion based on the highest scores of the 15 topics of recur-
ring disagreement identified with the Dyadic Adjustment Scale
questionnaire. The experimenter in the control condition or the
mediator in the mediation condition was available to assist par-
ticipants in choosing their controversial topic if the results of the
questionnaire were indecisive. In the control condition, minimal
instructions were given by the experimenter prior to the start of
the discussion and some general written guidelines were provided
to the disputants (see Supplementary Note S1). This information
guided the participants in conducting their controversial discus-
sions in a structured way without the couple asking for any
support from the experimenter. These participants were left free
to decide when they wanted to finish the session. Participants in
both conditions could take notes during their controversial dis-
cussions. After having distributed the instructions, the experi-
menter sat in a corner of the room and monitored the data
collection while remaining silent and minimizing eye contact with
the participants, who were instructed to sit facing each other at a
round table. In the mediation condition, the mediator was
instructed to sit equidistant from both participants around the
same round table and to facilitate a discussion of ~60 min, using a
process inspired from a facilitative mediation model known to the
mediators (see Supplementary Note S2). As indicated in Sup-
plementary Table 1, the duration of the interactions was balanced
across both conditions (with a mean duration of 50 min in the
mediation condition and 55 min in the control condition). At
the end of the discussion, participants were invited to fill out the
PANAS and IOS questionnaires again, as well as to answer the
satisfaction questionnaire. One couple in the control group who
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got into a very emotional discussion did not fill out the PANAS
and satisfaction questionnaires at the end of the discussion, as we
interrupted their increasingly heated discussion in order to help
them calm down (they were referred to a mediation centre).
Furthermore, the IOS values of these couple members from
before the discussion were missing. The couple’s results were
retained in the analysis, except for the results for the IOS Scale,
the PANAS, and satisfaction with the discussion, where their data
were missing.

The study was carried out in accordance with the Declaration
of Helsinki and the study protocol was approved by the ethics
committee of the Faculty of Psychology and Science Education at
the University of Geneva, Switzerland. All participants provided
written informed consent and received monetary compensation
of 20 CHF per hour for their participation, as well as a debriefing,
in which their individual profiles about their tendency to use
active-constructive, passive-constructive, active-destructive, and
passive-destructive conflict behaviours were shared with them.
The experimenter, a certified mediator himself, helped to reduce
any remaining levels of tension between the participants in the
control condition at the end of the experiment and was ready to
provide the contact information of a mediation centre for further
follow-up on the topic of disagreement, should this be needed
(which happened only once).

Statistical analysis. Questionnaire data were analysed with IBM
SPSS 25 software (Armonk, NY, USA). Pearson and Spearman
correlations were used to assess the relation between different
baseline questionnaires, as well as relations between baseline
questionnaires and outcome variables. Differences in the number
of self-reported agreements (binary variable) between the med-
iation and control group were analysed by using a chi-square test.
Regarding interval variables, the dependent variables measured
after each conflict discussion were (i) satisfaction with the con-
tents of the discussion, (ii) satisfaction with the process of the
discussion, (iii) level of disagreement, (iv) satisfaction of the
mediator with the contents of the discussion, and (v) satisfaction
of the mediator with the process of the discussion. In addition,
the following variables that were dependent on the interval level
were measured before and after the conflict discussion: (vi)
positive affect, (vii) negative affect, and (viii) interpersonal clo-
seness measured by the IOS. In line with current practices about
dyadic data analysis (Kenny et al., 2006; Ditzen et al., 2012), we
first analysed the intra-class correlation of outcome variables by
using the Pearson correlation between couple members. When
there was an independence of data between the couple members
(as indicated by a p value of ≥ 0.20 for the Pearson correlation
between the couple members), we analysed the data by using each
participant as a unit of analysis in an analysis of variance or a
multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA). When there was
non-independence of data (as indicated by a p value of <0.20 for
the Pearson correlation), an actor-partner interdependence model
(APIM) was used to measure the possible impact of mutual
influence of couple members on outcome variables, while using
the condition as a co-variate. The analysis was done with
APIM_SEM (Stas et al., 2018).

To analyse the synchronicity of electrodermal activity data
between the members of each couple, we used two previously
developed methods, the first index based on the Pearson
correlation coefficient between the electrodermal activity time
series of dyadic participants (an index referred to as the Pearson
correlation) (Chanel et al., 2013) and the second index based on
the correlation between the change in the slope of the
electrodermal activity signals (referred to as correlation between
the change in slopes) (Slovák et al., 2014). Electrodermal activity

data were first analysed with Acqknowledge 4.1 (Goleta, CA,
USA) and then in MATLAB R2015b (Natick, MA, USA) and IBM
SPSS 25 (Armonk, NY, USA).

Results
Correlations between questionnaires. To test whether mind-
fulness, emotional competence, active-constructive conflict
behaviours, passive-constructive conflict behaviours, passive-
destructive conflict behaviours, and active-destructive conflict
behaviours were independent between couple members, we
conducted Pearson correlations (Alferes and Kenny, 2009) that
showed that only active-destructive conflict behaviours were not
independent (p= 0.12, all other p ≥ 0.2).

To test the extent to which mindfulness, emotional compe-
tence, active-constructive conflict behaviours, passive-
constructive conflict behaviours, and active-destructive conflict
behaviours were interrelated, we conducted Pearson correlations,
since those variables were normally distributed. As shown in
Supplementary Table 2, mindfulness was positively correlated
with active-constructive conflict behaviours (r= 0.23, p= 0.005)
and with passive-constructive conflict behaviours (r= 0.3,
p= 0.001), indicating that more mindful participants had more
constructive conflict behaviours. All other correlations were not
significant (all other r ≤ 0.19, all other p ≥ 0.11). To test the extent
to which passive-destructive conflict behaviours and the Dyadic
Adjustment Scale score were interrelated and related to mind-
fulness and emotional competence, we used Spearman correla-
tions because those variables were not normally distributed. As
depicted in Supplementary Table 3, mindfulness was negatively
correlated with passive-destructive conflict behaviours (rs=
−0.32, p= 0.005) and the Dyadic Adjustment Scale score was
positively correlated with the total emotional competence score
(rs= 0.30, p= 0.008). In other words, more mindful participants
had less passive-destructive conflict behaviours and more
emotionally competent participants were more satisfied with
their relationship. All other correlations were not significant (all
other rs ≤ 0.015, all other p ≥ 0.39).

To test whether gender had an impact on mindfulness,
emotional competence, dyadic adjustment, and active-construc-
tive, passive-constructive, active-destructive, and passive-
destructive conflict behaviours, we conducted independent t-tests
with gender as a factor and mindfulness, emotional competence,
dyadic adjustment, and active-constructive, passive-constructive,
active-destructive, and passive-destructive conflict behaviours as
dependent variables. These tests revealed that there were no
significant differences between gender on all these variables (all
p ≥ 0.11).

To test the extent to which age and personality traits (Dyadic
Adjustment Scale score, mindfulness, emotional competence, and
active-constructive, passive-constructive, active-destructive, and
passive-destructive conflict behaviours) were correlated with the
outcome variables related to the conflict discussion (change in
positive affect, change in negative affect, satisfaction with the
contents of the discussion, satisfaction with the process of the
discussion, level of disagreement at the end of the discussion, and
IOS after the discussion), we conducted Spearman correlations
because all outcome variables were not normally distributed.
Regarding age, all Spearman correlations were not significant (all
rs ≤ 0.09, all p ≥ 0.45). Regarding personality traits, Spearman
correlations revealed that the preference to use active-
constructive conflict behaviours was positively related to
satisfaction with the contents of the discussion (rs= 0.26,
p= 0.005), satisfaction with the process of the discussion
(rs= 0.27, p= 0.018), and the IOS after the discussion (rs= 0.25,
p= 0.033). This result indicated that participants who reported
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using more active-constructive conflict behaviours in general
were more satisfied with the content and process of the conflict
discussion and reported more closeness with their partner. There
was no relation between the preference to use passive-destructive
conflict behaviours and the change in negative affect. The
observed tendency (r=−0.25, p= 0.03) was due to five outliers
that were more than 2 standard deviations above or below the
mean of the change in negative affect. Removing these outliers
revealed no significant correlation between passive–destructive
conflict behaviours and the change in negative affect (rs=−0.10,
p= 0.38). The total Dyadic Adjustment Scale score, which
measured the quality of the relationship, was negatively correlated
with the level of disagreement at the end of the discussion (rs=
−0.26, p= 0.026) and with the IOS after the discussion (rs= 0.34,
p= 0.003).

To test how age, length of relationship, and personality traits
were correlated with the IOS before the discussion (a discrete
variable), we conducted Spearman correlations. There was no
relation between age and the IOS before the discussion. The
observed tendency (rs=−0.25, p= 0.027) was due to four
outliers that were more than 2 standard deviations below the
mean of the IOS after the discussion. Removing these outliers
revealed no significant correlation between age and the IOS
before the discussion (rs=−0.12, p= 0.92). There was a
significant positive relation between the Dyadic Adjustment Scale
score and the IOS before the discussion (rs= 0.34, p= 0.004),
indicating that participants with higher adjustment scores
reported being closer. There was also a significant negative
relation between the active-constructive conflict behaviours and
the IOS before the discussion (rs= 0.25, p= 0.039), as well as a
significant negative relation between the active-constructive
conflict behaviours and the passive-destructive conflict beha-
viours (rs=−0.33, p= 0.005). All other correlations were not
significant (all other rs ≤ 0.09, all other p ≥ 0.45). To test whether
gender had an impact on the outcome variables related to the
conflict discussion (change in positive affect, change in negative
affect, satisfaction with the contents of the discussion, satisfaction
with the process of the discussion, IOS after the discussion, and
level of disagreement at the end of the discussion), we conducted
independent t-tests that revealed no significant difference
between genders (all p ≥ 0.13).

The impact of mediation on couple conflict. The main aim of
this experiment was to test the degree to which mediation can
have an impact on couple conflict as indexed by (i) agreements
obtained on the topic of discussion, (ii) satisfaction with the
contents of the discussion and satisfaction with the process of the
discussion, (iii) the level of disagreement at the end of the dis-
cussion, (iv) the change in positive affect and the change in
negative affect, and (v) the IOS after the discussion.

To assess whether couples in the mediation condition reported
more agreement on the topic of their discussion after the
discussion (binary outcome variable), we computed a chi-square
test. This analysis revealed that couples in the mediation
condition reported more agreements than did couples in the
control condition (χ2 (1)= 8.76, p= 0.006). More specifically, 36
of 38 participants declared that they had reached an agreement in
the mediation condition, whereas 26 of 38 participants did so in
the control condition. Based on the odds ratio, the probability of
reaching an agreement was 1.39 times higher in the mediation
condition than in the control condition.

Regarding the outcome variables that were measured on an
interval level, the calculation of Pearson correlation coefficients
(Alferes and Kenny, 2009) revealed that the change in positive
affect and the change in negative affect (all p ≥ 0.20) were

independent between couple members. However, the IOS before
and the IOS after the discussion were not independent between
couple members (p= 0.010 and p= 0.016, respectively).

We thus conducted a MANOVA with the dependent variables
change in positive affect and change in negative affect and the
between-group variable condition (mediation and control) to test
whether mediation had an impact on the affective state of the
participants. This analysis revealed a significant effect of
mediation on change in positive affect and change in negative
affect (F (2, 71)= 3.47, p= 0.036). As illustrated in Fig. 1,
independent t-tests revealed that, compared with the control
condition, mediation tended to increase positive affect
(t(71)= 1.87, p= 0.069) and to decrease negative affect
(t(71)= 1.67, p= 0.099).

To test whether interpersonal closeness was affected by
mediation versus the control condition, as well as by dyadic
adjustment scores and active-constructive conflict behaviours, we
used an APIM. With the APIM, we examined the effect of one
couple member’s IOS before the discussion on their own reports
of IOS after the discussion (i.e., the actor effect), as well as on the
partner’s reports on the IOS after the discussion (i.e., the partner
effect) (see Table 1 for mean values of the IOS before and after the
discussion). The condition was included in the model as a
between-dyad covariate and treated as a binary variable. The
Dyadic Adjustment Scale and active-constructive conflict beha-
viours were included in the model as well as between-dyad
covariates. There was a significant actor effect both for women
(=0.81, p < 0.001, 95% confidence interval (CI) [0.65, 0.98]) and
for men (=0.81, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.61, 0.01]). However, the
model did not show any partner effect, condition effect, active-
constructive conflict behaviour effect, or Dyadic Adjustment Scale
effect (all p ≥ 0.110). Removing four outliers that were more than
2 standard deviations above or below the mean of the IOS before
the discussion and the IOS after the discussion did not change the
results. As we had hypothesized that mediation would result in
more interpersonal closeness, we tested whether there was a
significant effect of condition on the IOS. We thus conducted
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Fig. 1 Compared with the control condition, mediation tended to increase
positive affect and to decrease negative affect. Bars depict means and
1 standard error of the mean. xp < 0.1.

Table 1 Means and standard deviations of inclusion of other
in the self (IOS) before and after the conflict discussion for
the control and mediation conditions (from 1, very far apart,
to 7, very close).

Mean Control Mediation

IOS before 4.38 (SD= 1.07) 4.39 (SD= 1.02)
IOS after 4.39 (SD= 1.20) 4.64 (SD= 1.10)
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pairwise t-tests that compared the IOS before and after the
discussion in the mediation and control conditions separately. As
shown in Table 1, this analysis revealed that the IOS increased
from before to after the conflict discussion for the mediation
condition (t(37)=−2.92, p= 0.006) but did not change in the
control condition (t(35)=−0.94, p= 0.35). Removing the out-
liers did not change these results.

Regarding satisfaction with the contents of the discussion,
satisfaction with the process of the discussion, and level of
disagreement at the end of the discussion, the calculation of
Pearson correlation coefficients (Alferes and Kenny, 2009)
revealed that these variables were not independent across couple
members (all p ≤ 0.05). To test the impact of mediation on these
three outcome variables, we thus conducted APIM analyses by
using APIM_SEM (Stas et al., 2018). In these models, baseline
variables that correlated with the outcome variables after the
conflict discussion were used as predictor variables. Active-
constructive conflict behaviour was included as a predictor for
satisfaction with the contents of the discussion and satisfaction
with the process of the discussion, and the Dyadic Adjustment
Scale was included as a predictor for the level of disagreement at
the end of the discussion.

First, we tested the impact of mediation and active-constructive
conflict behaviours on satisfaction with the contents of the
discussion by using APIM (see Fig. 2). More specifically, this
model tested the effect of one couple member’s active-
constructive conflict behaviours on their own reports of

satisfaction with the contents of the discussion (i.e., the actor
effect), and on the partner’s satisfaction with the contents of the
discussion (i.e., the partner effect). Condition (mediation or
control) was included in the model as a between-dyad covariate
and treated as a binary variable. There was a significant actor
effect both for women (equal to 0.063, p= 0.045, 95% CI [0,
0.13]) and for men (equal to 0.065, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.03, 0.1]).
The overall actor effect was estimated to be 0.064 (p < 0.001, 95%
CI [0.03, 0.1]). There was a trend in a men-to-women partner
effect (equal to 0.05, p= 0.078, 95% CI [−0.01, 0.11]) and in a
women-to-men partner effect (equal to −0.041, p= 0.051, 95%
CI [−0.08, 0]). Regarding the effect of condition, women in the
mediation condition had on average a value on satisfaction with
the contents of the discussion that was 1.06 points higher than
that of women in the control condition and this difference was
statistically significant (p= 0.02). Men in the mediation condition
had on average a value on satisfaction with the contents of the
discussion that was 1.08 points higher than that of men in the
control condition. This difference was also statistically significant
(p < 0.001).

To test the impact of mediation and active-constructive conflict
behaviours on satisfaction with the process of the discussion, we
used the APIM to examine the effect of one couple member’s
active-constructive conflict behaviour score on their own reports
of satisfaction with the process of the discussion (i.e., the actor
effect) and on the partner’s satisfaction with the process of the
discussion (i.e., the partner effect) (see Fig. 3). Condition

Condition
Satisfaction about 
the Contents - Man

Satisfaction about 
the Contents - Woman

Active-Constructive
Behaviors - Man

Active-Constructive
Behaviors - Woman

.06 *

.05
-.04

.07 ***
1.06 *

1.08 ***

-1.42 

.21

-.41

.11

Fig. 2 Full APIM model: Mediation had a significant effect on satisfaction with the contents of the discussion for both genders. Higher reports of
participants on active-constructive conflict behaviours were related to higher reports of their own reports of satisfaction with the contents of the
discussion. Positive estimates are indicated with green arrows, negative estimates with red arrows. The stronger the effect, the thicker the arrow. The
double-headed arrows between “Active-Constructive Man” and “Active-Constructive Woman”, “Condition” and “Active-Constructive Man”, and
“Condition” and “Active-Constructive Woman” represent the covariance of these pairs of variables. The double-headed arrow between “Satisfaction-
Contents Woman” and “Satisfaction-Contents Man” is the residual non-independence in these outcome scores, which is represented by the covariance
between their corresponding two error terms. ***p < 0.001 and *p < 0.05.

Condition
Satisfaction about 
the Process - Man

Satisfaction about 
the Process - Woman

Active-Constructive
Behaviors - Man

Active-Constructive
Behaviors - Woman

.03

.05
-.02

.11 ***
1.38 *

1.11 *

-1.42 

.21

-.41

.49

Fig. 3 Full APIM model: Mediation had a significant effect on satisfaction with the process of the discussion for both genders. Higher reports of men on
active-constructive conflict behaviours were related to higher reports in their own reports of satisfaction with the process of the discussion. Positive
estimates are indicated with green arrows, negative estimates with red arrows. The stronger the effect, the thicker the arrow. The double-headed arrows
between “Active-Constructive Man” and “Active-Constructive Woman”, “Condition” and “Active-Constructive Man”, and “Condition” and “Active-
Constructive Woman” represent the covariance of these pairs of variables. The double-headed arrow between “Satisfaction-Process Woman” and
“Satisfaction-Process Man” is the residual non-independence in these outcome scores, which is represented by the covariance between their
corresponding two error terms. ***p < 0.001 and *p < 0.05.
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(mediation or control) was included in the model as a between-
dyad covariate and treated as a binary variable. There was no
actor effect for women (p= 0.5), but there was a significant
positive effect for men’s active-constructive conflict behaviours
on men’s satisfaction with the process of the discussion, with a
value of 0.106 (p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.06, 0.15]). The overall actor
effect was equal to 0.068 and was statistically significant
(p= 0.007, 95% CI [0.02, 0.12]). No partner effect was found
(all p ≥ 0.26).

Regarding the effect of condition on satisfaction with the
contents of the discussion, women in the mediation condition
had on average a value on satisfaction with the contents of the
discussion that was 1.38 points higher than that of women in the
control condition and this difference was statistically significant
(p= 0.031). Men in the mediation condition had on average a
value on satisfaction with the contents of the discussion that was
1.11 points higher than that of men in the control condition. This
difference was also statistically significant (p= 0.004).

To test whether in the mediation condition the different
satisfaction outcome variables (satisfaction of the couple
members about the contents of the discussion, satisfaction of
the couple members about the process of the discussion,
satisfaction of the mediator about the contents of the discussion,
satisfaction of the mediator about the process of the discussion)
were interrelated, we conducted Spearman correlations because
all of these variables were not normally distributed. We found a
strong positive correlation between satisfaction of the couple
members with the contents of the discussion and satisfaction of
the couple members with the process of the discussion, (rs= 0.74,
p < 0.001), as well as between satisfaction of the mediator with the
contents of the discussion and satisfaction of the mediator with
the process of the discussion (rs= 0.65, p < 0.001). However, there
were no significant correlations between satisfaction of the couple
members with the contents or process of the discussion, on the
one hand, and satisfaction of the mediator with the contents or
process of the discussion on the other hand (all rs ≤ 0.19 and p ≥
0.26). We also conducted Spearman correlations to test whether
the mediators’ satisfaction with the contents or process of the
discussion were related to any other outcome variable, i.e., change
in positive affect, change in negative affect, and the IOS after the
discussion. We found a positive relation between satisfaction of
the mediator with the contents or process of the discussion on the
one hand, and change in negative affect, on the other (rs= 0.4,
p= 0.013 and rs= 0.35, p= 0.033, respectively). This means that
mediators reported more satisfaction with the contents and
process in couples who reported a greater increase in negative
emotions. Removing the five outliers from the change in negative
affect did not change the results. This exploratory result should be
informed by future research, as it raises the question of the role
that negative emotions play in conflicts (i.e., is it good to openly
address and thus increase negative emotions, or should they be
reduced?).

To test the impact of mediation and the Dyadic Adjustment
Scale score on the level of disagreement at the end of the
discussion, we used the APIM to examine the effect of one couple
member’s Dyadic Adjustment Scale score on their own reports of
level of disagreement at the end of the discussion (i.e., the actor
effect) and on the partner’s level of disagreement at the end of the
discussion (i.e., the partner effect) (see Supplementary Fig. 2).
Condition (mediation or control) was included in the model as a
between-dyad covariate and treated as a binary variable. No actor
effect was found (all p ≥ 0.258). We found a negative effect for
women’s Dyadic Adjustment Scale scores on men’s level of
disagreement at the end of the discussion, with a value of −0.057
(p= 0.022, 95% CI [−0.11, −0.01]), which means that the better
the quality of the relationship reported by the women, the lower

the level of disagreement reported by the men at the end of the
discussion. We did not find any men-to-women partner effect.
The overall partner effect was equal to −0.040 and was
statistically significant (p= 0.014, 95% CI [−0.07, −0.01]). No
effect of condition on the level of disagreement at the end of the
discussion was detected for women or men (all p ≥ 0.22).

Synchronicity of skin conductance response. Previous studies
(Levenson and Gottman, 1983, 1985) have shown a negative
correlation between the average score of two questionnaire-based
measures of the general level of marital satisfaction (Locke and
Wallace, 1959; Burgess et al., 1971) (i.e., unrelated to a conflict
discussion) and a physiological linkage index that combines skin
conductance level, heart rate, pulse transmission time to the
finger, and general somatic activity (an electromechanical trans-
ducer attached to the platform under each subject’s chair detected
its movements) measured during a 15-min discussion between
the couple members on a topic of recurring conflict (Levenson
and Gottman, 1983). In our study, we thus assessed whether
synchronicity of the electrodermal response (EDR, the index of
physiological linkage available in the current experiment) was
related to the Dyadic Adjustment Scale score, which measures the
quality of the relationship by using four subscales (Dyadic Con-
sensus, Dyadic Satisfaction, Dyadic Cohesion, and Affectional
Expression). Since the Pearson correlation of EDR and correlation
between the change in slopes of EDR were not normally dis-
tributed, we conducted Spearman correlations. In contrast to
previous work, a Spearman correlation of the data in the present
study revealed a positive relation between the correlation between
the change in slopes of EDR and the Dyadic Adjustment Scale
(rs= 0.26, p= 0.022). Similarly, a Spearman correlation revealed
a positive relation between the Pearson correlation of EDR and the
Dyadic Satisfaction subscale only (rs= 0.27, p < 0.001, all other
p ≥ 0.3). Moreover, we found a positive relation between the
Pearson correlation of EDR and the closeness of the couple
members, as measured by the IOS before the discussion
(rs= 0.28, p= 0.015) and a trend for a positive relation with the
IOS after the discussion (rs= 0.22, p= 0.053). Removing the
outliers from the IOS before and after the discussion did not
change the results. We did not find any correlation between the
correlation between the change in slopes of EDR and the Dyadic
Adjustment Scale or the IOS after the discussion (all rs ≤ 0.15,
p ≥ 0.18).

As mentioned earlier, other studies (Chanel et al., 2013; Slovák
et al., 2014) showed that electrodermal activity synchrony
(quantified by Pearson correlations) between participants who
had no relationship prior to the experiment was predictive of good
collaborative behaviours and that electrodermal activity synchrony
(quantified by Pearson correlations between the change in slopes)
during a discussion of choice between friends was positively
correlated to emotional engagement behaviours, as observed from
video recordings. However, another study showed that a
physiological linkage index was not correlated with the self-
rating of affect of participants during a video-recall session
(Levenson and Gottman, 1983). In our study, we found a tendency
for a negative relation between the Pearson correlation of EDR and
the change in positive affect (rs=−0.22, p= 0.059), suggesting
that the higher the physiological linkage, the lower the increase in
positive affect, but no relation between the correlation between the
change in slopes of EDR of the electrodermal responses and the
change in positive affect (rs= 0.05, p= 0.66). Regarding the
collaborative behaviours, no correlation was found between
the correlation between the change in slopes of EDR or between
the Pearson correlation of EDR and the active-constructive,
passive-constructive, active-destructive, or passive-destructive
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conflict behaviours scores (all rs ≤ 0.10, all p ≥ 0.25). We also
found no correlation between the correlation between the change
in slopes of the electrodermal responses or between the Pearson
correlation of EDR and the outcome variables change in negative
affect, satisfaction with the contents of the discussion, satisfaction
with the process of the discussion, and level of disagreement at the
end of the discussion (all rs ≤ 0.19, all p ≥ 0.1).

As the present data suggest that electrodermal synchronicity is
related to more satisfaction and closeness in romantic relation-
ships, we also tested whether mediation as opposed to the control
condition had an impact on electrodermal activity synchrony
between participants. We conducted a MANOVA with condition
(mediation or control) as a between-subject variable and the
Pearson correlation and correlation between the change in slopes
as dependent variables. There was no significant effect of
condition on physiological synchrony (V= 0.05, F (2, 73)= 1.98,
p= 0.15).

Discussion
Mediation helps to reduce couple conflict. To test the causal
impact of mediation on conflicts in romantic couples, we con-
ducted a study in which 38 couples were randomly assigned to
discuss a topic of recurrent disagreement, either with or without
the assistance of a mediator and always in the presence of a silent
third party. The present results show that in a conflict discussion
in romantic couples, mediation, but not simple negotiation,
increased satisfaction with the contents and process of the dis-
cussion. Moreover, there were more agreements in mediated
couple conflicts than in non-mediated couple conflicts (36 par-
ticipants declared that they had reached an agreement in the
mediation condition, whereas 26 of 36 participants did so in the
control condition). Furthermore, compared with negotiation,
mediation tended to decrease negative affect and increase positive
affect. By showing for the first time the causal effects of mediation
on couple conflict, the present results extend previous research
and validate mediation as an important tool for resolving dis-
putes. More specifically, we tested the impact of mediation in a
real conflict rather than as a staged conflict (Jameson et al., 2009),
with a longer duration of the interactions than in previously
existing research (Levenson and Gottman, 1985; Driver and
Gottman, 2004; Slovák et al., 2014). We also randomly assigned
romantic couples to mediation, whereas previous studies used
non-random assignments (Jameson et al., 2009), and compared
mediation to direct negotiation, as opposed to comparing it to
litigation (Shaw, 2014) or arbitration (Brett and Barsness, 1996;
Barough et al., 2013).

Firstly, the most interesting result of our study concerns the
significant and positive impact of mediation on satisfaction with
the contents and process of the discussion. Combined with the
tendency of mediation to increase positive affect and decrease
negative affect, this result shows that the use of mediation
improves the quality of the discussion between couple members,
which makes mediation an appealing and emotionally rewarding
conflict resolution process for potential parties, regardless of the
outcome. It may be interesting to further study whether this
impact on satisfaction can create a virtuous circle: if a person is
more satisfied about what they discussed and how they discussed
it during a mediation session, will they be more eager to have
additional sessions or to use mediation again in another
situation? Secondly, the positive actor effect of active-
constructive conflict behaviours on satisfaction with the contents
and process of the discussion and the tendency of a positive
partner effect of active-constructive conflict behaviours on
satisfaction with the contents show that couple members who
are able to display these behaviours will have a discussion of

better quality and may influence each other positively. This effect
is reinforced by the fact that the tendency to use active-
destructive conflict behaviours such as expressing anger and
retaliating is not independent between couple members, which
suggests that couple members who adopt such behaviours
influence each other negatively. Given the beneficial impact of
active-constructive conflict behaviours and the negative impact of
active-destructive conflict behaviours, it may be worthwhile to
test whether these active-constructive conflict behaviours can be
taught in intervention studies.

Regarding the impact of mediation on the perception of
closeness between couple members as measured by the IOS, the
results of our study are not conclusive but may suggest that
mediation could improve interpersonal closeness. Further
research is needed to validate this hypothesis.

Regarding the last outcome variable, the level of disagreement
at the end of the discussion, we also found no effect of mediation.
Further studies are needed to better understand this absence of
effect in comparison with the other outcome variables.

Emotional competence is related to higher relationship quality
and mindfulness is related to more active-constructive and
passive-constructive conflict behaviours. In addition, the pre-
sent study revealed that the self-reported EI, measured by the
total Profile of Emotional Competence score (Brasseur et al.,
2013), was positively related to relationship quality as measured
by the total Dyadic Adjustment Scale score. This confirms pre-
vious research, which showed that participants with higher EI
scores had higher scores of close and affectionate relationships
(Schutte et al., 2001). However, we found that, contrary to pre-
vious results (Barnes et al., 2007; Wachs and Cordova, 2007;
Forster, 2017) the total Dyadic Adjustment Scale score was not
correlated with the total mindfulness score. This discrepancy
might be related to the use of a different measure of mindfulness,
namely the Mindful Attention Awareness Scale (Brown and Ryan,
2003), in previous studies (Barnes et al., 2007; Wachs and Cor-
dova, 2007; Forster, 2017). Further studies are needed to better
understand the relation between mindfulness and the Dyadic
Adjustment Scale score.

We also found that the higher the dispositional mindfulness,
the higher the preference to use active-constructive conflict
behaviours (perspective-taking, creating options, expressing
emotions) and passive-constructive conflict behaviours (reflective
thinking, delay responding, and adapting). This is consistent with
a previous study that showed that higher levels of self-compassion
are correlated with an attitude of compromise in conflict
situations (Yarnell and Neff, 2013). It will be interesting in future
studies to further investigate the relationships identified between
EI and the quality of the couple relationship on one the hand, and
mindfulness and conflict behaviours on the other.

Synchrony in electrodermal activity is related to closeness and
change in positive affect. For the two electrodermal activity
synchrony indices, we could not identify any impact of media-
tion. However, we could identify a positive relation between one
of our two physiological indices, the Pearson correlation of EDR,
and the IOS before the discussion. We also found a tendency for a
positive relation between the same Pearson correlation of EDR
and the IOS after the discussion. We did not find any relation
between our second index, the correlation between the change in
slopes of EDR and the IOS before or after the discussion. In
further research, it would be interesting to explore what might
influence this relation positively or negatively. We could also
identify a tendency for a negative relation between the Pearson
correlation of EDR and change in positive affect. A previous study
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about the relation between the physiological linkage of couple
members and its affect in the context of a conflictual discussion
(Levenson and Gottman, 1983) showed that the physiological
linkage of couple members was not correlated to the continuous
self-rating of affect by participants during video recall. The self-
rating was done during the recall by moving a dial between 0,
meaning “very negative”, to 9, meaning “very positive”. However,
such self-rating of affect is not similar to the change between the
pre-test and post-test self-rating of affect that we used. Further
research should be conducted to better understand the relation-
ship between physiological linkage and the closeness of the couple
members on the one hand, and positive affect on the other. In
particular, it could be interesting to extend our methods and, as
done previously (Levenson and Gottman, 1983), study the rela-
tionship between continuous self-rating of video recall and phy-
siological indices.

We found that the correlation between the change in slopes of
EDR was positively related to the total score on the Dyadic
Adjustment Scale and that the Pearson correlation was also
positively related to the Dyadic Satisfaction subscale. These results
are inconsistent with data obtained in previous research (Levenson
and Gottman, 1983), which showed that the physiological linkage
of couple members was negatively related to marital satisfaction.
Our data support the view that physiological linkage is a sign of a
positive and constructive social interaction in general (Chanel
et al., 2013; Slovák et al., 2014), as physiological linkage was
related to more interpersonal closeness before the conflict and had
a tendency to also be related to more interpersonal closeness after
the conflict. There were no differences in electrodermal activity
synchrony between the mediated and non-mediated condition.
Furthermore, there were no overall effects of conflict on
electrodermal activity synchrony. The present data thus suggest
that electrodermal activity synchrony may not be the best
biological marker of arousal states in couple conflicts. Notably,
our study used electrodermal activity only to identify the level of
physiological linkage, whereas previous studies also included the
synchrony of the heartbeat or of facial expressions (Levenson and
Gottman, 1983; Slovák et al., 2014). In future studies, a worthwhile
endeavour may be to include not only heartbeat or facial
expressions in the calculation of physiological linkage indices,
but also brain responses to seeing one’s romantic partner (Rafi
et al., 2020). It may also be useful to apply other methods
presented in recent studies, such as non-linear models or temporal
interpersonal emotion systems (Guastello et al., 2006 and Butler,
2011, respectively). Examining the effect of empathy could be of
value, since several studies (Levenson and Ruef, 1992; Guastello
et al., 2006; Marci et al., 2007; Soto and Levenson, 2009) have
shown that physiological linkage is related to higher empathy.
Moreover, it may be interesting to study the influence of stress
levels of couple members by measuring cortisol levels (Ditzen
et al., 2009, 2011, 2012; Saxbe and Repetti, 2010; Laurent et al.,
2013). Notably, in our study, the average duration of the
discussions in both conditions was significantly longer than that
in previous research (Levenson and Gottman, 1983) (around
50min compared with 15min), which could explain the difference
in physiological linkage results between our results and those from
previous research (Levenson and Gottman, 1983). Furthermore,
our findings may be limited by artefacts because of the movements
of the participants and the fact that we calculated indices of
physiological linkage on a complete discussion, whereas it is
possible that some linkage may exist during highly empathic
phases of the discussion and not during others.

Mediation is an efficient tool for dispute resolution. By
showing the benefits of mediation on couple conflicts in a

randomized controlled trial, the present results suggest that the
use of mediation should be reinforced as a form of cost-efficient
dispute management. In other words, the present findings can
increase the incentive for policy makers, judges, legal systems, and
parties in conflict to support or engage in mediation. Future work
is needed to establish which forms of dispute resolution (e.g.,
couple therapy, counselling (Gottman, 1999), conflict coaching
(Brinkert, 2016), self-distancing training (Kross and Ayduk,
2008), third-party perspective training (Finkel et al., 2013), or
compassion training (Klimecki, 2019)) are most efficient in par-
ticular conflict settings (e.g., interpersonal or intergroup conflicts,
phases of low or high conflict; Klimecki, 2019).

Helping users make better informed decisions when choosing a
form of dispute resolution. Beyond showing the beneficial
impact of mediation on couple conflict, our results further suggest
that a protocol can be used to compare the effectiveness of var-
ious forms of dispute resolution by measuring the following five
variables: (i) agreements obtained on the topic of discussion, (ii)
satisfaction with the contents of the discussion and satisfaction
with the process of the discussion, (iii) level of disagreement at
the end of the discussion, (iv) change in positive affect and change
in negative affect, and (v) IOS after the discussion. Extending the
use of such a protocol could contribute to the emergence of sci-
entifically valid standards of practice that would help users make
more informed decisions when choosing the form of dispute
prevention or resolution intervention that is best suited to their
situation, e.g., the nature and degree of their conflict and their
personality traits. These forms of dispute prevention or inter-
vention could include, beyond simple negotiation or legal pro-
ceedings, mediation, as well as self-distancing training (Kross and
Ayduk, 2008), third-party perspective training (Finkel et al.,
2013), compassion training (Klimecki, 2019), therapy or coun-
selling (Gottman, 1999), or conflict coaching (Brinkert, 2016).

Limitations and ideas for future study. Although this study
shows the beneficial effect of mediation on couple conflict and
thus has important implications for conflict resolution, it also has
some limitations. For the control condition, we chose to have a
silent-third party in the room, in order to test as conservatively as
possible whether the mere presence of another person made a
difference or whether it was actually the intervention of the
mediator per se. In addition, our aim was to provide couples with
an environment where a trained mediator could intervene, should
the conflict get too heated. This happened in one case, where the
silent mediator had to stop the discussion and proceed with a
mediation. Furthermore, couples in the control condition were
provided with instructions that may have helped them to have a
more effective conversation. Although our control condition thus
does not represent couples’ discussions as they most likely hap-
pen at home, our conditions allow to test the impact of a med-
iator in a very rigorous and conservative way that controls for the
presence of a third party and for the instructions given to
structure the session. The instructions in the control condition
were given to participants and were minimal in order to keep the
conversation as natural as possible (see Supplementary Note 1).
The instructions in the mediation condition were given to the
mediator (see Supplementary Note 2).

On average, the mediated discussions were probably not
sufficiently long for the mediation to be transformative (Folger
and Bush, 1996) and to have more impact on the level of
disagreement at the end of the discussion and on the IOS. In
practice, it is common to resolve couple conflicts in several
mediation sessions (Folger and Bush, 1996) and to openly discuss
emotions during these sessions to achieve a sustainable resolution
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of the conflict at hand, which we did not specifically instruct our
participants to do in either of the two conditions (Folger and
Bush, 1996; Bodtker and Jameson, 2001; Jameson et al. 2009). In
future research, it will be interesting to study longer interventions
over multiple sessions and to examine in more detail the
psychological mechanisms of mediation. More specifically, future
studies that investigate the dynamic interplay between emotional
expressions, body language, and a mediator’s speech and the
involved parties could explore which interventions of a mediator
are most beneficial for promoting conflict resolution. Moreover, it
may be of interest to test the psychological mechanisms (such as
self-distancing, emotion regulation, perspective taking, changes in
social emotions) through which the beneficial impact of
mediation is achieved, as well as the impact of the different
styles of mediation (facilitative, evaluative, transformative), the
impact of longer mediations, and the situations in which different
types of conflict interventions work best (e.g., Klimecki, 2019).
One of the most important questions for future research will be to
test the impact of mediation in couples with very high levels of
conflict. Another promising avenue would be to study how
training that is focused on developing the ability to use active-
constructive and passive-constructive conflict behaviours could
influence the outcomes of conflict resolution sessions, as
measured with the outcome variables used in our research. We
did not find any correlation between satisfaction with the
contents and the process of the couple members, and satisfaction
with the contents and the process of the mediators; further study
is needed to understand this absence of correlation.

Mediation tended to increase positive affect and decrease
negative affect of the couple members. Further analysis of the
audio and video recordings of the discussions could investigate
how the mediators’ behaviors influence the dynamics of the
discussion. Further longitudinal research could also show whether
this tendency to improve positive and negative affect is
sustainable and whether it positively conditions the couple
members to have less conflictual discussions in the hours or days
following the mediation session.

Further longitudinal research could also test how long the
impact of mediation on the existence of an agreement at the end
of the discussion (measured by “yes” or “no”) lasts and whether a
follow-up mediation session could further improve the perception
of an agreement.

Considering that there was an actor and partner effect of
active-constructive conflict behaviours on satisfaction with the
contents of the discussion, a valuable approach may be to test
whether people who have been trained, prior to a mediation
session, to use constructive behaviours when discussing difficult
topics, such as perspective-taking and expressing emotions,
achieve better outcomes than a control group does and how
those people mutually influence each other depending on the
behaviour that they display.

More research is needed to evaluate the impact of mediation
on psychological linkage and whether and how this linkage can
inform the parties in mediation, and the mediator, about the
progress of the discussion towards a positively viewed outcome.
Additional research is also needed to evaluate the impact of
different styles and forms of mediation interventions (e.g.,
facilitative as opposed to transformative), as well as the impact
of mediation on the five outcome variables at the different
phases of a conflict resolution session. Of particular interest will
be to further study the relation between the mediator’s
evaluations and the participants’ evaluations, since, for
example, the satisfaction of the mediator and that of the
participants were not correlated. Furthermore, we found that
the higher the increase in negative affect of the parties, the higher
the satisfaction of the mediator, which is counterintuitive, but may

point to the importance of addressing negative emotions in
conflicts.

In addition to the collection of skin conductance data, the
discussions of the participants were videotaped. The emotional
expressions (face, speech, gestures) from these videos are
currently being analysed with automated software and elaborate
manual coding by using the specific affect coding system (Coan
and Gottman, 2007). This could be extended further by studying
how the availability of real-time predictive data about the
emotional arousal of the parties might help reach better
outcomes. Future studies with randomized assignments to
intervention groups and real conflicts should test how far the
beneficial effects of mediation and other forms of dispute
resolution can be extended to other conflict settings, such as
business conflicts, workplace conflicts, intergroup conflicts, and
intractable international conflicts by using the protocol of the
present study.

Conclusion
The present data suggest that, compared with negotiation, med-
iation is a powerful intervention strategy for conflict resolution in
romantic couples and has a positive impact on satisfaction with
the contents and process of the discussion and the probability of
reaching an agreement. Our data also show promising effects of
mediation on positive and negative affects. Although this study
focused on mediation in romantic couples, its results could also
be of interest for disputes in the workplace or business conflicts.

Data availability
The datasets analysed during the current study are available in the
Dataverse repository: https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/SVXIPH. The
data sets generated and/or analysed in the current study are
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