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Abstract. The article analyses people’s approach to conflict in the Altai Krai, one of the major regions of 
Siberia, and argues for the need for regional conflict management. The author presents data from empirical 
research conducted in the Altai Krai in 2016 within the project The Rating of Social Tension in Russian 
Regions during which 1,902 respondents were interviewed at their places of residence. The survey showed 
a high degree of civic illiteracy in the field of conflict resolution: the majority of the respondents were 
insufficiently informed about the methods of conflict resolution, and did not believe in the possibility of 
constructive conflict management. None of the respondents applied to the regional centres of mediation and 
conflict counselling, though about half of them reported feeling anger and hostility towards other people. 
One in five respondents was often confronted with conflicts and aggression outdoors and in public places. 
In addition, nine out of ten respondents were not able to identify the role and significance of the conflict 
in the society. 
The article reassesses K. Thomas and R. Kilmeny’s well-known classification of behavioural strategies in 
conflict from the standpoint of the modern conflict theory, and addresses the basic problems of modern conflict 
resolution studies in the context of the social conflicts concerning people of the region. The author carried out 
sociological analysis of conflict phobia in Russian society and investigates its main reasons, as well as solutions 
to the problem. The author formulates topical problems that must be addressed for the effective resolution of 
social conflicts in modern Russian society, including conflicts at the regional level. 
The paper urges the development of methods for the management of regional society using controlled conflict.

THE PROBLEM
In modern society, various social subjects interact 
more and more intensively than before almost in al-
most the all fields (e.g., representatives of large social 
groups, business partners, competitors, customers and 
suppliers of goods and services, work colleagues, 
friends, relatives, neighbours, etc.). Conflicts are one 
of the essential forms of social interaction. We define 
a social conflict as a process of confrontation, clash 
or another negative encounter between two or more 

social actors caused by certain contradictions between 
their interests. Modern researchers view any conflict 
as a natural and inevitable phenomenon in all social 
systems, where it contributes to sustainable develop-
ment and normal functioning [13: 35–39].

Conflicts can solve contradictions, strengthen 
mutual understanding and cooperation between 
social actors, improve group solidarity and reduce 
tensions. In some cases, however, social conflicts 
are the reason for opponents to concentrate all their 
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attention on each other, to start interacting destruc-
tively, which threatens the very existence of the 
social actors. In this regard, the study of the basic 
behaviour strategies of the subjects in the emerging 
conflict response is of particular relevance. If conflict 
is an inevitable type of social interaction, and the 
contradictions of the goals and interests of social 
actors are ineradicable, the main focus area of  social 
conflict is purposeful management. We believe that 
the most important aspect of this activity is conflict 
management at the regional level, where social 
conflicts are more violent.

THE EMPIRICAL STUDY
We performed sociological research in the Altai Krai 
in June-July 2016 within the framework of the proj-
ect The Rating of Social Tension in Russian Regions. 
The results of the research show a high conflict level 
in this Siberian regional society. 

Based on the official statistics of 1 January 2016, 
we calculated quotas by the respondents’ place of 
residence, gender, age, and employment situation. 
According to the Russian Statistics Committee (Ros-
stat), the population of the Altai Krai comprises 
2,376,774 people (2016), of whom 46% are men and 
54% women. 56.1% of this population is urban 
(2016). The Research Centre of the Sociology Fac-
ulty of Altai State University conducted a sociologi-
cal poll of the urban and rural population between 
27 June and 29 July 2016 in 10 settlements of the 
region (Barnaul, Biysk, Rubtsovsk, Aleysk, Top-
chikha, Pospelikha, Pavlovsk, Samarka, Bulanikha 
Romanova). The sample included 1,902 respondents, 
representing the population of 18 y/o and over, clas-
sified by sex, age, occupation and type of settlement. 
The quota, multi-stage and stratified sampling em-
ployed a step-by-step selection of the respondents 
and quotas in the selection’s final stage. The margin 
of error (considering the effect of design) did not 
exceed 3.6%. The survey was conducted in the form 
of personal standardised interviews at the respon-
dents’ places of residence. 

The ratio of the respondents by gender: 46% male, 
54% female. Average age: 35.8 y/o. Non-working 
pensioners: 13.4%; pupils and students: 14.7%; 
employees of commercial organisations: 19.9%; 

workers in state-funded organisations: 23.0%; civil 
servants: 8.2%; private entrepreneurs and farmers: 
3.6%; unemployed: 3.8%; agricultural labourers: 
6.5%; other areas of employment: 6.9%.

The study shows that the population of the region 
is insufficiently informed on how to address emerging 
conflicts constructively. For example, 15% of the re-
spondents went to court to find a way out of conflict; 
28% tried to avoid conflict at all, and none of the re-
spondents had applied to mediation and counselling 
centres; 68% of the respondents did not believe in the 
possibility of a constructive resolution to conflict; 89% 
of the respondents were not able to identify the role 
and importance of conflict in the community. Almost 
1/5 of the respondents said they had often faced con-
flicts and aggression in public places, and 1/4 encoun-
tered such situations infrequently. Half of the respon-
dents said they did not encounter conflicts and mani-
festations of aggression in general. In the most part, 
these people were villagers and people over 65 y/o. 
48% of the respondents disliked others, while 42% of 
the respondents had no such feelings.

Our research also shows that the population of the 
region is insufficiently informed on how to deal with 
emerging conflicts efficiently.

The analysis of the responses to the question “What 
words could you use to describe your mood lately?” 
shows that the majority of respondents reported a 
reasonable stable mood. Only 8% of respondents 
experienced stress and irritation. The majority of re-
spondents (37%) reported a stable mood, 18% were 
even in high spirits, and 4% experienced happiness. 
However, it is alarming that a relatively large group 
of the respondents (15%) experienced indifference, 
apathy and hopelessness.

Answering the question “How have you adapted 
to modern market economic conditions?”, the ma-
jority of the respondents (43%) chose the answer 
“averagely”, 17% — “well”, 18% — “with diffi-
culty”, and one in ten said “did not adapt at all” or 
could not answer. In our opinion, this indicates that 
the population has adapted to modern market eco-
nomic conditions.

The majority of the respondents (62%) had no 
intention at all to protest against deterioration of their 
life quality.
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Despite the low overall verbal commitment to social 

protests, the data indicate high conflict intensity within 
the regional society of the Altai Krai, and the need to 
implement conflict management techniques.

MODERN CONFLICT PHOBIA  
AND ITS THEORIES

Conflict phobia prevents effective conflict manage-
ment. We should recognise that 

“today, the majority of people perceive a con-
flict as a very negative phenomenon and with 
great caution. <...> Modern researchers believe 
that conflict even has a quite unpleasant color, 
sound, smell and taste for human perception” 
[8: 76–77]. 

It is not surprising, therefore, that the fear of conflict 
is a common social phenomenon. Thus, conflict pho-
bia is an individual’s fear of being involved in conflicts 
with others and, consequently, their negative reaction 
to any conflict situation. The fear of conflict may be 
a result of the lack of contemporary philosophical, 
sociological, psychological and conflict knowledge; 
it is also related to national mentality. Russians are 
kind, patient, humble and gentle. On the other hand, 
they often demonstrate endurance, self-flagellation, 
resistance to change, reluctance to complete a task 
and a tendency to search for a culprit for their prob-
lems from the outside. Russian public opinion always 
interprets conflicts with frank dislike and fear, as 
something negative, indecent, ugly. The existing 
“groups of influence” present it as a form of deviant 
behaviour. Accordingly, the authorities condemn and 
prohibit new social movements seeking to change the 
existing state of society by means of launching con-
flicts and social protests.

60 years ago, the American sociologist L. Coser 
attempted to change the attitude of researchers to 
the phenomenon of social conflict. He proposed to 
consider conflict as a phenomenon which, apart from 
well-known negative functions, has a wide variety 
of positive facets for the social system. He described 
social conflict as “a dynamic type of interaction 
between social actors on the basis of certain contra-
dictions in their aims and interests; it is constant and 
is not amenable to rapid elimination” [5: 28–40]. 
Thus, Coser put an end to the “long era of conflict 

phobia” in the social sciences which described con-
flict as a disease caused by the germs of deception, 
aggression and evil.

In Russia, the concept of conflict was highly 
politicised and ideologised (as has society as a 
whole) until the beginning of the 1990s. After many 
decades of so-called “conflict-free existence”, 
demonstration and coercion are still the most com-
mon ways to resolve conflicts within society. De-
spite the problem of social contradictions being 
widely discussed in various fields of Russian aca-
demic literature, the discussion never broached the 
question of conflict’s positive functions in Soviet 
society. Ideological clichés about “non-conflict 
Soviet society” affected people’s minds, becoming 
a barrier to a positive understanding of conflict as 
one of the effective ways to overcome social contra- 
dictions.

The dichotomies of consent (consensus) and 
conflict, war and peace are central in many theories 
and schools. In the sphere of sociological knowledge 
there is a scientific approach conventionally called 
the “theory of consensus” or the “theory of stability” 
(as opposed to the “social conflict theory” by H. Spen- 
cer, K. Marx, G. Simmel, L. Coser, R. Dahrendorf, 
K. Boulding et al.). The approach emphasises the 
following categories: “shared values”, “stability”, 
“balance”, “sustainability” and “evolutionary devel-
opment” of the social system. The vector in Western 
sociology conditionally named the “theory of con-
sensus” (O. Comte, A. de Tocqueville, E. Durkheim, 
T. Parsons, R. Merton, N. Smelser, X. Brodal, 
D. Carnegie et al.), supporting the ideas of conflict 
phobia within society, can be found today in both 
international and Russian research [11; 12; 17]. Thus, 
the theory of stability does not contain explanations 
of conflict as a negative social phenomenon; it cre-
ates a basis for the development of ideas of conflict 
phobia.

In reality there are not only social conflicts, wars 
and revolutions, but also well-perceived human con-
sensuses based on mutual human interests. Conflicts 
break the consensus, but resolving them recomposes 
it. Conflicts are of a temporary nature, while peace, 
harmony and prosperity among peoples are lasting. 
Sociology, conflict resolution studies, psychology and 
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other social sciences exist for the sake of these eternal 
notions. It is worth noting that the concept of a con-
flict-free human society can be historically explained. 
Conflict phobia originates from the human nature: an 
individual needs to be safe, to have stable life, to form 
a stable social capital and maintain positive social 
relationships with other people. The breach of these 
expectations gives rise to feelings of anxiety and 
helplessness. A conflict is a real shock for the mind 
of an unprepared individual. Pre-existing or imminent 
conflicts threaten people and, thus, require them to 
mobilise all their resources. B. I. Hassan, one of the 
few Russian researchers in the field of conflict phobia, 
wrote: 

“The most important point in conflict analysis 
lies in the fact that any conflict, regardless of 
its content and phenomenal representation, 
forms itself as a process of confronting actions. 
The variety of actions in a conflict immediately 
necessitates a painful and difficult selection. 
Since only one action can be done at a time, a 
clear choice is required. A conflict is a choice; 
the choice is always a denial; the denial of 
oneself, even partially, is painful and frighten-
ing!” [10: 26-29]. 
“Life itself is a matter of choices which subse-
quently bear risks. Conflicts are inevitable. And 
if they are inevitable, there is no point in fearing 
them. We should learn to manage them, to meet 
the needs and protect the interests of all parties” 
[9: 63-75].

Conflict phobia is based on the stereotype that 
conflicts impede the normal process of society and 
the individual, that there are no conflicts in respect-
able companies, households or families, and a bad 
compromise is always better than a lawsuit. There-
fore, people do not usually tend to complicate rela-
tions with other people, and cannot tolerate quarrels 
and conflicts. Negative attitudes towards conflict are 
intensified by socio-cultural factors. All types of 
social structures are directed towards solidarity, 
coherence and cohesion, which are the basis of their 
stability. Any community will always censure or 
even directly condemn bad relationships among 
people within it, interpersonal conflicts, loneliness, 
alienation, failed marriage, etc. Another very impor-

tant reason for conflict phobia in Russian society is 
“poor awareness of the existing non-violent methods 
and resolution techniques of conflict management” 
[6: 107]. The discussion of the conflict phobia issues 
in Russian society is a complex scientific problem. 
In addressing it, we can discover many useful facts 
about modern society.

The concept of “the total conflict tendency in 
society” has not yet received the status of a gener-
ally recognised research category in conflict soci-
ology. Most researchers either generally avoid this 
concept, or reduce its meaning to all the conflicts 
that have taken place in society over time. In this 
case the focus is on interpersonal, political, ethnic, 
household, or labour conflicts, which are compre-
hended as autonomous social processes. It is 
therefore important to study not only (and not so 
much) the specificity of social conflicts, their 
causes and varieties, but their interaction and in-
terdependence. The conflict system of society is 
transformed into a common system of interdepen-
dent processes. Surely, if one desires to examine 
an overall conflict in a particular local society, one 
cannot avoid the analysis of its internal social 
conflicts.

All social conflicts, although they arise due to 
various reasons and in different contexts, are inter-
connected and intertwined in a single “tangle”. In 
other words, there are no purely political, ethnic, 
economic or labour conflicts. There is “a certain 
general social conflict of subjects” which is a par-
ticular phenomenon of the social life of society, and 
which integrates all the conflicts of its members. 
Conflict is a natural state for any society, a condition 
of its functioning and development. 

CONFLICT MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES
The problem of conflict management is pivotal for 
us, in the sense that it derives from the understand-
ing of conflict as a healthy social phenomenon. 
Recognition of social conflict’s “sanity” broadens 
and deepens the issue of its regulation (forecasting, 
prevention, management and resolution). The spe-
cialists do not aim to totally eliminate all conflict 
in society, but develop the positive effects of con-
flict and minimise the destructive ones.
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In the early 1970s, K. W. Thomas and R. H. Kilmann 

classified all behavioural strategies in a conflict situ-
ation [15: 2-6]. The combination of the two factors 
outlined by them results in five basic behaviour 
strategies in a conflict: rivalry, avoidance, adaptation, 
compromise and cooperation. Each of these strategies 
has its advantages and disadvantages, and may cor-
respond to one particular conflict situation, yet can 
be totally inappropriate for others.

Graphically, they can be presented as the famous 
Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument, which 
shows the location of each of the five basic behav-
ioural strategies in conflicts (Table 1). This mode 
instrument is widely used today in a variety of per-
sonnel training programs on conflict management 
[1; 14: 60-72].

Furthermore, it is proper to consider these behav-
ioural strategies from the viewpoint of Modern 
Conflict Theory, drawing attention to their advan-
tages and disadvantages.

1. Rivalry with an opponent (confrontation, one-
sided domination, clash, strife and competition)

The formula of behaviour in a conflict: “one par-
ticipant is striving to win at all costs and to make the 
opponent lose”.

The desired conflict outcome: “win/lose”.
Rivalry is a kind of behaviour in a conflict when 

the subject seeks to satisfy only their own interests 
at the expense of the opponent. The strategy is aimed 
to eliminate or dominate the rival. Such a person 
will argue for their position and will not consider 
the opponent’s point of view. The stubborn defense 
of one’s interests can help the social actor to win 
temporarily in a conflict situation. However, this 
approach is not applicable to long-term relationships 
with other actors. 

Competition or direct confrontation should only 
be considered in situations where the subject has 
enough resources, they are confident in the benefits 

of their position or decision, the subject has sufficient 
authority and power, there is an urgent need for a 
rapid response to the destructive actions of the op-
ponent and, finally, there is no other way to act. 
Rivalry is often associated with the use of physical, 
administrative, financial and other forms of violence. 
From this point of view, this behaviour should be 
recognised as generally undesirable, though rivalry 
makes the actors more active.

2. Adaptation to the opponent’s actions (patience; 
adaptation; expectation; deferred decision)

The formula of behaviour in a conflict: “wait for 
a decision”; “wait and see”; “do whatever you 
want — just let’s live in harmony”; “The Lord is 
slow in anger and so we should be”.

The desired conflict outcome: “lose/win”.
Adaptation to the opponent’s actions in a conflict 

is a kind of behaviour observed when the subject 
ignores the conflict itself or denies its existence; it 
is a type of self-deception. Responding in this way, 
one can settle (“freeze”) a conflict temporarily, but 
not resolve it.

Adaptation can be quite acceptable in a conflict 
situation when:

 � chances are high that everything will be over soon;
 � there is a desire to make a gesture of goodwill;
 � the opponent is in the right;
 � the fundamental interests of the subject are not 
challenged;

 � it is necessary to interact with the opponent in 
the future;

 � a good relationship with another party is more 
important than the decision.

3. Compromise (the give-and-take approach)
The formula of behaviour in a conflict: “to win 

something, each party has to give something away way”.
The concomitant losses of compromise are inevi-

table, although, initially, they are not perceived to 
be necessary or even possible. Generally, the parties 
divide the conflict object between themselves, and 
everybody’s participation is necessary.

4. Cooperation (partnership, mutually beneficial 
interaction)

The formula of behaviour in a conflict: “serving 
the interests is more important than demands and 
positions”.

Table 1. The five basic strategies of behaviour in a conflict

Focus on  
self-interest

max Rivalry Cooperation
medium Compromise

min Avoidance Adaptation
min medium max

Consideration  
of the opponent’s interests
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The desired conflict outcome: “win/win”.
Cooperation implies serving the interests of each 

party in the conflict. Clearly, this strategy, like the 
above-mentioned, is not always acceptable or even 
possible, but in most conflict situations, it is the most 
reasonable.

Strange as it may appear, this strategy is used quite 
often in real life. Any system of stable social relations 
is not characterised by compromise, failure or pa-
tience, but by cooperation. If the interests of any party 
of the social interaction are not fully satisfied, it will 
begin to choose other partners. In other words, conflict 
can be very useful if it is aimed to build a more profit-
able partnership with people. The theory of repeated 
interactions, developed by R. J. Aumann, the Nobel 
Prize winner in Economics (2005) for his contribu-
tions to the understanding of the nature of conflict, 
formulated the “folk theorem” (this name was sug-
gested by Aumann himself): “in long-term relation-
ships, parties may refrain from actions that promise 
short-term gains” [2: 98].

5. Avoidance of conflict with others
The formula of behaviour in a conflict: “not to get 

involved.”
The desired conflict outcome: “neither win nor 

fail”.
Avoidance is a behavioural response in which one 

of the parties in the conflict ignores its opponent or 
evades them. There are conflict situations when it 
makes sense to use this strategy:

 � there is no actual conflict (false conflict situ- 
ation);

 � there is a trifling reason for a conflict;
 � a social subject does not have resources to 
participate in the conflict with the opponent 
(physical power, money, time, allies, weapons, 
etc.);

 � the result of the conflict is unpredictable, or 
there is a high probability of a failure;

 � the conflict is destructive and not desired by 
the subject.

It should be recognised that today, the majority of 
people perceive the concept of conflict negatively and 
with great caution. In such situations, it is quite natural 
for many people (except for fearless individuals or 

feisty debaters) to avoid conflict situations (i.e. to 
escape, to get away, to hide or to run away). It is not 
surprising, therefore, that the fear of conflict is a com-
mon phenomenon in human society. Thus, we can say 
that conflict phobia is an individual’s fear of being 
involved in conflict with others and, consequenly, 
their negative reaction to any conflict situation. Fear 
in this case causes the subject to choose the avoidance 
strategy, i.e. a quick escape. Conflict phobia is neglect-
ing problems with other people, a desire to conceal 
and ignore them. The fear of conflict, like any other 
phobia, is a disease. If an individual experiences a 
constant fear of conflict with other social actors, they 
will not be able to protect their own views and 
interests.

RESEARCH PERSPECTIVES
Upon closer examination of the essence of the prob-
lem, a new methodological approach becomes evi-
dent, i.e. another point of view that accepts conflict 
as a constructive social phenomenon, rather than a 
destructive one, as well as a source of changes and 
development in social relations. Conflict tendency 
is a normal state in any society, community or inter-
personal relationship. People are afraid of instability; 
they fear taking risks and confronting others, forget-
ting the possible constructive effects of such risk. In 
Chinese, the word conflict is composed of two 
characters: one represents risk (danger, abyss), and 
the second, new opportunities. The Chinese believe 
that too much harmony is dangerous. Complete 
harmony in human relations is always illusory. There 
are very important factors of social interaction: 
“creative confrontation” and “constructive conflict” 
[7: 146]. Willingness to participate in a conflict, to 
head for confrontation, the ability to resolve arising 
conflicts constructively, and the desire to cooperate 
increase a person’s self-esteem, making them more 
confident and stronger. Conflict phobia creates indif-
ference, cowardice, self-doubt, intimidation, etc.

The problems of overcoming conflict phobia and 
developing a culture of peace and non-violent conflict 
management in Russian society are presented below:

1. Russian conflict resolution studies have not yet 
taken shape as an independent field. Russian 
conflict sociology, as well as the sociology of 

V. V. Nagaitsev, pp. 62–68



SIBERIAN SOCIUM

68 vol. 1  |  no 1  |  2017

S
industry, is too young to qualify for the perfec-
tion of its theoretical-methodological and 
practical developments.

2. Are the theoretical and methodological models 
of developed Western conflict sociology ap-
plicable to the study of social conflicts in Rus-
sian society?

3. What is a sufficient motive for a social subject 
to participate in a conflict? Is it provoking an 
opponent, being provoked, possible conse-
quences for the participants, or something else?

4. Is it possible to assume that social actors who 
behave aggressively in a conflict, e.g., at their 
workplace, behave as aggressively in their 
family?

5. What are the criteria of social importance of 
emerging conflicts? For example, should a dem-
onstration of a hundred people shown on a news 
programme be recognised as a more important 

social action than the thousands of production 
and management conflicts which are not even 
registered?

CONCLUSION
Increasing the level of literacy in the field of conflict 
resolution is a way to overcome conflict phobia. The 
level and quality of conflict education in Russia leave 
much to be desired today. Not all Russian citizens 
are aware of this science. The regional centres of 
non-violent conflict management and conflict coun-
selling, mediation and assistance in the negotiation 
process are the exception rather than the rule [4: 112].

All conflicts in society are interrelated: they pre-
vent those that are more damaging to the society and 
control the less dangerous ones. Management of 
regional society by means of conflict is a noticeably 
undeveloped area of   modern conflict sociology, and 
appears to be very promising at present.
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