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Abstract

Numerous global trends related to communicative conflicts—like widespread public dissent, the increasing fragmentation of the digital media
landscape, the fast-paced dissemination of mis- and disinformation, polarization of public debates, and delegitimizing populist rhetoric—form a
perfect storm that significantly disrupts today's society on multiple levels. Against this backdrop, research on content, causes, consequences,
and counter-strategies of conflicts has been central to the discipline of communication science and beyond over the past decades. Although
many of these societal challenges are rooted in communication problems similar in nature, current research lines appear to move forward in
isolation, creating largely disconnected streams of research that could benefit from more integration. With this article, we aim to bring together
disconnected strands of literature in communication that revolve around conflicts in mass and digital communication under the umbrella term
“informational conflict.” This framework synthesizes existing knowledge, enabling us to better understand the root causes of increasing clea-

vages in society and to forward potential solutions leading to conflict resolution.
Keywords: informational conflicts, umbrella concept, polarization, misinformation correction

Today’s information ecology is arguably characterized by
multiple vexing disruptions, such as the abundance of disin-
formation, fragmentation, and increasing polarization along
epistemic and ideological divides (e.g., Tucker et al., 2018;
Van Aelst et al., 2017). In this article, we argue that although
societal and political conflicts may have deeper structural
causes and effects (i.e., social inequality, identitarian opposi-
tions, power discrepancies), communication may play a cen-
tral role as a discursive opportunity for the expression of
conflicts. Communication may serve as a catalyst for these
deeper-rooted structures as it can make conflicts more salient
or create a communicative spiral that rather reinforces the
level of conflict. In addition, beyond merely reflecting deeper
socio-political conflicts, the communication of conflictual in-
formation, such as populist or polarizing information, can
have real effects on people’s beliefs and behaviors (e.g.,
Hameleers et al., 2017, 2020). As such, the informational
context of the expression of conflicts is a crucial issue for
communication scholars throughout the globe.

Nowadays, the public discourse is characterized by a wide
array of subsequent conflicts; for example, debates over con-
tentious issues, disputes concerning what we should believe,
and attacks on those with opposing ideologies are central to
the information flows people are exposed to today (e.g.,
Anderson & Huntington, 2017; Bolsen & Shapiro, 2018;
Jenkins & Moreno, 2020). Although those conflicts have
been conceptualized differently, they share similar communi-
cation features, as well as the underlying causes and effects.
Specifically, when it comes to disagreements on controversial
issues such as climate change, vaccination, racial justice, gun
control, immigration, and genetically modified organisms,

debates (online) are usually filled with misinforming or disin-
forming content (Loomba et al., 2021; Zhou & Shen, 2022),
(hostile) group identification (Chen et al., 2022), or an inter-
play between the scientific and political perspectives on sa-
lient issues like climate change (Chinn et al., 2020; Jones-
Jang & Noland, 2022). Hence, across these different conflict-
ing forms of information, in which one perspective, view-
point, or actor is framed in opposition to the other, we can
identify similar processes of constructing seemingly irrecon-
cilable perspectives on reality. By offering a more integrative
perspective on how these conflicts are framed in communica-
tive processes, and exploring their potential causes, effects,
and remedies, this article aims to offer a starting point for
more effective interventions aimed at reaching common
ground between opposed perspectives.

Due to the urgency of such problems disrupting the
functioning of democracies, deliberative public spheres,
and the necessary quality of information environments, com-
munication scholarship has called for multiple lines of effort
to address those communication challenges, such as misinfor-
mation correction, addressing polarization, building consen-
sus, and stimulating cross-cutting news exposure (e.g., van
der Meer & Hameleers, 2021; Walter & Murphy, 2018;
Warner et al., 2020). However, what is seldom brought to
this light is the commonality of those problems and a holistic
approach to addressing those communication challenges that
are in fact similar in nature, and therefore also share effective
routes to instill societal resilience.

With this article, we aim to bring together isolated strands
of literature in communication science that revolve around
conflicts in mass communication, their roots, manifestations,
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potential consequences, and solutions by using the concept
named “informational conflict.” We more specifically inte-
grate literature and research streams on polarization, populist
communication, mis- and disinformation and their correc-
tion, cross-cutting discussion, stance-taking on controversial
social issues, scientific controversy, and political debate.
Across these different concepts, binary divides and the oppo-
sition between conflicting forms of information are central.
For example, disinformation essentially revolves around a
conflict in truth claims: established accounts of reality may
be delegitimized and contrasted to alternative counter-factual
claims on reality (Hameleers, 2023). Communication schol-
arships pertaining to those different concepts also share a
common research goal, that is, to address social challenges,
including the erosion of trust and ethical dilemmas. The mu-
tual objective to make digital societies more resilient to dele-
gitimizing and informational conflicts emphasizes the need
for an umbrella concept and overarching research agenda.
Unifying various communicative challenges under the
header of informational conflicts can help us better under-
stand how disputes are expressed in communication, and
how such an understanding may also motivate a unified and
comprehensive way of responding to informational conflicts.
Such solutions are by no means intended to fully and directly
resolve deep-rooted social conflicts, but rather aim to prevent
or remedy the negative consequences of exposure to informa-
tional conflict, address the chaos in today’s media landscape,
and contribute to democracy in the long run. For our en-
deavor, the framework of informational conflict management
is particularly meaningful. Although this framework has
largely been neglected in studies on the isolated communica-
tive phenomena that are surrounded by conflict, we propose
that it can offer a viable contribution that helps to enhance
resilience toward negative and conflicting communication
across issues. Concretely, the focus on finding common
ground across seemingly irreconcilable cleavages offers an
important starting point for building resilience to various
manifestations of informational conflict central in today’s
fragmented and post-truth information ecology (Van Aelst
et al., 2017). In the sections that follow, we will outline the
concept of informational conflict and connect it to various
challenges central to the current information ecosystem.
Then, we will introduce an index that integrates informa-
tional conflicts across different dimensions. Last, we will dis-
cuss how our proposed approach to informational conflict
management could build a new agenda for future research.

Defining informational conflict

Most of the fragmented research lines studying today’s infor-
mational challenges to our society, in essence, seem to boil
down to a specific emphasis on forms of conflict among dis-
agreeing individuals or groups and within opposing informa-
tion and/or confrontational communication (e.g., Gil de
Zuniga et al., 2016; Kenski et al., 2020; Marchal, 2022;
Shah et al., 2017). In this article, we label the fundamental el-
ement of those communication conflicts and challenges:
“informational conflict.” The conceptual foundation of in-
formational conflict is built upon conflict communication, a
crucial stream of communication research aimed at resolving
conflicts through a problem-solving approach based on the
shared interests of disputant parties (e.g., Borisoff & Victor,
1998; Drake & Donohue, 1996; Taylor, 2002). The concept

was chosen because it is inclusive enough to relate to the un-
derlying mechanisms of the concepts associated with commu-
nication challenges we have brought up earlier and thus can
be used to integrate those different sub-fields as a common
denominator.

Before we introduce a theoretical framework that aims to
bring together isolated accounts of conflict in communica-
tion, we need to offer a more comprehensive overview of
what both information and conflicts entail. To clearly define
“information” in informational conflict, it is necessary to
clarify the connection between information and communica-
tion. In our definition of informational conflict, we consider
that information and communication are two distinct but
closely related layers/facets of informational conflict. As in-
formation has been understood as “an entity communicated
among two or more individuals” (Schement, 1993, p. 31), in-
formation plays a role as a subject or substance of dispute in
informational conflict. Whereas communication refers to the
process by which information is transferred, information
refers to the commodity that is exchanged between communi-
cators. Deep-rooted societal problems (e.g., social disparities,
marginalization, identitarian oppositions, power discrepan-
cies) that drive social conflicts can be reflected by entities that
can be communicated, including but not limited to a fact,
message, question, stance/position, policy, etc. in various
contexts, around which informational conflicts revolve.
Specifically, mis- and disinformation conflicts with accurate
information about facts; it typically comprises the juxtaposi-
tion between legitimized truth claims (i.e., alternative narra-
tives) and delegitimized truth claims (i.e., fake news
accusations; e.g., Hameleers, 2023). In this regard, the pro-
cess of correcting misinformation is also a conflict about
facts. Another type of informational conflict, the expression
and mediatization of ideological polarization through politi-
cal communication, is a manifestation of informational con-
flict about position or stance. Ideological polarization, which
refers to the “widening gulf on attitudes about various politi-
cal issues and stimuli between groups” (Enders & Armaly,
2019, p. 816), may exist as a conflict between the informa-
tion flows of opposed issue publics, who can find no common
ground on a shared understanding of reality. Hence, although
polarization is widely considered as a societal phenomenon,
it can take shape through communicating and emphasizing
differences  between  in-groups and  out-groups.
Communication may not be neutral in the sense that it not
only reveals existing boundaries, as it can also discursively
shape boundaries between opposed camps. Political debates
contain conflicts over opposing stances, positions, or policies
among conflicting parties. Scientific uncertainty is also a type
of informational conflict where scientists have opposing
opinions on specific scientific information (Binder et
al., 2016).

By contrast, communication is a process where informa-
tional conflict is expressed, conveyed, diffused, catalyzed,
and exerting influence. Communication makes the dispute
between opposed perspectives, ideas, positions, or facts sa-
lient through providing discursive opportunity structure,
leading to either the escalation or reduction of the opposition.
For example, ideological conflict that is rooted in social and
structural divides is not necessarily an informational conflict
unless it is communicated or expressed by the disputants.
Through the communication activities where people who
hold opposed positions on a socio-political issue express their
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stances to others, the disagreement could be either reinforced
by uncivil language and intense emotions or alleviated by
open-mindedness and willingness to seek common ground.
Communication also shapes the intensity of informational
conflicts as the same conflict could be perceived as having dif-
ferent levels of severity or intensity depending upon how the
opposition is expressed.

Different definitions have been used in extant research to
conceptualize conflict. For example, conflict has been defined
as “perceived incompatible verbal or nonverbal activities be-
tween interdependent parties in achieving salient goals; it is
prone to arouse emotional responses” (Ni et al., 2018,
p. 120) and “an interactive process manifested in incompati-
bility, disagreement, or dissonance within or between social
entities” (Rahim, 2002, p. 207).

Some defining elements of conflict that have been widely
acknowledged by researchers, such as process, incompatibil-
ity, interaction, and emotions (Barki & Hartwick, 2004;
Guerrero, 2013; Putnam, 2013), are also integral compo-
nents of many communication challenges. Therefore, to grasp
such a dynamic and complex process in a similar vein and
take a process-driven approach, an approach taken by con-
temporary conflict resolution experts from legal studies and
practice perspective (see Mnookin, 2010), we define informa-
tional conflict as an interactive, emotion-involved process
manifested in incompatibility, disagreement, antagonism, or
dissonance over an entity that can be communicated within
or between interdependent citizens, groups, and organiza-
tions. Informational conflicts can be constructed on various
levels, including epistemological, ideological, moral, and af-
fective cleavages between opposing perspectives. It can be
communicated across different media channels and commu-
nicators, who can either play an active role in expressing con-
flicts (e.g., direct populist communication on social media) or
indirectly mediatizing conflict (e.g., media coverage of op-
posed epistemological perspectives on climate change).

Informational conflicts differ from regular conflicts as they
focus on the role of information in emphasizing cleavages
and contrasts between opposed perspectives, ideas, or actors.
As such, informational conflict revolves around using infor-
mation to make salient differing perspectives on factual,
moral, causal, emotional, or social levels. It revolves around
the mediatized expression of opposition through the discur-
sive opportunities offered by information and (social) media
platforms. General conflict entails all the oppositions, antag-
onisms, and reproaches that are not by definition expressed
through communication or emphasized through the discur-
sive opportunities of mediatization. It may, for example, per-
tain to conflicts between political actors, or structural
inequalities in society that do not directly take shape through
communication. Yet, informational conflicts may connect to
regular conflicts as they can help to shape discourses around
deeper conflicts or antagonisms. Populist communication, for
example, can be regarded as an informational conflict in
which the antagonism between ordinary people and corrupt
elites is communicated as a master frame (Jagers &
Walgrave, 2007). At the same time, this conflict between the
people and elites also exists in society and the political arena
without its presence in communication.

This broad definition aims to serve as an umbrella term to
reconcile fragmented accounts of challenges in communica-
tion. By looking at how informational conflict lies at the core
of these phenomena, we aim to not only contribute to a more
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comprehensive understanding of processes of problematic
communication but also contribute to an improved frame-
work for managing informational conflict through conflict
resolution. In the sections that follow, the separate elements
of our forwarded definition are explicated to help set the
boundaries of the umbrella concept and get to the essence of
a variety of communication challenges we listed earlier,
encompassing polarization, mis- and disinformation and cor-
rection, cross-cutting discussion, stance-taking on controver-
sial social issues, etc.

Interactions

In the communication discipline, interaction has been widely
considered the essential element in conceptualizing conflict,
given that interaction is involved in the antecedent, nature,
and management of conflict (Putnam, 2013). From the per-
spective of social construction, the meanings, norms, roles,
and rules of conflict are established through the interactions
within and between groups, communities, cultures, and
nations (Jiang & Buzzanell, 2013). Conflict is different from
but related to other formats of social interaction (e.g., persua-
sion, negotiation, argumentation; Putnam, 2013). The stance
that interacting parties take during interactions could deter-
mine how a conflict develops (Cheng, 2020). Specifically,
when both interacting parties adopt an aggressive stance, the
conflict is prone to escalate; however, with one or both par-
ties taking a more accommodative stance, the possibility of
conflict resolution emerges (Cheng, 2020). As informational
conflict involves conflicts in nature, interaction, which is es-
sential to conflict in general, is also fundamental to the defini-
tion of informational conflict. It is interaction that makes
incompatibility at the information level a problem that keeps
evolving and influencing individuals. Informational conflict
occurs when disputing sides interact with each other. The in-
teraction can take the form of communication in different
types such as arguing, fighting, and dialogue (an approach to-
ward resolution).

Process

The interactive nature of conflict makes it a dynamic process.
Literature on conflict management indicates that conflict is a
process that involves multiple phases (e.g., Ellis & Fisher,
1975; Folger et al., 2021; Glasl, 1982; Jones & Metzger,
2018). For example, the way to conflict resolution could in-
clude phases such as differentiation (disputing parties clarify
their opposing positions), integration (identify common
ground and engage in productive interaction), escalation (the
hostility of disputing parties rises), and avoidance (avoid con-
frontation and potential for conflict resolution; Folger et al.,
2021). Appropriate approaches and strategies should be
sought for addressing conflict at each stage (Glasl, 1982).
Likewise, informational conflict evolves as the communica-
tion and interaction of disputing sides and the intervention of
third parties could either reinforce their existing positions or
motivate them to move from differentiation to integration.
Viewing informational conflict as a process adopts a develop-
mental and dynamic perspective on understanding the chaos
in the communication landscape. As the informational con-
flict evolves over time in terms of its intensity, expressions,
and potential consequences, the management strategies need
to be adaptive to the changes to maximize the effectiveness.
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Incompatibility, disagreement, antagonism,
or dissonance

Incompatibility refers to “mutually exclusive or diametri-
cally opposed goals, values, or beliefs” (Putnam, 2013, p. 6)
and has been used frequently by researchers to define con-
flict. Although disagreement was distinguished from incom-
patibility in some conflict-related work (Putnam, 2013),
disagreement has been used interchangeably with incompati-
bility to describe mutually exclusive opposition in values,
needs, interests, goals, and beliefs (Barki & Hartwick,
2004). Either incompatibility or disagreement serves as the
core of conflict in extant definitions of conflict (Barki &
Hartwick, 2004; Putnam, 2000, 2013; Todorova et al.,
2021). Although in Rahim’s definition of conflict, the nuan-
ces among incompatibility, disagreement, or dissonance
were not given special attention, those three terms could dif-
fer in the severity and deepness of conflicts. Specifically, in-
compatibility could hold a relatively stronger severity (e.g.,
there is a lower likelihood that people will eventually agree if
their values do not align) than disagreement (once people un-
derstand each other’s perspectives, there may be an opening
for resolution) as the former tends to touch the intrinsic core
of conflict. Dissonance is often traced back to cognitive dis-
sonance theory and thus is given more emphasis on conflict
at a psychological level.

Just as social conflicts are not necessarily deconstructive
(e.g., marginalized groups struggling for equality through
challenging the power of the dominant groups and the status
quo), informational conflict is not disruptive in all cases.
However, informational conflicts involve severe challenges
of communication in today’s media landscape. This reveals
the need to distinguish between different levels of conflict
that vary on the level of interaction and agreement between
opposing sides. For example, when people disagree on
whether the war in Ukraine is actually occurring (a deep fac-
tual informational conflict), their perspectives on how the
crisis should be mitigated seem irreconcilable. However,
when they oppose each other’s perspective on what kind of
aid should be offered to the conflict area, there is at least
some level of common ground and an agreement on the basic
facts surrounding the event. Thus, to fully understand the
nature of informational conflict, it is important to distin-
guish between the severity of the disagreement, the room to
achieve common ground, and the potential consequences of
the disagreement.

Emotions

Conflict is also an emotionally involved process as both inter-
ference with other’s goals and negative communication could
trigger emotional responses (Guerrero, 2013). Researchers
have extensive discussions regarding the relationship between
emotion and conflict. According to Jones (2000), emotion
could define and characterize conflict. Emotions define con-
flict because the events that trigger conflict elicit emotion
more than rationality (Guerrero, 2013; Jones, 2000). Besides,
emotion also serves as a feature of conflict, identifying con-
flict with a continuum ranging from low to high intensity
(Jones, 2000). Emotion and conflict have many overlapping
aspects, such as their cause, affect, physiology, cognition, and
behavior (Guerrero, 2013). Some other researchers believe
conflict and emotion are interconnected, where emotions can
exert influence on conflict, and conflict can affect emotions
as well (Bell & Song, 2005; Lindner, 2006). Bendersky et al.

(2014) point out a problematic dichotomy assuming some
conflicts are emotional while others are not and propose that
it is reasonable to assume that conflicts of different types in-
volve emotions based on the appraisal theories of emotions.
They also oppose a perfect correlation between conflict and
emotion, and state that conflict involves different levels of
emotion and that emotion is an “outcome and mechanisms
related to all types of conflict” (Bendersky et al., 2014,
p- 83). In line with this, we suggest that emotions are present
in most conflicts, although it should be acknowledged that
not all conflicts are inherently emotional. Emotions may be
regarded as a stylistic element that can help to make conflicts
more salient in communication, as it clarifies the severity of
disagreements and highlights the different positions taken by
opposed camps.

Besides, as emotions in the conflict process could affect
reactions toward conflict, emotion could serve as an interven-
ing factor between conflict situations and conflict manage-
ment and resolution (Bell & Song, 2005). A variety of
emotions could be experienced during the conflict process, in-
cluding anger, shame, guilt, rage, fear, depression, hostility,
withdrawal, vulnerability, apathy, and self-consciousness
(Bell & Song, 2005; Deutsch, 2006; Guerrero, 2013).
The emotions could be classified into different types based
on their affect, arousal, motives, and action tendencies
(Guerrero, 2013). Similarly, informational conflict is an
emotional-involved process as conflicting parties and even
the third party could have emotional responses. Previous re-
search found that informational conflicts could trigger dis-
crete emotions such as anger, rage, frustration, indignation,
confusion, ambiguity, anxiety, disgust, contempt, fear, ha-
tred, enthusiasm, scepticism, cynicism, etc. (Hameleers,
2022; Hwang et al., 2018; Krafft & Donovan, 2020; Lu,
2019; Novotnd et al., 2023; Serrano-Puche, 2021; Zhu
etal., 2024).

Informational conflict should be distinguished from similar
concepts like conflicting information (e.g., Carpenter et al.,
2016; Nagler & LoRusso, 2017). As informational conflict
deals with disagreement and confrontations between two or
more groups or entities whose values, viewpoints, and
expectations are incompatible about certain information,
conflicting information that emphasizes those disagreements
and confrontations could be considered as a type of expres-
sion of informational conflict. Specifically, in health and sci-
ence contexts, conflicting information includes messages that
“provide information about the same behaviour producing
two distinct outcomes” or “competing claims about a partic-
ular behaviour resulting in a particular health outcome”
(Nagler & LoRusso, 2017). The inconsistencies or contradic-
tions within those conflicting messages are usually derived
from scientific controversy, a conflict process in which scien-
tists disagree with each other. Informational conflict moves
beyond conflicting messaging with a broader focus on a dy-
namic process, including contexts, causes, effects, and resolu-
tion of communicative conflicts. For example, unlike
conflicting information that can “elicit polarization” (Han &
Federico, 2018, p. 685) or intensify conflicts, informational
conflicts, when managed well, can exert positive effects in
combating polarization by integrating shared values and
interests that foster civility and tolerance (e.g., van der Meer
& Hameleers, 2021), as conflicts can end successfully when
handled appropriately via “integrative negotiations” (Drake
& Donohue, 1996, p. 298).
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An index of informational conflict

Based on the distinguished elements of informational conflict,
we propose an index that helps to map the landscape of infor-
mational conflicts across issues, communication contexts,
and domains. Bendersky et al. (2014) called for the advance-
ment of conceptualizing conflict given the field complexity,
and they put forward five areas to improve theorizing, includ-
ing clarifying opposition intensity, distinguishing between
perceived and manifest conflict, refining the relationship be-
tween emotion and conflict, and exploring nuances of con-
flict types and features. Informed by those key areas and the
way that separate streams of related research developed over
time, we propose that informational conflicts could differ on
(1) value opposition, (2) disputant intensity, and (3) disrup-
tive potential. Those three dimensions focus, respectively, on
the level of opposition, the expression of opposition, and the
consequence of opposition and have strong connections with
defining elements of informational conflict (i.e., interaction,
emotion, incompatibility, communication) as those elements
could have different manifestations depending upon the level
of three dimensions. Function-wise, this index provides a tax-
onomy for grouping the different streams of literature on in-
formational conflicts (e.g., polarization, mis- and disinformation)
together and offers an overview and forward-looking per-
spective on how communicative challenges rooted in the cur-
rent digital information ecology can be understood and
resolved. It could further inform empirical research on citi-
zens’ perceptions of informational conflicts and deepen our
understanding of common psychological processes or societal
roots of informational conflicts. By distinguishing between
different forms and characteristics of informational conflict,
a roadmap for effective interventions and resolutions can
be developed.

Value opposition

The first dimension of informational conflict focuses on its
value opposition, which refers to the level of incompatibility/
disagreement; in other words, how many commonalities the
conflicting parties have or how easily the commonalities
could be found. Even though “mutually exclusive” or
“diametrically opposed” (Barki & Hartwick, 2004; Putnam,
2013) have been used to define conflict, most conflicts still
contain some common ground to seek, which is also the
premise of conflict resolution. The commonalities include
any “attitudes, values, behaviours, expectations, and goals”
on which conflicting parties can seek common ground, mak-
ing agreement possible (Cahn & Abigail, 2014, p. 258).
Besides, the opposition becomes intensified when conflicting
parties do not interact with each other at all because a lack of
productive interaction or conversation keeps people from
seeking common ground and resolving conflict (Folger et al.,
2021). When conflicting parties have frequent communica-
tion with each other without any intent to engage in con-
structive communication efforts, common ground becomes
hard to find, which makes opposition escalate (Fisher, 2006).
Informational conflict differs in its value opposition, where
some informational conflicts tend to have a higher level of
opposition or less common ground than others and thus are
more challenging to resolve. Castle and Stepp (2021) empiri-
cally examined the distribution of polarization on multiple
issues and found varied levels of value opposition across
those issues. For example, same-sex marriage (46%) was
found to be more polarized than abortion (37%) and
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environment (36%). When it comes to the conflict between
false information and accurate information, the strength
of value opposition could depend upon the level of veracity
(i.e., completely true information, mostly true information,
mostly false information, and completely false information;
Hameleers et al., 2022).

Although the level of opposition in informational conflict
could be observed empirically, it is often in the eye of the be-
holder since the same conflict could be perceived as having
varied levels of opposition and people’s perceptual level of
value opposition could deviate from the actual level of oppo-
sition. For example, amidst the reception of the same conflict-
ing information, some individuals could perceive a high level
of opposition, while others perceived no opposition at all
(Wu & Ahn, 2010). Climate change has been viewed as a
more contentious issue among the general public than among
scientific experts (Dori-Hacohen et al., 2017). Empirical re-
search showed a discrepancy between perceived disagreement
and objective disagreement as exposure to opposed positions
did not necessarily lead to a perception of disagreement
(Wojcieszak & Price, 2012). The deviation of perceived op-
position from actual opposition has also been observed in
how the degree of ideological polarization is imprecisely esti-
mated by the public. Research revealed that the U.S. public
tends to overestimate ideological polarization and the per-
ceived polarization serves as an important predictor of indi-
vidual outcomes related to conflict management (Enders &
Armaly, 2019; Lee, 2022; Westfall et al., 2015). One of the
explanations is that perceived opposition could be shaped by
social construction of conflict rather than the conflict itself.
For example, people may assume by default that Democrats
and Republicans have disagreements on some politicized
issues even though in reality they do not, and this mispercep-
tion could be attributed to their previous exposure to partisan
opposition (Abeles, 2021).

Distinguishing informational conflicts based on value op-
position could help provide a clearer clue on conflict resolu-
tion. For example, in the political context, there is a lack of
clear-cut conclusions on whether communicating with those
who have the opposing position could lead to reduced or in-
tensified opposition (Lee et al., 2015). Compared to a high
level of disagreement, exposure to a moderate level of dis-
agreement could drive people to attend more to the opposed
views rather than engaging in escalated conflict (Wojcieszak
& Price, 2012). Similar findings revealed by Esterling et al.
(2015) showed that a moderate level of disagreement could
lead to maximized deliberation satisfaction and constructive
dialogue. Although the fragmented literature showed that in-
formational conflicts differ in terms of their value opposition
in nature, people may perceive the same informational con-
flict with different levels of opposition. This divergence in
perception is, in part, attributed to the varied intensity of
conflict expressed.

Disputant intensity

Disputant intensity focuses on the intensity of opposition
expressed, including intensity of opposition expression and
emotional intensity. For example, in the context of organiza-
tion—public conflict, intense opposition could be expressed
with an aggressive stance (firmly upholding their own posi-
tions while dismissing what the opposing party says or even
attacking the other party), whereas the resolution of opposi-
tion could be manifested with a relatively accommodative
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stance (making an accommodation for mutual benefits;
Cheng, 2020). As another example, negative information fo-
cusing on a conflict between polarized issue positions may
come in different intensities, ranging from the emphasis on
negative aspects of the other side to hate speech that devalues
and denigrates the entire group (Hameleers et al., 2022).
Factual disagreements and epistemic conflicts can also vary
on the intensity of the opposition. As an example, some mis-
information narratives may revolve around conflicting expert
interpretations that share a common core. However, the com-
peting truth claims between established media and hyper-
partisan alternative media may reveal a deep and uncivil
boundary between delegitimized truth claims and legitimized
alternatives (e.g., Hameleers & Yekta, 2023).

According to Weingart et al. (20135), the intensity of oppo-
sition expression could be evaluated using two indicators, en-
trenchment in a position (e.g., fight vs. debate) and
subversiveness of actions (attack vs. passive aggression). An
expression of opposition is highly intense when the parties in
conflict steadfastly hold their standpoint and subvert the
other’s position (Weingart et al., 2015). This has also been re-
ferred to as deep disagreements in conflict-framing literature
(e.g., van der Goot et al., 2022). A high level of entrenchment
in one’s position could be manifested by the use of highly in-
tense language and rejection to communicate or take the
other’s position into account, whereas a low level of en-
trenchment involves a low intense language and a willingness
to communicate with the opposed side (Weingart et al.,
2015). A high level of subversiveness shows evident attack
and harm, while low subversiveness only has ambiguous
harm intentions (Weingart et al., 2015). Drawing upon the
two indicators put forward by Weingart et al. (2015), more
specific indicators could be used to demonstrate the intensity
of opposition expression, such as language intensity, level of
receptiveness to the opposed positions, and level of (in)civil-
ity. Emotional intensity could also serve as an indicator of
disputant intensity as intensified opposition is related to
stronger emotions experienced or expressed by disputants.

Language intensity

Empirical research has applied language intensity to evaluat-
ing conflict intensity (Gayle & Preiss, 1998, 1999). Bowers
(1963) defined language intensity as “degree to which the
speaker’s attitude toward a concept deviates from neutrality”
(p. 345). Based on this definition, intensified language con-
tains emotional and extreme language, including rage, vul-
garity, and dramatic shifts in intonation (Bowers, 1963;
Taylor, 2014). Liebrecht et al. (2019) refine the definition of
language intensity by examining the concept, language inten-
sifier, which refers to the stylistic techniques that can be used
to strengthen people’s evaluations. The level of language in-
tensity could be enhanced after using words or typographical
designs that can strengthen people’s evaluations. For exam-
ple, compared to using the word “good,” the use of “great,”
“extremely good,” or “good!!!” to convey positive evalua-
tions could make language more intensified (Liebrecht et al.,
2019). Metaphors have also been used to enhance language
intensity (Donohue & Hamilton, 2022). Given language
intensifier’s function in strengthening evaluations, it could
also be used to express a high level of entrenchment in one’s
position and subversiveness, which intensifies the (perceived)
opposition in a conflict (Donohue & Hamilton, 2022). For

example, the inclusion of threatening language in a conflict is
more likely to make people feel intense opposition.

When it comes to polarization, polarizing language plays a
key role in increasing out-group bias, intensifying intergroup
conflict, and thus deepening the degree of polarization
(Donohue & Hamilton, 2022). Even though identifying
issues that involve extremity has been a way to detect polariz-
ing language, in a more comprehensive conceptualization,
language intensity has been used as an indicator of polarizing
language (Donohue & Hamilton, 2022). When in-group
members use language intensifiers (e.g., super, extreme, abso-
lute) to bolster their position and criticize the out-group’s po-
sition, they also demonstrate a firm entrenchment in their
position, implying a strong resistance to engage in dialogues
and look for common ground.

Level of (in)civility

Intensified opposition between conflict parties could also be
expressed with uncivil language. Uncivil communication was
defined as the violations of norms that “aim at increasing the
likelihood of cooperative communication” (Bormann et al.,
2022, p. 334). Given that incivility serves as a violation of co-
operation, the more uncivil speech used in expressing con-
flict, the stronger opposition people may perceive. Incivility
discourse has identifiers such as personal attacks, insults, vul-
garity, disrespect, slurs, name-calling, and making fun
(Stryker et al., 2016). Incivility is also described as a contin-
uum with milder form and severe form (Borah, 2013), and
survey data found that name-calling was perceived as more
uncivil than dishonesty accusation and aspersion (Kenski
et al., 2020). In Weingart et al. (2015), some forms of uncivil
communication (e.g., personal attacks and insults) were clas-
sified as highly subversive expressions, while others (e.g., dis-
respect) were subversive expressions at a low level. In this
regard, the level of disputant intensity varies along a contin-
uum of communication (in)civility.

Uncivil language has also been frequently used in informa-
tional conflicts (Bormann et al., 2022; Konig & Jucks, 2019).
A longitudinal study showed that ups and downs have been
observed in the frequency of the use of incivility in informa-
tional conflict in the past three decades (Goovaerts &
Turkenburg, 2023). Polarizing language usually contains in-
civility (Donohue & Hamilton, 2022), and uncivil language
use is also a reason why polarization usually accompanies
conflict escalation (Harel et al., 2020). An online experiment
found that people were less willing to read more comments
online after being exposed to uncivil cross-cutting comments
than to the civil comments, which in turn led to greater atti-
tude polarization (Kim & Kim, 2019). In scientific debates,
incivility has been used nowadays with greater frequency by
scientists to emphasize their viewpoints, which was found to
hurt the speaker’s credibility (Konig & Jucks, 2019).
Incivility is prevalent in political debates (Mutz & Reeves,
2005). Incivility in political discourse can not only impair
public trust in politics (Mutz & Reeves, 2005) but also re-
duce people’s willingness to communicate with those who
disagree and increase their resistance to opposing positions
(Hwang et al., 2018), which makes the resolution of informa-
tional conflict even more challenging. Incivility also appears
in mis- and disinformation with varied levels of strength,
ranging from negativity bias (baseline) to hate speech (stron-
gest; Hameleers et al., 2022).
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Level of consideration or receptiveness to the

opposed positions

Weingart et al. (2015) proposed that a lack of consideration
and receptiveness of the opposing side’s standpoint suggested
entrenchment in a position. When people do not have consid-
eration and receptiveness to the opposing side’s standpoint,
they will be less likely to engage in conflict resolution activi-
ties like constructive interaction or dialogue (Minson &
Chen, 2022). Therefore, closed-mindedness in a conflict
could show high intensity of opposition compared to open-
mindedness. For instance, polarization gets escalated when
people become closed-minded toward the opposite position
(Hwang et al., 2018).

Emotional intensity

Conflict varies in emotional intensity, and two types of emo-
tional intensity typically appear in conflict: felt emotional in-
tensity and expressed emotional intensity (Jones, 2000).
Conflicts can be evaluated based on different levels of emo-
tional intensity, with either the emotions felt from the conflict
or the emotions that have been expressed during the conflict
process. As negative emotions are usually produced by in-
compatibilities in the conflict process (Bell & Song, 2005), in-
tensified opposition could be accompanied by intensified felt
and expressed emotions. Specifically, when the opposition
becomes highly intense, conflicting parties could have greater
emotional arousal (Parsons, 2010; Wojcieszak, 2012). Highly
intense opposition tends to be expressed with intensified
emotions (e.g., anger, frustration) or emotionally arousing
strategies (threats; Weingart et al., 2015). Intense negative
emotions evoked by conflict can make cooperation hard to
achieve and more likely to communicate destructively
(Guerrero, 2013), leading to a potential escalation of conflict.

Emotional intensity serves as an indicator of disputant in-
tensity in the context of informational conflict. For example,
in addition to language intensity and incivility mentioned pre-
viously, emotional expression is another indicator of polariz-
ing language; for instance, as an aggravated format of
polarization, hate speech is usually expressed with highly in-
tense negative emotions (Donohue & Hamilton, 2022).
Besides, disagreement in socio-political issues is usually ac-
companied by negative emotions, with stronger disagreement
activating more intensified negative emotions. An empirical
study showed that when challenged by an opposing perspec-
tive, people with a strongly-held viewpoint reported a higher
level of negative affect compared to those with a moderate-
strength viewpoint (Moran et al., 2021). In a study testing re-
ligious or political worldview conflict, the findings showed
that perceived opposition from other people’s worldviews is
positively associated with negative emotions (i.e., anger and
disgust) and negatively related to positive emotions (i.e., hap-
piness and gratitude; Van Tongeren et al., 2020).

Disruptive potential

Disruptive potential is a defining element of conflict. Conflict
can lead to consequences among parties involved in the con-
flict and the third party who witnesses the conflict, and the
consequences could be either positive (e.g., generation of
insights, enhancement of mutual understanding, problem reso-
lution) or negative (e.g., relationship breakdown, violence, eco-
nomic or health-related damages; De Dreu, 2010; Oetzel &
Ting-Toomey, 2013). As the negative consequences could be
largely averted if effective management strategies are adopted,
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consequences of conflict usually depend on the management of
conflict (Oetzel & Ting-Toomey, 2013). However, the assess-
ments of the disruptive potential of conflict also determine
when and to what extent the actions will be taken.

In a similar manner, informational conflict is also marked
by different degrees of disruptive potential in either a positive
or negative direction. For example, polarization could have
detrimental impacts such as destructing civil environment,
threatening the operations and integrity of critical public insti-
tutions (e.g., Congress, courts, news media), eroding the func-
tion of the political system in responding to the public (Brady
et al., 2008), discouraging citizen participation, and impairing
democracy (Casal Bértoa & Rama, 2021). On the other hand,
polarization could benefit political communication in the way
of establishing stronger party reputation and attachment,
making voters’ decision-making clearer, and building electoral
stability (Lupu, 2015). Literature suggested that the degree of
polarization has been overestimated by individuals, and this
misperception could be more detrimental than polarization in
reality as it was found to result in more serious negative out-
comes, such as intensified out-group bias and reduced trust in
government (Enders & Armaly, 2019). The presence of vari-
ability in the interpretations of polarization consequences
among researchers creates room for a range of possibilities of
how the public perceives the disruptive potentials of polariza-
tion. In this regard, people’s understanding and evaluation of
polarization may vary depending upon how they assess the
consequence of polarization. When it comes to misinforma-
tion, literature has featured a variety of negative consequences
at both individual level and societal level, including problem-
atic decision-making, distrust of public institutions, and im-
paired public support for policy (e.g., Savoia et al., 2022;
Sylvia Chou & Gaysynsky, 2020), providing indications of
the disruptive potentials of misinformation.

Disruptive potential is an important factor that predicts
individual response to informational conflict. When people
realize the severity of the negative consequences of polariza-
tion, they might be more likely to take action to deal with it
(e.g., greater willingness to look for common ground, accept-
ing a third party’s moderation). People may have a low will-
ingness to debunk misinformation or a low level of support
for misinformation correction until they have a good under-
standing of the severe negative consequences of believing in
misinformation or the benefits of misinformation correction.
An empirical study found that perceived consequence of mis-
information indirectly impacts an individual’s intention to
engage in misinformation correction (Luo et al., 2024).

The dimensions depict three distinct aspects when it comes
to evaluating informational conflicts, but they are not inde-
pendent from each other (see Figure 1). For example, as value
opposition could impact disputant intensity, it could also be
shaped by disputant intensity. Disruptive potential is to some
degree determined by value opposition and disputant inten-
sity, it could also affect how opposition is viewed and
expressed. Therefore, the analysis of informational conflict
based on the index allows for a more comprehensive under-
standing by giving attention to interconnections of different
dimensions of informational conflict that may have
been overlooked.

Although many of these communication phenomena
mentioned above are similar in nature, yet, current research
lines appear to be disconnected from each other. As an
example, growing research lines within the discipline of
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Disputant Intensity

* (Incivility
* Receptiveness to the opposed position

Value Opposition

Disruptive Potential
* Valence (positive vs. negative)

*» Language intensity
* Emotional intensity

* Severity (high vs. low)
A

Figure 1. The index of informational conflict.

communication science focus on disinformation, misinforma-
tion, incivility, and polarization without considering the com-
mon core or driving factors of these phenomena (e.g.,
Hameleers, 2022). However, understanding those communi-
cation challenges based on the concept of informational con-
flict and its index can facilitate the detection of
interconnections among different streams of literature. For
instance, both mis- and disinformation and polarization are
conflicts about information in nature where value opposi-
tions and disruptive potentials can be readily identified.
Misinformation and polarization also involve intensified op-
positional expressions like incivility and intensified language
and emotions.

Bringing together the largely fragmented body of literature
through conceptualizing informational conflict not only
allows us to avoid an isolated understanding of these commu-
nication challenges but also helps break the static thinking
and identify systematically the remedies for any individual
conflict via the lens of conflict resolution. What should be
noted is that the index itself is not a solution to address infor-
mational conflicts or their rooted causes. Instead, the three
dimensions provide an epistemological device to help com-
municators identify an opportunity to make a dent on more
effective and solution-focused conflict communication, serve
as a starting point to better analyze informational conflicts as
they progress, and inform communicators of the appropriate
strategies that can help reduce the negative consequences as-
sociated with the conflicts and impede conflict escalation. For
a specific type of informational conflict (e.g., disinformation,
polarization), we can evaluate it based on its value opposi-
tion, disputant intensity, and disruptive potential for deter-
mining a systematic way of problem-solving considering that
conflict, as a process, cannot be resolved by one single mes-
sage. When the conflict evolves, three dimensions could be
assessed differently, leading to the necessity of upgrading
knowledge and handling approaches. This proposed index
can thus help communicators better assess the conflict at dif-
ferent phases, inform suitable strategies (i.e., what and how
much effort), and build realistic expectations regarding the
management outcomes. As a match for the systematic evalua-
tion of informational conflict, an approach to informational
conflict communication management will also be discussed.

A new approach to informational conflict
communication management: Building a new
agenda for future research

Grounded in interdisciplinary research and practice and an-
chored by the proposed index of informational conflict, the
approach of informational conflict as presented in this study
shows a new agenda for future research. The first aspect
regards identifying the commonalities in various manifesta-
tions of conflicts in communication and performing a more

systematic and process-oriented analysis of the chaos in
today’s media landscape. Conflicts in communication like
misinformation, populism, and polarization have been de-
fined isolatedly, describing different manifestations of
notions. Through reviewing all these notions, we have devel-
oped a new umbrella concept, informational conflict, orga-
nizing all varied notions in terms of their value opposition,
disputant intensity, and disruptive potential. Among them,
value opposition and disputant intensity describe the nature
(level of incompatibility) and the expression (e.g., toxic, ag-
gressive, affective, or uncivil) of the conflicts. Disruptive
potentials describe the severity and profoundness of the con-
flicts, providing guidance on how necessary and pressing to
address that conflict. The index informs a more thorough ap-
proach to assessing informational conflicts. For instance, cor-
porate social advocacy (CSA; Dodd & Supa, 2014) refers to
corporate action in publicizing their stance on controversial
socio-political issues (e.g., gun control, refugee immigration),
which is a manifestation of how informational conflicts could
be managed. Given its controversial nature, CSA has been
considered risky in alienating stakeholders who hold opposite
stances from the advocacy corporation and hence could in-
tensify polarization and induce related behaviors (Parcha,
2023; Wettstein & Baur, 2016). In order to reduce the nega-
tive consequences of CSA, corporations need to find a way to
reduce the risk of alienation and advocate for suitable issues.
Assessing socio-political issues based on three dimensions un-
derlying the index, value opposition, disputant intensity, and
disruptive potential, rather than only some of them, enables
corporations to evaluate risks systematically and make in-
formed decisions. To this end, the index could also further be
translated into operational instruments to assess both the
similarity and differentiation of different forms of informa-
tional conflict (e.g., measuring and making comparison be-
tween the salience and impact of different forms of
informational conflicts). Based on our indexing of informa-
tional conflict, future research could complement this new
theoretical framework with empirical examination by opera-
tionalizing informational conflict through developing
individual-level measures (i.e., how citizens perceive different
types and levels of informational conflict and their impactful-
ness to democracy and society). The empirical examination
could inform a roadmap for interventions and resolutions re-
garding how to (1) stimulate healthy/constructive forms of in-
formational conflict and (2) counter (the consequences of)
toxic/unconstructive forms of informational conflict.

When it comes to a particular manifestation of informa-
tional conflict, here we will use misinformation and its cor-
rection, a fact-driven conflict, as an example. A systematic
and process-oriented approach to addressing misinformation
involves the knowledge of how misinformation is associated
with other informational conflicts, a comprehensive assess-
ment of different strategies, and how to maximize the
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effectiveness of strategies at each stage of the conflicting pro-
cess. Researchers have been developing and employing inter-
ventions to build resistance toward counter-factual
information and mitigate the misinformation impacts based
on individual cognitive processing and emotional responses
toward the conflict between misinformation and correct in-
formation. Specifically, interventions that aim to cultivate
media literacy and pre-bunk the appearance of information
with factual elaboration can limit individuals’ engagement
with misinformation via strengthening their trust in science,
institutions, and society (e.g., Austin et al., 2021; Motta
et al., 2021). Interventions such as debunking misinformation
with factual elaboration or with warning messages can re-
duce individual misbeliefs through an affective route (e.g.,
Featherstone & Zhang, 2020; Sangalang et al., 2019). What
researchers could give more reflection on in the future is
when a particular strategy or combination of strategies is op-
timal in the conflicting process, the reciprocal effects between
the strategies and conflicts, and the potential consequences of
those interventions to other informational conflicts, given the
connection between misinformation and other informa-
tional conflicts.

As factored into common grounds, different communica-
tion challenges and conflicts could be more clearly connected
based on their causes, manifestations, and consequences.
Future studies could give more consideration to the intercon-
nections and commonalities of communication challenges, as
it can help identify the key elements in a complex array of
occurrences and allow for a more thorough examination and
deeper understanding of the phenomenon. For example,
when conflicts involve both polarized debates and populism,
both of which could be featured as high-level disagreement
filled with uncivil discussions, empirical studies can consider
an intervention, targeting to reduce the hostile and aggressive
interaction with the out-group and reduce the negative emo-
tions, to address the problems jointly. As an intervention ex-
ample, the promotion of conversation, which allows
“individuals to develop and express views, learn the position
of others, identify shared concerns and preferences, and un-
derstand and reach judgments about matters of public con-
cern” (Delli Carpini et al., 2004, p. 319), can be one method
to facilitate civic participation. However, how to foster the
conversation and maximize its effect is yet to be fully inte-
grated with mass communication theory for furthering our
understanding of communication mediation, especially when
it comes to the conflict dynamics of ideological opponents
and the interactions between ideologically opposed social me-
dia users that often led to negative outcomes (Marchal,
2022). Therefore, future research could enrich the theorizing
of conversation and mediation based on a holistic consider-
ation of the conflicting process.

Future researchers could consider using the systematic
framework as a starting point to ensure they do not overlook
valuable insights from neighboring concepts. In a recent piece
in Journalism & Communication Monographs, Pang and col-
leagues (Pang et al., 2023) reviewed the three decades of theory
development, extension, and application of the contingency
theory of strategic conflict management, a strategic communi-
cation theory evolving around the axis of the unique manage-
ment functions of communication in society. Initially
developed to understand complex public relations issues
pertaining to organizations and their various publics, the
contingency theory facilitates the rethinking of strategic
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communication and acknowledges the reality that “[t]he pub-
lics and the problems that organizations face often are not a
single entity or one-dimensional in nature” (p. 200, Pang
et al., 2023). Echoing our argument for the informational con-
flict management approach to complex and challenging, often
polarizing, issues in public sphere and information dissemina-
tion channels, there is a critical need for communicators to
adopt a dynamic posture in coordinating and collectively
working together (Pang et al., 2023) to identify different needs
of publics and the values driven such needs underneath in or-
der to steer toward a problem-solving direction in resolving
informational conflict based on clear position articulation and
understanding and genuine identification and agreement on
shared interests and values.

For example, how entities position themselves in times of
conflict and negotiation is critical (Pang et al., 2023; Pang &
Cameron, 2022). Pang and Cameron (2022) posited that in
the process of conflict resolution, conflict positioning can in-
fluence conflict-involved parties’ responses and thereafter im-
pact negotiation approaches. Favorable positioning in a
conflict involves understanding of (1) the involved parties’
ability to handle the conflict and likely stance to adopt, (2)
responses enacted based on involved parties’ conflict posi-
tioning, (3) the focal conflict property involved parties all
aiming to resolve despite their differences and disagreements,
(4) the adopted negotiation approach and the relationship dy-
namics between parties engaged in the conflict resolution
process, and (5) specific tactics enacted (Pang & Cameron,
2022). This conflict-resolution-focused approach to strategic
communication management, with a focus on organizational
conflict and crisis issues, sheds light to the potential of
understanding and managing a competitive and conflicting
informational environment based on informational conflict
communication management from a communication sci-
ence emphasis.

Besides establishing connections among a variety of con-
flicts epistemologically, future research can also consider de-
veloping better resolution to the current conflict-laden
information environment building upon the conflict resolu-
tion framework centralizing the role of mediation and negoti-
ation behavior in an integrative process of conflict
communication and resolution (Drake & Donohue, 1996;
Taylor, 2002), including a five-step model modeled after
Borisoff and Victor’s (1998) work on managing conflict pro-
ductivity, moving from assessment, acknowledgement, atti-
tude, and action to analysis. For example, Drake and
Donohue (1996) argued that negotiators and mediators need
to guide “disputant discussion toward frame convergence, in-
creased focus, control, positive social attributions, and
integrativeness” (p. 297). It is essential for mediators (conver-
sations) to control the communicative interaction by imple-
menting different integrative strategies ranging from slowing
interaction, formulating nonreciprocal responses, limiting
alternatives, linking issues, to building trust (Drake &
Donohue, 1996). In contrast to competitive negotiations (i.e.,
attacking an opponents’ identity through insults and
criticisms, defending personal face), cooperative interactions
aim to achieve the result of face-honoring behaviors such as
empathizing, complementing, and expressing commonality
between parties, which is essential for informational conflict
management through productive conflict interaction involv-
ing competition (Folger et al., 2021). In informational con-
flict, the productive interaction can be both competitive and
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cooperative as multiple parties stand up for their own posi-
tions and strive for perceived understanding, staying open to
movement when it will result in mutually desirable outcomes
with fairness and justice.

To conclude, informational conflict communication man-
agement is a process of conflict management aimed at using a
comprehensive, process-oriented, problem-solving approach
based on a holistic understanding of conflicts and challenges
in the emerging communication ecology. By explicating infor-
mational conflict and providing a systematic framework, this
article contributes to communication theory innovation and
offers new directions for future examinations that attempt to
advance knowledge and find better solutions for addressing
communication problems. It echoes the need for new theoret-
ical models to “account for the growing convergence of
media and conversation, heightened partisan polarization,
and deepening social contentiousness in media politics”
(Shah et al., 2017, p. 491). It might shed light on new hope
for overcoming toxic polarizations, fostering meaningful
dialogues with civility and tolerance, and facilitating infor-
mational conflict resolution via effective communication
management.
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