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Levels and Characteristics of Conflict Intensity 
 
 

 
CHARACTERISTIC 

 

 
PROBLEM 

 
DISAGREEMENT 

 
CONTEST 

 
FIGHT 

 
WAR 

 
OBJECTIVES AND 

ISSUES 

 
To resolve a 
situation 
composed of 
substantive issues 
that lend 
themselves to 
problem solving. 

 
To come out 
looking good   
To point out 
inaccuracies in 
each others’ 
cases 
To score points, 
not to problem 
solve. 

 
To win 

 
To weaken or 
humiliate the 
other party in 
order to force 
him/her to 
withdraw 

 
To get rid of, 
hurt, or destroy 
the other party 

 
TACTICS AND 

RELATIONSHIPS 

 
Parties believe 
that rational 
methods can 
solve the 
problem. 

 
Mixed motives 
become apparent.  
Not all 
information is 
shared.  Parties 
begin to consult 
others for wisdom 
and support. 

 
People look to 
advance their 
positions 
regardless of the 
actual issues. 
Personal attacks 
substitute for 
problem 
identification.  
Anonymous 
complaints are 
relayed by third 
parties.  Separate 
camps emerge 
and solidify. 

 
Conflict shifts 
from issues to 
principles.  
Attempts to 
defeat each other 
become more 
important than 
solving the 
problem. 

 
The end is all 
important, and 
any means to 
achieve that end 
are justified.  The 
cost of 
withdrawal is 
greater than the 
cost of destroying 
the other party. 

 
LANGUAGE 

 
Language used to 
describe the 
issues is clear, 
specific, and 
rational.  
Information is 
freely shared.  
Talk is problem-
oriented, not 
person-oriented. 

 
Language 
becomes 
increasingly 
emotional and 
general.  People 
avoid directly 
describing the 
problem so it may 
not be clearly 
defined.  Jokes 
and put-downs 
may be used to 
attack the other 
party. 

 
Language 
becomes “us” and 
“them”.  
Emotional appeals 
are used to 
influence rational 
thinking.  Words 
like “always”, 
“never”, and 
“everybody” 
become common. 

 
Language 
becomes 
ideological and 
self-righteous.  
Non-verbal 
behavior becomes 
more important.  
Parties begin to 
attack and 
question each 
others’ integrity. 

 
Parties display 
themselves in 
larger-than-life 
terms.  Language 
includes terms 
implying the 
intent to harm 
the other party.  
Personalities are 
the issue, and 
there is no 
control of 
emotion. 

 
POSSIBLE MEANS 

OF RESOLUTION 

 
The parties can 
usually solve the 
problem 
themselves 
through 
collaboration and 
negotiation. 

 
A solution is still 
achievable 
through 
collaboration, 
negotiation, or 
mediation if you 
can identify 
workable problem 
definitions and 
help people to 
use effective 
communications 
skills. 

 
Mediation or 
group facilitation 
is needed.  The 
process needs 
more structure, 
including conflict 
reduction and 
formal decision 
making 
strategies.  It also 
needs to remain 
open for new 
ideas. 

 
Collaboration and 
negotiation are 
unlikely to 
succeed.  
Mediation, 
arbitration, or a 
formal dispute 
resolution process 
is needed.   

 
Conflict 
resolution or 
reconciliation 
may not be 
possible.  An 
outside authority 
with sufficient 
power to enforce 
a solution is 
needed. 

 
Synthesized and adapted from the work of Elizabeth R. Nicholson 

 

 


