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The concept of conflict has a lengthy history in psy-
chological science, albeit with different interpretations. 
From early studies on intergroup conflict (Sherif, 1966) 
to more recent work on oppression (Sidanius & Pratto, 
2001), social psychology has traditionally focused on 
destructive conflicts (Sommet, Quiamzade, & Butera, 
2017) based on competition between individuals and 
between groups. On the contrary, from Piaget’s studies 
on the equilibration of cognitive structures (1975/1985) 
to work on conceptual change (Chi, 2008), cognitive 
psychology and the learning sciences have focused on 
constructive conflicts based on individual exposure to 
contradictory information (Limón, 2001). The present 
article presents the integrative framework of sociocog-
nitive conflict stemming from research on sociocogni-
tive development (Doise & Mugny, 1984) and social 
influence (Pérez & Mugny, 1996). This line of research 
has demonstrated that conflict can be either construc-
tive or destructive depending on the way it is regulated 
(Butera, Darnon, & Mugny, 2011).

The Concept of Sociocognitive Conflict

The concept of sociocognitive conflict was introduced 
by Mugny and Doise (1978) and Doise and Mugny 
(1984) to account for the finding that children interact-
ing with others are more likely to progress on a task 

than children working alone. This work was based on 
Piaget’s concept of cognitive conflict (Piaget, 1975/1985), 
which arises when a child’s cognitive structures are 
disrupted by new and inconsistent information. The 
disequilibrium that ensues requires some adjustment in 
the child’s cognitive structures, which leads to more 
elaborate knowledge and cognitive gains. Very often, 
however, direct information from the object is not avail-
able or is misleading, cognitive conflict does not take 
place, and people may carry on with false or subopti-
mal knowledge.

Doise and Mugny (1984) reasoned that children 
reach a higher level of cognitive development when 
interacting with others than when working alone 
because the disequilibrium may come from the diver-
gent point of view of their partner. The disruption of 
previous knowledge by a dissenting partner is called 
sociocognitive conflict. This conflict requires some 
adjustment and may thereby result in more elaborate 
knowledge. The constructive effects of such conflictual 
interactions have been documented in dozens of 
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experiments with children (Doise & Mugny, 1984) and 
adults (Darnon, Buchs, & Butera, 2002), replicated by 
other laboratories (Ames & Murray, 1982), and extended 
to the realm of professional and political decision mak-
ing (see Johnson’s, 2015, work on “constructive contro-
versy”) and interactions in computer-supported 
collaborative learning groups (see Kapur’s, 2008, work 
on “productive failure”).

Importantly, the observed progress is accounted for 
by conflict and not merely by interaction: Mugny and 
Doise (1978) showed that interaction led to progress 
even when a child interacted with a partner who had 
a lower level of cognitive development, which is incon-
sistent with an explanation in terms of the mere transfer 
of competences. Later, Doise and Mugny (1979) showed 
that interindividual conflict (between two children with 
opposing viewpoints) led to greater cognitive progress 
than intraindividual conflict (each child experiencing 
two viewpoints).

From Conflict to Conflict Regulation

Conflict per se is an experience. After direct perception 
or communication, an individual realizes that there is 
a discrepancy, a conflict between his or her existing 
knowledge, interpretation, or point of view and the 
knowledge, interpretation, or point of view of another. 
An experience then needs a process to be “guided” to 
behavior: There must be some self-regulation to deter-
mine which behavior one wants or does not want to 
engage in after some experience (Carver & Scheier, 
2001).

In this respect, research on sociocognitive conflict 
has shown that faced with a diverging point of view, 
people may be puzzled and start wondering why the 
other person holds a different view. Conflict raises 
doubts about the validity of one’s point of view (e.g., 
“Is my answer correct?”), which may lead to decentering 
from one’s own perspective, taking into account the 
other person’s position, and trying to integrate the two 
(Butera & Buchs, 2005). If this integration succeeds, 
one may end up with new knowledge that is more 
complex and more adapted than the single individual 
positions. But conflict also raises doubts about one’s 
relative competence (e.g., “Am I right or wrong?”), 
which may lead to defending one’s competence by 
either sticking to one’s own opinion or deferring to the 
disagreeing other person.

Thus, because sociocognitive conflict has both a cog-
nitive (focused on the task) and a social (focused on 
social comparison) component, scholars who have 
worked in this field do not use the term self-regulation, 
which refers to intraindividual processes, and prefer to 
use the term conflict regulation. Conflict regulation is 

thus the meaning that people attribute to conflict when 
facing another person’s idea that contradicts their own.

Varieties of Sociocognitive Conflict 
Regulation

Sociocognitive conflict may result in various outcomes 
(see Butera & Darnon, 2017) and thus may be regulated 
in various ways (see Fig. 1).

Epistemic conflict regulation is the meaning that 
people attribute to sociocognitive conflict when they 
focus on the task and the validity of their and the part-
ner’s position. The cognitive component of the conflict 
prevails, and the regulation caters to the discrepancy 
between two positions rather than the opposition 
between two persons. Conflicting partners are thus con-
cerned with making sense of an epistemic riddle that 
pertains to the existence of one object and two different 
answers. This exploration and coordination of existing 
and supplementary evidence triggers the constructive 
effects of epistemic conflict regulation (Quiamzade, 
Mugny, & Darnon, 2009).

If the social component of conflict prevails, then the 
regulation caters to the opposition between two per-
sons rather than ideas. Task processing suffers from 
such relational conflict regulation, as do performance 
and cognitive development. Recent research has docu-
mented the processes involved in relational conflict 
regulation and revealed a further distinction (Sommet 
et al., 2014).

Competitive relational conflict regulation is the 
meaning that people attribute to sociocognitive conflict 
when they focus on the relational component of con-
flict, social comparison, and, in particular, the intrac-
table nature of disagreement: One must be right and 
the other wrong. As being right affords status, partners 
stick to their own position, assuming that the other is 
wrong (Quiamzade & Mugny, 2009).

Protective relational conflict regulation is the mean-
ing that people attribute to sociocognitive conflict when 
they focus on the relational component of conflict, 
social comparison, and, in particular, self-inferiority: 
One thinks the other is probably more correct than 
oneself. Again, in such situation one’s self-evaluation 
is at risk of being negative because being wrong is 
highly likely; regulatory strategies are then directed 
toward adopting the other’s point of view in a form of 
compliance.

Two sets of results support the above conceptual dis-
tinctions. First, these three constructs were operational-
ized using a conflict-regulation scale (see Table 1), and 
respondents indeed considered them as separate forms 
of regulation. Darnon, Muller, Schrager, Pannuzzo, and 
Butera (2006, Study 1) asked participants to imagine a 
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discussion with someone who disagrees with them and 
how they would regulate such a conflict. The scale 
included items for both epistemic and competitive conflict 
regulation, which appeared to correspond to two separate 
components. Sommet et al. (2014, Study 3) later compared 
competitive and protective conflict regulation and found 
that they indeed loaded on separate components.

The second set of results pertains to the relation 
between conflict regulation and learning. Doise and 

Mugny (1984) observed that interacting with a disagree-
ing partner led to greater progress than working alone, 
provided that partners could actually confront each 
other and discuss their points of view (see also Psaltis 
& Duveen, 2006). Darnon, Doll, and Butera (2007) 
reported more direct, experimental evidence in a study 
in which dyads of students were asked to read a text 
and exchange their answers during a computer-
mediated learning session. In fact, each member of the 
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Fig. 1. The regulation of sociocognitive conflict. Sociocognitive conflict emerges when interacting persons hold diverg-
ing ideas. The effects of sociocognitive conflict on contextual and societal outcomes, such as learning, depend on the 
way conflict is regulated, namely in an epistemic, competitive relational, or protective relational way. Which form of 
conflict regulation takes place depends on the situational or dispositional achievement goals adopted during the interac-
tion. These goals are mastery (the desire to master the task), performance approach (the desire to outperform the other 
person), and performance avoidance (the desire to not be outperformed by the other person).

Table 1. Items Used to Assess Self-Reported Sociocognitive Conflict Regulation (From Darnon, Muller, Schrager, 
Pannuzzo, & Butera, 2006; Sommet et al., 2014)

Conflict-regulation strategy
Item:

When disagreements occurred, to what extent did you . . .

Epistemic • Try to think about the text again in order to understand better?
• Try to examine the conditions under which each point of view could help you understand?
• Try to think of a solution that could integrate both points of view?

Competitive relational • Try to resist by maintaining your initial position?
• Try to show your partner was wrong?
• Try to show you were right?

Protective relational • Think your partner was certainly more correct than you?
• Comply with his/her proposition?
• Agree with his/her own way of viewing things?
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dyads received bogus feedback in which the alleged 
partner disagreed. In an epistemic-conflict condition, 
the partner’s disagreement focused on content (e.g., “I 
wonder whether the answer should be . . .”), whereas 
in a competitive-relational-conflict condition, the focus 
was on the participant’s self-competence (e.g., “I think 
you are wrong. The answer is . . .”). The results revealed 
that participants obtained better results on a learning 
test when they were confronted with a partner who 
regulated conflict in an epistemic rather than a rela-
tional way.

Achievement Goals as Predictors of 
Conflict Regulation

We have ascertained that conflict regulation shapes 
cognition and guides behaviors during and after the 
experience of conflict. But what predicts the way in 
which conflict will be regulated? Because sociocogni-
tive conflict regulation is a regulatory process focused 
on acquiring or demonstrating competence, we studied 
the predictive role of one’s purpose of action in  
competence-relevant situations: achievement goals 
(Elliot & McGregor, 2001). Interestingly, achievement 
goals are divided in a way that parallels the distinctions 
within conflict regulation. Mastery goals refer to the 
desire to master the task, to learn and grow, whereas 
performance goals refer to the desire to demonstrate 
competence relative to other people. Specifically,  
performance-approach goals focus on outperforming 
other people, whereas performance-avoidance goals 
focus on not being outperformed by other people (for 
further distinctions, see Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Elliot, 
Murayama, & Pekrun, 2011). It is thus possible that (a) 
mastery goals predict epistemic conflict regulation 
because they orient learners to understanding and  
perceiving people who disagree with them as 

informational support (integration of information); (b) 
performance-approach goals predict competitive con-
flict regulation because they orient learners to establish-
ing their own superiority and perceiving people who 
disagree with them as opponents (self-confirmation); 
and (c) performance-avoidance goals predict protective 
conflict regulation because they orient learners to avoid-
ing inferiority and perceiving people who disagree with 
them as threats to be avoided (compliance; Fig. 1).

Darnon et al. (2006, Study 1) provided support for 
the first two hypotheses. They found that mastery goals 
predicted epistemic conflict regulation and that  
performance-approach goals predicted competitive 
conflict regulation. Darnon and Butera (2007) then pro-
vided experimental evidence for these effects: The level 
of perceived conflict was a more positive predictor of 
epistemic regulation when mastery goals were induced 
than when performance goals or no goals were induced. 
Moreover, the level of perceived conflict was a more 
positive predictor of competitive regulation when per-
formance goals were induced. Darnon, Butera, and 
Harackiewicz (2007) further demonstrated that partici-
pants who interacted with a disagreeing partner 
obtained higher scores on a measure of learning out-
come when mastery goals where induced than when 
performance-approach goals or no goals were induced; 
when participants interacted with an agreeing partner, 
no such difference was observed (see Table 2 for 
instructions).

As for the distinction between performance-approach 
and performance-avoidance goals, Sommet et al. (2014, 
Study 3) showed that the level of perceived conflict was 
a more positive predictor of competitive relational regu-
lation when performance-approach goals were experi-
mentally induced, whereas it was a more positive 
predictor of protective relational regulation when  
performance-avoidance goals were induced. Moreover, 

Table 2. Instructions Used to Manipulate Achievement Goals (From Darnon, Harackiewicz, Butera, Mugny, & Quiamzade, 
2007; Darnon, Muller, Schrager, Pannuzzo, & Butera, 2006)

Achievement goal Instructions

Mastery “It is very important for you to accurately understand the aims of this experiment. You are here to 
acquire new knowledge that could be useful to you, to understand correctly the experiments and 
the ideas developed in the text, and to discover new concepts. In other words, you are here to 
learn.”

Performance-approach “The experimenters will evaluate your performance. It is important for you to perform well and 
obtain a good grade on the different tasks presented here. You should know that a lot of students 
will do this task. You are asked to keep in mind that you should try to distinguish yourself 
positively, that is, to perform better than the majority of students. In other words, what we ask you 
here is to show your competencies, your abilities.”

Performance-avoidance “The experimenters will evaluate your performance. It is important for you to avoid performing 
poorly and not obtain a bad grade on the different tasks presented here. You should know that 
a lot of students will do this task. You are asked to keep in mind that you should try not to 
distinguish yourself negatively, that is, try not to perform more poorly than the majority of students. 
In other words, what we ask you here is to avoid performing poorly.”
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the relationships between performance-approach goals 
and competitive relational regulation, as well as those 
between performance-avoidance and protective rela-
tional regulation, were found to be stronger when indi-
viduals interacted with more competent partners, that 
is, when the partners represented a potential threat in 
terms of self-competence (Sommet, Darnon, & Butera, 
2015). These effects were found with conflict-regulation 
scales and behavioral measures of conflict regulation. 
Finally, Darnon, Harackiewicz, Butera, Mugny, and 
Quiamzade (2007) observed that no learning benefits 
emerge from performance goals in a situation of socio-
cognitive conflict. The authors showed that manipu-
lated performance-approach goals yielded better 
learning outcomes than performance-avoidance goals 
when interacting with an agreeing partner (a classic 
effect; see Murayama & Elliot, 2012); however, both 
goals yielded poor outcomes when an individual inter-
acted with a disagreeing partner.

Conclusions and Future Research

The work on sociocognitive conflict has uncovered the 
constructive effects of interacting with individuals who 
hold different views, and research on conflict regulation 
has specified the conditions under which conflict may 
be constructive. Specifically, inducing mastery goals 
revealed a promising way to reap the benefits of con-
flict in terms of learning and cognitive development. A 
recommendation for practitioners (teachers, trainers, 
coaches) working in environments in which disagree-
ment is likely to emerge would be to provide a climate 
that fosters mastery goals and favors epistemic conflict 
regulation. Importantly, the model derived from the 
present research (Fig. 1) contributes to our understand-
ing of sociocognitive conflict and its regulation but also 
of the role of conflict in society. Two lines of research 
can stem from this model.

The first pertains to the consequences of conflict 
regulation. Epistemic conflict regulation not only yields 
more positive learning outcomes than relational regula-
tion but also affects the quality of interpersonal rela-
tions. For instance, compared with relational regulation 
(both competitive and protective), epistemic regulation 
increases the perceived quality of the relationship 
with  the partner, the perceived importance of the  
partner’s contribution, and the recognition of the part-
ner’s competence (Darnon et al., 2002, 2006; Darnon, 
Doll, & Butera, 2007). Moreover, conflict regulation has 
been studied in relation to the development of cog-
nitive structures in children as a function of socio-
economic background (Doise & Mugny, 1984) and 
the refinement of existing pedagogical tools (e.g., the 

“jigsaw classroom”; see Roseth, Lee, & Saltarelli, 2019). 
Future research should expand the range of cognitive, 
affective, behavioral, and relational consequences of 
conflict regulation. In this respect, a fruitful avenue 
would be to work in relation with cognate conceptu-
alizations, such as dissent in group decision making 
(Schulz-Hardt, Jochims, & Frey, 2002), intragroup con-
flict in organizational psychology ( Jehn, 1995), conflict 
management in team performance (De Dreu & Weingart, 
2003), constructive controversy in cooperative learning 
( Johnson, 2015), and argumentation in the learning 
sciences (Asterhan, 2018). In the meantime, an impor-
tant contribution of the work on sociocognitive conflict 
to other existing bodies of research is the distinction 
between conflict and conflict regulation, which makes 
it possible to specify when and why conflict may or 
may not result in positive effects.

The second line of future research pertains to the 
antecedents of conflict regulation. Poortvliet and Dar-
non (2010) have noted that achievement goals emerge 
in a network of social relations, norms, and values. 
Mastery goals, for instance, have been shown to be 
promoted by a supportive and cooperative classroom 
climate (C. Ames, 1992). Moreover, self-enhancement 
values (based on power, wealth, and success) have 
been related to performance-approach goals (Pulfrey 
& Butera, 2013), whereas evaluative educational struc-
tures such as grading have been related to performance-
avoidance goals (Pulfrey, Buchs, & Butera, 2011). Future 
research should thus be concerned with how to advise 
decision makers and how targeted social policies may 
trickle down to achievement goals, conflict regulation, 
and learning. The final aim would be to take advantage 
of the positive effects of the epistemic regulation of 
sociocognitive conflict in educational, professional, and 
societal contexts.
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