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CONFLICT & DISPUTE RESOLUTION: Conflict, Escalation & Problem Solving

Sources of Conflict
Relative deprivation,
Scarcity,
Rapidly expanding achievement,
Zero-sum thinking,
Ambiguity about relative power,
Invidious comparisons,
Status inconsistency,
Distrust,
The security dilemma, and
Lack of normative consensus.

Conflict
Perceived divergence of interests 
or incompatible aspirations.

Conflict Size
The apparent extent of the 
divergence of interests or 
aspirations, and the apparent 
ease with which the conflict can 
be resolved.

How to respond to the problem

Strategic Choice
The choice of strategy for dealing 
with the conflict.

Factors Influencing 
Conflict Size
Lack of promising mutually 
satisfactory alternatives,
High aspirations, and
Rigid aspirations.

Conditions Influencing 
Strategic Choice
Self-concern,
Other-concern,
Perceived common ground 
(PCG),
Trust,
Worry about conflict spirals,
Image loss,
Position loss,
Information loss,
Reputation,
Perceived power (BATNA),
Perceived contrapower (their 
BATNA),
Time pressure & deadlines,
Other-blame,
Self-blame, and
Mutual-blame.

How the problem exacerbates and 
persists

Imposed Settlement
A powerful third party enters 
and enforces its own outcome.

Avoiding
Fail to deal with the conflict, 
either through inaction or 
withdrawing.

Yielding
Lowering one’s aspirations and 
giving them the outcome they 
want.

Escalation
An increase in the intensity of 
the conflict as a whole.

How the problem is solved

Conflict Style
The way a person most 
commonly deals with conflict.

Perceived Stalemate
Where one believes it cannot 
further escalate at an acceptable 
cost or risk.

Negotiation
Problem solving by means of a 
verbal exchange between the 
parties.

Mediation
Problem solving assisted by a 
third party.

Unilateral Advantage
Taking advantage of the 
situation in order to get one’s 
own preferred outcome.

Overwhelming Them
Successfully influencing or 
compelling them to yield and 
accept one’s own preferred 
outcome.

Contending
Trying to impose one’s own 
preferred outcome on them.

Structural Changes
Persistent changes that 
encourage the parties to adopt 
heavier tactics:
Blame,
Anger,
Fear,
Image threats,
Hostile attitudes and 
perceptions,
Hostile goals,
Group polarization,
Contentious group goals,
Runaway norms,
Group solidarity,
Militant leaders,
Militant subgroups, and
Community polarization.

Transformations
Light → heavy tactics,
Small → large focus,
Specific → general issues,
Goals shift from doing well → 
winning → hurting them,
Few → many people, and
Flexible → firm in aspirations.

Integrative Solution
A mutually satisfactory outcome 
meeting the legitimate interests 
and aspirations of all parties.

Optimism
Expectation of a successful 
outcome through problem 
solving.

Contentious Tactics
Ingratiation,
Promises & recommendations,
Persuasive argumentation,
Shaming,
Nonviolent resistance,
Tit-for-tat,
Threats & warnings,
Coercive commitments, and
Violence.Factors Encouraging 

Rigid Aspirations
Either-or options,
Fundamental interests,
Important principles, and
Entitlement claims.

Problem Solving
Seeking a mutually satisfactory 
alternative, an alternative 
meeting the legitimate interests 
and aspirations of all parties.


