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E-Mail Escalation: Dispute Exacerbating Elements of Electronic Communication
Abstract

Much has been written about the effects of €ectronic communication but few researchers have explored
how the structurd properties of e-mail impact the process of conflict management. In this paper, we
examine whether the structurd features of e-mail make it more likely that disputes will escdate when
people communicate e ectronically compared to when they communicate face-to-face or viathe
telephone.  Building upon Rubin, Pruitt, and Kim’'s (1994) conflict escaation model, we propose new
conceptud framework that articulates: (1) the structurd properties of e-maill communication, (2) the
impact of these properties on conflict process effects, and (3) how process effects, in turn, set into
motion the components of conflict escalaion. Propogtions identify the nature of relationships among
process effects and conflict escalation. Our conceptud framework is designed to be the basis for future
empirica research aswdll as a prescriptive guide regarding how one can avoid conflict escaation when

communicating viae-mail.



Ase-mall communication has become more available, it is being used as a fundamenta
communication tool by millions of people around the world. E-mall is used to organize meetings and
manage virtud work teams (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999), discuss work-related proposas and make
announcements (Stoddard, Donnellon, and Nolan, 1997), and solve problems (Siegdl, Dubrovsky,
Kieder & McGuire, 1986). Inevitably, email dsoisbeing used as a vehicle to communicate about
disputes (Landry, 2000). Because we have cometo rely on e-mail more and more in the norma course
of our day-to-day work, many disputes are waged viae-mail. But, does the use of emall in any way
change the dynamics of conflict management?

Our motivation to explore thistopic was aresult of informal conversations with others who
described e-mail communications that had spun out of control, as well as our own personal experiences
with emall conflicts. In one case, there was a dispute with an editor of ajourna about an aspect of the
revison. Each sde had been presenting arguments back and forth until the editor, who was known
persondly, e-mailed that he was “ending our rdationship.” What had until then seemed like adifficult --
but reasonable — debate had turned into a relationship-ending conflict. In another case, correspondence
between a univerdity staff person and externa website service provider escdated due to wording choice
by the parties (e.g., “First of dl, the problem has only been brought to my attention thismorning! ...and
was fixed within hours.”).  This language generated tension between the parties, which eventudly had to
be resolved via phone cdls. We mentioned our observations about e-mail conflict to others and many
began to tell smilar stories about disputes that began as small differences between the parties, but ended

up with angry recriminations and severdly hurt fedlings after a spate of emails. These experiences and



conversations convinced us that something different was going on when people communicated through
e-mail.

Much has been written about the effects of € ectronic communication on problem solving and
negotiation (Kieder, 1997), but not the kind of everyday interactions that represent the bulk of e-mail
interactions. The present paper seeksto fill that gap by developing atheoretica framework of e-mail
ecaation. Our basc thessisthat some Structurd features of e-mail make it more likely that disputes
will escalate when people communicate eectronicaly than when they communicate face-to-face or via
the telephone. In the paper's first section, we describe the structurd features of e-mail followed by a
discusson of theories of escalation. We then turn to adescription of the ways in which the structurd
features of emalil create conditions that make conflict escaation more likely. Our conceptud
framework is intended to be the basis for future empirica research on conflict escdation and e-mail.
E-Mail and the Relative Rate of Conflict Escalation

A relationship does not end up in tatters every time differences are expressed viae-mail. The
incidents mentioned above were examples that occurred in the context of hundreds of communications.
Y e, if those particular discussions had occurred by phone or in person, would they have ended as they
did? Or, to put it another way, is the relative rate of conflict escalation likely to be higher when
communications occur viae-mail rather than other modes of communication (even though the actud
number of escaated disputesisfarly smal as a percentage of overdl interactions)? Although we expect
that the absolute number of incidents that any one person experiences will be smdl, theimplications are
ill important — just afew incidents of conflict escaation for most people can create enormous problems

and, as the number of reationships managed by e-mail increases, the impact of e-mail escaation will
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grow. Awareness of these potentia problems may help people choose among communication media
more carefully, and to avoid some of the pitfals of eemall communication in cases when that isthe only
redlistic way to conduct the interaction. Also, we acknowledge that e-mail certainly has some

advantages and there may even be some dementsin e-mail that reduce disputes.

WHAT ARE THE PROPERTIES OF E-MAIL COMMUNICATION?

E-mail communication isunique in that it is asynchronous, textud, and eectronic. By
asynchronous, we mean that the two parties are not co-present, but rather each reads the other’ s e-mail
whenever desired and responds whenever desired. The result is not a conversation, but a series of
intermittent, one-directiona comments. It is possible for communications to be nearly ingtantaneous
with email, and thus close to synchronous, if the parties happen to be on-line a the same time and
choose to respond immediately, but that is not typica in emall interactions. More likdly, responses
occur within hoursor days.  E-mail isdso textua, meaning that people work with written words only,
not the kinds of facial expressons inherent in face-to-face conversations or in video-conferencing, or the
kinds of verba nuances conveyed on the telephone.

Clark and Brennan (1991) provide a detailed description of differences across different
communication media as part of their andyss of “grounding”-- the process by which two partiesin an
interaction achieve a shared sense of understanding about a communication and a shared sense of
participation in the conversation. Grounding isimportant because “ speech is evanescent...so Alan must
try to speak only when he thinks Barbara is attending to, hearing, and trying to understand what he is

saying, and she must guide him by giving evidence that she isdoing just this (p.128).” In face-to-face



conversations, they argue, there are Sx tools for grounding: (1) copresence, which alows each party to
be in the same surroundings and see what the other is doing and looking &, (2) visibility, which dlows
each party to see the other (albeit not necessarily their surroundings), (3) audibility, which dlows each
party to hear timing of speech and intonation, (4) cotemporality, where each party receives an
utterance just asit is produced, (5) simultaneity, where both parties can send and receive messages at
once, and (6) sequentiality, where turn-taking cannot get out of sequence. AsMcGrath and
Hallingshead (1990) point out, in face-to-face meetings, dl members are “linked in dl modaitieswith O
timelags” Teleconferencing, we should point out, retains most of the advantages of face-to-face
conversation, losing only copresence, as does the telephone, losing only copresence and vishility.

None of these tools are available in emall communications: one is not physicaly present with
others, can't see their faces or hear their voices, and can't give or get immediate responses. The lack of
contextud clues (due to alack of contempordity and sequentidity) impaose high “understanding cogts’
on participants in e-mall interactions, making it harder to successfully ground the interaction, according
to Clark and Brennan (1991). And the inability to carefully time actions and reactions (due to lack of
copresence, vighility, audibility, and amultaneity) aso makes grounding harder, thus imposing
“asynchrony costs” Asynchrony imposes high costs because “in conversation people time their
utterances with greet precision. They can begin an utterance precisaly at the completion of the prior
pesker’ sturn. They can time acknowledgments to mark what it is they are acknowledging. They can
interrupt a particular work to show agreement or disagreement on some aspect of it (p.144).” All of

that islogt in e-mall communication.



E-mail does, however, have two tools available that are not present in face-to-face, telephone,
or teleconferencing, which are derived from e-mail not being subject to cotempordity and sequentidity.
These are: (1) reviewability, which is the ability to have arecord of each person’s comments that can
be reviewed as often as desired, and (2) revisability, which is the ability to revise a statement before
sending it. When oneis using e-mail, the message can be retained and looked over repeatedly, and
messages can be drafted and re-drafted.

Severa additiond tactics are made possible by the lack of cotempordity and sequentidity,
beyond those cited by Clark and Brennan (1991). Oneisas“argument bundling;” e-mail comments
can be very long and include multiple points dl in one “bundle” While norms of turn taking in face-to-
face conversation typicdly dlow only one or afew comments to be made before others have their turn,
an e-mall message sender can makefive or ten points dl a once. E-mails can be quite short, but it is
aso possble to go on for pages without the receiver having the opportunity to respond or darify. In
addition, reviewability alows for one party to quote exactly what the other said, and to respond point
by point. Letters have these same characteristics, but take more effort and cost to produce (buying
envelopes and stamps, printing the letter, finding an address, writing the address on the envelope, and
going to the mailbox) and are thus less likely to be used when persond contact or phone contact are
feasble.

Lastly, emall occursin avery different context than direct communications. As dready
discussed, it lacks socid cues, but, we argue, it is even more profoundly asocid. E-mails are typicaly
received and written while Stting in isolation, staring at a computer screen — perhaps for hours at atime,

while answering dozens of emails or engaging in other types of work. E-mall interactions are thus



distant from the socid rituas common to face-to-face or telephone conversation (Goffman, 1967) so
that awareness of the humanness of the message recipients may be diminished. For example, Zuboff
(1988) quotes an employee as saying: “When | discuss something on the computer, in the back of my
mind | know somebody eseisgoing to heer it, but it isn't as obvious asif wewere dl in oneroom. It's
like I know the tape recorder is running, but | kind of block it out (in Kieder and Sproull, 1992).” And,
Orcutt and Anderson (1977) found that, after participants played a prisoner’ s dilemma game against a
computer (that had no socid dement to it), many continued to act asocidly even when told that they
were now playing with people (through the computer). Therefore, e-mails often occur in a context
devoid of awareness of human senshilities. They dso occur in Stuations where a given e-mail may not
be the primary focus of what a personisdoing. More likdly, a personistrying to plow through dozens
of emails or working on other projects when the computer beeps at them signding an incoming email.
Communications are sporadic, and spread out, unlike phone or persona conversations where two

parties are often engaged in a sustained didogue.



CONFLICT ESCALATION

Rubin, Pruitt, and Kim (1994) define escdation as “an increase in the intendty of a conflict asa
whole (p.69).” Escdation isimportant, they argue, because when conflict escdatesit “isintensfied in
ways that are sometimes exceedingly difficult to undo (p.69).” One reason why escaated conflicts are
s0 hard to undo is that when more aggressive tactics used by one sde they are often mirrored by the
other side, producing avicious cycle (see Figure 1). Rubin et d (1994) citesthe cold war asan
example of escdation of conflict. On amuch smaler scae, the disputes we cited above are ones where
amoderate conflict became more intense, to the point where they affected rel ationships and were very

difficult to undo.

Conflict begins when thereis a perceived divergence of interest between one party and another,
such as wanting to change the other’ s behavior in ways that they do not want or to change some other
agoect of redity at the expense of the other party. Theinitid gpproach typicdly isto start with mild
actions designed to achieve one party’ s goals. Failing those actions, however, more contentious tactics
may be used until the desired changes are achieved or the cost of the effort outweighs the expected
benefit. In one experiment by Pruitt, Parker, and Mikalic (1997), subjects were put in asmulation
where a confederate hoarded needed supplies. Theinitial response by subjects was to make arequest
for the materids. When that did not work, they moved to demands, and then complaints and angry
gatements. A few subjects then moved to threats and harassment. Thus, if adifference perssts, more

contentious tactics may be used, escaating conflict.



Escdation may occur for other reasons aswell. According to the conflict spird modd (Rubin et
a, 1994) escdation occurs when each sSde responds to the other’ s action. A conflict begins with amild
tactic by one sde, followed by similar tactics by the other Sde. Thesetacticsin turn generate
incrementaly more aggressive tactics by the firg party, which then simulate a smilar response by the
opponent. Severd recent studies confirm that people reciprocate unpleasant behavior in socia
interactions (Burgoon, Le Poire, and Rosenshad, 1995) and get stuck in “reciprocated contentious
communications’ in negotiations (Brett, Shapiro, and Lytle, 1998).

The key to this processis the psychologicd state of each party (Rubin et d, 1994). Aseach
sdeis exposed to aggressive behavior by the other, they may change their attitudes towards and
perceptions of the other. The other is often seen asless mord than onesdlf, more different than
previoudy thought, untrustworthy, and an “enemy.” If this change of perceptions occurs, then more
aggressive behavior towards the other islikely to occur. Firs, didiked others tend to receive more
blame while liked others are given the benefit of the doubt. Second, ambiguous actions by the other are
more likely to be seen asthreatening if that other is didiked. Third, inhibitions againg retdiation are
reduced if the other isdidiked. Fourth, people tend to avoid those towards whom they are hogtile,
reducing communication. Lagtly, negative attitudes reduce empathy. Once this transformation had
occurred, it can easly get “locked in” due to biases in perception that make people see only evidence
that reinforces their view of the other as bad (e.g., Hastorf and Cantril, 1954) and attribute those bad
actions to dispostiona rather than Stuationa causes (e.g., Hayden & Michd, 1976).

But not dl conflicts go through this type of transformation. In some cases there may not be as

much anger in response to other’ s action, or there may be factors which inhibit expresson of this anger.
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Being in agood mood tends to dampen aggressive responses, and the existence of socid bonds
between the two parties tend to “encourage yielding and problem-solving (Pruitt, et d, p.127).” Also, it
is harder to see others as evil, and treat them that way, if you have direct socid ties with them.
Perceptions of the other as smilar to onesdf may dso dampen aggressiveness, by making empathy
more likely (Davidson and Friedman, 1998) and producing more positive perceptions of them and their
achievements. Escdation may aso be dampened by socid norms that make aggressive behavior
ingppropriate.

From this brief overview of the escalaion literature, we see four ways in which escaation can
be triggered or amplified by email communications. Firg, if emall communication in any way
encourages the use of more aggressive tactics during a dispute, or makes tactics seem more aggressive,
then it will simulate escdation. Second, if email in causes changes in psychological processes (eg.,
attitudes) towards the other, such as lessening empathy toward them, encouraging party to see the other
as more different or amoral, then e-mail would encourage the intra-persona structural changesthat drive
escaation. Third, if email weakens socid bonds with the other or encourages deindividuation, then it
would promote escdation. Fourth, if the communication limitations of email (e.g., understanding costs,
asynchrony costs) make it harder to resolve problems, then the source of annoyance will remain,
encouraging one to take more aggressive actions to achieve resolution. Any one of these conditions, if
triggered by the use of email, would imply higher rates of escaation when disputes are managed viae-
mall than via face-to-face communication or other relatively rich media (Daft and Lengd, 1986), such as

telephone conversations.
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THE IMPACT OF E-MAIL'S STRUCTURE ON CONFLICT ESCALATION

Building on the previous discusson of the communication properties of email and the conflict
escdation model, we now posit a conceptua framework regarding how the structural properties of e-
mail are associated with process effects, which, in turn, impact the components of conflict escalation.
We a0 provide propostions, which post relationships between process effects and escdation. Figure

2 depicts the framework.

Low Feedback

When people interact, they usualy look for clues about how the other reacts to their comments,
and make congtant adjustments and modifications. But doing so requires that they receive from the
other party information about their reactions. E-mail iminates that information due to the lack of
vighility, audibility, cotempordity, and sequentidlity.

Timing is critica for understanding and feedback. As Lerner (1996) points out, we often do not
let othersfinish their turnsin conversation. One reason this occursis to preempt disagreement.
“Anticipatory completion” keeps the conversation from moving towards disagreement — a dispreferred
action-in-progress — directing it instead towards agreement — a preferred action. Another isto pre-
empt moves towards having others correct us and move towards self-correction — another shift from a
dispreferred to apreferred action. In thisway, we use the quick back-and-forth available under
conditions of cotemporality to keep conversations focused on actions that are experienced more

positively. One benefit of this pattern isto help each sde maintain face, and thus support the
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relaionship. Clark and Brennan (1991) make a Smilar argument, focusing on the ability of peopleto
make repairs during interactions. “In audible conversation...gpeakers prefer to initiate and make their
own repairs, and there is evidence that they interrupt themselves and make these repairs just as soon as
they detect afault. These preferences tend to minimize the cost of repairs...[and] help minimize the cost
of faults: They tend to remove afault from the floor as quickly aspossble” In e-mall interactions, by
contrast, there is not the opportunity to drive the conversation in preferred directions, and any mistakes
that are made perdst. The latter parts of alengthy message may, then, be read in the context of the
misunderstanding, anger, or loss of face generated by a misstep made during an earlier part of the
message; the sender will have proceeded to later arguments, unable to adjust them in light of feedback
about an earlier migtake. Thisis especidly true of bundled arguments.

Lack of timely feedback dso limits the ability of partiesto build or enhance socid bonds.
Powdl and O’'Ned (1976) show that people learn about others by interacting over time. Such learning
is more successful the more there is ongoing interaction and feedback. 1f feedback is limited, a person
is prevented from developing clarity and confidence (i.e., “testing hypotheses’) in their understanding of
the other. Lombardo et d (1973) make asmilar point, showing that attraction to a stranger was
stronger the more freely subjects could interact with them. More starkly, diminished feedback can
make people less aware of that they are dedling with a specific individua person. According to
Weishand and Atwater (1999) reduced feedback leads to lowered self-awareness so that “people
communicating eectronicaly fed agrester sense of anonymity and detect lessindividudity in others

(p.633).”
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Eventudly, there will be areply to each message, so that feedback (albeit belated feedback) is
received. Even then, however, the degree of feedback is diminished in e-mail compared to persond or
telephone conversations. According to Nakamura, Buck, and Kenny (1990), facid expressons are
key to understanding emotiona states, o that e-malil leaves arecaiver with only written statementsto
interpret the other’ sreaction. Similarly, astudy by Stephans and Bettie (1986) compared how people
interpreted conversations when provided only awritten transcript versus hearing the conversation on
audiotape. Only when they heard the actual voices could they discern when an utterance was turn
ending. The written words in the transcripts did not provide these cues. As Wiesband and Atwater
(1999) put it: “because nonverba behaviors, such as gesture, head nods, facial expressions, and tone of
voice, are reduced in eectronic communication, the feedback individuas receive about their own
behavior islimited (p.633).” Although there are some ways to signal emotions viae-mail (Rice & Love,
1987), it conveysfar fewer cues about emotiond state than does face-to-face or telephone
communication.

E-mail'slack of full and immediate feedback can contribute to escdation in severd ways.
Absent feedback, lessinformation is conveyed between the parties, neither party can adapt quickly or
adjust their communication Strategies, and statements are made on the basis of lessinformation. Asa
result, inadvertent insults are more likely, which the other party may experience as more aggressive than
intended. Moreover, there are more likely to be face-damaging interactions, hurting the relationship
between the two sides so that psychologica change is more likely to occur; and misunderstandings can
accumulate, making the conflict less easy to resolve, stimulating a shift to more aggressive tactics to

resolve theissue.
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In one way, however, dow feedback may prevent escadation. Because of the added time
people have to respond, they may be able to calm down and carefully choose how they respond,
avoiding rash statements (Harasm, 1983). But there are reasonsto believe that the added time
available for responding may lead to “excess attention” which contributes to escdation. These
dynamics are discussed in detail below. Moreover, while people can be rash when interacting face-to-
face, the more vigble presence of socia norms under those conditions should make responses more
controlled in face-to-face meetings. These dynamics are also discussed below. In sum, we make the
following argument regarding feedback:

Proposition 1: The diminished communication feedback inherent in e-mail, compared to
face-to-face and phone interactions, increases the likelihood of conflict escalation. This will
occur because conflicts will be less easy to resolve, parties will use tactics that are experienced
as heavy by the other side, and the relationship between the parties will be harder to sustain.
Reduced Social Cues

A lack of verba and visud cues lessens not only information to a person communicating viae-
mall, but aso their awareness of socia norms and socid relaions. Thisis probably the most widdy
discussed aspect of dectronic communication. E-mail communications are stripped of many socid
cues, such as socid status and socid ties (athough some information about socid status can il be
gleaned from communication patternsin e-mail [Owens, Nede & Sutton, 2000]). E-mail
communication is less socidly rich and more purely cognitive than other forms of communication.
Chaiken and Eagly (1983) found that communicator likesbility influenced acceptance of decisions when

communication occurred via video or audiotape, but not when it occurred via written communication.
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Ocker and Y averbaum (1999) found that reduced social presence led people in €ectronic work groups
to focus on the message more than on the presenter. And Weisband and Atwater (1999) report that
liking affected ratings of contributors in a group discusson only in face-to-face groups. Liking aso
becomes |ess important to the sender of amessage. According to Kieder and Sproull (1992) “without
nonverba and pardinguistic reminders of the socid context, peopl€ s atention turns away from others
and so0 does their concern with being positively evauated or with liking the other.” Thus, e ements of
socid relations are reduced, dlowing for amore pure focus on logic and argument. 1n sum, according
to Chalken and Eagly (1983), e-mail communication tents to be more serious and less friendly than
face-to-face communication.

Thelack of socid context in e-mail communication also can come from the time-distance from
socid “greeting rituals.”  According to Goffman (1967), most interactions begin with rituals of greeting.
These early moments are used to establish contact and ensure a shared orientation. Moreover, these
greeting rituds reaffirm socid ties between the parties. In e-mail there may be smilar rituds. People
open up a contact by asking a persond question if the other is known to them (e.g., “How are you?
How arethekids?’). What is different, however, is that while most of the conversation in aface-to-
face or phone conversation can occur within the minutes or hours following these greeting rituals, in e-
mail the interaction can often occur over days or weeks — distant from the point of initia contact and the
effect of greeting rituas. Much of the communication may occur & atime when rituaized reminders of
socid tiesare long past and thus less sdient.

The effects of lack of socid cues and socia context are complicated. There are clearly some

benefitsto be had. If oneistrying to get more people involved in agroup discusson, low status
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members are more likely to make comments when socid status cues are weaker (such as during
computer mediated communication) than when those cues are strong (such asin face-to-face meetings)
(Kieder, 1997). If there is anegative reationship with the other party, weak socid cues may make
communication more palatable. And, if aresearcher istrying to get accurate survey responses, there
may be fewer socid desirability effects when the survey is conduced on computers and subjects sat
alone and could backtrack (Richman et a, 1999).

At the same time, however, there are potentiad costs that come from the weak socid cues. If
socid desirability effects are reduced, that indicates that people are less sengtive to acting in ways that
aresocidly desrable. AsMcleod et d. (1997) describe, “politeness norms generdly prescribe that
group members make pogitive responses to each other, refrain from blunt criticisms of each other, and
gppear to listen attentively to each other, and such norms are likely to be more sdient in the face-to-face
than the [computer mediated] conditions.” As aresult, there may be more chance that a dight will be
made (intentiond or not), which may initiate a conflict. Then, with weak cooperative norms and wesk
restraint againgt usng aggressve tactics, conflict can escaate.

Research supports the idea that lack of socia cues may enhance aggresson. Rogers and
Ketchen (1979) found that emotiona arousal enhanced aggression only if the subjects felt anonymous to
each other, and Rogers (1980) found that greater anonymity to authority figures increased aggression.
E-mail provides precisaly an increased feding of anonymity, making the negative consequences of one's
action seem remote or non-existent. Kieder and Sproull (1992) report that communication viae-mail is
characterized by more outspoken advocacy and discord: “when group members disagree eectronicaly,

they engage in deeper conflict then they do face-to-face. Conventiond behavior such as politeness and
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acknowledgment of the other peopl€ s views, decreases (p.110).” Thus, aggressive behavior is more
likely, contributing to escalation.

Moreover, seeing and treating the other more like a“stranger” (because many reinforcers of
affect and relationship are absent), may lead to biases againgt that other party. Alicke et (1995) found
that the tendency to see oneself as better than others (the “ better-than-average effect”) is stronger when
people compare themselves with a non-individuated target (e.g., “the average college student™) than
when they compare themsalves to someone with whom the person has persona contact. Moreover,
Weishand and Atwater (1999) show that when people communicate dectronicdly they tend to inflate
sdf-ratings even more than they do when communicating face-to-face. Smilarly, we know that people
are kinder in their perceptions of friends than strangers (Tesser et d., 1989), those who are seen asin-
group to onesdlf are viewed more favorably than those who are seen as out-group to onesdf (Brewer,
1979), and greater distance from another person reduces on€e' s ability to empathize with them
(Davidson and Friedman, 1998). The reduction of socid cuesthat occursin e-mail may enhance
perceptud biases againgt the other party, making it more likdly that the kind of negative atitudind
changes occur that contribute to escalation, and that those transformation persist.

The depersondization that accompanies eectronic communication aso has been shown to
introduce rigidity into communications that can reduce the use of effective problem-solving tactics.
Communication styles are less spontaneous, and more task-oriented and depersondized when using
electronic communications (Kemp and Ruitter, 1982). Early studies in negotiation showed that “ players
that negotiated by written communication as compared to those using telephone communication took

much more time, used more forma and awkward language, and referred to past communications more
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often (Vitz and Kite, 1970).” More recently, Vdley et d. (1998) have shown that during e-mall
negotiations less information is shared, and that thislack of open exchange of information makeiit less
likely for negotiators to optimize their results. In another study, Valey and Keros (1900) showed that
e-mail negotiators were less likely than face-to-face negotiators to use openness as a strategy (51%
versus 87%) or “working together” as amental model of the negotiation (15% to 26%). Thus, for
those communicating about a dispute viae-mail, the lack of socid cues may lead to negotiating
behaviors that reduce the chance that bargainers will find common ground or solve the problem, making
escadation more likely.

Acknowledging some of the potentia advantages of the lack of socid cues, one could argue that
e-mail can be used as a communication medium for parties who are too angry to meet face-to-face. It
is not clear, however, thet thisis dways an advantage. There are times when avoiding is a preferred
dternative in conflict management. For example, moments when one isvery angry may in fact bea
good timeto avoid contact. Yet, email may alow contact at atime when intensaly negative comments
aremore likely to be made. Also, while eectronic communication dlows for higher levels of
involvement by low-gtatus people, due to the lack of status cues, thelr increased levels of involvement
may result in violations of socid norms about Status, which can result in anger and resentment (Garfinke,
1967).

Our argument so far has been cons stent with the advocates of socia process theory (Short,
Williams & Chrigtie, 1976) as well as much of the work from the Carnegie school. We need, however,

to account for two bodies of research that appear to oppose our arguments — the work of Joseph
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Walther on personalized computer-mediated-communication (CMC), and the SIDE mode devel oped
by Lea and Spears (1991).

Walther (1996) argues against socia process theory, as well as the Carnegie school, based on
findings that CMC can be highly persona — or even * hyperpersond”—in some contexts. He cites as
examples e-mail romances, on-line socid support communities, and virtua weddings, and argues that
much persond information can be conveyed viatext — it isjust dower than face-to-face interactions.
These examples, however, are not ones where the parties are managing conflict. They are, instead,
instances where the god isto build ardationship and provide support, not assert one' s needs or work
through differences of opinion. Moreover, Wdther’s (1996) interpretation of these findingsis actualy
congstent with our argument. He suggests that CMC intengfies whatever emotions are present. While
highly persona communications may become “hyperpersond” viae-mail, as he shows, expressons of
conflict may dso be intengified, as we suggest. Our argument is not that communi cations between
friends and lovers will turn to conflict, but rather than when conflicts are managed by e-mail, the chance
for escdation is higher than if the interaction were to occur face-to-face. Also, Wdther agreesthat it
takes more time (and presumably effort) to develop relaionshipson line. If that istrue, then comparing
face-to-face interactions with e-mail interactions, a persona reationship islesslikely to have been
developed a a given point in the interaction when communication is viae-mail.

The other counter-argument comes from the SIDE model (Lea & Spears, 1991). This model
suggests that while politeness norms may be reduced overdl in e-mail, group norms may be amplified in
some cases. Because there are fewer socid cuesin CMC, hints that the other person may be elther in-

or out-group to oneself hold greater weight. If the person is out-group, then socia norms are especidly
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weekened compared to face-to-face interactions, but if the person isin-group, then social normswill be
especidly influentid. What the model does not say, however, iswhat those normswould be. If the
bass of the in-group tiesis, for example, being from New Y ork, then New Y ork socid normswould
prevail. Those normsmay beto exhibit a higher level of aggresson. SIDE theory does not say that
others will be more polite to in-group others because in-groupness strengthens the relationship between
the parties. Also, in most cases those with whom we interact viae-mail are in-group to us in some
ways. In the anecdotes described at the beginning of this paper, the editor and | belonged to the same
academic associaion. In many cases conflicts escalate between employees of the same company,
faculty a the same university, or people from the same town. Indeed, some in-group relationship is
likely to exigt, which is the reason why the two parties are interacting in the first place. SIDE theory
does not explain exactly what type of in-group tie is especialy relevant. Lacking that type of specificity,
and lacking information about what the content of any specific group’s norms might be, we proceed
with the generdized observation that politeness norms are generdly weskened when there are fewer
socid cues.

Proposition 2: The reduced social cues inherent in e-mail, compared to face-to-face or
phone interactions, increase the likelihood of conflict escalation. This will occur because there
are fewer reminders of social relations and social rules, resulting in greater bias towards the
other party, less empathy, more rigid communications, and less politeness.

Excess Attention
The fact that emails communication is reviewable and revisable can dso change the dynamic of

how conflicts are managed. On the positive Sde, these characterigtics of email dow down the
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interaction and thus dlow for more thoughtful responses. Y et, thistype of dow response time has costs
aswell. When a person receives an e-mall, it is possible to review it over and over, and work for long
periods of time on aresponse. It provides opportunities for rumination that are not available when
interactions proceed quickly. According to Lyubormirsky et d. (1999) rumination can make problems
seem larger, and reduce the likelihood that solutions are implemented, and Rusting & Holen-Hoeksema
(1998) found that rumination can increase angry mood. Thus, having the opportunity to focus a great
ded of time on arecelved message may not be productive. As discussed above, the kind of angry
mood that comes from rumination makes perceptud biases more likely in ways that enhance structurd
change. Full attention may be hepful, but excess attention is not.

A smilar problem can occur on the message sending Sde. It helps to spend time thinking
carefully about what one wants to say, but the more one is able to draft, redraft, and fine-tune an
argument, the more likely it is that one will become psychologica invested in the argument and
convinced that this argument is correct. As shown by cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger 1957),
greater investment in a position enhances the need to believe that that position istrue and right, leading
to grester commitment to that postion and less compromise. Revisability of e-mail messages can lead
to escalation by making it less likely that one accepts the other’ s arguments and thus less likdly to
resolve anissue. Grester revisability can enhance escalation in another way aswell. Because each
party knows that the other has time to revise messages, it is more likely that whatever message gets sent
will be perceived as being intended and fully thought-out. 1t was not an accident, or adip of the tongue.
As Carroll, Perkowitz, Lurigio, and Weaver (1987) argue, negative actions that are perceived as

intended are more likely to generate aggressive reactions. Reviseablity should increase percelved
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intentiondity, and thusincrease aggresson. Overal, the structure of e-mail interaction makesit easier
for amessage recelver to ruminate about the other party, while providing them additional time to
become more fully committed to the responses that are provided. At the same time, knowing that
comments were revisable s likely to increase aggresson in response to a negative comment. While
reviewability and revisablity may help parties cool off it may aso contribute to elements of escaation.

Proposition 3: The excess attention involved in sending or receiving e-mail messages,
compared to face-to-face or phone interactions, increases the likelihood of conflict escalation.
This will occur because rumination can occur, creating a more angry mood and amplifying the
apparent size of the dispute, and because more elaborate editing is possible, increasing
commitment to statements one makes and increasing the other’s perception than any slights
made were intended.
Lengthy E-mails

E-mails can be of any length, including very brief comments or extensive arguments with point-
by-point response to the other Sde. The congtraint of sequentidity that governs face-to-face and
telephone conversation is absent: Normal turn-taking is not followed, there is no chance to direct the
conversation to areas of agreement, and little building of common ground (Clark and Brennan, 1991)
that makes conversation into a collective action shared by both Sides. Asaresult, it is quite easy for
communications to get out of sync.

This can happen in severd ways. Firdt, the very fact that one Sdeistaking such along “turn’
can be seen as aviolation of interaction norms, and experienced as “piling on,” producing a new source

of conflict. Second, the recipient of such along argument could respond by attending to only one or a
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few points, or with an overdl short statement, making the counterpart fed that their origina message
was not heard or addressed. Indeed, as bundled arguments flow back and forth, it is quite easy for
many pointsto get lost or ignored in the process. When that happens, new dights may be created, plus
it is harder to work through a difference if arguments are not being heard and answered. Third,
returning to the discussion of feedback above, later pointsin a bundle of arguments may continue errors
contained earlier in the bundle; mistakes thus build upon mistakes so that it is harder to unravel the
differences between the parties. Fourth, thereis reason to bdlieve that only some arguments will be
attended to— those that are the most negative. In work on retrospective eva uations (Fredrickson &
Kahneman, 1993; Varey & Kahneman, 1992), people’ s memories tend to focus on events that are
most recent, and on those that are the peak experiences. Thus, in response to bundled e-mall
communications, the focus will be on the find argument or on the argument that generated the most
intense reaction. If aseries of, say, seven or eight arguments are made, but one was especidly anger-
provoking, then it is that most anger-providing argument that will be dominate memory, overshadowing
points where there was more room for constructive engagement. The loss of sequentidity in emall
takes away the process of orderly, back-and-forth interaction that alows each point to be heard,
addressed, and clarified as well as both sides to be recognized as participants.

Of course, there is an advantage to lack of sequentidity; full arguments can be made and al the
issues aired without interruption. Indeed, that is what marriage counsalors recommend — that each sde
gt and listen to the whole story as expressed by the other sde. But, the very fact that counsdors need
to develop specid rules to generate such conversation is indicates how unnaturd it is, and in those cases

the parties have the benefit of athird-party observer —the counsdor — to manage the interaction.

24



Proposition 4: Lengthy, one-directional communications, which are more likely when
conflicts are handled via e-mail (compared to face-to-face or phone interactions), increases the
likelihood of conflict escalation. This occurs by making it harder for the interaction to have a
pace that fits norms for social interaction thereby making communications seem more harsh
than intended. Moreover, it is more likely that comments made will be ignored or that only those
that are more extreme will be remembered.

CONCLUSION
Is it the Medium or How it is Used?

Is escalation inherent in email conflict, or merely a product of how people use that technology
(Desanctis & Poole, 1994)? We would suggest that the greater risk of escalaion when using e-mail isa
function of the technology but such risks can be reduced by greater sdf-awareness among those who
use emall and the use of different ways of communicating than would happen naturdly. This argument
parallds that made about groups decision support systems (GDSS). In one study, Poole, Holmes and
Desanctis (1991) reported that “Manud groups dedlt with conflict in alow-key fashion that did not
develop obdurate oppositions between group members. As aresult, to be effective, manud groups
could engage in hard bargaining without escalaing conflict too much, and this led to high consensus
change (p. 948-9).” Thus, managing agroup’s decision process via computer imposed risks of conflict
ecdation. These risks, however, could be overcome by appropriate use of conflict management tactics
—inthis case “integrative discusson tempered by avoidance behavior (p.949).” In other cases
(Sambamurthy & Poole, 1992), specific steps were built into the technology, such as“graphical

displaysto identify key assumptions they agreed on (p.246)” that helped groups manage more carefully
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the higher conflict generated by computer mediated communication. In sum, those using these new
technologies for group decison-making need much more “active guidance’ than they would otherwise
require (Zigurs, Poole, & DeSanctis, 1988). The same might be said for email and disputes.
Recommendations For Managing Disputes

Although our main objective in this paper isto present a conceptud mode on which future
empirical research can be conducted, we aso offer recommendations for how users of e-mail can better
manage disputes. Mogt broadly, our analys's suggests that e-mall is not the preferred way to manage
disputes — there are too many risks. If thereis an option to walk down the halway or make a phone
cdl, that is generdly preferred. However, this may not aways be possible, due to ether space or time
congraints. When email is used to manage conflict, participants need to become more self-aware and
manage their reactions carefully. First, they need to recognize that some perceived insults are not
intended and are an artifact of the technology — the other party may be acting based on lack of
feedback or socid cues, excess rumination, or confusion caused by argument bundling. It aso may be
true that one's own interpretation of what is communicated viae-mail is especidly biased. Second,
watch for indications of enhanced aggressveness. Check yourself when you wish to respond angrily to
ensure that that is what you redly wish to do. Third, recognize that a response made with good
intentions can be easly mignterpreted as being more aggressive than intended. Think through what
meanings might be attached to your statement and adjust the statement accordingly. Fourth, remind
yoursdlf of any reationship you have with the other party, and include in your message reminders of the
relationship. Thiswill reduce the tendency to de-individuate the other and for him or her to de-

individuate you. Fifth, watch for tendencies towards hyper-rationdity — remember that differences
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occur, and are resolved, through emotion, affect, and relationships, not just logica argument. Sixth, try
to generate as much interaction back and forth as possible, and avoid bundling large numbers of
arguments together that might overwhelming. Quick feedback will dlow both sdesto make
adjustments before misunderstandings accumul ate.

As areminder, we are not condemning the use of email. It isan extremdy useful tool that
alows us to communicate with many people, over greater distances, more clearly (Garton & Welman,
1995) and can help transform organizations into “networked” forms (Dickson, DeSanctis, Poole &
Jackson, 1997). Moreover, e-mail does not turn al communications into escalated conflicts. But e-
mail does have some characteridtics that make it highly susceptible to conflict escalation: E-mails
reduces feedback and socia cues, alows for excess attention to be focused on statements made,
introduces new tactics (such as argument bundling) that can lead to the use of heavy tactics, makesthe
other’s party’ s tactics seem more heavy, creates deindividuation, enhances biased perceptions of the
other party, and makesit harder to resolve disputes. As aresult, escdation is more likely than would be
the case in face-to-face or phone communication. These problems can be managed, and perhaps—
over time —most people will be come skilled enough in email and aware enough of its risks that the
effects we propose will disgppear. For the time being — and probably into the foreseegble future—we

must use caution regarding how we act when addressing and resolving disputes viae-mail.
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HGURE 2
Effects of Properties of E-Mail on Escdation

Properties of E-Mail Impact on Components
Communication Process Effects of Escalation

“«

H”= heavy tactics; “S”= weakened
social bonds,; “P”= change in
psychological state; “RD = resolution
more difficult

Low Feedback e« Actwithlessinfo available > Inadvertent insultsmore likely >  Tactics seem more “heavy” (H)

Lack of: -] e Can't quickly adapt or adjust =  Loss of face morelikely > Social bonds weakened (S)
Copresence * Lessinformation conveyed > Misunderstandings build > Resolution lesslikely (RD)
Visghility
Audibility
Contemporality \‘
Simultineity Reduced Social e Less affect (more cognition) > Fewer reminders of social rules=> _ylLess polite, more aggressive (H)
Sequentiality Cues « Distance from greeting rituals=>  Fewer reminders of social relations=> More bias, less empathy (P)

- Rigid comm., less problem-solv.(RD)
Anti-Social Context Length of E-mail <Undershoot (ignore) arguments 2yViolation of interaction norms}padvertent insults more likely (H)
Isolated  Overshoot them (bundling) > Argumentsignored - Misunderstanding builds (RD)
During computer interaction " Remember most intense comments = Tactics seem more *hard” (H)
Disrupting

Excess Attention « Rumination ?{ Increase angry mood -> Psych change stronger (P)

New Tactics Available « Elaborate editing Increase size of problem > Perceived as harder to resolve (RD)
Bundling \: Increase commit. to one's argument - Less compromising (RD)
Quoting Message seen asintentional > Tactics seen as “heavy” (H)
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