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Introduction to Arguing Goals

Arguing goals, frequently studied within the domain of communication and social psychology,

represent the desired states, outcomes, or objectives that individuals attempt to achieve during

episodes of communicative conflict. These goals function as powerful cognitive motivators,

fundamentally dictating the strategies, tactics, and overall behavioral repertoire employed by

participants in a dispute. Far from being simple, single-minded aims, arguing goals are typically

complex, multi-layered, and often operate below the threshold of conscious awareness, meaning

interactants may struggle to articulate precisely what they are fighting for, even as their behavior is

clearly oriented toward achieving specific ends. Understanding the architecture of these goals is

paramount for analyzing conflict dynamics, predicting interactional outcomes, and developing

effective intervention strategies, as the perceived success or failure of an argument is intrinsically

tied to the degree to which these underlying goals are met.

Communication scholars generally categorize arguing goals into a tripartite structure, often referred

to as the goal typology, which includes Instrumental Goals, Relational Goals, and Identity

Goals. This framework acknowledges that conflict is rarely just about the surface issue; instead, it

is a negotiation of tasks, relationships, and self-worth occurring simultaneously. Instrumental goals

focus on tangible outcomes or specific behavioral changes; relational goals center on defining or

maintaining the nature of the relationship; and identity goals involve protecting or enhancing one's

self-concept or face during the interaction. The complexity arises because individuals usually

pursue multiple goals concurrently, requiring them to engage in intricate goal management, where

the prioritization and sequencing of different goal types become critical determinants of conflict

escalation or resolution.

The concept of arguing goals highlights the proactive and purposeful nature of conflict behavior.

Rather than viewing arguments merely as emotional outbursts or reactive exchanges, the goal

perspective posits that participants are strategic actors choosing specific communication

behaviors--ranging from aggressive demands to cooperative negotiation--to move closer to their

desired endpoint. Furthermore, goals are highly dynamic; they are not static objectives set at the

beginning of the dispute. Instead, goals can shift, intensify, or be abandoned mid-argument based

on the partner's responses, environmental constraints, or perceived threat levels. This fluidity

makes the study of arguing goals a complex endeavor, necessitating models that account for both

pre-interaction planning and real-time adaptation of communicative intent.

Instrumental Goals

Instrumental goals, sometimes referred to as task or substantive goals, represent the most overt

and tangible desired outcomes of an argument. These goals focus squarely on the external, non-

relational aspects of the conflict, addressing the specific issue or resource that initiated the dispute.
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Examples of instrumental goals include achieving a specific financial agreement, deciding on a

logistical plan, securing compliance from a partner regarding a household chore, or successfully

persuading a colleague to adopt a specific project strategy. Crucially, these goals are typically

related to the immediate context or problem at hand and involve a desired change in

circumstances or in the behavior of the other party that benefits the goal-setter.

The pursuit of instrumental goals often dictates the initial, surface-level conflict strategy adopted by

an individual. When instrumental goals are highly salient and prioritized above other goal types,

individuals are more likely to employ direct, assertive, or even distributive tactics aimed at

maximizing their substantive gain. Such tactics might include demanding, arguing facts, presenting

evidence, or offering conditional rewards. The successful achievement of an instrumental goal is

generally objectively measurable; for instance, if the goal was to secure a specific deadline

extension, success is defined by whether or not the extension was granted. However, the

excessive focus on instrumental success without regard for relational or identity consequences

frequently leads to pyrrhic victories, where the immediate task is won but the long-term relationship

suffers significant damage.

While instrumental goals appear straightforward, their actual realization during conflict is often

complicated by perceived interdependence. The achievement of one party's instrumental goal

frequently requires the sacrifice or compromise of the other party's goal, leading to zero-sum

perceptions of the conflict. Effective conflict management, therefore, requires transforming these

perceived zero-sum situations into integrative outcomes, often by reframing the instrumental goal

to identify underlying interests rather than fixed positions. For example, rather than arguing over

the position of "I must have the window open," the underlying interest might be "I need fresh air,"

which opens up alternative instrumental solutions, such as turning on a fan, thereby facilitating

mutual goal achievement.

Relational Goals

Relational goals pertain to the kind of relationship the individual wishes to establish, maintain, alter,

or terminate through the conflict interaction. These goals define the desired state of connection,

interdependence, power distribution, and emotional climate between the disputing parties. Unlike

instrumental goals, which focus on external outcomes, relational goals are fundamentally internal

to the relationship structure itself. For instance, an individual might enter an argument not primarily

to win the point about where to eat dinner, but to establish their authority within the relationship, to

express their commitment, or conversely, to create emotional distance from the partner.

The successful achievement of relational goals relies heavily on the quality and tone of the

communication process itself, independent of the instrumental outcome. Tactics employed when

relational goals are primary include expressing empathy, validating the partner's feelings, using
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supportive language, or engaging in reciprocal self-disclosure. When relational goals are highly

valued, individuals tend to prioritize cooperation and accommodation, even if it means sacrificing

some instrumental gain, because maintaining the positive bond is deemed more important than

winning the specific dispute. Conversely, if a relational goal is to distance oneself or establish

dominance, the communication tactics may become highly competitive, dismissive, or overtly

aggressive, serving to redefine the power structure or reduce intimacy.

The negotiation of relational goals is continuous and often implicit throughout the life cycle of the

relationship. Every communication act during a conflict carries a relational message--a statement

about how the sender views the receiver and the relationship dynamic. These relational messages

are often conveyed through nonverbal cues, tone of voice, and meta-communication

(communication about the communication). Because relational goals are often less explicit than

instrumental goals, failures in achieving them can lead to prolonged resentment and

dissatisfaction, as the parties may resolve the surface issue while the underlying relational tension

remains unaddressed, leading to cyclical conflict patterns centered on status, respect, or affection.

Identity Goals

Identity goals, often referred to as self-presentation or face goals, center on the desire to maintain,

protect, or enhance one's self-concept and public image during the conflict interaction. These goals

are deeply personal, reflecting how an individual wishes to be perceived by their partner and how

they perceive themselves. In essence, identity goals address the question, "Who do I want to be in

this argument, and how do I ensure my behavior aligns with that image?" The need to manage

face is a fundamental driver of human interaction, and conflict episodes, due to their inherently

threatening nature, heighten the salience of identity concerns significantly.

The pursuit of identity goals can manifest in two primary forms: self-face maintenance and other-

face giving. Self-face maintenance involves communicating in ways that protect one's

competence, moral standing, autonomy, or power. For example, if an individual values being

perceived as rational, their identity goal will drive them to avoid emotional outbursts and rely

heavily on logical arguments, even under extreme pressure. Conversely, if their identity is tied to

being a strong advocate, they may employ highly assertive tactics to uphold their image of

assertiveness. The fear of losing face--being perceived as incompetent, unfair, or weak--can lead

to defensive communication behaviors, rigid adherence to positions, and an unwillingness to admit

fault, even when evidence suggests they are wrong.

Other-face giving involves communication aimed at protecting the partner's identity and avoiding

unnecessary humiliation or embarrassment. When individuals prioritize their partner's face, they

are more likely to use polite language, apologize readily, avoid personal attacks, and frame

disagreements as shared problems rather than personal failings. The successful management of
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both self-face and other-face is crucial for productive conflict resolution. When both parties feel

their identities are respected, they are more likely to engage in constructive negotiation.

Conversely, identity threats--such as accusations, dismissiveness, or personal insults--often trigger

high levels of defensiveness, leading to goal abandonment and escalation of the conflict away from

the instrumental issue and toward pure identity defense.

The Interplay and Hierarchy of Goals

Conflict interactions are rarely driven by a single goal; rather, they are complex, multi-goal

episodes where instrumental, relational, and identity goals interact and often compete for priority.

The concept of goal hierarchy suggests that individuals possess a ranked order of goals, and the

most salient goal at any given moment dictates the immediate behavioral choice. For example, a

person might initially prioritize the instrumental goal of securing a specific outcome, but if the

partner responds with a severe identity threat (e.g., calling them incompetent), the goal hierarchy

may instantaneously shift, making the protection of identity the new, paramount goal, overriding the

original instrumental concern. This shift explains why arguments often derail from the initial topic

into personal attacks.

The interdependence between the goal types is significant. Relational goals often serve as

constraints on the pursuit of instrumental goals. In close relationships, individuals typically cannot

pursue instrumental success using highly aggressive methods without violating crucial relational

goals (e.g., maintaining trust and affection). Therefore, effective conflict communicators must

engage in sophisticated goal coordination, finding strategies that allow them to pursue their

instrumental interests while simultaneously protecting their own identity and nurturing the

relationship. This often involves adopting integrative tactics that signal respect and cooperation,

ensuring that the method of pursuit does not undermine the foundational relational bond.

Furthermore, goals can be nested, meaning one type of goal may serve as a means to achieve

another. For instance, an individual might pursue the instrumental goal of winning a specific

resource (Goal A) primarily because achieving that resource is essential for maintaining their

identity as a competent provider or successful professional (Goal B). In this scenario, the

instrumental goal is merely a pathway to the higher-order identity goal. Understanding this nesting

structure is crucial for mediators and conflict resolvers, as addressing the surface-level

instrumental goal may not resolve the conflict if the deeper, underlying identity concern remains

unacknowledged and unmet.

Goal Specificity and Conflict Strategy

The specificity and clarity of an individual's arguing goals significantly influence the effectiveness

and constructiveness of their conflict strategies. Highly specific goals--those that are clearly
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defined, measurable, and realistically achievable--tend to lead to more strategic, focused, and

potentially constructive communication behaviors. Conversely, vague or poorly articulated goals,

such as "I just want things to be better" or "I want them to respect me," often result in diffuse,

inconsistent, and ultimately ineffective communication strategies because the individual lacks a

clear behavioral target.

The relationship between goal type and communication strategy is well-documented in

communication research.

When Instrumental Goals are highly specific and non-negotiable, strategies tend toward

assertiveness and persuasion (e.g., providing detailed evidence, making firm demands).

When Relational Goals are prioritized (specifically maintenance goals), strategies lean toward

accommodation, compromise, and validation (e.g., active listening, expressing affection).

When Identity Goals are threatened, strategies often become highly defensive or aggressive (e.g.,

counter-attacking, denying responsibility, justifying past behavior).

The most successful conflict outcomes are often associated with the pursuit of integrative goals,

where parties attempt to achieve their instrumental needs while simultaneously preserving face

and strengthening the relationship. This requires utilizing advanced communication skills such as

perspective-taking, managing negative emotions, and employing solution-oriented negotiation

tactics.

Goal specificity also affects how individuals interpret their partner's actions. When an individual has

a clear goal, they are better equipped to evaluate whether their partner's responses are facilitating

or impeding their progress. A lack of clarity, however, can lead to misattribution of motives, where

ambiguous actions by the partner are often interpreted negatively, especially during high-stress

conflict episodes. Therefore, one key recommendation for improving conflict competence involves

encouraging individuals to move beyond vague emotional states and articulate their desired

outcomes in concrete behavioral terms, making both self-correction and partner understanding

significantly easier.

Contextual Influences on Goal Salience

The prominence and prioritization of arguing goals are not static individual traits but are heavily

influenced by the immediate and macro-level context surrounding the conflict. Key contextual

factors include the nature of the relationship, cultural norms, and the physical setting of the

argument. In highly interdependent, long-term relationships (e.g., marriage), relational goals are

typically granted higher priority because the long-term cost of damaging the bond outweighs the

short-term gain of winning an instrumental point. In contrast, conflicts with strangers or temporary

professional associates often elevate instrumental goals, where the task outcome is paramount

and relational maintenance is minimally important.
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Cultural background exerts a profound influence on goal salience, particularly concerning identity

goals. In highly individualistic cultures, identity goals often prioritize autonomy, self-reliance, and

direct assertion of personal rights (independent self-construal). Conflict strategies in these contexts

are often direct and focus on clear articulation of instrumental needs. Conversely, in collectivistic

cultures, identity goals are often tied to interdependence, group harmony, and the maintenance of

social hierarchy (interdependent self-construal). In these contexts, relational goals and the

protection of the other party's face (other-face giving) become critically important, leading to more

indirect, context-sensitive, and accommodating conflict strategies to preserve social harmony

above individual instrumental gain.

Furthermore, the perceived severity of the conflict topic and the emotional state of the participants

influence goal prioritization. High-stakes conflicts involving significant resources or deeply held

values tend to heighten all three goal types, making goal management exceptionally difficult. When

emotional arousal is high, individuals often revert to defensive tactics, temporarily elevating the

immediate need to protect identity above all other goals, leading to destructive communication

patterns. Recognizing these contextual shifts allows analysts to understand why similar arguments

can unfold dramatically differently across various relational or cultural settings, emphasizing that

conflict behavior is always a function of the interplay between internal goals and external

constraints.

Implications for Conflict Resolution

A deep understanding of arguing goals offers significant practical implications for effective conflict

resolution and mediation. The primary utility lies in diagnosing the true nature of the dispute,

moving beyond the surface-level instrumental issue to uncover the underlying relational and

identity concerns that fuel the intensity of the argument. Mediators are often trained to ask probing

questions designed to reveal these hidden goals, recognizing that resolution cannot occur until the

most salient goal--which is frequently an identity or relational goal--has been adequately addressed

or validated.

Effective resolution strategies must incorporate goal-based techniques, such as reframing and

validation. Reframing involves changing the way the conflict is defined, often shifting the focus

from competing instrumental positions to shared relational interests, thereby facilitating integrative

solutions. For example, reframing the goal from "I must win this argument" to "We must find a way

for both of us to feel heard" explicitly prioritizes the relational and identity goals, creating a safer

environment for instrumental negotiation. Validation techniques address identity goals directly by

acknowledging the legitimacy of the partner's feelings and perspective, even if the instrumental

position is not agreed upon. By meeting the identity need for respect, defensiveness is reduced,

opening the door for productive discussion of the instrumental issue.
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Ultimately, the goal perspective transforms conflict management from a focus on simply winning or

losing the instrumental fight into a strategic process of goal alignment and coordination. Successful

long-term conflict resolution is characterized not just by settling the immediate task (Instrumental

Goal), but by doing so in a manner that reinforces the relationship (Relational Goal) and maintains

the self-esteem of all participants (Identity Goal). Conflict competence, therefore, requires the

ability to flexibly manage these competing demands, recognizing when to prioritize accommodation

over assertion, and when to pause the instrumental negotiation to address a threatened identity or

a destabilized relational bond.
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