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Many of the impressive advances in our understanding of conflict and negotiation dynamics in the last twenty years have been generated from a perspective that characterizes the parties in a conflict as strategic actors who, with some exceptions, rationally aim to advance their own interests.  A conflict arises, from this perspective, when the parties face at least partially incompatible interests.  A number of researchers (Bartunek, Kolb, & Lewicki, 1992; Greenhalgh & Chapman, 1995; Barry & Oliver, 1996; Kolb & Putnam, 1992; Pruitt & Carnevale, 1993; Thomas, 1992) have observed that the dominance of this strategic, rational perspective in conflict research has generated a body of knowledge that depicts conflict in unrealistically dispassionate terms.  In his recent review of the burgeoning conflict literature, Thomas (1992: 702) concludes, “It seems ironic that conflict, which is among the most emotion-arousing of phenomena, has been predominantly studied as though those emotions had no bearing on it.”

Although the strategic, rational perspective has neglected emotion, it can actually be drawn upon to identify an important role for emotion in conflict and negotiation situations.  The analytic perspective identifies and explores a fundamental dilemma faced by all negotiators, indeed, faced by all parties in mixed-motive interdependent relationships.  Specifically, cooperative moves to create value are often at odds with competitive moves to claim value (Lax & Sebenius, 1986).  Axelrod’s (1984) research suggests that parties can best manage this dilemma by following a tit-for-tat strategy.  Axelrod concludes that one of the keys to this strategy’s success is that it makes one “provocable” in that it calls for one to reciprocate another party’s competitive move with a competitive move of one’s own.  Conducted within the analytic framework of game theory, Axelrod’s research says little about the psychology of the human actors who actually perceive and respond to a competitive or harmful move by the other party.  

Just prior to the ascendancy of the strategic, rational perspective, Thomas and Pondy (1977) proposed a model of the psychological process by which parties perceive and respond to harmful behavior by another party.  They suggested that it is maladaptive to retaliate simply because another party has acted competitively or harmfully.  Rather, the adversely affected party has to distinguish between the harmful actions that were intentional and those that were not.  Retaliatory behavior is presumably aimed at deterring future harmful behavior.  If the harmful action is unintentional there is little use in retaliating since the prior behavior does not indicate an intention to act in a similarly harmful way in the future.  If the harmful behavior is intentional, on the other hand, the retaliatory behavior might serve to deter any intentions to repeat the behavior in the future.  Thomas and Pondy further suggested that distinguishing between intended and unintended harmful actions resulted in different emotional reactions.  If the harmed party perceives that the harm doer’s behavior was intentional, the harmed party would feel negative emotion toward the harm doer, but would not feel this emotion if the harmed party thought the behavior unintentional.  This negative emotion, Thomas and Pondy suggested, provides the motivation that elicits the retaliatory behavior in cases where the behavior is perceived to be intended.  

A few years later, Felstiner, Abel, and Sarat (1980-81) proposed a similar model.  Perhaps because they focused on explaining the development of legal disputes, their work received less attention in the organizational literature even as it became a landmark work in the sociology of legal disputes.  Felstiner et al. argued that several transformations had to occur before an aggrieved party would file a lawsuit in response to another party’s harmful actions.  First, they argued, one party must perceive that it had been harmed by another party, a process they called naming.  Second, the harmed party must perceive the actor to be responsible for the harmful action, the process of blaming.  Third, the harmed party must petition for redress, referred to as the process of claiming.  

Both Thomas and Pondy (1977) and Felstiner, Abel, and Sarat (1980-81) suggested that social psychological research in attribution theory provided the greatest insights into the processes by which disputants attribute intent or blame, respectively.  In the same special issue of Law and Society Review in which Felstiner et al.’s article appeared, Coates and Penrod (1980-81) reviewed social psychological research that could illuminate the transformation processes Felstiner et al. had identified.  They concluded, “Of all the theories mentioned here, attribution theory is probably the most directly applicable to dispute development” (p. 659).  Coates and Penrod further observed, “The particular attributional model most frequently used to explain the relationship between perceived causes and subsequent actions was developed by Weiner and his colleagues” (p. 659-660). 

Theoretical and empirical advances since these early articles have made attribution theory an even more useful framework for understanding how human actors psychologically perceive and respond to another party’s harmful behavior.  In particular, as Thomas (1992) recently suggested, cognitive appraisal theories of emotion (e.g., Averill, 1982;  Roseman, Spindel, & Jose, 1990; Smith & Lazarus, 1993; Weiner, 1995), which have drawn heavily on attribution research (e.g., Weiner, 1986), offer promising frameworks for understanding the role of blame and emotion in conflict.  In the next section of this chapter, I review developments in attribution and cognitive appraisal research that have occurred in the last twenty years.  I also review a number of studies that my colleagues and I have conducted, in addition to studies conducted by Bies, Tripp, and their colleagues, and studies on reactions to unjust treatment that confirm the usefulness of these developments for understanding conflict.  The purpose of this section is to identify psychological processes, including emotions, by which human actors execute something akin to Axelrod’s (1984) tit-for-tat strategy for dealing with the dilemma between cooperative moves to create value and competitive moves to claim value.  In the third section of the chapter, I review research on attributional biases that indicate important shortcomings in the psychological processes identified.  The attributional bias research highlights the fact that two parties in a conflict frequently experience biases in opposite directions from one another.  This research thus suggests the need to have an interactive model of emotion in conflict that takes into account response/counter-response dynamics.  In the fourth section of the chapter, I propose an interactive model for a particular form of conflict that is distinctly emotion-driven and destructive.  I further argue that this research can characterize the on-going relationships in which such conflicts occur.  In the final section of the chapter, I discuss the implications of this line of argument for studying and managing conflict.

Attribution and Cognitive Appraisal Theory Perspectives on Conflict


Early attribution research (Heider, 1958; Jones & Davis, 1965; Kelley, 1967) focused chiefly on the locus dimension of attributions—whether a behavior was attributed to causes internal or external to a person.  Accordingly, attributional frameworks applied to conflict also tended to focus on the locus dimension.  Coates and Penrod (1980-81) suggested that adversely affected parties who attributed the harm they suffered to themselves (internal attribution) were less likely to seek redress than parties who attributed the harm to something other than themselves (external attribution).  For example, a consumer who attributed his or her dissatisfaction with a purchase to themselves (e.g., “I didn’t spend enough time looking around”) would be less likely to seek redress than a consumer who attributed that dissatisfaction to an external cause (e.g., “The salesperson lied to me”).  


Coates and Penrod (1980-81) could have more productively applied attribution theory, as it was developed at the time that they were writing, to conflict in one important respect.  The most relevant attributional question focuses not on the victim of the harm, but on the harm doer.  In other words, the most important attributional question the victim of the harm will ask is if the cause of that harmful behavior was internal or external to the harm doer, not whether the cause was internal or external to him or herself (Weiner, 1986, 1995).  

Three developments in attribution research in the last twenty years further enhance the usefulness of attribution theory for understanding the development of conflict.  First, the relevant attributional questions focus not only on whether the cause of the harm doer’s behavior was internal or external to the harm doer, but also whether the harm doer was or was not responsible for the harmful action.  According to Weiner (1995), locus attributions are insufficient predictors of responses because some attributions that are internal to the harm doer are uncontrollable by him or her.  For example, a driver’s response to being rear-ended by another driver would be very different if the cause of the accident was the other driver’s heart attack rather than that driver’s inattention and recklessness.  Both causes can be viewed as internal to the other driver, but the stroke is much less controllable by the other driver than inattentive and reckless driving is.  Only when the cause of a behavior is both internal to and controllable by a person is that person held responsible for the behavior.

Second, research in the last twenty years indicates that the judgment of how responsible the other party is for a harmful action has important implications for behavior because of the anger it arouses.  Weiner (1986, 1995) and other cognitive appraisal theorists of emotion (e.g., Averill, 1982;  Roseman, Spindel, & Jose, 1990; Smith & Lazarus, 1993) have provided compelling evidence in recent years that the more responsible the harmed party holds the harm doer, the more angry the harmed party becomes.  The evidence suggests that anger, in turn, elicits behavior aimed at punishing or retaliating against the harm doer.

My colleagues and I (Allred, 1995; Allred, Chiongbian, and Parlamis, 1998) have conducted several studies that draw on these developments in attribution research and cognitive appraisal theories of emotion.  I initially conducted a study that emphasized inductive methods that would allow me to detect factors and relationships that were not anticipated by existing attributional and cognitive appraisal research (Allred, 1995).  Questionnaires were distributed to 155 managers enrolled in a management course in the fully employed MBA program at UCLA.  Managers completed a questionnaire that asked them to recall two incidents in which someone at work “did something that had a strong negative effect” on them.  In the high responsibility condition, participants recalled one incident in which the other person was responsible for his or her negative behavior.  In the low responsibility condition, they recalled one incident in which the other person was not responsible for his or her negative behavior.  After describing the situation, managers were asked a number of open-ended and scaled items relevant to the variables of interest.

Anger was clearly the dominant emotional reaction.   Over two-thirds of the managers identified anger as one of the three strongest emotions they felt in response to another party’s harmful behavior.  Frustration and betrayal came in a very distant second and third.  Consistent with the anticipated relationship between judgments of responsibility and anger, the proportion of managers describing their response as angry was higher in the high responsibility (77%) than in the low responsibility condition (61%, z = -.2.81, p < .01).  When managers experienced anger they also rated it to be more intense the more responsible they rated the other party to be (r = .31, p < .01).  

The managers’ responses also indicated that they frequently acted on their anger by retaliating against the other party.  Fifty-nine percent of the managers who were asked to recall an occasion when they held someone responsible for a harmful behavior reported actually retaliating against the other party.  In just over half of the occasions in which managers retaliated, those retaliatory acts took an overt form.  Overt retaliation often manifested itself in heated verbal confrontations and sometimes was manifested in violent and malicious acts.  In just under half of the cases their retaliation was covert.  For example, managers often reported that they gave the harm doer fabricated reasons they could not provide the harm doer with the help that he or she sought on a subsequent occasion.  

The results further indicated that managers considered seven different categories of consequences before acting on a retaliatory impulse.  The first three categories involved costs that the managers thought they would incur if they retaliated.  Specifically, they mentioned considering that they might (1) lose their job, (2) evoke retribution from the other party, and (3) harm their reputation at work.  The managers also described considering that retaliation was unlikely to change or accomplish anything and that retaliation would violate norms of what was considered professional and appropriate.  Finally, managers described considering the other party in two ways.  First, they reported considering that retaliation might harm the relationship with the other party.  Second, they reported considering the situation from the other party’s perspective.  Generally, there appeared to be little relationship between whether managers considered these consequences and what managers actually did in response.
  However, if managers specifically considered the other party’s perspective or the harm the retaliation might do to the relationship with the other party, managers often responded in a less retaliatory and more problem-solving manner than they otherwise did.

Three further studies were conducted to test the model, seen in Figure 1, suggested by attribution and cognitive appraisal research and by the results of the initial study.
  In the first 

Figure 1:

Model of Anger-Driven Retaliation
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of these three studies, 184 tax and audit accountants in three Big Six accounting firms and 75 engineers in a Fortune 500 aerospace company read scenarios describing situations familiar to the participants in their respective organizations in which another party either was or was not responsible for a harmful action (Allred, 1995).  In a second and third study (Allred, Chiongbian, and Parlamis, 1998), masters students in several organizational psychology courses in research methods at Columbia University recruited members of various organizations to participate.  In the second study, as in the initial inductive study, 242 participants recalled harmful behavior for which the other party either was or was not responsible.  In the third study, 67 participants were asked to keep the questionnaire with them at work until they experienced a situation in which another party did something that had a strong negative effect on the participant for which that party was or was not responsible.  The participants then completed the questionnaire within two hours of learning of the harmful behavior.  Accordingly, the participants in the third study rated the intensity of their anger and their intended response at the moment that they were experiencing this anger and desire to retaliate, rather than reporting on the memory of their anger and subsequent response as the participants in the second study did.  

The participants in each of these studies responded to a series of scaled items to measure variables identified in the initial study.  Accordingly, the participants provided ratings of how responsible they held the other party, how angry they were at the other party, how much they desired to retaliate, and how much and in what ways they actually retaliated.  Participants also rated the extent to which they considered each category of reasons for not retaliating that the participants in the first study had mentioned.

Structural equation modeling of the data from these three studies strongly confirmed the model seen in Figure 1.  Although considering the other party’s perspective or the harm retaliation may cause to the relationship with the other party was associated with less retaliatory responses, the effect was relatively small (r’s less than = -.30) compared to the other linkages (r’s generally above .50).  Consistent with the findings in the first study, the results in these three studies revealed no consistent significant relationships between the extent to which the participants considered the other categories of consequences and how they actually responded. The results thus strongly confirmed that judging another party to be responsible for a harmful behavior frequently arouses a potent, anger-driven, retaliatory response.  Because the studies employed experimental designs and structural equation modeling, the results provided strong evidence of the causal sequence specified in Figure 1.  The model specified in Figure 1 generated CFI’s above .90 in each of the studies while every other possible sequence failed to fit the data adequately. 

Bies, Tripp, and colleagues (Aquino, Tripp, Bies, 1998; Bies & Tripp, 1996, in press; Bies, Tripp, & Kramer, 1997; Tripp & Bies, 1997) have followed a similar line of investigation.  Although their research has also drawn on both inductive and deductive approaches, it has been more inductively driven than ours.  Bies and Tripp also used recall methodology similar to ours.  However, instead of asking participants to recall times when someone did something that had a strong negative effect on them, Bies and Tripp asked participants to recall times when they decided to get even with someone.   

It is encouraging that although the two sets of authors have proceeded from somewhat different perspectives, they have found results that are similar in several respects.  First, although their model and the methods they have employed are less focused on the causal sequence of these factors than ours, Bies and Tripp (Bies & Tripp, 1996; Tripp & Bies, 1997) found similar relationships among similar appraisals, emotions, and vengeful behaviors.  With respect to appraisals, Bies & Tripp found two broad categories of actions by the other party that elicited revenge: (1) actions by the other party that violated the participants’ trust, and (2) actions that damaged the participants’ identity.  Our work has not attempted to distinguish among the types of the other party’s negative behavior that elicit anger and retaliation.  However, both the Bies and Tripp categories constitute behaviors that had a negative or harmful effect on the participants.    

Bies and Tripp (Bies & Tripp, 1996; Tripp & Bies, 1997) found that their participants tended to report “responsibility attributions” for the eliciting event.  The particular types of responsibility attributions that they described seem to be quite similar to the judgments of responsibility that we examined in our studies.
  Bies and Tripp reported that the participants tended to take revenge against the parties to whom they attributed responsibility and not to take revenge against parties to whom they did not attribute responsibility.  Bies and Tripp further reported that their participants described experiencing “hot cognitions” when they attributed responsibility for the perpetrator’s actions.  Under this category, Bies and Tripp’s participants reported feeling angry, mad, inflamed, and enraged.  This category in Bies and Tripp’s findings also seems to include some of what we have called the retaliatory impulse. 

With respect to actual behavioral responses, Bies and Tripp found, as did we, that participants did not always take revenge even though they wanted to.  Tripp and Bies (1997) conducted one study that asked participants to think both of an occasion when they did take revenge and an occasion when they wanted to take revenge but did not.  When reporting an experience in which they wanted to take revenge but did not, the participants were asked to report why they did not take revenge.  Tripp and Bies (1997) reported five categories of reasons for not taking revenge.  Participants reported they did not take revenge because they:  (1) could not invent anything to do, (2) feared retaliation, (3) did not have an opportunity to take revenge, (4) believed that the perpetrators would get what was coming to them without their own revenge taking, and (5) wanted to avoid doing something that seemed morally or professionally wrong.  The categories of fearing retaliation and wanting to avoid doing something that seems morally or professionally wrong are clearly very similar to our categories of fear of evoking retribution and avoiding the violation of professional and social norms, respectively.  Otherwise the two sets of investigations seemed to identify rather different reasons participants provide for not acting on their desire to retaliate.  The role of the participants’ reasons for not retaliating or taking revenge is thus unclear for two reasons.  First, two independent sets of investigators identified mostly different categories of reasons for not acting on retaliatory/vengeful behavior.  Second, we failed to find an empirical link between most of the considerations participants gave for not retaliating, including the two categories that overlapped with Tripp and Bies (1997), and whether they actually retaliated or not.  

A body of research on perceptions of and reactions to injustice suggests a psychological process similar to the process for reacting to another person’s harmful behavior.
  It is beyond the scope of this chapter to explore comprehensively the ways perceptions of and reactions to injustice are similar to and distinct from the theory and research examined here, but several particular connections seem worthy of mention.  Though most justice research has paid little attention to judgments of responsibility, a number of authors have suggested that perceptions of someone else’s responsibility for a harm are an essential component of a perception that one has been dealt an injustice (Cohen, 1982; Mikula, 1986, 1993, 1994; Montada, 1991, 1992, 1994).  The empirical tests of this proposition have been positive, but not uniformly so (Mikula, 1986, 1993; Mikula, Scherer, & Athenstaedt, 1998).  Researchers have also observed that anger is the dominant emotional reaction elicited by a perception of injustice (Clayton, 1992; Mikula, 1986, 1987; Mikula, Scherer, Athenstaedt, 1998).  Finally, research indicates that perceptions of injustice often result in retaliation (DeMore, Fisher, and Baron, 1988; Hollinger & Clark, 1983; Greenberg & Scott, 1996; Skarlicki & Folger, 1997).  

It seems clear from attribution research, cognitive appraisal research on emotions, our studies, the Bies and Tripp studies, and research on reactions to unjust treatment that people are equipped with an important psychological process for detecting and responding to harmful treatment by another party.  The psychological process of holding another party responsible for a harmful behavior, becoming angry, and then retaliating, provides human actors with a means of executing a strategy that, in an important sense, is more sophisticated than Axelrod’s tit-for-tat strategy.  Human actors’ psychological processes allow them to recognize that others can behave in harmful ways for reasons beyond their control.  Accordingly, these psychological processes elicit anger-driven retaliatory behavior only when there is a perception that the other party is responsible for that harmful behavior.

Biases in Attributions and Judgments of Responsibility

The adaptive benefit of distinguishing between harmful behavior for which others are or are not responsible is, of course, dependent on the accuracy of one’s judgments of responsibility.  Attribution theory, from its beginning, has been based on the notion that people strive to understand the causes of the events around them, particularly other people’s behavior, in order to make appropriate and adaptive responses to those events (Heider, 1958; Kelley, 1967).  A substantial body of empirical findings confirms that people are, in the main, rational and accurate in their attributions (e.g., Harkness, DeBono, & Borgida, 1985; McArthur, 1972).  

Nevertheless, people are certainly less than perfectly accurate in their attributions.  More importantly, attributional bias research (e.g., Gilbert, Pelham, & Krull, 1988; Jones & Nisbett, 1972; Ross, 1977; Ross & Nisbett, 1991; Watson, 1982) indicates that people exhibit certain systematic inaccuracies--when people err, they tend to err in predictable directions.  Research on the fundamental attribution error or the correspondent inference bias indicates that one tends to over-attribute another’s behavior to internal characteristics of that person and under-attribute that behavior to external circumstances beyond that person’s control (e.g., Gilbert & Jones, 1986; Gilbert, Pelham, & Krull, 1988; Trope, 1986; Ross, 1977).  Kramer’s (1994, 1995) research indicates that this tendency becomes more pronounced when one is attributing the behavior of a person of high status or power or when the attributor is self-conscious or perceives that he or she is under heightened scrutiny.  The research on overly personalistic attributions for others’ behavior thus indicates that people will tend to hold others responsible for their negative behavior to an exaggerated degree.  This research thus identifies a tendency in people to react to harmful behavior in an overly angry and retaliatory way (Bies, Tripp, & Kramer, 1997).  

The research discussed up to this point, including attribution research, cognitive appraisal research, Thomas & Pondy’s model, the research conducted by my colleagues and me, the Bies and Tripp research, and the reactions to unjust treatment research has focused on the reaction of the harmed party to the person who acts in the harmful way.  Felstiner et al. (1980-81) recognized the necessity of including the harm doer’s perspective when they noted that the final transformation required for a harm to become a legal dispute is for the harm doer to reject the harmed party’s claim.  However, they provided little detail or explanation of what drove this process.  When one considers that conflict is inherently an interaction between two a more parties, it becomes clear that the fundamental attribution error captures only half of the problematic implications of attributional biases for angry, retaliatory conflicts.  Research on the actor-observer bias (e.g., Jones & Nisbett, 1972; Orvis, Kelley, & Butler, 1976; Sillars, 1981; Storms, 1973) suggests that the fundamental attribution error tends to be attenuated or reversed when making attributions for one’s own behavior (see Harvey & Weary, 1984; Kelley & Michela, 1980; van der Pligt, 1981; Watson, 1982 for reviews).  In other words, when making attributions for one’s own behavior (i.e., as an actor) rather than for someone else’s behavior (i.e., as an observer), one tends to make attributions to more external, uncontrollable causes.

Drawing on actor-observer bias research, it would seem that a party who judges another party to be responsible for negative behavior, an “accuser,” would exhibit the bias of observers.  The person who is being judged responsible for harmful behavior, the “accused,” should exhibit the bias of actors.  However, the situations that accusing and accused parties confront differ from the situations actors and observers face in the typical actor-observer bias research in at least two ways.  First, in actor-observer bias research, the actor typically behaves in a way that is neither positive nor negative.  For example, the observer watches the actor in a conversation with a third person.  An accused party, however, behaves in a decidedly negative manner, if only in the mind of the accuser.  Second, in actor-observer bias research the actor’s behavior typically does not affect the observer in any direct way.  In a retaliatory conflict situation, the accused allegedly behaves in a manner that directly impacts the accuser (Orvis, Kelley, & Butler, 1976).

A series of studies by Taylor and Koivumaki (1976) examined the first distinction between traditional actor-observer studies and the experience of accusers and the accused.  When they asked participants to attribute the causes of positive and negative behaviors rather than neutral behaviors, Taylor and Koivumaki found that the attributional differences between actors and observers almost completely disappeared.  However, Taylor and Koivumaki’s studies did not address situations in which the actor’s behavior negatively affected the observer.  Taylor and Koivumaki’s work also examined biases in attributions to causes that are internal or external to the actor.  While related to judgments of responsibility, attributions to internal or external causes are not one and the same with those judgments as indicated earlier (Weiner, 1995).

Accordingly, we (Allred, Chiongbian, and Parlamis, 1998) conducted another study to examine differences in the judgments of responsibility actors and observers make in situations typical of anger-driven, retaliatory conflicts.  As in two of the previous studies, organizational psychology students in a research methods class recruited people who worked in organizations to participate in the study.  We asked 96 participants to think either of the most recent time that someone had done something that had a strong negative effect on them (other condition) or the most recent time that they themselves had done something that had a strong negative effect on someone else (self condition).  Consistent with our hypothesis, participants in the other condition held other organizational members significantly more responsible for behaviors that were harmful to them (M = 7.3 on 9-point scale) than participants in the self condition held themselves for their own harmful behavior towards other organizational members (M = 5.1, p < .001).  We have referred to the tendency for the offended party to hold the offending party responsible for the harm to an excessive degree as the accuser bias.  We have referred to the tendency for the offending party to see themselves as less culpable as the bias of the accused.  

Further evidence for such biases is found in a study Barsade and I (Barsade & Allred, 1998) recently conducted and in research on reactions to unjust treatment.  As part of a larger study of additional attributional biases in the workplace, Barsade and I adopted a similar recall methodology with a randomly selected U.S. sample of over 900 participants.  In the conditions relevant to this discussion, we found that the 124 participants in the self condition rated themselves less responsible for their own negative behavior (M = 3.2 on 5-point scale) than the 157 participants in the other condition rated others who had negatively affected them (M = 3.8, p < .01).  Studies on unjust treatment between people in close relationships have found that the victims of injustice attribute the injustice to causes that are more internal to and controllable by the victimizer than the victimizer does (Mikula, 1993, 1994).  

Implications of Biases for Conflict Dynamics

In exploring the implications of attributional biases for conflict dynamics it is important to reiterate that biases occur to some extent on the margins.  When one party’s behavior negatively affects another party, both the harm doer and the harmed party largely understand that such behavior, or any other behavior, is the result of factors both within and beyond the harm doer’s control.  Many times, both the harm doer and the harmed party will also agree about the relative contribution of factors beyond and within the harm doer’s control.  To the extent that the harm doer and the harmed party differ in their judgments of responsibility, those differences are perhaps best described as differences in the amount of attention and weight each gives to various factors.  

To further develop an interactive perspective on the implications of attributional bias research for anger-driven conflict, Figure 2 illustrates the four possible combinations that can 

Figure 2:

Combinations of Harm Doer’s and Harmed Party’s Judgments of Responsibility











result from the degree to which the harm doer and the harmed party hold the harm doer responsible for his or her behavior.  First, they can both agree that the harm doer is not responsible for the harmful behavior.  Second, they can both agree that the harm doer is responsible for the harmful behavior.  Third, they can disagree in that the harm doer holds him or herself responsible, but the harmed party does not hold the harm doer responsible.  Finally, they can disagree in the opposite direction with the harmed party holding the harm doer responsible to a greater degree than the harm doer holds him or herself.  Given that people generally strive to attribute the causes of behavior accurately, the first two combinations, in which both parties hold the harm doer equally responsible or not responsible, are likely to be common.  If the parties do differ in their judgments of responsibility, however, it is more likely to be the harmed party who holds the harm doer more responsible than the opposite, given the accuser bias and the bias of the accused. 

I suggest that only this fourth combination will tend to generate anger-driven, retaliatory conflict.  To illustrate why this is so it is perhaps useful to consider each of the combinations of the harm doer’s and harmed party’s judgments of responsibility as four versions of a similar situation.  One can imagine a situation in which the VP for Research and Development in a small pharmaceutical company has proposed building a new laboratory.  He believes this lab would generate important new drugs and would do so soon enough to make the initial capital expenditures manageable.  In addition to being good for the company, the R&D VP believes the new lab’s success would promote his career nicely.  At the meeting in which the R&D VP presents this idea, the VP for finance makes her opposition to the plan known.  The R&D VP perceives the Finance VP’s behavior to be harmful to his plan, and thus to his career as well.  

The question then arises of how personally responsible the R&D VP will hold the Finance VP for her harmful behavior relative to how personally responsible the Finance VP holds herself.  In an example of the first possible combination, the Finance VP and the R&D VP agree that the Finance VP is not personally responsible for the harmful behavior.  The Finance VP may attribute her action to an honest assessment that the capital required is not available for reasons that are beyond her control.  The R&D VP may attribute the Finance VP’s opposition to the lack of time she had to review the supporting documentation prior to the meeting due to the extraordinary pressures she has been under recently.  Because the R&D VP is attributing the Finance VP’s opposition to factors beyond her control, he will not only feel little anger, but will tend, in fact, to feel sympathy toward her (Allred, Mallozzi, Matsui, & Raia, 1997; Weiner, 1986, 1995).  The two VP’s may still have a conflict.  The R&D VP may still believe the capital demands can and should be met and the Finance VP may still believe that the capital demands cannot and should not be met.  But the conflict is unlikely to involve an angry, retaliatory response by the R&D VP. 

In the second possible combination both the Finance and the R&D VP may hold the Finance VP responsible for her harmful behavior.  Both may come to attribute her opposition to her disrespect for the R&D VP’s business judgment.  Holding the Finance VP personally responsible for her opposition, the R&D VP begins to feel an angry impulse to retaliate.  After the meeting, the Finance VP begins to suspect that the lab idea actually has possibilities.  Reviewing the supporting documents more carefully, she realizes that the expected revenues from the lab’s new products are likely to come in sooner than she had thought, reducing the financing challenge.  She concludes that the main reason she had not recognized this earlier and had opposed the idea was her prejudice against the R&D VP.  

At this point, yet another emotion becomes important.  Now feeling responsible for her own negative behavior towards the R&D VP, she begins to feel guilty (Weiner, 1986, 1995).  Spurred in part by this guilt, the Finance VP may then seek out the R&D VP to apologize for her prejudice and opposition and to tell him that she will send out an e-mail message explaining that she now supports the idea.  An anger-driven retaliatory conflict is likely to be avoided because the adaptive purpose at which the R&D’s anger is aimed has been fulfilled.  Empirical research (Weiner, Graham, Peter, & Zumuidinas, 1991) comfirms that an apology effectively dissipates anger.  In game theoretic terms, it is no longer necessary to retaliate in the next round because the other side has already indicated his or her choice to cooperate in the future.  In Felstiner et al.’s terms, the harmed party’s potential “claim” has been acknowledged and accepted.  Accordingly, Felstiner et al. argue that the final transformation required for development into a full dispute—claim rejection—has been avoided.

The third combination of the parties’ judgments of responsibility, in which the harm doer holds him or herself more responsible than the harmed party does, seems to pose little risk of retaliatory conflict between the parties.  The Finance VP may reexamine the supporting documents and realize her error as in the prior example.  Consequently, the Finance VP feels guilty and approaches the R&D VP to apologize and indicate that she will be e-mailing everyone who was at the meeting regarding her new assessment.  The R&D VP, in contrast, may attribute the Finance VP’s opposition to her lack of attention to the plan’s supporting documentation due to the extraordinary demands she has been under recently.  The R&D VP may therefore feel more sympathy than anger and consider the apology somewhat unnecessary, though he will certainly welcome the e-mail message. 

It is the fourth combination of judgments of responsibility that will tend to generate an anger-driven, retaliatory conflict.  As the evidence of the accuser bias and the bias of accused suggests, if the parties disagree in their judgments of responsibility at all, this will be the most likely direction in which they will disagree.  In this case, the harmed party holds the harm doer more responsible than he or she holds himself or herself.  In the present example, the R&D VP acts on his anger and confronts the Finance VP, charging her with sabotaging his plan because she is biased against him and has therefore not appreciated the merits of the plan.  The Finance VP responds by insisting that the only reason she criticized his plan is because it requires financing that is simply beyond the resources of the company to provide.  She argues that she is powerless to change that reality.  Feeling little guilt, she sticks to her position.

In this last example, an important distinction needs to be made.  The research on the actor-observer bias and the accuser bias and the bias of the accused investigates privately held attributions.  The attributions that one will communicate to another can be quite different from one's privately held views, particularly in communication between a harm doer and a harmed party (Orvis, Kelley, & Butler, 1976; Lee & Robinson, 1998).  Research on account giving suggests that harm doers try to minimize the repercussions of their harmful behavior by providing social accounts suggesting that they had no other choice in the matter (Bies, 1987; Bies & Shapiro, 1987; Folkes, 1982; Shapiro, 1991; Scott & Lyman, 1968; Weiner, 1992; Weiner, Amirkhan, Folkes, & Verette, 1987; Weiner, Figueroa-Munoz, & Kakihara, 1991).  Several studies by Weiner and his colleagues (Folkes, 1982; Weiner, Amirkhan, Folkes, & Verette, 1987; Weiner, Figueroa-Munoz, & Kakihara, 1991) directly examined differences between harm doers’ privately held accounts of their behavior and the accounts they communicated to the harmed party.  The results indicate that the reasons the harm doer communicates for the behavior are more uncontrollable than the harm doer privately believes to be the case.  Consequently, the disagreements about judgments of responsibility stem from more than just honestly held differences resulting from the accuser bias and bias of the accused.  Those honest differences may often be exaggerated because harm doers tend to portray themselves to the harmed party as being even less responsible for their behavior than they themselves believe to be the case.  I know of no research examining differences in what harmed parties communicate to the harm doer and their privately held judgments of responsibility.

An Interactive Model of Anger-Driven Retaliatory Conflict

Only under the conditions created by this fourth combination of the harm doer and harmed party’s judgments of responsibility is an anger-driven retaliatory conflict likely to ensue.  Although these conditions are necessary, they are not sufficient to arouse anger-driven retaliatory conflict.  The model illustrated in Figure 3 incorporates the interaction of the parties’ judgments of responsibility with other processes that are necessary to elicit such conflicts. The model illustrated in Figure 3 captures seven pivotal points on which anger-driven retaliatory conflicts turn.  At any juncture the parties can exit from the course of anger-driven retaliatory conflict if the option listed to the left is taken.

According to Felstiner et al. (1980-81), before blaming, claiming, and claiming rejection can occur, the harmed party must first name the harm doer.  By naming, Felstiner et al. meant that the harmed party must perceive (1) that he or she had been harmed, and (2) that it was the harm doer’s behavior that had caused the harm.  Because the model presented here represents how patterns of reciprocal retaliation can develop, it is necessary to shift away from referring to the parties as the harm doer and the harmed party.  Instead, the parties are simply designated as Party A and Party B.  Accordingly, the first juncture marks the point at which Party B perceives 
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that Party A has acted in a manner that harmed Party B.  The second juncture is what Felstiner et. al, refer to as the blaming transformation and what I have been referring to as judgments of responsibility.  As the preceding discussion and Figure 2 suggests, it is important to conceive of this juncture in terms of both Party A’s and Party B’s judgments of responsibility.  

If the process continues to the third juncture because Party B holds Party A responsible while Party B does not hold himself or herself responsible, Party B will likely feel an angry, retaliatory impulse.  This third juncture is the point at which Party B chooses whether to act on that impulse.  In our first studies (Allred, 1995; Allred, Chiongbian, & Parlamis, 1998) and in studies conducted by Bies, Tripp, and their colleagues (Aquino, Tripp, & Bies, 1998; Bies & Tripp, 1996; Tripp & Bies, 1997), the parties who felt an impulse to retaliate did not always do so.  In my first study (Allred, 1995) fifty-nine percent of the managers who recalled harmful behaviors for which they held the other party responsible actually retaliated.  In the other 41% of the cases, a retaliatory conflict was avoided because the managers chose not to retaliate even though they wanted to.  Unfortunately, at this point we cannot say much definitively about what determines this choice.  Both our studies and the Bies and Tripp studies identified common reasons why managers thought they should not retaliate.  However, when we (Allred, 1995; Allred, Chiongbian, & Parlamis, 1998) empirically tested the extent to which considering those reasons were related to the participants’ actual behavior, we found consistent effects only for considerations of the harm retaliation would cause to the relationship and for taking the perspective of the other party.  Because these effects were rather small, much of the variance in choices to act on a retaliatory impulse or not remains unexplained.  

It is at the point that Party B chooses to retaliate that the threshold is crossed for what can be defined as a special form of conflict. The angry, retaliatory conflict that results is distinct from the conflicts envisaged by the strategic, rational perspective.  As mentioned previously, the two VP’s may have a genuine conflict about whether the lab can and should be built, but they will not necessarily become engaged in an anger-driven retaliatory conflict.  Only when the R&D VP attributes the Finance VP’s opposition to a cause controllable by her and then chooses to act on the resulting angry impulse,  while the Finance VP attributes her opposition to causes beyond her control will an angry, retaliatory act tend to occur.  

The question remains as to whether the parties will continue down a path leading from a single act of retaliation toward a reciprocally retaliatory conflict.  If Party B chooses to act on his or her retaliatory impulse it can take either overt or covert forms.  When parties choose overt retaliation, it often takes the form of a direct confrontation in which Party B accuses Party A of being responsible for a harmful behavior.  If the overt retaliatory behavior does not take the form of a direct confrontation, or particularly if the retaliation is covert, there is some chance that Party A will not perceive the retaliatory behavior, or, if he or she perceives the behavior, may not recognize it as retaliatory or as coming from Party B.  Thus, the fourth juncture is the point at which Party A  “names” Party B for the retaliatory behavior.

If Party A does perceive that Party B has retaliated against Party A’s initial behavior, the parties come to the fifth juncture.  Here the parties have an opportunity to overcome their disagreement about how responsible Party A is for the harmful behavior.  Party A has another opportunity to accept responsibility for his or her initial harmful behavior.  Presumably, much of the purpose in retaliating against others who are responsible for harmful behavior is to persuade them to accept their responsibility.  This purpose is certainly implied in Felstiner et al.’s notion of claiming.  The common form of overt retaliation that involves direct confrontation, observed both in our studies and in the Bies & Tripp studies, seems to be explicitly oriented towards getting the harm doer to acknowledge his or her culpability for the harm.   

Alternatively, Party A may convince Party B that Party A is not responsible for the harm.  As mentioned previously, this is largely what the social accounts that a harm doer provides to a harmed party aim, often successfully, to do (Bies, 1987; Bies & Shapiro, 1987; Folkes, 1982; Shapiro, 1991; Scott & Lyman, 1968; Weiner, 1992; Weiner, Amirkhan, Folkes, & Verette, 1987; Weiner, Figueroa-Munoz, & Kakihara, 1991).  If a social account, which likely exaggerates the harm doer’s own views of how little responsibility he or she bears for the behavior, fails to convince the harmed party, it may make the situation worse for the very reason that it exaggerates the actual differences in the parties’ judgments of responsibility.  Recent research by Lee and Robinson (1998) confirms that such social accounts can backfire.  In a study of social accounts provided for a negative organizational event (a salary freeze), they found that the more a social account emphasized external attributions, the less true it was seen to be, the more untrustworthy the account giver was seen to be, and the less desire the harmed party had to work with the account giver in the future.  Given the inconsistency of these findings with other studies (e.g. Weiner, Amirkhan, Folkes, & Verette, 1987), it is presently unclear under what conditions a harm doer’s social account succeeds or fails to convince the harmed party that the harm doer is not responsible.

Returning to the previous example to illustrate the possible dynamics at this fifth juncture, imagine that the R&D VP acts on his anger and goes to the Finance VP’s office to accuse her of not having given the proposal due consideration because of her bias against him.  Even if the Finance VP did not initially believe that the reason for her opposition was a prejudicial and premature dismissal of the plan, the R&D VP may ultimately convince her of her responsibility through the confrontation.  Feeling guilty as a result, the Finance VP may then apologize and suggest that she send an e-mail announcing her changed position.  In this case, the R&D VP’s anger is, again, likely to dissipate since its adaptive purpose has been fulfilled.  Although the research indicates that an apology offered after being confronted with one’s wrongdoing is less effective than one offered before, the apology will nevertheless tend to dissipate the harmed party’s anger (Weiner, Graham, Peter, & Zumuidinas, 1991).  Another possibility is that the Finance VP may convince the R&D VP that the financing really is not available and that this is the sole reason for her opposition.  If the R&D VP becomes convinced that her opposition is attributable to financial realities beyond her control, then his anger and impulse to retaliate will be resolved. 

Even if the parties do not reach a consensus on Party A’s responsibility at this point, Party B’s retaliatory act, whether in the form of a direct confrontation or otherwise, may persuade Party A that he or she is better off appeasing the harmed party than bearing the brunt of the harmed party’s retaliation.  In the context of legal disputes, where Felstiner, et al. (1980 – 1981) focused their attention, this is the situation in which one agrees to settle a nuisance case for the sake of avoiding further costs, even though the harm doer does not agree that he or she is responsible.  It is difficult though possible to imagine that the Finance VP would give up her opposition to the new lab idea simply because she does not want to deal with the R&D VP’s retaliatory backlash.  It is easy to imagine many other examples of conflicts within organizations in which the harm doer is willing to appease the harmed party to avoid further retaliation, even if the harm doer continues to believe that he or she was not responsible for the harm.

If the parties do not come to agree on Party A’s level of responsibility and Party A refuses to appease Party B, the parties come to the sixth juncture.  At this juncture, Party A is likely to view Party B’s retaliatory behavior as unjustified, given that Party A does not hold him or herself responsible for the initial harmful behavior.  In other words, Party B’s retaliatory behavior is likely to be seen as a harmful act itself.  Now comes the question of whether Party A holds Party B responsible for this harmful behavior.  It is possible that Party A will attribute Party B’s retaliatory behavior to factors beyond Party B’s control.  For example, the Finance VP may attribute the R&D VP’s “unjustified” accusation to the extraordinary pressures he is under at the time.  The Finance VP may essentially tell herself that the R&D VP is not himself at the time.  However, the Finance VP is in the accuser role and thus may be somewhat predisposed, consistent with the accuser bias, to hold the R&D VP responsible for the unjustified retaliatory behavior.

If Party A does hold Party B responsible for an unjustified retaliatory act, the resulting angry impulse brings the parties to the seventh juncture.  At this point, Party A faces a choice of whether to act on his or her retaliatory impulse, just as Party B faced such a choice at the fourth juncture.  If Party A does choose to counter-retaliate, the parties will have come full circle.  Now Party A has committed a new harmful act that is additional grist for the mill.

Treading over the same course again, the parties may be more likely to take the option on the right side at each juncture than they were the first time.  Party B may tend to be more focused on Party A’s behavior at this point than he or she was just prior to the original harmful behavior by Party A, making it less likely that Party B would fail to perceive Party A’s counter-retaliation.  As the parties pass through juncture 2 a second time, the accuser bias and bias of the accused are likely to be even more pronounced than the first time.  Party A will tend to attribute his or her own counter-retaliatory act primarily to a factor beyond his or her control, namely Party B’s unjustifed retaliatory act.  Party B, judging his or her own retaliatory act to have been caused by Party A’s initial harmful behavior, similarly sees Party A’s counter-retaliation as unjustified and fails to attribute Party A’s counter-retaliation to anything Party B has done.  Already suspicious of Party A because of an earlier judgment of responsibility for a harm, Party B will likely take this new harmful behavior as confirmation of the earlier conclusion. 

Following Bateson & Jackson (1964) and Watzlawick, Beavin, & Jackson (1967), researchers (Bies, Tripp, & Kramer, 1997; Sillars, 1981) have referred to this phenomenon as a biased punctuation of conflict.  Party A explains its most recent negative behavior toward Party B as retaliation for earlier harmful behavior by Party B.  Party B, however, sees its own negative behavior as retaliation for an even earlier negative behavior by Party A.  The most recent negative behavior by Party A is thus seen by Party B as a fresh provocation by Party A against which he or she feels compelled to retaliate.  Thus, Party A punctuates the sequence of harmful behavior as:

Party B harmful behavior, Party A retaliation.  Party B harmful behavior, Party A retaliation…

Party B, in contrast, punctuates the sequence of harmful behavior as:


Party A harmful behavior, Party B retaliation.  Party A harmful behavior, Party B retaliation…

The model illustrated in Figure 3 begins to represent the complex, interactive processes by which parties perceive and respond to one another’s harmful behavior.  The basic process of perceiving a harmful behavior, holding the other party responsible for it, becoming angry, and retaliating makes human actors, to use Axelrod’s (1984) term, “provocable.”  In many respects, the process is a sophisticated and adaptive one.  Instead of automatically retaliating in response to every harmful behavior, human actors are equipped with psychological processes that allow them to discern at many different junctures that it may not be adaptive to continue down the path towards retaliatory conflict. 

If, however, the parties angrily exchange retaliation and counter-retaliation in spite of all of the junctures at which it might have been avoided, the conflict is likely to be especially maladaptive and destructive for three reasons.  First, as the preceding discussion indicated, the conflict will only have developed if the parties differ in their judgments as to how responsible the harm doer is.  Of course, reasonable people can honestly disagree about many things, including judgments about how responsible one party is for behavior that harmed the other party, without necessarily revealing bias.  Nevertheless, given the accuser bias and bias of the accused, there is a strong likelihood that disagreements about the level of responsibility in this direction, instead of agreement or disagreement in the opposite direction, are the result of one or both parties’ bias.  In other words, if the parties could be freed of the biases peculiar to being either on the giving or the receiving end of the harmful behavior, the angry, retaliatory conflict would likely disappear.  

Second, in these conflicts parties engage in angry, retaliatory behavior with an aim to punish each other rather than to solve problems that may exist between them.  In another study my colleagues and I conducted (Allred, Mallozzi, Matsui, & Raia, 1997), the more responsible negotiators held each other for harmful behavior in a previous interaction, the greater the anger and the less compassion they felt toward each other.  Consequently, they discovered mutually-beneficial solutions less frequently than the participants who were not angry with each other.  Thus, parties to an anger-driven conflict are less effective in reaching mutually-satisfying solutions as they endeavor to punish each other rather than to solve the problem.

Third, once begun, anger-driven retaliatory conflicts are likely to be especially destructive because of their self-perpetuating tendencies.  The parties become locked into a pattern, likely originating in misperception, of harming each other.  In a particularly pernicious case of Deutsch’s (1973) crude law of social relations, the parties persist in inflicting damage on each other for the purpose of inducing each other to stop inflicting damage. 

The self-perpetuating nature of retaliatory conflicts appears to be so strong that it not only elicits a distinct class of especially destructive conflicts, but also creates a class of chronically conflictual relationships.  In the negotiation study my colleagues and I (Allred, Mallozzi, Matsui, and Raia, 1997) conducted, we found that the more angry negotiators became at each other, the less willing they were to work with each other in the future.  Research on attributional patterns in close relationships is instructive because it captures attributional dynamics between interdependent parties over longer periods of time than has been true of most of the research reviewed so far.  Stimulated by an initial study by Orvis, Kelley, and Butler (1976), dozens of studies investigating differences in attributional patterns between people in close relationships, mostly marital couples, have found similar results (See Baucom, 1987; Bradbury & Fincham, 1990; Harvey, 1987; Sillars, 1985 for reviews).  In stressed or dissatisfied relationships, the parties consistently attributed each other’s negative behaviors to internal, controllable causes and attributed each other’s positive behaviors to external, uncontrollable causes.  Consequently, people in stressed relationships felt negative emotions toward each other and had difficulty solving the problems that arose between them.  

People in satisfied relationships, in contrast, tended to exhibit no such derogating pattern of attributions.  In fact, people in some satisfied relationships exhibited a reversal of typical derogating attributions, attributing each other’s negative behaviors to external, uncontrollable causes and positive behaviors to internal, controllable causes.  Consequently, in satisfied relationships people experienced more positive emotions toward each other and were more successful at solving the problems that arose between them.  Research on reactions to unjust treatment again provides similar findings.   Mikula (1994) found that the attributional discrepancies between the victim of the unjust act and the one who acted in an unjust way were more pronounced the less satisfied the people were in their relationship with one another. 


Once established, both the stressed and satisfied marital patterns are self-fulfilling and self-perpetuating.  That is, at some point the biases actually become accurate perceptions.  In distressed relationships, the parties really are purposely behaving negatively towards each other (albeit punctuating those exchanges of harmful behaviors very differently) and in satisfied relationships the parties really are intentionally acting kindly towards each other.  Nevertheless, Bradbury & Fincham (1990) argue that the evidence suggests that the attributional biases are the ultimate causal agent.  In other words, the patterns are largely set in motion by differences in attributional patterns.

The research on attributional patterns in close relationships confirms that once the parties bypass all the possible exits along the path that leads to counter-retaliation they tend to continue to cycle through the process represented in Figure 3.  Indeed, those patterns can come to characterize a distinct class of dysfunctional relationships.  Before considering the implications of this model for research and practice, a caveat about the proposed model should be noted.  

In Figure 3 I portray a progression through a series of distinct junctures that the parties confront in a particular order.  In doing so, my aim has been to provide an orderly and reasonably parsimonious model of interactions that are rather dynamic.  This figure should not be taken to imply that there cannot be some bleeding of the different junctures into each other, that junctures may not be encountered in a somewhat different order, or that there are not other factors and choices that could be included in the model.  However, junctures 1 through 3, taken together are meant to provide a reasonable balance between parsimony and completeness in accounting for the conditions that are necessary and sufficient to generate an angry, retaliatory response to a harmful behavior.  Junctures 1 through 7, taken together, are meant to provide a similarly balanced representation of the conditions that are necessary and sufficient to elicit an angry, reciprocally retaliatory conflict, one that by its nature will be prone to self-perpetuation.

Two specific examples of where junctures in the model may not be entirely distinct and separate from each other are worth noting.  First, I have described juncture 5 as the point at which the parties communicate with each other and try to convince each other of their own judgment of responsibility.  Although the process may often unfold in this way, it is certainly possible that such communication takes place at juncture 2, prior to any retaliatory behavior by Party B.  

A second example of junctures bleeding into each other is the possible combination of juncture 1, the naming of Party A as a harmful actor by Party B, and juncture 2, the blaming of Party A by Party B for that behavior.  Many behaviors are inherently harmful.  There is no question that one driver who rear-ends another at high speed does damage to the other driver both in terms of the other driver’s physical well-being and the driver’s car.  However, the instigating harmful behaviors that elicit retaliatory conflict need not always be inherently harmful.  Rather, whether they are harmful or not may depend on the meaning attached to them and the motive to which the behavior is attributed (Lazarus & Lazarus, 1994).  For example, one can imagine that one of the R&D VP’s friends in the organization volunteered to come to the meeting in which the R&D VP would pitch the idea of a new lab.  The R&D VP’s friend had volunteered in order to lend moral rather than substantive support.  The friend then failed to show up to the meeting.  The R&D VP may have no sense that he was adversely affected by this in terms of how the meeting went.  If the R&D VP finds out that the associate failed to come to the meeting for reasons beyond the friend’s control, the R&D VP is unlikely to be angry at this.  However, if the R&D VP finds out that the friend decided to go golfing instead, the R&D VP may feel angry.  In this case, the behavior is not harmful per se, but is perceived negatively only if the friend failed to come to the meeting for reasons within the friend’s control.  In such cases, naming and blaming will be essentially the same process.  With these caveats noted, I now turn to a discussion of the implications of this model for research and practice.
Implications for Research and Practice


The research reviewed in this chapter and the model that has been proposed make, I believe, four important contributions to research and practice.  First, this body of research supplements the strategic, rational perspective on conflict and modifies the advice it provides in important ways.  Second, the research reviewed in this chapter suggests that researchers pay more attention to discrete, other-directed emotions such as anger in addition to the generalized, undifferentiated mood that has typically been the focus of what little research has previously examined emotion in conflict and negotiation.  Third, the proposed model suggests important new directions for conflict research that draw on attribution and cognitive appraisal research.  Fourth, the research reviewed here provides an explanation for why existing advice to vent one’s anger in order to dissipate it more quickly has not received empirical support.  Each of these implications is discussed in the remainder of the chapter.
The body of research reviewed in this chapter provides an important supplement to the strategic, rational perspective that dominated conflict and negotiation research for a number of years.  The strategic, rational perspective can be a powerful one for identifying dilemmas parties face in interdependent relationships and for prescribing how parties ought to manage those dilemmas.  One of the most fundamental dilemmas that parties to mixed-motive interdependent relationships face is the tension between cooperating in order to create value and competing in order to claim value (Lax & Sebenius, 1986).  An important and often cited prescription generated by the game theoretic tradition for managing this tension is Axelrod’s (1984) tit-for-tat strategy.


Drawing long neglected but potent emotional factors into serious analysis, the model suggested in this chapter identifies the psychological processes that make parties provocable in the manner suggested by game theoretic research.  In many respects, the psychological processes portrayed in this chapter reflect a more sophisticated version of the tit-for-tat strategy.  The psychological process by which harmed parties become provoked and harm doers respond equip them to avoid many unwarranted retaliatory conflicts.  However, as sophisticated as these psychological processes are, the systematic pitfalls in these processes suggest modifications to the advice to be provocable.  Only when the parties differ in how responsible they hold the harm doer is angry, retaliatory conflict likely to ensue.  There is a strong likelihood when such a difference exists that it is the result of opposing biases unique to each side’s perspective of the harmful behavior.  An important modification of Axelrod’s advice to be provocable is to warn harmed parties against the dangers of being erroneously provoked by failing to appreciate factors beyond the harm doer’s control that explain, at least partially, why the harm doer acted as he or she did.  The proposed model suggests that it is just as important to give advice to the harm doer.  Harm doers would more readily apologize and make amends if they had a more accurate view of their own culpability for their harmful behavior.   The advice to harm doers is to seek to recognize more fully the factors within their control that help explain why they acted as they did.  This latter advice, however, requires further refinement by additional research that is needed to identify when social accounts that emphasize factors beyond the harm doer’s control are successful and when they backfire.


A second contribution the research reviewed in this chapter makes is to suggest that negotiation and conflict researchers focus greater attention on discrete, other-directed emotions, particularly negative ones.  The limited research in the past that has examined emotion in conflict and negotiation has tended to focus on mood, often contrasting positive mood to neutral mood (see Barry & Oliver, 1996 for a review).  For example, four studies found that positive mood led negotiators to use more cooperative negotiation tactics (Baron, 1990; Carnevale & Isen, 1986; Hollingshead & Carnevale, 1990; Kramer, Newton, & Pommerenke, 1993).  Two of these studies (Carnevale & Isen, 1986; Kramer, Newton, & Pommerenke, 1993) also found that negotiators realize greater joint gains when they are in a positive mood. 


It can be argued that an emotion such as anger will tend to have a more powerful effect in conflict than positive mood.  Anger differs theoretically from positive mood in three important ways.  First, anger has a negative valence in contrast to positive mood.  Second, positive mood is not directly focused toward another person, while anger, and other emotions like sympathy and gratitude, are explicitly other-directed.  Third, emotions such as anger and sympathy are discrete, differentiated emotions while mood is general and undifferentiated.


On each of these three dimensions it can be argued that the opposite end of the continuum from positive mood will be the most relevant and important in conflict.  Negative emotions are especially important because they are prevalent in conflict situations.  Other-directed emotions may be particularly important since conflict is an inherently social interaction in which many of one’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are directed toward the other party.  Discrete emotions may be important because they have a more focused and specific influence on behavior than undifferentiated mood (Weiner, 1986). 

The research reviewed in this chapter identifies the powerful, specific influence that anger exerts on disputants’ behavior.  Anger elicits very specific retaliation behaviors.  The study on anger in negotiation mentioned earlier (Allred, Mallozzi, Matsui, & Raia, 1997) tested the influence of anger and compassion, another discrete, other-directed emotion, on negotiators relative to general mood.  As indicated earlier, we found that the more angry and less compassionate negotiators felt toward each other, they fewer joint gains they discovered.  While this effect remained when we controlled for mood, the relationship between mood and joint gains found in earlier studies (Carnevale & Isen, 1986; Kramer, Newton, & Pommerenke, 1993) disappeared when we controlled for anger and compassion.

The model represented in Figure 2 and Figure 3 makes a third contribution by identifying important new directions for attributional and cognitive appraisal research on conflict.   The model highlights the importance of the dynamic interaction between the harmed party’s and the harmed doer’s responses to each other.  Attribution research, cognitive appraisal research, Thomas & Pondy’s intent model, the research conducted by myself and my colleagues, the research conducted by Bies, Tripp, and their colleagues, and the research on reactions to unjust treatment have focused primarily on the harmed party and his or her reactions to a particular case of harmful behavior by another party.  Felstiner, et al.’s model acknowledged the importance of including the reaction of the harm doer to the harmed party by indicating that a legal dispute does not develop unless the harm doer rejects the harmed party’s claim.  However, Felstiner, et al. did not capture the dynamic interaction between the two parties’ responses highlighted in Figure 2 and Figure 3.  

By highlighting the interactive nature of these processes, the proposed model suggests important new avenues of research. Figure 3 identifies many points at which self-perpetuating, angry retaliation can be avoided.  From a prescriptive perspective, not all of the exits are equally attractive.  Suggesting that harmed parties try to avoid such conflicts at juncture 1 by making an effort not to notice other parties’ harmful behavior is clearly problematic.  Choosing not to retaliate at juncture 3 is also problematic because there is no opportunity for the parties to address the problem of the harmed party’s sense of having been harmed.  The research suggests that by choosing to retaliate in a covert way at juncture 3 the parties may exit the process at the next juncture because Party A fails to perceive Party B’s retaliation.  This similarly poses the problem that the underlying cause is not addressed.  

If the goal is to conduct research that will be useful in helping parties resolve their conflicts before they develop into destructive cycles of anger-driven retaliation, it would seem that researchers should particularly focus on investigating the attributional biases at play at junctures 2, 5, and 6.  If the parties exit at one of these junctures, particularly junctures 2 and 5, the conflict will have been truly resolved.  As the research on satisfied and dissatisfied close relationships indicates, many people, at least within certain of their relationships, consistently avoid the biases at work at these junctures and the havoc they create.  It is yet unclear why these attributional patterns emerge in some relationships and not in others.  To what extent are differences in attributional patterns at the level of the dyad the result of individual differences?  Perhaps it is simply the case that relationships that are formed between two individuals quick to accept but slow to lay blame develop along the lines of satisfied relationships, while relationships formed between two people slow to accept but quick to lay blame develop along the lines of stressed relationships.  If this is the case, what occurs in relationships between two individuals with contrasting attributional tendencies?


Several decades of research in social psychology indicate researchers should also look beyond individual difference explanations.  It seems likely that many individuals have some relationships that are characterized by these attributional biases and some that are not.  Thus, the appropriate level of analysis may be the dyad although it is not immediately obvious what possible dyadic level explanations would be.  There may also be situational or structural explanations.  Interdependent parties who share mostly compatible interests find it easier both to behave in ways that are mutually beneficial and to avoid behaving in ways that are harmful to each other compared to parties who share mostly incompatible interests.  Different attributional patterns among interdependent parties may simply reflect the reality that some parties harm each other more than others because they confront more incompatible interests.  Since most interdependent parties face a range of situations that vary in the mix of compatible and incompatible interests at stake, perhaps the relative balance of compatible and incompatible interests early on in the relationship establishes lasting patterns.


In a search to understand the sources of differing attributional patterns among interdependent parties, researchers are probably well advised to enlarge the scope of their investigations beyond the focus on one party at one point in time that characterizes most of the research reviewed here, including that which my colleagues and I have conducted.  In particular, it seems useful to study changes in attributional patterns over time and the factors that precipitate those changes.  Some relationships analogous to satisfied marital couples deteriorate into self-perpetuating exchanges of angry retaliation and some relationships analogous to stressed marital couples break the cycles angry retaliation.  The model of anger-driven, self-perpetuating retaliatory conflicts described here suggests that understanding such changes in attributional patterns would be useful in helping parties avoid such conflicts.


Finally, the research reviewed here makes a contribution by providing insight into why prior advice for managing anger in conflict has failed to receive empirical support.  The lack of theory and research on emotion has limited the ability of the conflict literature to generate sound prescriptions for how to handle anger.  To the extent advice has been offered, it has been to suggest venting one’s anger (e.g., Fisher, Ury, & Patton, 1991; Rubin, Pruitt, and Kim, 1994).  This advice draws on a metaphor of anger as a gas under pressure that will dissipate more quickly if one opens a valve to let it escape.  By venting, this line of advice suggests, one will return to a more reasonable state more quickly and thus be able to manage the conflict more effectively.  For example, Fisher, Ury, & Patton (1991: 31) conclude, “People obtain psychological release through the simple process of recounting their grievances... Letting off steam may make it easier to talk rationally later.”



However, considerable empirical research indicates that venting tends to increase anger rather than reducing it (See Averill, 1982; Lewis & Bucher, 1992; Tavris, 1984, 1989 for reviews).  The research reviewed in this chapter suggests possible reasons why prior advice to vent is typically counterproductive and suggests alternative means of handling anger.  Venting consists of describing the other party’s harmful effect on oneself and the reasons for holding the other responsible for that harmful effect.  Venting thus rehearses the very cognitive appraisal that arouses anger in the first place.  From the perspective of the model proposed in this chapter, venting can be productive in the sense that a direct confrontation with a harm doer may convince the harm doer of his or her culpability for the harm.  As a result, the harm doer may feel guilty and may apologize and/or make restitution for the harm done.  In this case, the harmed party’s anger will indeed tend to dissipate rather quickly.  But this effect comes not from the “simple process of recounting one’s grievances” per se.  This result of venting is dependent on the harm doer’s response to the venting.  As the model makes clear, given the bias of the accused, the guilty, apologetic response to venting cannot necessarily be assumed.  The proposed model suggests that if one wants to reduce one’s level of anger one is better advised to seek to correct the biases that may be fueling it than to rehearse those biases.
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� In the initial qualitative study and the study with the Big Six accountants and aerospace engineers, we also manipulated the power of the party acting in the harmful manner, expecting that participants would act on retaliatory impulses less readily against high power parties than low power parties and that the managers would consider the consequences of retaliating to a greater extent with high power parties.  However, no consistently significant power effects were found.  In the subsequent studies power was measured but not manipulated.  Again, no consistent significant effects were found.  A recent study by Kim, Smith, and Brigham (1998) did find that participants took more revenge on parties with lower power than higher power, unless they thought a third party was observing (if they thought the third party was interested in justice issues, the effect was actually reversed).  This study was conducted in a rather rarefied laboratory setting with undergraduates.  It is unclear whether the difference in setting (i.e., lab vs. field) or some other factor explains the differences in findings.


� Because this model and the studies examining it were based on cognitive appraisal theories of emotion, they did not examine the process of  “naming” described by Felstiner, Abel, & Sarat (1980-81).  In other words, it was assumed that the harmed party had perceived that someone had done something harmful and who it was.  Later in the chapter naming is re-introduced.


� The three types of responsibility attributions they described are (1) “act responsibility,” (2) “role responsibility”, and (3) “system responsibility”.  Act responsibility seems to be very similar to our judgments of responsibility.   Role responsibility attributions at first blush may appear to be distinct from the judgments of responsibility that we examined.  Here Bies and Tripp found that their participants held social and moral expectations of people in certain roles.  The participants often reported taking revenge when those people failed to act in the manner expected.  Our participants reported similar experiences.  The distinguishing appraisal, we found, for whether the participants felt an angry impulse to retaliate as a result was whether they held the other person responsible for failing to fulfill their role expectations or not.  Bies & Tripp described system responsibility attributions as instances in which the revenge seeker held the organization responsible for the perpetrator’s actions, since the organization hired the perpetrator and did not constrain his or her behavior.  This appraisal did not emerge frequently in my initial study.  It is unclear from the Bies and Tripp reports how frequently it emerged in theirs.


� I thank Robert Bies for bringing this research to my attention.


� This model adopts a structure similar to that which Weiner (1995) has used to model how internal and controllable attributions result in judgments of responsibility.





