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Fitzpatrick & Winke, 1979; Miller et al., 1994; Roloff & Barnicott, 1978) show
that relational closeness between both parties favors escalation. Moreover, they
argue that strong ties tend to lead to the use of a broader range of conflict
management strategies (Sillars, 1980). Other authors (Cody et al., 1986; Michener
& Schwertfeger, 1975; Pruitt & Carnevale, 1993, p. 136; Raven & Kruglanski,
1970) report effects in the opposite direction. They say that a high degree of
intimacy is more likely to mean that direct and conciliatory strategies are used
because those involved do not want to jeopardize their relationship (Cody et al.,
1986). In other words, friends prefer not to resolve their conflicts via third parties.

These contradictory findings led us to conclude that the closeness of relation-
ships as such does not explain escalation, and that more attention should be paid to
the mediating role of context conditions: “intimacy alone is of limited consequence
in determining message selection, but [that] it interacts with other situational vari-
ables” (Dillard & Burgoon, 1985, p. 292).

In this article, two context conditions will be examined more closely: network
embeddedness of the conflicting parties and the organizational context. Since es-
calation implies a process in time, we will also take into account how conflict
management behavior between two persons changes over time.

Research on the effect of nerwork embeddedness on social escalation shows
that indirect conflict management strategies tend to occur when the “relational
distance” between the two conflicting parties is great and when both parties have
contact with third parties whom they can involve either as allies or mediators
(Barley, 1991; Burt & Knez, 1996; Gargiulo, 1993; Kapferer, 1969; Lazega &
Vari, 1992; Thurman, 1979; Wittek, 1997; Wittek & Wielers, 1998). In both cases,
it is assumed that the likelihood of social escalation between conflicting parties
who have no or a poor relationship increases with the strength of their network
embeddedness.

Organizational contexts as determinants of conflict management behavior are
still among the least explored areas in intraorganizational conflict research (Barry
& Watson, 1996, p. 289; Nauta & Sanders, 2000). However, there is evidence
that both formal structure and organizational strategy play a role. Direct (bilateral)
conflict management strategies are more likely to be found in “flat” and matrix
organizations, whereas supervisors are more important for conflict resolution in
more “traditional” bureaucratic organizations (Morrill, 1995). It seems that, partic-
ularly, in flat organizations conflict management acquires a more hostile character
than in traditional bureaucratic settings (Barker, 1993; Nauta, 1996).

Though the factor time is inextricably linked with the phenomenon of escalation,
we are not aware of any empirical work — apart from case studies (Ellickson, 1991;
Kapferer, 1969; Thurman, 1979) — that systematically investigates how conflict
management behavior between organizational members changes over time.
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Experimental research (Pruitt et al., 1997) and the case studies just mentioned
show that both emotional and social escalation are the result of unsuccessful
previous attempts to resolve the conflict. An additional complication for organi-
zation studies results from the fact that changes in organizational context are often
among the reasons for the escalation of conflicts (Tebbutt & Marchington, 1997).

This brief sketch of previous research leads to the following conclusions.
Although there is a lack of systematic empirical research, the strength of the rela-
tionship between the contestants, their network embeddedness, the organizational
context, and the history of the conflict itself seem to be important determinants
of social escalation. The question is how these factors interact with each other,
Previous research has not given a theoretical explanation for the contradictory
effects of relationship strength. Therefore, it is still unclear under which context
conditions a strong relationship between the contestants will favor or impede
social escalation. The following section sketches a theoretical framework capable
to resolve this problem.

RELATIONAL SIGNALS AND ESCALATION OF
CONFLICTS

The interaction between relationship strength, network embeddedness, context
conditions and cooperation is a central element of Lindenberg’s (1997, 1998,
and Lindenberg’s, 2003 contribution in this volume; see also Miihlau, 2000,
Wielers, 1997) relational signaling theory, which has recently been used to
explain conflict management behavior (Wittek, 1999). Relational signaling theory
analyzes relationship strength in terms of the contribution of social relationships
to individual social well-being. The latter can be achieved either through the
exchange of affect, the recognition of prestige, or through social rewards as
they follow from compliance to solidarity norms. In solidarity relationships, the
realization of individual gain is tempered by the desire to conform to solidarity
norms. The stronger the relationship, the more one is willing to take into
consideration the interests of the other actor, even if doing so entails considerable
cost. Such solidarity considerations are absent in opportunistic relationships.
Here, both actors try to maximize their personal gains and are willing to cheat.
How do solidarity norms influence conflict management behavior? In order to
answer this question it is necessary to address the content of solidarity norms.
In stable solidarity relationships both parties conform to normative expectations.
This implies that they take into consideration how their actions will affect the
other’s well-being, as well as the relationship to this person (see also Pruitt &
Carnevale, 1993, p. 137). Each party avoids actions that could be interpreted as
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hostile and expects signals, which show that the other is still interested in the
relationship. Both actors are attentive to cues (relational signals) in the behavior of
the other person that may reveal something about his or her intentions with regard
to the maintenance of the relationship. A positive relational signal means that the
other person wants to continue the relationship with the receiver of the signal.
In solidarity relationships, conflict management behavior will also be evaluated
according to its relational signaling content. Direct strategies have some advantages
in this respect. First, compared to indirect strategies they reduce the likelihood
of communication biases because information that is spread via third parties is
more likely to become distorted than direct communication. Involving a third
party lengthens the chain of communication and multiplies the potential sources
of misunderstandings. Third parties might misrepresent the original information
either deliberately (because they pursue their own goals) or by accident (because
they forget relevant pieces of information or emphasize different aspects). Second,
direct strategies enable the receiver to judge the reliability of the signal better.
Direct strategies imply that the sender and the receiver interact with each other
verbally or non-verbally. While communicating, both actors have the opportunity
to visually screen each other’s behavior for possible cues of relational (dis)interest.
Goffman’s (1959, p. 2) distinction between expressions given vs. expressions given
off illustrates this process. He showed that relational signals in the first category —
like a gift — enable the sender to hide his or her potential opportunistic intentions (an
expression given), whereas signals in the second category are far more difficult to
manipulate because they are physiological signals (blushing, showing nervousness,
etc.) which are difficult to control (they are given off ). If a person sends a message to
another person via a third party rather than in a face-to-face encounter, the receiver
of the message does not get the opportunity to observe expressions given off. From
this perspective, the content of the message (Kellermann & Cole, 1994) becomes
less important than the question whether the conflict party chooses a direct or an
indirect strategy (Morrill & King Thomas, 1992). Face-to-face communication
between both conflicting parties means that they enable the other person to receive
relational signals as expressions given off. These advantages, and the fact that direct
strategies are themselves an expression of a direct relation, imply that, in case of
a conflict, the use of a direct strategy can often be seen as a positive relational
signal.

The question is: when will one of the conflicting parties choose a direct or an
indirect strategy to resolve the conflict? The choice of an indirect strategy implies
that the other party does not get the opportunity to receive expressions given off.
Therefore, in a functioning solidarity relationship indirect strategies are more likely
to be interpreted as negative relational signals than direct strategies. Assuming that
conflict parties anticipate on the relational signaling character of their sanctions
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it follows that the stronger the solidarity relationship between the two parties, the
more they will prefer direct strategies of conflict resolution.

However, individuals in solidarity relationships will not immediately suspect
opportunistic motives if one of the others in the relationship violates a solidarity-
rule. To a certain extent, they will tolerate such infractions — if they are not too
costly, or if the other party makes credible efforts to restore the status quo by
apologizing or actively attempting to repair any damage (Lindenberg, 1998; see
also Ellickson, 1991). As a result, particularly in the case of minor problems,
individuals in solidarity relationships are less likely to actively sanction each other
than those in opportunistic relationships (Wittek, forthcoming).

In relationships where solidarity is absent or opportunistic behavior dominates,
conflicting parties do not take the impact of their behavior on the other’s well-being
into consideration and they do not expect positive relational signals. Consequently,
their choice of a conflict management strategy is not constrained by the relational
signaling character of their sanctions. In an opportunistic relationship, where ego is
the instigating party and alter is the other party in arelationship, itis likely that alter
will put up more resistance to direct control than alter in a solidarity relationship
would. Therefore, ege in an opportunistic relationship will try to choose a level
of escalation at which alter’s resistance is likely to be lower or the benefits of
conflict management are expected to be higher. Alrer’s resistance will be lower
if the direct control attempt is made by somebody (an ege) with whom he or
she has a solidarity relationship. Empirical research on the expected effectiveness
of attempts to wield influence in different relational contexts shows that expected
effectiveness is higher in solidarity relationships than in opportunistic relationships
(Cody et al., 1986; Dillard & Burgoon, 1985). Assuming a continuum of social
escalation that ranges from unilateral through direct, indirect, formal, and public
forms of conflict resolution, it can be hypothesized that conflicts within solidarity
relationships will be resolved unilaterally or directly:

Solidarity Hypothesis (H1). The stronger the solidarity relationship between
ego and alter, the lower the level of escalation that ego chooses to resolve conflicts
with alter.

How does network embeddedness influence the level of social escalation? From
a relational signaling perspective, social relationships are an important means to
acquire social well-being through the production of social approval in the form
of behavioral confirmation, affect, or status recognition. For situations in which
an actor (ego) is confronted with negative externalities generated by another actor

(alter), this assumption has the following implications.
First, if the relationship between the two is defined in terms of (weak or strong)
solidarity, ego may see behavior that results in negative externalities as a potential
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