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Abstract
This study uses the relational dialectics’ theory (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996) on two different relational pairs: a long-distance romantic couple (subjects A and B) and a married couple (subjects C and D). This study took place to understand how they navigate their relationship. The research focuses on the three relational dialectics of integration, certainty, and expression, both in internal and external contexts. Through interviews, the study examines how each couple manages the balance between all the relational dialects including integration, certainty, and expression. My findings reveal that the long-distance couple leans toward autonomy, predictability, and openness, while the married couple has stronger connection, spontaneity, and selectiveness in sharing with others. With differences aside, both couples maintain a traditional relationship and household structure with defined roles and shared values. The study concludes that relational dialectics vary based on factors such as proximity and relationship length emphasizing the nature of interpersonal relationships.

Introduction
	The relational dialects theory (Baxter, L.A. & Montgomery, B.M. (1996)) was developed as an interpretive method for understanding interpersonal relationships. This theory is based on two main assumptions. These assumptions include that relationships are not linear like the stairstep model (Knapp M.L. & Vangelisti, A.L. (2008)) but rather are characterized by swinging between contradictory and relational needs. The other assumption is that relational life is a constantly changing process. There are six primary areas of contradiction in relationships; these areas include integration, certainty, and expression, all in internal and external contexts. All the dialects in internal and external aspects are crucial to creating a well-balanced and strong relationship. 
The relational dialects theory focuses on integration, certainty, and expression in internal and external forms. The integration internal dialectic is a scale of connection and autonomy; this scale is based on the simultaneous desires of a couple to be independent of one another and to be a unit. The connection side of this dialect states that a couple is highly connected and close; this couple may also participate in a lot of “we” talk. If the couple is more focused on being individuals in a relationship and focuses more on “me” talk, they are on the autonomy side of the integration internal dialects scale. The integration external dialect is the conflict between inclusion and seclusion; this dialect is focused on the amount of connection the couple has to the community. If the couple keeps a strong connection to the outside social network, they are on the inclusion side of the dialect; however, if they are on the seclusion side of the dialect, they are more detached from the community. The certainty internal dialect is a conflict between predictability and novelty. In this dialect there is a contrast between the comfort of stability and the excitement of change. The predictability side includes routine relationships while the novelty side includes more spontaneous relationships. The certainty external dialect is focused on the conflict between conventionality or uniqueness in a relationship. This dialect is based on the couple views themselves in relation to accepted cultural norms. If a couple chooses to conform to cultures accepted relational norms, they are on the conventional side; if a couple is more unique in terms of cultural norms they are on the unique side. The expression internal, including openness and closeness, is the conflict in desires to be open and honest with partners but also remaining closed and protected. The openness side of this dialect is a relationship where both partners remain open and vulnerable. The closedness side includes couples who carefully choose which information to share with one another.  The expression external is a conflict between revelation and concealment. This dialect is a conflict between what is kept between partners and what is made visible to others. Couples who participate in the revelation side are open about the nature of their relationship while couples on the concealment side are selective about what others see.
The integration, certainty, and expression dialectics involving internal and external aspects may vary. It is important to note that different relationships may be at different levels in each dialect. For example, when looking at the integration external dialect, a relationship may not be completely on the inclusion side or entirely on the seclusion side but may lie somewhere in the middle. Internal aspects are more focused on the couple emotionally and personally while external aspects are more focused on broader social contexts. Internal and external integration, internal and external certainty, and internal and external expression play a key role in building a strong relationship. These variations in the relational dialects (Baxter, L.A. & Montgomery, B.M. (1996)) will guide my research and help to identify the differences in relationships in different levels of the stairstep model (Knapp M.L. & Vangelisti, A.L. (2008)). Both the stairstep model (Knapp M.L. & Vangelisti, A.L. (2008)) and the relational dialects theory (Baxter, L.A. & Montgomery, B.M. (1996)) will guide the research. 
Method
	In depth interviews were conducted between two different relational pairs to compare how the individuals construct meanings about their relationships. The first relational pair I interviewed was a short term, long distance romantic relationship (subject A & B). This relational couple has been pursuing a romantic relationship with each other for two years and are very comfortable with one another; this relationship also has always remained long distance. On the stairstep model (Knapp M.L. & Vangelisti, A.L. (2008)) this couple lies in the integration stage. They are becoming long term romantic partners, self-disclosure occurs at high levels, formal signifiers of a relationship have been made, and they have begun to breach the core (Altman, I. & Taylor, D. (1973)). The second relational pair I interviewed was a married couple (subject C & D); this couple has been married for longer than ten years. On the stairstep model (Knapp M.L. & Vangelisti, A.L. (2008)) this couple lies in the bonding stage. This couple is married so they have the highest formal level of bonding; they have a clear expectation of commitment and dependency on the relationship, and they have clear and honest communication and self-disclosure. These two relational pairs remain in the same ethnicity; however, they differ in their economic status, physical distance, and length of the relationship. The differences in the two relational pairs have allowed valid comparisons to occur. 
Findings
	To start, the relational pairs were asked basic questions to obtain the background information of their relationships. The first couple (subject A and B) met through family friends. Initially they were both attracted to each other mainly due to physical features. Both subject A and B were physically attracted to each other, but (subject A) also found subject B’s personality drew them together. The married couple (subject C and D) were originally just friends, meeting on the social media “MySpace” but developed a romantic relationship over time. Subject C was immediately drawn to subject A; however, subject D initially did not see the relationship progressing. Both relationships’ best memories together include going on vacations. The relational pairs were similar in background but also have notable differences.
Integration
	The integration internal dialectic is focused on the tension between connection and individuality in relationships; the relational pairs were each asked questions regarding their integration dialectics. Due to long distance, couple A and B can maintain personal interests and personal friends. When they do get time together, they spend time engaging in “parallel play” where they can both do their own thing while remaining in proximity. When they are apart, they communicate through social media, text, and phone very frequently; they communicate virtually with each other in each chance they get throughout the day. When they both have a day off, they tend to spend quality one on one time together. Due to the long distance, this relational pair is not able to spend as much time together as they would like so when they get the opportunity, it is important to them to spend their time alone. They also have mostly “my” friends due to the distance, but they will introduce any personal friends if necessary. The other relational pair, couple C and D, can integrate both of their interests. When they are both given a day off, they integrate the tasks they would like to get done. When apart, the married couple only communicate virtually once a day, or as needed. This relational pair has a combination of “my” friends and “our” friends; however, they would not consider any of their friends to be very close and rather just acquaintances. The major differences between the two relational pairs make an interesting conclusion to be drawn. 
Certainty
	The certainty dialectic is focused on the conflict between stability, uniqueness, and change in relationships; both relational pairs were asked questions to get an idea of their certainty relational dialect. Couple A and B are more of a routine couple, carefully planning each hangout they have together. The distance between subject A and B makes it hard for them to be as spontaneous as they would like to be. Over time, this couple has just gotten to know each other on a deeper level. Couple A and B currently do not live together. However, when they do, they are firm believers in traditional households. For example, subject A will do the “male chores” such as mowing the lawn and taking out the trash; subject B will do the laundry, do the dishes, and make dinner. The core values subject A and B share include strong Christian values. Due to their Christian beliefs, they are also “people lovers” and are supporters of equality together. The biggest core value couple A and B share are their Christian values. They believe their love and their strong Christian values make them unique as a couple. In contrast, the married couple (subject C and D) are a very spontaneous couple, due to their current employment situation, they can engage in any last-minute activities they want. The married couple has a mix of routine and spontaneous time together, as their day to day is routine but they are also able to make last minute travel or other plans. Over time, their relationship has just become second nature to them; they have integrated their lives more and more as their relationship progressed. The married couple (subject C and D) consider themselves to be a traditional household, dividing up house chores and finance accordingly. Subject C is mostly in control of the finances and vehicle maintenance; subject D is responsible for laundry, cooking, cleaning, and so on. The core values they share include those of the traditional relationship as well as integrity and honesty. With that being said, subject C gives a majority of the gifts and pays for a majority of the relationship. As a couple, they believe they are unique in their ability to go on trips together, including past last-minute trips. In conclusion, both relational pairs favor a traditional style relationship.
Expression
	The expression dialectic is focused on the relational pairs need for privacy but also their openness about the relationship; both couples were asked questions to help give an idea about the expression dialectic. The first couple, including subject A and B, were open with each other from the beginning of their relationship. They believe that there are still things they need to learn from each other, but they are willing to share any information the other wants to know. In the beginning of their relationship, subject A shared that they would give subject B a small detail about their personal life and if they received a good response they would share more. Their biggest fear as a relational pair is that they will lose each other. In addition, this couple shares fears that their relationship will become routine and lose its “spark”. The relational pair A and B do not share much information about their relationship with others or online, however, they do when they find necessary. They would confront each other about a conflict at the time it happens, even if it is in a public place. They are extremely comfortable with public displays of affection. On the other hand, the married couple (subject C and D) took a bit of time to reveal personal information to each other. However, they are open with each other so if something needs to be answered, it is without hesitation. At this stage in their life and their relationship, subjects C and D biggest fear in their relationship is the death of one another. Subject D is confident with going to others about advice in relationships while subject C does not talk about their relationship with others. If problems arise, they tend to wait until they are alone to confront said issues. Subject C is comfortable with public displays of affection; however, subject D is not. All in all, both relational pairs share similar views on the privacy of their relationship but also share things when needed.
Discussion
	Both relational pairs shared some differences and similarities. The integration dialectic differed significantly between the relational pairs but also had some similarities. The relationship between subjects A and B was more of an individualistic focused couple while the married couple (subjects C and D) was more of a connected relationship. Subjects C and D tend to have more of an integrated relationship, emphasizing “we” talk and sharing friends. However, it is important to take notice that the proximity of relationships is a factor in this dialectic. The relational pair involving subjects A and B remains on the autonomy and inclusion sides of the integration internal and external scales while the married couple is the opposite. The certainty dialectic had major differences between the two relational pairs. The relationship between subjects A and B tends to be a predictable, routine and carefully planned relationship. The married couple (subjects C and D) are more spontaneous, as their connection is based on the ability to have a unique relationship. In terms of the certainty internal dialectic, there are differences. The relationship between subjects A and B is more on the predictability side while the married couple (subjects C and D) lies on the novelty side. However, both relational pairs had strong feelings toward a traditional relationship and household, and separating their responsibilities that way; I believe both relationships are on the conventional side of the certainty external scale. When focusing on the expression internal and external dialectic, the two couples differed. Both relational pairs do not feel like they had a hard time opening up to the other person and are not hiding anything; this leads to the conclusion that both relational pairs have openness in terms of the certainty internal. However, the relationship with subject A and B are more revealing about the nature of their relationship while the married couple, including subjects C and D, are more selective about what others see, placing them in the concealment side of the expression external relational dialectic.  The two relational pairs had differences mainly due to the length of the relationship and proximity to each other. 
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Appendix
Interview Questions Used
General Questions
How did you meet?
What were your first impressions of each other?
What originally attracted you to each other?
What have been the most memorable experiences in your relationship?
Integration 
How do you mange having individual interests while being in a relationship?
What do you do when you both have a day off?
When apart, how often do you communicate over the phone, text, social media?
How do you describe your friend groups- do you have “my” friends or “our” friends or some mix of the two?
Certainty 
Describe the last time you did something purely spontaneous as a couple?
How structure or routine is your time together? Do you make plans?
How do you think your relationship has changed over time?
How do you divide up various duties (finances, house chores, etc.)?
What are the core values you both may share?
How often do you give each other gifts? Who gives more gifts?
What do you think is unique about you as a couple?
Expression
How long did it take you to open up/ reveal personal information with each other?
How often do you talk about your future. 
What is your biggest fear as a couple?
Who would you go to for advice about your relationship and why?
What kind of information or posts do you share about your relationship on social media?
If there is a problem, would you wait until you are alone to address it or address it in public?
How comfortable are you being affectionate in front of other people?
