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Chapter 13 

Competition and Cooperation in Our Social Worlds 
 

Chesapeake Bay Watermen Question Limits on Crab Harvests 

In 2001, the crabbing industry in the Chesapeake Bay was on the verge of collapse. As a result, officials 

from the states of Maryland and Virginia imposed new regulations on overfishing. The restrictions limited 

fishing to just 8 hours per day and ended the crab season a month earlier than in the past. The aim of the 

new regulations was to reduce the crab harvest by 15%, which, in turn, was an attempt to maintain the 

$150-million-per-year industry. 

But many crabbers did not agree that their fishing was responsible for this collapse. They felt that poor 

water quality had killed off underwater sea grasses that made the natural hiding places for small crabs, 

leaving them vulnerable to predatory fish. Fisherman Eddie Evans believes that the solution for reviving 

the crab population was to give out more fishing licenses. 

―We've got millions and millions of fish in the bay,‖ Evans said. ―If we could catch more fish it could help 

the crab population.‖ 

Because the number of bay crabs was declining at a fast pace, though, government officials and 

conservation groups said there was a need for preventive measures. The U.S. Environmental Protection 

Agency confirmed the overexploitation of crab stocks and felt there was definite justification for the 

changes. Bill Goldsborough, a fishery scientist at the Chesapeake Bay Foundation, supports the curb on 

crab harvests. 

―I would say most sincerely that what is being attempted here is a comprehensive effort, a bay-wide effort, 

that for over two years has utilized the best scientific information in an attempt to improve the fishery,‖ he 

said. 

But many watermen felt their own needs were being overlooked. The new regulations, they said, would 

undoubtedly hurt the livelihood of many crabbers. 

―The crabbers are going to be hurt and a lot of them will fall by the wayside,‖ said Larry Simns, president 

of the Maryland Watermen's Association. 

On Smith Island, a small fishing community that is fully dependent on blue crab harvests, waterman 

Roland Bradshaw says that local incomes could fall by 25 percent as a result of the new regulations. 
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―This is our livelihood, this is my living. You probably might lose your boat or your home—either one,‖ 

Bradshaw said. ―They're persecuting us. For the watermen, this is it.‖ 

Source: Stoppkotte, K. (2001, May 10).Chesapeake Bay watermen question limits on crab 

harvests. National Geographic Today. Retrieved 

fromhttp://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2001/05/0510_crabbing.html. 

One of the most important themes of this book has been the extent to which the two human motives of 

self-concern and other-concern guide our everyday behavior. We have seen that although these two 

underlying goals are in many ways in direct opposition to each other, they nevertheless work together to 

create successful human outcomes. Particularly important is the fact that we cannot protect and enhance 

ourselves and those we care about without the help of the people around us. We cannot live alone—we 

must cooperate, work with, trust, and even provide help to other people in order to survive. The self-

concern motive frequently leads us to desire to not do these things because they sometimes come at a cost 

to the self. And yet in the end, we must create an appropriate balance between self and other. 

In this chapter, we revisit this basic topic one more time by considering the roles of self-concern and 

other-concern in social relationships between people and the social groups they belong to, and among 

social groups themselves. We will see, perhaps to a greater extent than ever before, how important our 

relationships with others are and how careful we must be to develop and use these connections. Most 

important, we will see again that helping others also helps us help ourselves. 

Furthermore, in this chapter, we will investigate the broadest level of analysis that we have so far 

considered—focusing on the cultural and societal level of analysis. In so doing, we will consider how the 

goals of self-concern and other-concern apply even to large groups of individuals, such as nations, 

societies, and cultures, and influence how these large groups interact with each other. 

Most generally, we can say that when individuals or groups interact they may take 

either cooperative or competitive positions (De Dreu, 2010; Komorita & Parks, 1994).
[1]

 When we 

cooperate, the parties involved act in ways that they perceive will benefit both themselves and 

others. Cooperation is behavior that occurs when we trust the people or groups with whom we are 

interacting and are willing to communicate and share with the others, expecting to profit ourselves 

through the increased benefits that can be provided through joint behavior. On the other hand, when we 

engage incompetition we attempt to gain as many of the limited rewards as possible for ourselves, and 
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at the same time we may work to reduce the likelihood of success for the other parties. Although 

competition is not always harmful, in some cases one or more of the parties may feel that their self-

interest has not been adequately met and may attribute the cause of this outcome to another party (Miller, 

2001). 
[2]

 In these cases of perceived inequity or unfairness, competition may lead to conflict, in which the 

parties involved engage in violence and hostility (De Dreu, 2010). 
[3]

 

Although competition is normal and will always be a part of human existence, cooperation and sharing 

are too. Although they may generally look out for their own interests, individuals do realize that there are 

both costs and benefits to always making selfish choices (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978). 
[4]

 Although we might 

prefer to use as much gasoline as we want, or to buy a couple of new mp3s rather than contribute to the 

local food bank, at the same time we realize that doing so may have negative consequences for the group 

as a whole. People have simultaneous goals of cooperating and competing, and the individual must 

coordinate these goals in making a choice (De Dreu, 2010; Schelling, 1960/1980). 
[5]

 

We will also see that human beings, as members of cultures and societies, internalize social norms that 

promote other-concern, in the form of morality and social fairness norms, and that these norms guide 

the conduct that allows groups to effectively function and survive (Haidt & Kesebir, 2010). 
[6]

 As human 

beings, we want to do the right thing, and this includes accepting, cooperating, and working with others. 

And we will do so when we can. However, as in so many other cases, we will also see that the social 

situation frequently creates a powerful force that makes it difficult to cooperate and easy to compete. 

A social dilemma is a situation in which the goals of the individual conflict with the goals of the 

group (Penner, Dovidio, Piliavin, & Schroeder, 2005; Suleiman, Budescu, Fischer, & Messick, 2004; Van 

Lange, De Cremer, Van Dijk, & Van Vugt, 2007). 
[7]

Social dilemmas impact a variety of important social 

problems because the dilemma creates a type of trap: Even though an individual or group may want to be 

cooperative, the situation leads to competitive behavior. For instance, the watermen we considered in the 

chapter opener find themselves in a social dilemma—they want to continue to harvest as many crabs as 

they can, and yet if they all do so, the supply will continue to fall, making the situation worse for everyone. 

Although social dilemmas create the potential for conflict and even hostility, those outcomes are not 

inevitable. People usually think that situations of potential conflict are fixed-sum outcomes, meaning 

that a gain for one side necessarily means a loss for the other side or sides (Halevy, Chou, & Murnighan, 

2011). 
[8]

 But this is not always true. In some cases, the outcomes are instead integrative outcomes, 
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meaning that a solution can be found that benefits all the parties. In the last section of this chapter, we 

will consider the ways that we can work to increase cooperation and to reduce competition, discussing 

some of the contributions that social psychologists have made to help solve some important social 

dilemmas (Oskamp, 2000a, 2000b). 
[9]
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13.1 Conflict, Cooperation, Morality, and Fairness 
L E A R N I N G O B JE C T I V E S  

1. Review the situational variables that increase or decrease competition and conflict. 

2. Differentiate harm-based morality from social conventional morality, and explain how 

morality works to help people cooperate. 

3. Define distributive justice and procedural justice, and explain the influence of fairness 

norms on cooperation and competition. 

Whether we cooperate or compete is determined, as are most human behaviors, in part by the 

characteristics of the individuals who are involved in the relationship and in part by the social situation 

that surrounds them. Let’s begin by considering first the situational determinants of competition and 

conflict. 

Competition and Conflict 

Conflict between individuals, between groups, and even between individuals and the social groups they 

belong to is a common part of our social worlds. We compete with other students to get better grades, and 

nations fight wars to gain territory and advantage. Businesses engage in competitive practices, sometimes 

in a very assertive manner, to gain market share. The behaviors of the parties that are in conflict are not 

necessarily designed to harm the others but rather are the result of the goals of self-enhancement and self-

preservation. We compete to gain rewards for ourselves and for those with whom we are connected, and 

doing so sometimes involves trying to prevent the other parties from being able to gain the limited 

rewards for themselves. 

 

Although competition does not necessarily create overt hostility, competition does sow the seeds for 

potential problems, and thus hostility may not be far off. One problem is that negative feelings tend to 

escalate when parties are in competition. In these cases, and particularly when the competition is intense, 

negative behavior on the part of one person or group may be responded to with even more hostile 

responses on the part of the competing person or group. 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://www.saylor.org/books


Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/books  Saylor.org 

  7 

In his summer camp studies, Muzafer Sherif and his colleagues (Sherif, Harvey, White, Hood, & Sherif 

(1961)
[1]

 created intergroup competition between the boys in the Rattlers club and the boys in the Eagles 

club. When the Eagles began by stealing the flag from the Rattlers’ cabin, the Rattlers did not respond 

merely by stealing a flag in return but rather, replied with even more hostile and negative behaviors. It 

was as if ―getting even‖ was not enough—an even greater retaliation was called for. Similar escalation 

happened during the Cold War, when the United States and the Soviet Union continued to increase their 

nuclear arsenals, and engaging in more and more aggressive and provocative behaviors, each trying to 

outdo the other. The magnitude of negative behaviors between the parties has a tendency to increase over 

time. As the conflict continues, each group perceives the other group more negatively, and these 

perceptions make it more difficult for the escalating conflict to be reversed. 

This escalation in negative perceptions between groups that are in conflict occurs in part because conflict 

leads the groups to develop increasingly strong social identities. These increases in identity are 

accompanied by the development of even more hostile group norms, which are supported by the group 

members and their leaders and which sanction or encourage even more negative behaviors toward the 

outgroup. Conflict also leads to negative stereotypes of the outgroup, increases perceptions of the other 

groups as homogenous, and potentially even produces deindividuation and dehumanization of the 

outgroup (Staub, 2011). 
[2]

 The conflict also reduces the amount of interaction among members of the 

competing groups, which makes it more difficult to change the negative perceptions. The unfortunate 

outcome of such events is that initially small conflicts may become increasingly hostile until they get out 

of control. World wars have begun with relatively small encroachments, and duels to the death have been 

fought over small insults. 

Conflict is sometimes realistic, in the sense that the goals of the interacting parties really are incompatible 

and fixed-sum. At a football game, for instance, only one team can win. And in a business world, there is a 

limited market share for a product. If one business does better by gaining more customers, then the other 

competing businesses may well do worse because there are fewer customers left for 

them.Realistic group conflict occurs when groups are in competition for objectively scarce resources, 

such as when two sports teams are vying for a league championship or when the members of different 

ethnic groups are attempting to find employment in the same factory in a city (Brewer & Campbell, 1976; 
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Jackson, 1993). 
[3]

 Conflict results in these conditions because it is easy (and accurate) to blame the 

difficulties of one’s own group on the competition produced by the other group or groups. 

Although many situations do create real conflict, some conflicts are more perceived than realistic because 

(although they may have a core of realistic conflict) they are based on misperceptions of the intentions of 

others or the nature of the potential rewards. In some cases, although the situation is perceived as 

conflicting, the benefits gained for one party do not necessarily mean a loss for the other party (the 

outcomes are actually integrative). For instance, when different supply businesses are working together 

on a project, each may prefer to supply more, rather than less, of the needed materials. However, the 

project may be so large that none of the businesses can alone meet the demands. In a case such as this, a 

compromise is perhaps possible such that the businesses may be able to work together, with each 

company supplying the products on which it makes a larger profit, therefore satisfying the needs of all the 

businesses. In this case, the parties may be better off working together than working on their own. 

 

Although intergroup relationships that involve hostility or violence are obviously to be avoided, it must be 

remembered that competition or conflict is not always negative or problematic (Coser, 1956; Rispens & 

Jehn, 2011). 
[4]

 The Darwinian idea of ―survival of the fittest‖ proposes that evolutionary progress occurs 

precisely because of the continued conflict among individuals within species and between different 

species as competing social groups. Over time, this competition, rather than being entirely harmful, 

increases diversity and the ability to adapt to changing environments. 

Competition between social groups may also provide social comparison information, which can lead both 

groups to set higher standards and motivate them to greater achievement. And conflict produces 

increased social identity within each of the competing groups. For instance, in the summer camp study, 

Sherif noted that the boys in the Rattlers and the Eagles developed greater liking for the other members of 

their own group as well as a greater group identity as the competition between the two groups increased. 

In situations in which one nation is facing the threat of war with another nation, the resulting identity can 

be useful in combating the threat, for instance, by mobilizing the citizens to work together effectively and 

to make sacrifices for the country. 

Cooperation: Social Norms That Lead Us to Be Good to Others 
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Although competition is always a possibility, our concern for others leads most relationships among 

individuals and among groups to be more benign and favorable. Most people get along with others and 

generally work together in ways that promote liking, sharing, and cooperation. In these situations, the 

interacting parties perceive that the gains made by others also improve their own chances of gaining 

rewards and that their goals are compatible. The parties perceive the situation as integrative and desire to 

cooperate. The players on a baseball team, for instance, may cooperate with each other—the better any 

one of them does, the better the team as a whole does. And in cooperative situations, it may in some cases 

even be beneficial to accept some personal costs (such as bunting a player on first base to second base, 

even though it means an out for the self) in order to further the goals of the group (by placing the other 

player in scoring position, thereby benefiting the team). 

Because cooperation is evolutionarily useful for human beings, social norms that help us cooperate have 

become part of human nature. These norms include principles ofmorality and social fairness. 

Morality 

As we have seen in many places in this book, helping others is part of our human nature. And cooperation 

and helping are found in other animals as well as in humans. For instance, it has been observed that the 

highest-status chimpanzees in a group do not act selfishly all the time—rather, they typically share food 

with others and help those who seem to be in need (de Waal, 1996). 
[5]

 As humans, our desires to 

cooperate are guided in part by a set of social norms about morality that forms a basic and important part 

of our culture. All cultures have morality beliefs—the set of social norms that describe the principles and 

ideals, as well as the duties and obligations, that we view as appropriate and that we use to judge the 

actions of others and to guide our own behavior (Darley & Shultz, 1990; Haidt & Kesebir, 2010). 
[6]

 

Researchers have identified two fundamental types of morality—social conventional morality and harm-

based morality (Turiel, Killen, & Helwig, 1987). 
[7]

Social conventional morality refers to norms that are 

seen as appropriate within a culture but that do not involve behaviors that relate to doing good or doing 

harm toward others. There is a great deal of cultural variation in social conventional morality, and these 

norms relate to a wide variety of behaviors. Some cultures approve of polygamy and homosexuality, 

whereas others do not. In some cultures, it is appropriate for men and women to be held to different 

standards, whereas in other cultures, this is seen as wrong. Even things that seem completely normal to us 
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in the West, such as dancing, eating beef, and allowing men to cook meals for women, are seen in other 

cultures as immoral. 

If these conventions, as well as the fact that they are part of the moral code in these cultures, seem strange 

to you, rest assured that some of your own conventional beliefs probably seem just as strange to other 

cultures. Social conventions are in large part arbitrary and are determined by cultures themselves. 

Furthermore, social conventions change over time. Not so long ago in the United States, it was wrong for 

Blacks and Whites to marry, and yet that convention has now changed for the better. And soon it seems as 

if many states will fully accept gay marriages, a policy that seemed unheard of even a few years ago. 

On the other hand, some of the most important and fundamental moral principles seem to be universally 

held by all people in all cultures and do not change over time. It has been found that starting at about age 

10, children in most cultures come to a belief about harm-based morality—that harming others, either 

physically or by violating their rights, is wrong (Helwig & Turiel, 2002). 
[8]

 These fundamental and 

universal principles of morality involve rights, freedom, equality, and cooperation, and virtually all 

cultures have a form of the golden rule, which proscribes how we should treat other people (as we would 

have them treat us). 

Morals are held and agreed to by all members of the culture. In most cases, morals are upheld through 

rules, laws, and other types of sanctions for their transgression. We give rewards to people who express 

our preferred morality, for instance, in the form of prizes, honors, and awards, and we punish those who 

violate our moral standards. 

Morality has both a cognitive and an emotional component. Some judgments just feel wrong, even if we 

cannot put our finger on exactly why that is. For instance, I think you’d probably agree that it is morally 

wrong to kiss your sister or brother on the lips, although at a cognitive level, it’s difficult to say exactly 

why it’s wrong. Is it wrong to kill someone if doing so saves lives? Most people agree that they should flip 

the switch to kill the single individual in the following scenario: 

A runaway trolley is headed for five people who will all be killed. The only way to save them is to 

hit a switch that will turn the trolley onto a different track where it will kill one person instead of 

five. 
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And yet even when morality seems cognitive, our emotions come into play. Although most people agree 

that the decision to kill the one person is rational, they would have a hard time actually doing it—harm-

based morality tells us we should not kill. 

Social Fairness 

An essential part of morality involves determining what is ―right‖ or ―fair‖ in social interaction. We want 

things to be fair, we try to be fair ourselves, and we react negatively when we see things that are unfair. 

And we determine what is or is not fair by relying on another set of social norms, appropriately 

calledsocial fairness norms, which are beliefs about how people should be treated fairly(Tyler & Lind, 

2001; Tyler & Smith, 1998). 
[9]

 

The preference for fairness has been proposed to be a basic human impulse (Tyler & Blader, 

2000), 
[10]

 and when we perceive unfairness, we also experience negative emotional responses in brain 

regions associated with reward and punishment (Tabibnia, Satpute, & Lieberman, 2008). 
[11]

 The 

experience of unfairness is associated with negative emotions, including anger and contempt, whereas 

fairness is associated with positive emotions. 

One type of social fairness, known as distributive fairness, refers to our judgments about whether or not a 

party is receiving a fair share of the available rewards. Distributive fairness is based on our perceptions 

of equity—the belief that we should each receive for our work a share proportionate to our contributions. 

If you and I work equally hard on a project, we should get the same grade on it. But if I work harder than 

you do, then I should get a better grade. Things seem fair and just when we see that these balances are 

occurring, but they seem unfair and unjust when they do not seem to be. 

A second type of fairness doesn’t involve the outcomes of the work itself but rather our perceptions of the 

methods used to assign those outcomes. Procedural fairnessrefers to beliefs about the fairness (or 

unfairness) of the procedures used to distribute available rewards among parties (Schroeder, Steele, 

Woodell, & Bernbenek, 2003).
[12]

 Procedural fairness is important because in some cases we may not 

know what the outcomes are, but we may nevertheless feel that things are fair because we believe that the 

process used to determine the outcomes is fair. For instance, we may not know how much tax other 

people are paying, but we feel that the system itself is fair, and thus most of us endorse the idea of paying 

taxes (indeed, almost everyone in the United States pays their taxes). We do so not only out of respect for 
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the laws that require us to but also because the procedure seems right and proper, part of the social 

structure of our society. 

We believe in the importance of fairness in part because if we did not, then we would be forced to accept 

the fact that life is unpredictable and that negative things can occur to us at any time. Believing in fairness 

allows us to feel better because we can believe that we get what we deserve and deserve what we get. These 

beliefs allow us to maintain control over our worlds. To believe that those who work hard are not 

rewarded and that accidents happen to good people forces us to concede that we too are vulnerable. 

Because we believe so strongly in fairness, and yet the world is not always just, we may distort our 

perceptions of the world to allow us to see it as more fair than it really is. One way to create a ―just world‖ 

is to reinterpret behaviors and outcomes so that the events seem to be fair. Indeed Melvin Lerner and his 

colleagues (Lerner, 1980) 
[13]

 found one way that people do this is by blaming the victim: Interpreting the 

negative outcomes that occur to others internally so that it seems that they deserved them. When we see 

that bad things have happened to other people, we tend to blame the people for them, even if they are not 

at fault. Thus we may believe that poor people deserve to be poor because they are lazy, that crime victims 

deserve to be victims because they were careless, and that people with AIDS deserve their illness. In fact, 

the more threatened we feel by an apparent unfairness, the greater is our need to protect ourselves from 

the dreadful implication that it could happen to us, and the more we disparage the victim. 

Reactions to Unfairness 

Although everyone believes that things should be fair, doing so is a lot easier for those of us for whom 

things have worked out well. If we have high status, we will generally be content with our analysis of the 

situation because it indicates that we deserve what we got. We are likely to think, ―I must have a good 

education, a good job, and plenty of money because I worked hard for it and deserve it.‖ In these cases, 

the reality supports our desires for self-concern, and there is no psychological dilemma posed. On the 

other hand, people with low status must reconcile their low status with their perceptions of fairness. 

Although they do not necessarily feel good about it, individuals who have low status may nevertheless 

accept the existing status hierarchy, deciding that they deserve what little they have. This is particularly 

likely if these low-status individuals accept the procedural fairness of the system. People who believe that 

the system is fair and that the members of higher-status groups are trustworthy and respectful frequently 

accept their position, even if it is one of low status (Tyler, Degoey, & Smith, 1996). 
[14]

 In all societies, some 
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individuals have lower status than others, and the members of low-status groups may perceive that these 

differences because they are an essential part of the society, are acceptable. The acceptance of one’s own 

low status as part of the proper and normal functioning of society is known as false consciousness (Jost 

& Banaji, 1994; Major, 1994). 
[15]

 In fact, people who have lower social status and who thus should be most 

likely to reject the existing status hierarchy are often the most accepting of it (Jost, Pelham, Sheldon, & 

Sullivan, 2003). 
[16]

 

But what about people who have not succeeded, who have low social status, and yet who also do not 

accept the procedural fairness of the system? How do they respond to the situation that seems so unfair? 

One approach is to try to gain status, for instance, by leaving the low-status group to which they currently 

belong. Individuals who attempt to improve their social status by moving to a new, higher-status group 

must give up their social identity with the original group and then increasingly direct their 

communication and behavior toward the higher-status groups in the hope of being able to join them. 

Although it represents the most direct method of change, leaving one group for another is not always 

desirable for the individual or effective if it is attempted. For one, if individuals are already highly 

identified with the low-status group, they may not wish to leave it despite the fact that it is low status. 

Doing so would sacrifice an important social identity, and it may be difficult to generate a new one with 

the new group (Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 1997; Spears, Doosje, & Ellemers, 1997). 
[17]

 In addition, an 

attempt to leave the group is a likely response to low status only if the person perceives that the change is 

possible. In some situations, group memberships are constrained by physical appearance (such as when 

the low status is a result of one’s race or ethnicity) or cultural norms (such as in a caste system in which 

change is not allowed by social custom). And there may also be individual constraints on the possibility of 

mobility—if the individual feels that he or she does not have the skills or ability to make the move, he or 

she may be unlikely to attempt doing so. 

When it does not seem possible to leave one’s low-status group, the individual may decide instead to use a 

social creativity strategy. Social creativity refers to the use of strategies that allow members of low-status 

groups to perceive their group as better than other groups, at least on some dimensions, which allows 

them to gain some positive social identity (Derks, van Laar, & Ellemers, 2007). 
[18]

 In the United States, for 

example, Blacks, who are frequently the target of negative stereotypes, prejudices, and discrimination, 

may react to these negative outcomes by focusing on more positive aspects of their group membership. 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://www.saylor.org/books


Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/books  Saylor.org 

  14 

The idea is that their cultural background becomes a positive, rather than a negative, aspect of their 

personality—―Black is Beautiful!‖ is one example. 

Social creativity frequently takes the form of finding alternative characteristics that help the group excel. 

For example, the students at a college that does not have a particularly good academic standing may look 

to the superior performance of their sports teams as a way of creating positive self-perceptions and social 

identity. Although the sports team performance may be a less important dimension than academic 

performance overall, it does provide at least some positive feelings. Alternatively, the members of the low-

status group might regain identity by perceiving their group as very cohesive or homogenous, 

emphasizing group strength as a positive characteristic. 

When individual mobility is not possible, group members may consider mobilizing their group using 

collective action. Collective action refers to the attempts on the part of one group to change the social 

status hierarchy by improving the status of their own group relative to others. This might occur through 

peaceful methods, such as lobbying for new laws requiring more equal opportunity or for affirmative 

action programs, or it may involve resorts to violence, such as the 1960s race riots in the United States or 

the recent uprisings in Middle Eastern countries (Ellemers & Barreto, 2009; Leonard, Moons, Mackie, & 

Smith, 2011; Levine, Taylor, & Best, 2011). 
[19]

 

Collective action is more likely to occur when there is a perception on the part of the group that their low 

status is undeserved and caused by the actions of the higher-status group, when communication among 

the people in the low-status group allows them to coordinate their efforts, and when there is strong 

leadership to help define an ideology, organize the group, and formulate a program for action. Taking part 

in collective action—for instance, by joining feminist, or civil rights, or the ―Occupy Wall Street‖ 

movements in the United States—is a method of maintaining and increasing one’s group identity and 

attempting to change the current social structure. 

Social Psychology in the Public Interest 

System Justification 

We have argued throughout this book that people have a strong desire to feel good about themselves and 

the people they care about, and we have seen much evidence to support this idea. Most people believe that 

they and their own groups are important, valued, competent, and generally ―better than average.‖ And 
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most people endorse social policies that favor themselves and the groups to which they belong (Bobo, 

1983; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). 
[20]

 

If this is the case, then why do people who are of lower socioeconomic status so often support political 

policies that tax the poor more highly than they tax the rich and that support unequal income 

distributions that do not favor them? In short, why do people engage in system justification, even when 

the current state of affairs does not benefit them personally? Social psychologists have provided a number 

of potential explanations for this puzzling phenomenon. 

One factor is that our perceptions of fairness or unfairness are not based on our objective position within 

the society but rather are more based on our comparison of our own status relative to the other people 

around us. For instance, poor people in the United States may not perceive that they have lower status 

because they compare their current state of affairs not with rich people but with the people who they are 

most likely to see every day—other poor people. 

This explanation is supported by the fact that factors that increase the likelihood that lower-status 

individuals will compare themselves with higher-status people tend to reduce system justification beliefs, 

decrease life satisfaction, and lead to collective action. For instance, the civil rights riots of the 1960s 

occurred after Blacks had made many gains in the United States. At this time, they may have tended to 

reject the existing status system because they began to compare themselves with higher-status Whites 

rather than with other low-status Blacks, and this upward comparison made their relatively lower status 

seem more illegitimate and unfair (Gurr, 1970). 
[21]

 

A second explanation is based on the principles of procedural fairness. Our perceptions of fairness and 

our satisfaction with our own lives are determined in large part by the culture in which we live. In the 

United States, the culture provides a strong belief in fairness. Most people believe in the procedural 

fairness of the system itself and thus are willing to believe that systems and authorities are correct and 

proper and that inequality among groups and individuals is legitimate and even necessary. Furthermore, 

because believing otherwise would be highly threatening to the self-concept, poor people may be even 

more likely to believe in the correctness of these inequalities than are those of higher status (Jost, 2011; 

van der Toorn, Tyler, & Jost, 2011). 
[22]

 

To test this hypothesis, John Jost and his colleagues (Jost, Pelham, Sheldon, & Sullivan, 2003) 
[23]

 asked 

over 2,500 U.S. citizens the following question: 
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Some people earn a lot of money while others do not earn very much at all. In order to get people 

to work hard, do you think large differences in pay are 

 absolutely necessary, 

 probably necessary, 

 probably not necessary, 

 definitely not necessary. 

As predicted by the idea that to believe otherwise is to accept that the social situation is unfair, Jost et al. 

found that poorer people were significantly more likely to think that large differences in pay were 

necessary and proper (responding ―absolutely necessary‖ or ―probably necessary‖) than did wealthier 

people (see the following figure). You can see that social psychological principles—in this case, the idea of 

system justification—can be used to explain what otherwise would seem to be quite unexpected 

phenomena. 

Figure 13.1 

 

Poorer respondents reported finding the income differential between rich and poor more 

acceptable than did richer participants. Data are from Jost, Pelham, Sheldon, and Sullivan 

(2003). [24] 

K E Y  T A K E A W A Y S  

 The individual goals of self-concern and other-concern help explain tendencies to 

cooperate or compete with others. 

 Both competition and cooperation are common and useful reactions to social interaction 

dilemmas. 
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 The solutions to social dilemmas are more favorable when the outcomes are integrative 

rather than fixed-sum. 

 Conflict is sometimes realistic, in the sense that the goals of the interacting parties really 

are incompatible. But in many cases, conflicts are more perceived than realistic. 

 Our reactions to conflict are influenced by harm-based morality beliefs and social 

fairness norms. 

 Individuals who have low status may nevertheless accept the existing status hierarchy, 

deciding that they deserve what little they have, a phenomenon known as false 

consciousness. Individuals with low status who to do not accept the procedural fairness 

of the system may use social creativity strategies or them may resort to collective action. 

E X E R C I S E S  A N D  C R I T I C A L  T H I N K I N G  

1. Consider a time when you were in a type of social dilemma, perhaps with friends or 

family. How did your self-concern and other-concern lead you to resolve the dilemma? 

2. Do you think that you or people you know are victims of system justification? How 

would you know if you or they were? 

3. Discuss an example of a person who is a member of a social group and who you believe 

has used social creativity strategies in an attempt to improve his or her self-image. What 

were the strategies, and were they successful? 
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13.2 How the Social Situation Creates Conflict: The Role of 

Social Dilemmas 
L E A R N I N G O B JE C T I V E S  

1. Explain the concepts of public goods and social dilemmas, and how these conflicts 

influence human interactions. 

2. Describe the principles of the prisoner’s dilemma game that make it an effective model 

for studying social dilemmas. 

3. Review the different laboratory games that have been used to study social dilemmas. 

4. Summarize the individual difference and cultural variables that relate to cooperation and 

competition. 

If human beings are well-equipped to cooperate with each other, and if morality, social fairness, and other 

human features favor it, why are so many social relationships still competitive? If you guessed that the 

competition comes not so much from the people as it does from the nature of the social situation, then 

you would be correct. In short, competition is often caused by the social dilemma itself—the dilemma 

creates patterns whereby even when we want to be good, the situation nevertheless rewards us for being 

selfish. Ross and Ward (1995) 
[1]

 found that participants played a game more competitively when it was 

described as a ―Wall Street Broker Game‖ than when the same game was called a ―Community Game.‖ 

And other studies have found that subliminal priming of money or business materials (e.g., boardroom 

tables and business suits) increases competition (Kay, Wheeler, Bargh, & Ross, 2004; Vohs, Meed, & 

Goode, 2006). 
[2]

 

Social dilemmas occur when the members of a group, culture, or society are in potential conflict over the 

creation and use of shared public goods. Public goods arebenefits that are shared by a community at 
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large and that everyone in the group has access to, regardless of whether or not they have personally 

contributed to the creation of the goods (Abele, Stasser, & Chartier, 2010). 
[3]

 In many cases, the public 

good involves the responsible use of a resource that if used wisely by the group as a whole will remain 

intact but if overused will be destroyed. Examples include the crabs in the Chesapeake Bay, water in local 

reservoirs, public beaches, and clean air. In other cases, the public good involves a service—such as public 

television or public radio—that is supported by the members of the community but that is used freely by 

everyone in the community. 

Let’s consider first a case in which a social dilemma leads people to overuse an existing public good—a 

type of social dilemma called a harvesting dilemma. One example, called the commons dilemma, was 

proposed by Garrett Hardin (1968). 
[4]

Hardin noted that in many towns in Europe, there was at one time a 

centrally located pasture, known as the commons, which was shared by the inhabitants of the village to 

graze their livestock. But the commons was not always used wisely. The problem was that each individual 

who owned livestock wanted to be able to use the commons to graze his or her own animals. However, 

when each group member took advantage of the commons by grazing many animals, the commons 

became overgrazed, the pasture died, and the commons was destroyed. 

Although Hardin focused on the particular example of the commons, he noted that the basic dilemma of 

individual needs and desires versus the benefit of the group as whole could also be found in many 

contemporary public goods issues, including the use of limited natural resources and public land. In large 

cities, most people may prefer the convenience of driving their own car to work each day rather than 

taking public transportation. Yet this behavior uses up public goods (roads that are not clogged with 

traffic, and air that is free of pollution). People are lured into the dilemma by short-term self-interest, 

seemingly without considering the potential long-term costs of the behavior, such as air pollution and the 

necessity of building even more highways. 

Social dilemmas such as the commons dilemma are arranged in a way that it is easy to be selfish because 

the personally beneficial choice (such as using water during a water shortage or driving to work alone in 

one’s own car) produces benefits for the individual, no matter what others do. Furthermore, social 

dilemmas tend to work on a type of ―time delay.‖ Because the long-term negative outcome (the extinction 

of fish species or dramatic changes in the climate) is far away in the future, and yet the individual benefits 

are occurring right now, it is difficult to see how many costs there really are. The paradox, of course, is 
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that if everyone takes the personally selfish choice in an attempt to maximize his or her own rewards, the 

long-term result is poorer outcomes for every individual in the group. Each individual prefers to make use 

of the public goods for himself or herself, whereas the best outcome for the group as a whole is to use the 

resources more slowly and wisely. 

Another type of social dilemma—the contributions dilemma—occurs when the short-term costs of a 

behavior lead individuals to avoid performing it, and this may prevent the long-term benefits that 

would have occurred if the behaviors had been performed. An example of a contributions dilemma 

occurs when individuals have to determine whether or not to donate to the local public radio or television 

station. If most people do not contribute, the TV station may have lower quality programming, or even go 

off the air entirely, thus producing a negative outcome for the group as a whole. However, if enough 

people already contribute, then it is not in anyone’s own best interest to do so, because the others will pay 

for the programming for them. Contributions dilemmas thus encourage people to free ride, relying on 

other group members to contribute for them. 

The Prisoner’s Dilemma 

One method of understanding how individuals and groups behave in social dilemmas is to create such 

situations in the laboratory and observe how people react to them. The best known of these laboratory 

simulations is called the prisoner’s dilemma game(Poundstone, 1992). 
[5]

 The prisoner’s dilemma game is 

a laboratory simulation that models a social dilemma in which the goals of the individual compete with 

the goals of another individual (or sometimes with a group of other individuals). Like all social 

dilemmas, the prisoner’s dilemma makes use of the assumptions of social learning approaches to behavior 

that assume that individuals will try to maximize their own outcomes in their interactions with others. 

In the prisoner’s dilemma, the participants are shown a payoff matrix in which numbers are used to 

express the potential outcomes for the each of the players in the game, given the decisions made by each 

player. The payoffs are chosen beforehand by the experimenter to create a situation that models some 

real-world outcome. Furthermore, in the prisoner’s dilemma, the payoffs are normally arranged as they 

would be in a typical social dilemma, such that each individual is better off acting in his or her immediate 

self-interest, and yet if all individuals act according to their self-interest, then everyone will be worse off. 

In its original form, the prisoner’s dilemma involves a situation in which two prisoners (we’ll call them 

Frank and Malik) have been accused of committing a crime. The police have determined that the two 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://www.saylor.org/books


Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/books  Saylor.org 

  23 

worked together on the crime, but they have only been able to gather enough evidence to convict each of 

them of a more minor offense. In an attempt to gain more evidence and thus to be able to convict the 

prisoners of the larger crime, each prisoner is interrogated individually, with the hope that he will confess 

to having been involved in the more major crime in return for a promise of a reduced sentence if he 

confesses first. Each prisoner can make either the cooperative choice (which is to not confess) or the 

competitive choice (which is to confess). 

The incentives for either confessing or not confessing are expressed in a payoff matrix such as the one 

shown in Figure 13.2 "The Prisoner’s Dilemma". The top of the matrix represents the two choices that 

Malik might make (either to confess that he did the crime or to not confess), and the side of the matrix 

represents the two choices that Frank might make (also to either confess or not confess). The payoffs that 

each prisoner receives, given the choices of each of the two prisoners, are shown in each of the four 

squares. 
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Figure 13.2 The Prisoner’s Dilemma 

 

In the prisoner’s dilemma, two suspected criminals are interrogated separately. The payoff matrix 

indicates the outcomes for each prisoner, measured as the number of years each is sentenced to 

prison, as a result of each combination of cooperative (don’t confess) and competitive (confess) 

decisions. Outcomes for Malik are in the darker color, and outcomes for Frank are in lighter color. 

If both prisoners take the cooperative choice by not confessing (the situation represented in the upper left 

square of the matrix), there will be a trial, the limited available information will be used to convict each 

prisoner, and each will be sentenced to a short prison term of 3 years. However, if either of the prisoners 

confesses, turning ―state’s evidence‖ against the other prisoner, then there will be enough information to 

convict the other prisoner of the larger crime, and that prisoner will receive a sentence of 30 years, 

whereas the prisoner who confesses will get off free. These outcomes are represented in the lower left and 

upper right squares of the matrix. Finally, it is possible that both players confess at the same time. In this 
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case, there is no need for a trial, and in return, the prosecutors offer a somewhat reduced sentence (of 10 

years) to each of the prisoners. 

Characteristics of the Prisoner’s Dilemma 

The prisoner’s dilemma has two interesting characteristics that make it a useful model of a social 

dilemma. For one, the prisoner’s dilemma is arranged such that a positive outcome for one player does 

not necessarily mean a negative outcome for the other player (i.e., the prisoner’s dilemma is not a fixed-

sum situation but an integrative one). If you consider again the matrix in Figure 13.2 "The Prisoner’s 

Dilemma", you can see that if one player takes the cooperative choice (to not confess) and the other takes 

the competitive choice (to confess), then the prisoner who cooperates loses, whereas the other prisoner 

wins. However, if both prisoners make the cooperative choice, each remaining quiet, then neither gains 

more than the other, and both prisoners receive a relatively light sentence. In this sense, both players can 

win at the same time. 

Second, the prisoner’s dilemma matrix is arranged such that each individual player is motivated to take 

the competitive choice because this choice leads to a higher payoff regardless of what the other player 

does. Imagine for a moment that you are Malik, and you are trying to decide whether to cooperate (don’t 

confess) or to compete (confess). And imagine that you are not really sure what Frank is going to do. 

Remember that the goal of the individual is to maximize rewards. The values in the matrix make it clear 

that if you think that Frank is going to confess, you should confess yourself (to get 10 rather than 30 years 

in prison). And it is also clear that if you think Frank is not going to confess, you should still confess (to 

get 0 rather than 3 years in prison). So the matrix is arranged such that the ―best‖ alternative for each 

player, at least in the sense of pure self-interest, is to make the competitive choice, even though in the end 

both players would prefer the combination in which both players cooperate to the one in which they both 

compete. 

Although initially specified in terms of the two prisoners, similar payoff matrices can be used to predict 

behavior in many different types of dilemmas involving two or more parties and including choices 

between helping and not helping, working and loafing, and paying and not paying debts (weber & 

Messick, 2004). 
[6]

 For instance, we can use the prisoner’s dilemma to help us understand a contributions 

dilemma, such as why two roommates might not want to contribute to the housework. Each of them 
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would be better off if they relied upon the other to clean the house. Yet if neither of them makes an effort 

to clean the house (the cooperative choice), the house becomes a mess and they will both be worse off. 

Variations on the Prisoner’s Dilemma 

In many cases, the prisoner’s dilemma game is played over a series of trials, in which players can modify 

their responses based on those given by their partners on previous trials. For example, the arms race 

between the Soviet Union and the United States during the Cold War can be seen as a social dilemma that 

occurs over time. Over a period of years, each country chooses whether to compete (by building nuclear 

weapons) or to cooperate (by not building nuclear weapons). And in each case, both countries feel that it 

is in their best interest to compete rather than cooperate. 

The prisoner’s dilemma can also be expanded to be played by more than two players. The behavior of 

individuals leaving a crowed parking lot, as an example, represents a type of prisoner’s dilemma in which 

it is to each person’s individual benefit to try to be the first to leave. However, if each person rushes to the 

exit without regard for others, a traffic jam is more likely to result, which slows down the process for 

everyone. If all individuals take the cooperative choice—waiting until their turn—everyone wins. 

Resource Dilemma Games 

In addition to the prisoner’s dilemma, social dilemmas have been studied using games in which a group of 

individuals share a common pool of resources. In these resource dilemma games, the participants may 

extract or harvest resources from the pool, and it is to their individual advantage to do so. Furthermore, as 

the resources are used, the pool can replenish itself through a fixed schedule, which will allow the 

individuals to continue to harvest over long periods of time. Optimal use of the resource involves keeping 

the pool level up and harvesting only as much as will be replenished in the given time period. Overuse of 

the pool provides immediate gain for the individuals but has a long-term cost in the inability to make 

harvests at a later time. 

In one version of a resource dilemma game (Edney, 1979), 
[7]

 the participants sit around a bowl of metal 

nuts, and the goal is to get as many nuts as one can. The experimenter adds nuts to the bowl such that the 

number of nuts in the bowl doubles every 10 seconds. However, the individual players are also motivated 

to harvest nuts for themselves and are allowed to take out as many nuts as they like at any time. In 

Edney’s research, rather than cooperating and watching the pool grow, the participants almost 
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immediately acted in their self-interest, grabbing the nuts from the bowl. In fact, Edney reported that 65% 

of the groups never got to the first 10-second replenishment! 

Research Focus 

The Trucking Game 

Another example of a laboratory simulation that has been used to study conflict is the trucking game. In 

the original research (Deutsch & Krauss, 1960), 
[8]

 pairs of women played the trucking game. Each woman 

was given $4 to begin with and was asked to imagine herself as the owner of one of two trucking 

companies (Acme or Bolt) that carried merchandise over the roads shown in the figure called ―The Road 

Map From the Trucking Game‖. Each time either player’s truck reached the destination on the opposite 

side of the board, she earned 60 cents, minus operating costs (1 cent for each second taken by the trip). 

However, the game was also arranged to create the potential for conflict. Each participant wanted to travel 

on the main road in order to get to the destination faster, but this road was arranged to be so narrow that 

only one truck could pass at a time. Whenever the two trucks met each other on this narrow road, one of 

them was eventually forced to back up. Thus there are two choices to getting to the destination. The 

players had to either take the long, winding roads, thus eliminating their profits (each player would lose 

10 cents on each trip if they were forced to take the long road) or figure out a way to share the use of the 

one-lane road. 
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Figure 13.3The Road Map From the Trucking Game 

 

From Deutsch (1973). [9] 

Figure 13.4Outcomes of a Trucking Game Study 

 

Data are from Deutsch and Krauss (1960). [10] 

Deutsch and Krauss made the game even more interesting by creating experimental conditions in which 

either or both of the truck company owners had a gate that controlled access to the road. In 
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the unilateral-threat condition, only Acme had a gate. Thus if Bolt attempted to use the main road, Acme 

could close the gate, forcing Bolt to back up and enabling Acme to reopen the gate and proceed quickly to 

the destination. In the bilateral-threat condition, both sides had gates, whereas in the no-threat 

condition, there were no gates. 

As shown in the figure titled ―Outcomes of a Trucking Game Study,‖ participants without gates soon 

learned to share the one-lane road, and, on average, each made a profit. However, threat in the form of a 

gate produced conflict and led to fewer profits, although in many cases the participants learned to deal 

with these problems over time and improved their payoffs as the game went on (Lawler, Ford, & Blegen, 

1988; Shomer, Davis, & Kelley, 1966). 
[11]

 Participants lost the most money in the bilateral-threat 

condition in which both sides were given gates that they could control. In this situation, conflict 

immediately developed, and there were standoffs on the middle road that wasted time and prevented 

either truck from moving. 

Two results of this study are particularly surprising. First, in the unilateral threat condition, both players 

(including Acme, who had control of the gate) made less money than did those in the no-threat condition 

(although it is true that in this condition, Acme did lose less than Bolt). Thus being able to threaten the 

other was not successful for generating overall profits. Second, in the conditions in which both individuals 

had gates, both individuals actually did worse than they did when only one individual had a gate. Thus 

when an opponent is able to threaten you, it may be to your benefit to not return with a threat of your 

own—the ability to counteract the threats of your partner may not always help you but rather may 

produce even more conflict and losses for both parties. 

Who Cooperates and Who Competes? 

Although we have to this point focused on how situational variables, such as the nature of the payoffs in 

the matrix, increase the likelihood that we will compete rather than cooperate, not everyone is influenced 

the same way by the situation—the personality characteristics of the individuals also matter. In general, 

people who are more self-oriented are more likely to compete, whereas people who are more other-

oriented are more likely to cooperate (Balliet, Parks, & Joireman, 2009; Sagiv, Sverdlik, & Schwarz, 

2011). 
[12]

 For instance, Campbell, Bush, Brunell, and Shelton (2005) 
[13]

 found that students who were 

highly narcissistic (i.e., very highly self-focused) competed more in a resource dilemma and took more of 

the shared resource for themselves than did the other people playing the game. 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
http://www.saylor.org/books


Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/books  Saylor.org 

  30 

Research Focus 

Self and Other Orientations in Social Dilemmas 

Paul Van Lange and his colleagues (Van Lange, 1999; Van Lange & Kuhlman, 1994) 
[14]

 have focused on 

the person determinants of cooperation by characterizing individuals as one of two types—those who are 

―pro-social,‖ meaning that they are high on other-concern and value cooperation, and those who are ―pro-

self‖ and thus tend to behave in a manner that enhances their own outcomes by trying to gain advantage 

over others by making competitive choices. 

Sonja Utz (2004) 
[15]

 tested how people who were primarily self-concerned would respond differently than 

those who were primarily other-concerned when the self-concept was activated. In her research, male and 

female college students first completed a measure designed to assess whether they were more pro-social 

or more pro-self in orientation. On this measure, the participants had to make choices about whether to 

give points to themselves or to another person on a series of tasks. The students who tended to favor 

themselves were classified as pro-self, whereas those tended to favor others were classified as pro-social. 

Then all the students read a story describing a trip to a nearby city. However, while reading the story, half 

of the students (the self-priming condition) were asked to circle all the pronouns occurring in the story. 

These pronouns were arranged to be self-relevant and thus to activate the self-concept—―I,‖ ―we,‖ ―my,‖ 

and so forth. The students in the control condition, however, were instructed to circle the prepositions, 

which were not self-relevant (e.g., ―of‖ and ―after‖). 

Finally, the students participated in a series of games in which they had to make a choice between two 

alternative distributions of points between themselves and another person. As you can see in the following 

figure, the self-manipulation influenced the pro-self students (who were primarily self-oriented already) 

in a way that they became even less cooperative and more self-serving. However, the students who were 

initially pro-social became even more cooperative when the self-concept was activated. 
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Figure 13.5 

 

Priming the self-concept increased cooperation for those who were other-concerned but increased 

competition for those who were self-concerned. Data are from Utz (2004). [16] 

Although it is possible that people are either self-concerned or other-concerned, another possibility is that 

people vary on both of these dimensions simultaneously, such that some people may be high on both self-

concern and other-concern. Thedual-concern model of cooperation and competition (Pruitt & Rubin, 

1986)
[17]

 is based on this approach, and the four resulting personality types are outlined inFigure 13.6 "The 

Dual-Concern Model". 

The dual-concern model suggests that individuals will relate to social dilemmas, or other forms of conflict, 

in different ways, depending on their underlying personal orientations or as influenced by the 

characteristics of the situation that orient them toward a given concern. Individuals who are focused 

primarily on their own outcomes but who do not care about the goals of others are considered to 

be contending in orientation. These individuals are expected to try to take advantage of the other party, 

for instance, by withholding their contributions in social dilemmas. Those who are focused primarily on 

the others’ outcomes, however, will be yielding and likely to make cooperative choices. Individuals who 

are not concerned about the interests of either the self or others are inactive and unlikely to care about the 

situation or to participate in solving it at all. 

 

 

 

Figure 13.6 The Dual-Concern Model 
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The interesting prediction of the dual-concern model is that being concerned with one’s own outcomes is 

not necessarily harmful to the possibility of cooperation. The individuals who are focused on maximizing 

their own outcomes but who are also concerned with the needs of the others (the problem solvers) are 

expected to be as likely to cooperate as are those who are yielding. In fact, the dual-concern model 

suggests that these individuals may be the best negotiators of all because they are likely to go beyond the 

trap posed by the dilemma itself, searching for ways to produce new and creative solutions through 

creative thinking and compromise. 

Gender and Cultural Differences in Cooperation and Competition 

You might be wondering whether men or women are more cooperative. Because women are on average 

more concerned about maintaining positive relationships with others, whereas men are on average more 

self-concerned, it might be expected that women might be more likely to cooperate than men. And some 

research has supported this idea. For instance, in terms of whether or not people accepted an initial offer 

that was made to them or demanded more, Babcock, Gelfand, Small, and Stayn (2006) 
[18]

found that 
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about half of the men they sampled negotiated a salary when they took their first job offer, whereas only 

about one eighth of the women reported doing so. Not surprisingly, women received substantially lower 

average annual starting salaries than did the men, a fact that is likely to contribute to the wage gap 

between men and women. And Small, Gelfand, Babcock, and Gettman (2007) 
[19]

 found that, overall, 

women were less likely than men to try to bargain for personal gain in an experimental task. Small and 

colleagues concluded that women felt that asking for things for themselves was socially inappropriate, 

perhaps because they perceive that they have less social power than do men. 

Although at least some studies have found that there are gender differences, an interactionist approach to 

the situation is even more informative. It turns out that women compete less than men in some situations, 

but they compete about much as men do in other situations. For example, Bowles, Babcock, and McGinn 

(2005) 
[20]

showed that the roles that are activated at the negotiation table (i.e., whether one is negotiating 

for oneself or on behalf of others) are important triggers for gender differences. Women negotiated as well 

as men when they were negotiating for others, but they negotiated less strongly than men did for 

themselves. And Kray, Galinsky, and Thompson (2002) 
[21]

 showed that gender differences in negotiation 

behavior are strongly affected by cognitive constructs that are accessible during negotiation. In general, 

gender differences in negotiation seem to occur in situations in which other-concern is highly accessible 

but are reduced or eliminated in situations in which other-concern is less accessible (Gelfand, Major, 

Raver, Nishii, & O’Brien, 2006). [22]
 A recent meta-analysis of 272 research results (Baillet, Li, Macfarlan, 

& van Vugt, 2011)
[23]

 found that overall, men and women cooperated equally. But men cooperated more 

with other men than women cooperated with other women. In mixed-sex interactions, women were more 

cooperative than men. 

And there are also cultural differences in cooperation, in a direction that would be expected. For instance, 

Gelfand et al. (2002) 
[24]

 found that Japanese students—who are more interdependent and thus generally 

more other-concerned—were more likely to cooperate and achieved higher outcomes in a negotiation task 

than did students from the United States (who are more individualistic and self-oriented; Chen, Mannix, 

& Okumura, 2003). 
[25]

 

K E Y  T A K E A W A Y S  
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 The behavior of individuals in conflict situations is frequently studied using laboratory 

games such as the prisoner’s dilemma game. Other types of laboratory games include 

resource dilemma games and the trucking game. 

 Taken together, these games suggest that the most beneficial approach in social 

dilemmas is to maintain a balance between self-concern and other-concern. 

 Individual differences in cooperation and competition, such as those proposed by the 

dual-concern model, show that individuals will relate to social dilemmas depending on 

their underlying personal orientations. 

 Although women do compete less than men in some situations, they compete about as 

much as men do in other situations. There are cultural differences in cooperation. 

E X E R C I S E S  A N D  C R I T I C A L  T H I N K I N G  

1. Consider a time in which you were involved in a social dilemma. How did you respond to 

the problem? 

2. Review and critique the laboratory games that have been used to assess responses in 

social dilemmas. What are their strengths and the limitations? 
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13.3 Strategies for Producing Cooperation 
L E A R N I N G O B JE C T I V E S  

1. Outline the variables that increase and decrease competition. 

2. Summarize the principles of negotiation, mediation, and arbitration. 

When we are faced with situations in which conflict is occurring or has the potential to develop, it will be 

useful if we are aware of the techniques that will help us best deal with it. We may want to help two 

roommates realize that they will be better off taking the cooperative choice—by contributing to the 

household chores—and we may desire to try to convince people to take public transportation rather than 
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their own car because doing so is better for the environment and in the end better for everyone. The 

problem, of course, is that although the parties involved may well realize the potential costs of continuing 

to behave selfishly or competitively, the social situation nevertheless provides a strong motivation to 

continue to take the selfish choice. 

It is important to attempt to determine appropriate ways to encourage more responsible use of social 

resources because individualistic consumption of these supplies will make them disappear faster and may 

have overall negative effects on human beings (Oskamp & Schultz, 2006). 
[1]

 

It should be kept in mind that although social dilemmas are arranged such that competition is a likely 

outcome, they do not always end in collective disaster. Historical evidence shows, for example, that most 

of the commons grounds in England and other countries were, in fact, managed very well by local 

communities and were usually not overgrazed. Many British commons exist to this day. And even the Cold 

War between the United States and the Soviet Union, which inspired so much research into social 

dilemmas, had a peaceful end. In addition, findings from experimental social dilemma research involving 

repeated interactions between strangers suggest that the vast majority of interactions result in mutual 

cooperation (De Cremer & Van Vugt, 1999). 
[2]

 

Although the solutions are not simple, by examining the many studies that have focused on cooperation 

and conflict in the real world and in the lab, we can draw some conclusions about the specific 

characteristics that determine when and whether people cooperate or compete. These factors include the 

type of task, such as its rules and regulations; our perceptions about the task; the norms that are 

operating in the current situation; and the type and amount of communication among the parties. 

Furthermore, we can use approaches such as negotiation, arbitration, and mediation to help parties that 

are in competition come to agreement. 

Task Characteristics and Perceptions 

One factor that determines whether individuals cooperate or compete is the nature of the situation itself. 

The characteristics of some social dilemmas lead them to produce a lot of competitive responses, whereas 

others are arranged to elicit more cooperation. Thus one way to reduce conflict, when the approach is 

possible, is to change the rules of the task to reinforce more cooperation (Samuelson, Messick, Rutte, & 

Wilke, 1984).
[3]

 A class in which the instructor has decided ahead of time that only 10% of the students can 

get As will be likely to produce a competitive orientation among the students. On the other hand, if the 
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instructor says that he or she would be quite happy to assign each student an A (assuming each individual 

deserves one!), a more cooperative orientation is likely to ensue. In general, cooperation will increase 

when it is more rewarded, and competition will increase when it is rewarded (Komorita & Parks, 1994). 
[4]

 

If societies really desire to maintain the public goods for their citizens, they will work to maintain them 

through incentives—for instance, by creating taxes such that each person is required to contribute his or 

her fair share to support them. A city or a state may add a carpool lane to the roadways, making it more 

desirable to commute with others and thereby help keep the freeways unclogged. Similarly, in terms of 

harvesting dilemmas, rules can be implemented that regulate the amount of the public good that can be 

taken by each individual member of the society. In a water crisis, rationing can be implemented in which 

individuals are allowed to use only a certain amount of water each month, thereby protecting the supply 

for all, or fishing limits can be imposed to maintain populations. People form governments in part to 

make sure that all individuals in the community contribute to public goods and obey the rules of 

cooperation. Leaders may also be elected by the group to help convince the members of the society that it 

is important just to follow the rules, thereby increasing cooperation (Tyler & Lind, 1992). 
[5]

 

Privatization 

Another approach to increase the optimal use of resources is to privatize them—that is, to divide up the 

public good into smaller pieces so that each individual is responsible for a small share rather than trusting 

the good to the group as a whole. In a study by Messick and McClelland (1983) 
[6]

 using a resource game, 

individuals who were given their own private pool of resources to manage maintained them for an average 

of 31 trials of the game before they ran out. But individuals who were managing pools in groups 

maintained their pools for only about 10 trials and therefore gained much lower outcomes. In other 

experimental games, the outcomes are arranged such that the participants are either working for 

themselves or working for the joint outcomes of the group (Deutsch, 1949). 
[7]

 These studies have found 

that when individuals have control over their own outcomes rather than sharing the resources with 

others, they tend to use them more efficiently. In general, smaller groups are more cooperative than larger 

ones and also make better use of the resources that they have available to them (Gockel, Kerr, Seok, & 

Harris, 2008; Kerr & Bruun, 1983). 
[8]

 

One explanation for the difficulties of larger groups is that as the number of group members increases, 

each person’s behavior becomes less identifiable, which is likely to increase free riding. When people are 
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allowed to monitor their water or energy use, they will use less of the public good (Siero, Bakker, Dekker, 

& van den Burg, 1996). 
[9]

Furthermore, people feel that they can make less of a difference in the outcome 

of larger (versus smaller) groups, and so they are less likely to work toward the common group goals, even 

if their input is actually not less important or less likely to have an influence (Kerr, 1989). 
[10]

 Larger 

groups also lead people to feel more deindividuated, which may prevent them from conforming to group 

norms of cooperation. And in large groups, there is likely to be more difficulty coordinating the efforts of 

the individuals, and this may reduce cooperation. In a study by Kelley, Condry, Dahlke, and Hill 

(1965)
[11]

 in which participants had to coordinate their efforts in a type of crisis situation in which only one 

person could ―escape‖ from a situation at a time, larger groups had more difficulty coordinating their 

activities and tended to perform more poorly. Again, the moral is straightforward: If possible, work in 

smaller rather than larger groups. 

Decisions about whether to cooperate or compete are also influenced by expectations about the likely 

behavior of others. One factor that tends to produce conflict is that, overall, individuals expect others to 

take competitive, rather than cooperative, orientations (Sattler & Kerr, 1991), 
[12]

 and once they see the 

behavior of others, they are likely to interpret that behavior as being competitive, even if it is not. In a 

study by Maki, Thorngate, and McClintock (1979), 
[13]

 individuals viewed the decisions that had 

supposedly been made by other people who had participated in a prisoner’s dilemma task. Their task was 

to predict the choice that the partner had supposedly made from the payoff matrix. However, the choices 

had actually been selected, on the basis of a computer program, to take either competitive or cooperative 

orientations. Overall, across all the decisions, the participants were more accurate at making their 

predictions for partners who made competitive choices than for those who made cooperative choices, 

indicating that they expected the partners to be competitive and as a result tended to interpret their 

behaviors as being competitive. 

The tendency to think that others will act in a competitive manner is more likely to cause problems when 

we are not sure what others are going to do. When we have a good idea of what the others in the situation 

are doing, we will likely match our responses to those of others. So when we see that others are 

cooperating, we are likely to cooperate as well. In other cases, for instance, when the group is very large, it 

is more difficult to be aware of or keep track of the behavior of others, and because there is less certainty 

about the behavior of others, taking the defensive (competitive) choice is more likely. 
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Another determinant of cooperation or competition is the prior norms of the individuals in the group 

(Pruitt, 1998). 
[14]

 If the norm in the situation favors cooperation, then cooperation is likely to ensue, but if 

the norm favors competition, then competition will probably result. The group or society may attempt to 

create or uphold social norms through appeals to appropriate social values. Sattler and Kerr 

(1991) 
[15]

 found that getting messages from others stressing the importance of cooperation increased 

cooperative behavior, particularly for individuals who were already motivated to be cooperative and when 

the partner actually played cooperatively. Group members may sometimes ostracize others who do not 

follow appropriate norms of group cooperation (Ouwerkerk, Kerr, Gallucci, & Van Lange, 2005). 
[16]

 And 

situations in which the parties in interaction are similar, friendly, or have a positive group identity have 

also been found to be more likely to cooperate (Brewer & Kramer, 1986; Karau & Williams, 1993). 
[17]

 Thus 

we should try to encourage groups to work together to create positive feelings in order to increase 

cooperation. 

The Important Role of Communication 

When communication between the parties involved in a conflict is nonexistent, or when it is hostile or 

negative in tone, disagreements frequently result in escalation of negative feelings and lead to conflict. In 

other cases, when communication is more open and positive, the parties in potential conflict are more 

likely to be able to deal with each other effectively, with a result that produces compromise and 

cooperation (Balliet, 2010). 
[18]

 

Communication has a number of benefits, each of which improves the likelihood of cooperation. For one, 

communication allows individuals to tell others how they are planning to behave and what they are 

currently contributing to the group effort, which helps the group learn about the motives and behaviors of 

the others and helps the group develop norms for cooperation. Communication has a positive effect 

because it increases the expectation that the others will act cooperatively and also reduces the potential of 

being a ―sucker‖ to the free riding of others. Thus communication allows the parties to develop a sense 

of trust (Messick & Brewer, 1983). 
[19]

 

Once cooperative norms are in place, they can improve the possibilities for long-term cooperation because 

they produce a public commitment on the part of the parties to cooperate as well as an internalized 

obligation to honor those commitments (Kerr, Garst, Lewandowski, & Harris, 1997). 
[20]

 In fact, Norbert 

Kerr and his colleagues (Kerr, Ganst, Lewandowski, & Harris, 1997; Kerr & Kaufman-Gilliland, 
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1994) 
[21]

have found that group discussion commits group members to act cooperatively to such an extent 

that it is not always necessary to monitor their behavior; once the group members have shared their 

intentions to cooperate, they will continue to do so because of a private, internalized commitment to it. 

Communication can also allow the people working together to plan what they should do and therefore can 

help them better coordinate their efforts. For instance, in a resource dilemma game, discussion allows the 

group to monitor their withdrawals from the public good so that the pool is not depleted (Liebrand, 

1984). 
[22]

 And if only a certain number of individuals need to contribute in a contributions dilemma in 

order for the public good to be maintained, communication may allow the group members to set up a 

system that ensures that this many, but not more, contribute in any given session. 

Finally, communication may also help people realize the advantages, over the long term, of cooperating. 

If, as a result of communication, the individuals learn that the others are actually behaving cooperatively 

(something that might not have been apparent given prior misperceptions that make us overestimate the 

extent to which others are competing), this might increase the motivation to cooperate oneself. 

Alternatively, learning that others are behaving competitively and thus threatening the resources may 

help make it clear to all the parties that increased cooperation is essential (Jorgenson & Papciak, 1981). 
[23]

 

Perhaps the most important benefit of communication is the potential of learning that the goals of the 

parties involved in the conflict are not always incompatible (Thompson & Hrebec, 1996; Thompson, 

1991). 
[24]

 A major barrier to increasing cooperation is that individuals expect both that situations are 

arranged such that they are fixed-sum and that others will act competitively to attempt to gain a greater 

share of the outcomes. Neither of these assumptions is necessarily true, however, and thus one potential 

benefit of communication is that the parties come to see the situation more accurately. 

One example of a situation in which communication was successful is the meeting held at Camp David, 

Maryland, in 1978 between the delegates of Egypt and Israel. Both sides sat down together with then–U.S. 

President Carter to attempt to reach an accord over the fate of the Sinai Peninsula, which Israel had 

occupied for many years. Initially, neither side would budge, and attempts to divide the land in half were 

opposed by both sides. It appeared that there was a fixed-sum situation in which land was the important 

factor, and neither wanted to give it up. Over the course of discussion, communication prevailed. It 

became clear that what Egypt really wanted out of the deal was sovereignty over lands that were perceived 

as historically part of Egypt. On the other hand, what Israel valued the most was security. The outcome of 
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the discussion was that Israel eventually agreed to return the land to Egypt in exchange for a demilitarized 

zone and the establishment of new Israeli air bases. Despite the initial perceptions, the situation turned 

out to be integrative rather than fixed-sum, and both sides were able to get what they wanted. 

Laboratory studies have also demonstrated the benefits of communication. Leigh Thompson 

(1991) 
[25]

 found that groups in negotiation did not always effectively communicate, but those that did were 

more able to reach compromises that benefited both parties. Although the parties came to the situation 

expecting the game to be a fixed-sum situation, communication allowed them to learn that the situation 

was actually integrative—the parties had different needs that allowed them to achieve a mutually 

beneficial solution. Interestingly, Thompson found that it did not matter whether both parties involved in 

the dispute were instructed to communicate or if the communication came in the form of questions from 

only one of the two participants. In both cases, the parties who communicated viewed the other’s 

perspectives more accurately, and the result was better outcomes. Communication will not improve 

cooperation, however, if it is based on communicating hostility rather than working toward cooperation. 

In studies in which individuals played the trucking game, for instance, the communication was generally 

in the form of threats and did not reduce conflict (McClintock, Stech, & Keil, 1983). 
[26]

 

The Tit-for-Tat Strategy 

In social dilemma games that are run over a number of trials, various strategies can be used by the parties 

involved. But which is the best strategy to use in order to promote cooperation? One simple strategy that 

has been found to be effective in such situations is known as tit-for-tat. The tit-for-

tat strategy involves initially making a cooperative choice and then waiting to see what the other 

individuals do. If it turns out that they also make the cooperative choice (or if most of them do), then the 

individual again makes a cooperative choice. On the other hand, if the other group members compete, 

then the individual again matches this behavior by competing. This process continues such that the 

individual always does what the others have done on the trial before. 

Computers have been used to simulate the behavior of individuals who use the tit-for-tat strategy over a 

series of interactions in comparison with other approaches for determining whether to cooperate or 

compete on each trial. The tit-for-tat strategy has been found to work better than straight cooperation or 

other types of strategies in producing cooperation from the parties (Axelrod, 2005; Fischer & Suleiman, 

2004; Van Lange & Visser, 1999). 
[27]
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The tit-for-tat strategy seems to be so effective because, first, it is ―nice‖ in the sense that the individual 

first cooperates and signals a willingness to cooperate. Second, the strategy seems to be successful 

because, since it is relatively simple and easy to understand, others can clearly see how the choices are 

being determined. Furthermore, the approach sends a clear message that competitive choices on the part 

of the other will not be tolerated and that cooperation will always be reciprocated. The other party cannot 

take advantage of a person who is using tit-for-tat on more than one trial because if they try to do so, the 

result will always be retaliation in the form of a competitive choice on the next trial. Indeed, it has been 

found that having people play against a partner who uses the tit-for-tat strategy can help them learn to be 

more cooperative, particularly once they become aware what the strategy is and how it is being used 

(Sheldon, 1999). 
[28]

 The tit-for-tat strategy seems particularly effective because it balances self-concerned 

and other-concerned responses in an easy-to-understand way. 

Despite the fact that it generally works better than most other strategies, tit-for-tat is not perfect. One 

problem is that because people are more likely to behave competitively than cooperatively, tit-for-tat is 

more likely to lead opponents to match noncooperative responses than to follow cooperation with 

cooperation, and thus tit-for-tat may in some cases produce a spiral of conflict (Kelley & Stahelski, 

1970). 
[29]

 This is particularly likely if the opposing party never makes a cooperative choice, and thus the 

party using tit-for-tat never gets a chance to play cooperatively after the first round, or in cases in which 

there is some noise in the system and the responses given by the parties are not always perceived 

accurately. Variations of the tit-for-tat strategy in which the individual acts more cooperatively than 

demanded by the strategy (e.g., by giving some extra cooperative trials in the beginning or being extra 

cooperative on other trials) have been found to be helpful in this regard, although they do allow the 

opponent to exploit the side who is playing tit-for-tat. 

Formal Solutions to Conflict: Negotiation, Mediation, and Arbitration 

In some cases, conflict becomes so extreme that the groups feel that they need to work together to reach a 

compromise. Several methods are used in these cases, includingnegotiation, mediation, and arbitration. 

Negotiation is the process by which two or more parties formally work together to attempt to resolve a 

perceived divergence of interest in order to avoid or resolve social conflict (Thompson, Wang, & Gunia, 

2010). 
[30]

 The parties involved are often social groups, such as businesses or nations, although the groups 

may rely on one or a few representatives who actually do the negotiating. When negotiating, the parties 
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who are in disagreement develop a set of communication structures in which they discuss their respective 

positions and attempt to develop a compromise agreement. To reach this agreement, each side makes a 

series of offers, followed by counteroffers from the other side, each time moving closer to a position that 

they can each agree on. Negotiation is successful if each of the parties finds that they have more to gain by 

remaining in the relationship or completing the transaction, even if they cannot get exactly what they 

want, than they would gain if they left the relationship entirely or continued the existing competitive state. 

In some cases, negotiation is a type of fixed-sum process in which each individual wants to get as much as 

he or she can of the same good or commodity. For instance, in the sale of a property, if the seller wants the 

highest price possible, and the buyer wants the lowest price possible, the compromise will involve some 

sacrifice for each, or else it will not occur at all if the two parties cannot find a price on which they can 

agree. More often, the outcome of the negotiation is dependent upon the ability of the two parties to 

effectively communicate and to dispel negative misperceptions about the goals of the other party. When 

communication and trust are obtained in the situation, the parties may find that the situation is not 

completely fixed-sum but rather more integrative. The seller and buyer may be able to find an acceptable 

solution that is based on other aspects of the deal, such as the time that the deal is made or other costs 

and benefits involved. In fact, negotiators that maintain the assumption that the conflict is fixed-sum end 

up with lower individual and joint gain in comparison with negotiators who change their perceptions to be 

more integrative. 

Negotiation works better when both sides have an open mind and do not commit themselves to positions. 

It has been argued that negotiation is most beneficial when you take a position and stick to it, no matter 

what, because if you begin to compromise at all, it will look like weakness or as if you do not really need all 

that you asked for. However, when negotiators do not allow any compromise, the negotiations are likely to 

break off without a solution. 

Negotiation is often accompanied by conflict, including threats and harassment of the other party or 

parties. In general, individuals who are firm in their positions will achieve more positive outcomes as a 

result of negotiation, unless both sides are too firm and no compromise can be reached. However, positive 

and cooperative communication is an important factor in improving negotiation. Individuals who 

truthfully represent their needs and goals with the other party will produce better outcomes for both 
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parties, in part because they become more aware of each other’s needs and are better able to empathize 

with them. Parties that are in negotiation should therefore be encouraged to communicate. 

In some serious cases of disagreement, the parties involved in the negotiation decide that they must bring 

in outside help, in the form of a ―third‖ party, to help them reach an equitable solution or to prevent 

further conflict. The third party may be called upon by the parties who are in disagreement, their use may 

be required by laws, or in some cases a third party may rather spontaneously appear (such as when a 

friend or coworker steps in to help solve a dispute). The goal of the third party is to help those who are in 

conflict to reach agreement without embarrassment to either party. In general, third-party intervention 

works better if it is implemented before the conflict is too great. If the level of conflict is already high, the 

attempts to help may increase hostility, and the disputants may not consent to third-party intervention. 

Mediation involves helping to create compromise by using third-party negotiation(Wall & Lynn, 

1993). 
[31]

 A mediator is a third party who is knowledgeable about the dispute and skilled at resolving 

conflict. During the mediation, the conflicting parties usually state the facts from their own perspective, 

which allows the mediator to determine each party’s interests and positions. 

Mediators have a number of potential tactics that they can use, and they choose which ones seem best 

depending on the current state of affairs. These tactics include attempting to help the parties have more 

trust in each other, conferring with each of the parties separately, and helping them to accept the 

necessity of compromise. Through these tactics, the mediator may be able to reduce overt hostility and 

increase concern with understanding the others’ positions, which may lead to more integrative solutions. 

If necessary, the mediator may attempt to force the parties to make concessions, especially if there is little 

common ground to begin with. Mediation works best when both parties believe that a compromise is 

possible and think that third-party intervention can help reach it. Mediators who have experience and 

training make better mediators (Deutsch, 1994). 
[32]

 

Arbitrationis a type of third-party intervention that avoids negotiation as well as the necessity of any 

meetings between the parties in conflict. In the most common type of arbitration—binding arbitration—

both sides agree ahead of time to abide by the decision of the third party (the arbitrator). They then 

independently submit their offers or desires along with their basis for their claims, and the arbitrator 

chooses between them. Whichever offer is chosen becomes the outcome, and there is no negotiation 

(Farber, 2005; Wolkinson & Ormiston, 2006). 
[33]

Arbitration is particularly useful when there is a single 
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decision to be made under time constraints, whereas negotiation may be better if the parties have a long-

term possibility for conflict and future discussion is necessary. 

K E Y  T A K E A W A Y S  

 The social situation has an important influence on choices to cooperate or compete, and 

it is important to understand these influences. 

 Decisions about whether to cooperate or compete are also influenced by expectations 

about the likely behavior of others. 

 Communication has a number of benefits, each of which improves the likelihood of 

cooperation. 

 Negotiation, mediation, and arbitration can be used to help settle disputes. 

E X E R C I S E  A N D  C R I T I C A L  T H I N K I N G  

1. Choose a real-world dispute among individuals or groups and analyze it using the 

principles we have considered in this chapter. 
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13.4 Thinking Like a Social Psychologist About Cooperation and 

Competition 

Now that you are familiar with the factors that lead us cooperate or compete, I hope you will use this 

information to be more aware of, and to guide, your own behaviors in situations of conflict. Are you now 

more aware of how easy it is to assume that others will compete rather than cooperate and of how events 

that seem to be fixed-sum may in fact be integrative? Can you see that at least some conflict is more 

perceived than realistic and that cooperation is frequently more advantageous to both the self and others 

than is competition? Does this knowledge make you think differently about how you will want to react to 

situations of potential conflict? 

You may want to keep in mind that solutions to conflict may frequently be integrative, allowing both you 

or your party and the other individuals involved in the conflict to come to a mutually beneficial solution. 

Taking a problem-solving approach in which you keep not only your needs but also the needs of others in 

mind will be helpful. 

You may find that you are now better able to use your social psychological knowledge to help reduce 

potentially dangerous situations of conflict. Social norms about morality and fairness lead us frequently to 

cooperate with others, but these principles may be undermined in conflict situations. Perhaps you will use 

your new knowledge to advocate for more cooperative positions regarding important social dilemmas, 

such as global warming and natural resource use. You can use the many approaches that help people 

cooperate to help you in this endeavor. 
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13.5 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has examined how goals of self-concern and other-concern relate to our tendencies to cooperate or 

compete with others and how these individual goals can help us understand the behavior of large groups of people, 

such as nations, societies, and cultures. Most generally, we can say that when individuals or groups interact, they can 

take either cooperative or competitive positions. Competition frequently leads to conflict, in which the parties 

involved engage in violence and hostility. Although competition is normal and will always be a part of human 

existence, cooperation is also built in to the human repertoire. 

One type of situation in which the goals of the individual conflict with the goals of the group is known as a social 

dilemma. Social dilemmas have an important impact on a variety of important social problems because the dilemma 

creates a type of trap in which even though the individual or group may want to be cooperative, the situation leads to 

competitive behaviors. Although social dilemmas create the potential for conflict and even hostility, such outcomes 

are not inevitable. The solutions to social dilemmas are more favorable when the outcomes are integrative rather than 

fixed-sum. 

Conflict is sometimes realistic, in the sense that the goals of the interacting parties really are incompatible. However, 

although many situations do create real conflict, conflicts are often more perceived than realistic because they are 

based on misperceptions of the intentions of others or of the nature of the potential rewards. 

As humans, our desires to cooperate are guided in part by a set of social norms about morality—the set of social 

norms that describe the principles and ideals, as well as the duties and obligations, that we view as appropriate and 

that we use to judge the actions of others and to guide our own behavior. Two types of morality are social 

conventional morality and harm-based morality. 

An essential part of morality involves determining what is ―right‖ or ―fair‖ in social interaction. We determine what is 

or is not fair by relying on another set of social norms, called social fairness norms, which are beliefs about how 

people should be treated fairly. One type of social fairness, known as distributive fairness, refers to our judgments 

about whether or not we are receiving a fair share of the available rewards. Procedural fairness refers to beliefs about 

the fairness (or unfairness) of the procedures used to distribute available rewards among group members. 

Individuals who have low status may nevertheless accept the existing status hierarchy, deciding that they deserve 

what little they have, a phenomenon known as false consciousness. Individuals with low status who do not accept the 

procedural fairness of the system may try to gain status, for instance, by leaving the low-status group to which they 

currently belong. Or they may use social creativity strategies that allow them to perceive their group as better than 
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other groups, at least on some dimensions. Or they may resort to attempts at collective action to change the social 

status hierarchy by improving the status of their own group relative to others. 

The behavior of individuals in conflict situations has frequently been studied using laboratory games in which conflict 

is simulated. In the prisoner’s dilemma game, the rewards to be gained for making a cooperative or a competitive 

choice are displayed in a payoff matrix. The matrix is arranged such that competition is most beneficial for each 

individual, and yet if the players each choose the cooperative choice, each of them will gain. Other types of laboratory 

games include resource dilemma games and the trucking game. 

There are individual differences in cooperation and competition, such that those who are more self-oriented are more 

likely to compete, whereas those who are more other-oriented are more likely to cooperate. The dual-concern model 

suggests that individuals will relate to social dilemmas or other forms of conflict in different ways, depending on their 

underlying personal orientations. Although women do compete less than men in some situations, they compete about 

as much as men do in other situations. And there are also cultural differences in cooperation. 

One factor that determines whether individuals cooperate or compete is the nature of the situation itself. If we can 

make the negative consequences of competition and the positive consequences of cooperation more salient, we will be 

likely to create more positive behaviors. Decisions about whether to cooperate or compete are also influenced by 

expectations about the likely behavior of others. Smaller groups are more cooperative than larger ones and also make 

better use of the resources that they have available to them. Communication has a number of benefits, each of which 

improves the likelihood of cooperation. In some cases, conflict can become so extreme that the groups feel that they 

need to work together to reach a compromise. Several methods are used in these cases, including negotiation, 

mediation, and arbitration. 

Learning about the nature of cooperation and competition may help you think more creatively about how to respond 

to conflict in your everyday life, make you more aware of the benefits of cooperating, and lead you to actively try to 

promote cooperative behaviors in your community. 
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