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1 Introduction

Conflict and conflict dynamics are phenomena intertwined with so-
cial change. The absence of conflict only brings stagnation opposed
to progress and improvement. Therefore, being able to cope with
conflicts and detect them beforehand are social skills very impor-
tant in life. Throughout our lives, better or worse, we learn how
to cope with conflict by experience. Yet, questions such as “How
do we know we are in a conflict?” or “What makes some conflicts
emerge while others subside?” are difficult to answer unequivocally
[Kriesberg and Dayton 2012].

In Artificial Intelligence, conflicts also abound in multi-agent sys-
tems. Depending on the needs of the systems, different mechanisms
(e.g. joint intentions or enforcement of norms) have been applied
to cope with what researchers often call “failures”. Yet, as sys-
tems become more complex, we can no longer assume that agents
will strive for the overall well-being of the system. Thus, a less
simplistic view of conflict is necessary. The interest in rich social
simulations to depict social phenomena have brought the attention
to this critical phenomena that cannot be simply avoided. In fact,
multi-agent systems would benefit from an explicit representation
of conflict in an agent’s mind. Not only would it help the agent to
act towards the prevention or creation of conflict (depending on its
utility), but it would also increase the ability of the agent to choose
the best strategy to handle the situation. For the case of virtual
agents, for example, this can lead to an increase in believability.
The work described here, focus on the representation and genera-
tion of subtle forms of conflict in rich social simulations.

Desirable as it may be, and despite the massive research on conflict
in the social sciences, there is still some uncertainty on how to trans-
late the theory to more specific parameters that together provide an
adequate description of the phenomenon. More often than not, the
models described in the literature are focused on the effects and use
high level features as predictors of conflict handling modes. Little
emphasis has been given to actual process since its very beginning
(before overt demonstration), through escalation, de-escalation and
denoument. A challenge exists in articulating these insights from
the social sciences literature and decision-making processes in an
agent’s architecture to model the phenomenon.

2 Approach

In multi-agent systems, conflicts are bound to emerge, either from
incompatibilities in goals or inconsistent beliefs. In this work, we
want to take a step further and say that conflict is a mode of relating,
thus it requires interaction, theory-of-mind mechanisms and emo-
tions to regulate that interaction. By taking those features as a scaf-
fold, agents may decide under which conditions it would be suitable
to tolerate, postpone, ignore or by-pass a conflict situation [Alshabi
et al. 2007]. Unfortunately, theory offers little support on how these
elements interact and produce conflict related behaviours, partly
because emotions are often neglected as a component of conflict
episodes. Hence, this work is driven by two parallel approaches.
One, uses the conflict knowledge in the literature as a foundation
for a model of conflict and other that combines and analyses the
theoretical concepts with concrete examples of social interactions.
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In a first phase, we gathered insights from the literature towards
a more natural representation of conflict in agents [Campos et al.
2013]. We see conflict as a process consisting of a set of stages
and incorporating cognitive, affective and behavioural processes.
Although, it seems in real life that conflicts and conflict related re-
actions are always different depending on the situations, it is true
that social conflict may hold common characteristics across set-
tings. We propose that for an agent to recognise that it is in a conflict
situation, it must be aware that some incompatibility between rele-
vant beliefs or goals exist; some interference in his plans occurred
and it can no longer pursue what it thought to be the best strategy;
and finally that obstruction is attributed to another [Campos et al.
2013].

In parallel we aim to explore how subtle forms of conflict evolve in
social interactions. We want to follow the action instead of look-
ing only to the results and consequences and compare that process
with what has been described in the literature. With that intent, we
conducted a study with few children, in which they had to play a
bargaining game in pairs (Figure 1). With a conflict of interests
set up front, children had to reach a compromise under incomplete
information over 5 rounds. In particular, we wanted to understand
how children perceive situations of disadvantage and conflicting in-
terests and which strategies they employ in different relational con-
texts. Video and audio were recorder, as well as, children’s EDA
signal. The videos have been annotated in terms of gaze, social
signals, action tendency and emotions by two psychologists. Using
that information has a foundation, we aim to inform the theoretical
model, which will be integrated into an agent’s mind.

Figure 1: Two girls playing the bargaining game
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