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Abstract

Early intervention in interpersonal conflict entails the careful
identification of subtle changes that foreshadow imbalances in direct
relationships, before these manifest through explicit hostility or
relational rupture. Relationships based on interdependence, frequently
exposed to external pressures and internal incompatibilities, generate
contexts conducive to the emergence of tensions. Therefore, conflict
should not be approached as an isolated incident, but as a predictable
manifestation of dysfunctions in communication, in the structuring of
roles, and in the distribution of reciprocal influence. Within this
framework, the emphasis shifts from delayed interventions to the
development of early regulation mechanisms designed to prevent the
escalation and entrenchment of tensions. Indicators signaling the onset
of relational imbalance include changes in affective expressiveness,
increased frequency of hostile interpretations, rigidification of mutual
expectations, and the emergence of disproportionate reactions to
minor stimuli. Sensitivity to these signs requires, on the part of those
involved, a heightened level of emotional vigilance and a sustained
capacity for self-observation. Moreover, tolerance thresholds play an
essential role in triggering conflict, varying according to personality
structure, relational history, and social context. In the absence of
recognition of these limits, tensions may accumulate and irreversibly
affect the quality of the relationship. Relational regulation strategies
must combine interventions focused on reducing immediate tension
with measures aimed at reconstructing the framework for cooperation.
These include the clear delineation of misunderstandings, the
redefinition of perceived intentions, and the restoration of balance in
the expression of positions. It is essential for the expression of
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differences to occur within a structured framework that allows for the
validation of viewpoints without devaluing the other. In this way, conflict
becomes not an imminent danger, but an opportunity for relational
reconfiguration, insofar as it is addressed at an early stage with
appropriate instruments. The integration of early intervention strategies
into the everyday repertoire of interpersonal relationship management
can significantly contribute to reducing emotional costs and preventing
chronic dysfunctions. The use of validated techniques adapted to the
relational context enables not only the restoration of harmonious
functioning, but also the development of durable mechanisms for
cooperation. Consequently, approaching conflict from the perspective
of early regulation not only facilitates the non-aggressive resolution of
tensions, but also supports, in the long term, the balance and stability
of social bonds.

Keywords: interpersonal conflict, early intervention, relational
regulation, conflict thresholds, constructive communication, mediation.

Interpersonal conflict constitutes a recurrent phenomenon in
interactions between individuals, manifesting in multiple forms and
intensities depending on the nature of the relationship, the context in
which it arises, and the history of interactions between the parties
involved. Contrary to a simplified perception, conflict is not always a
sign of relational rupture or hostility, but may indicate the presence of
unexpressed or improperly managed differences. The distinction
between conflicts of interest, value-based conflicts, status-related
conflicts, or conflicts of a relational nature provides an interpretive
framework necessary for understanding the internal mechanisms of
interpersonal tensions. In turn, manifest conflicts — openly expressed
and acknowledged by both parties — differ significantly from latent
conflicts, which may remain unspoken but produce long-term wear-
and-tear effects (Stoica-Constantin, 2004). In the absence of self-
regulation mechanisms or early intervention strategies, these forms of
conflict may degenerate into recurrent episodes of relational
dysfunction. Therefore, a clear understanding of conflict typologies is
essential, not only for theoretical classification, but also for identifying
those inflection points at which a divergence becomes potentially
destructive. Furthermore, typology provides a necessary framework for
reflection in selecting appropriate regulation strategies, depending on
the characteristics of each type of conflict and the level of escalation
reached (Neculau & Stoica-Constantin, 1998).
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The generating factors of conflict are not limited to mere
divergences of opinion or interest, but include a wide spectrum of
psychosocial variables that contribute to the emergence and
persistence of tensions. Among these, individual traits such as
impulsivity, low frustration tolerance, excessive need for control, or
cognitive rigidity play a major role in sensitizing the individual to
relational stimuli perceived as threatening. To these characteristics is
added the communication style: individuals who are indirect,
ambiguous, or hypercritical are often perceived as hostile, even in the
absence of explicit aggressive intent (Boncu, 2006). The social context
in which the interaction occurs further amplifies individual
predispositions. Environments characterized by chronic organizational
stress, ambiguous roles, or competition for limited resources tend to
favor the emergence of conflicts, as they limit individuals’ ability to
manage differences through constructive means (Prutianu, 2000). Not
least, previous experiences, the group climate, and the informal
structure of power can significantly influence the reactivity threshold of
those involved. Under such conditions, conflict becomes not only a
symptom of deficient interaction, but also a mechanism of social
regulation that signals imbalances between expectations, perceptions,
and the relational reality in which the actors are situated.

The subjective perception of the other plays a fundamental role
in the activation and perpetuation of interpersonal conflict. Even in the
absence of actual negative intent, cognitive distortions can transform a
neutral interaction into an event perceived as offensive or threatening.
Negative labeling, the tendency to attribute hostile intentions to the
other, or to interpret their behaviors through a rigid framework of
expectations constitute frequent mechanisms through which
relationships become progressively strained, without an evident cause
(Ficeac, 1996). In particular, unrealistic expectations and hostile
interpretations tend to activate an automatic escalation effect, in which
every gesture of the other is read as a continuation of a pre-existing
harmful behavior. Thus, a vicious circle is created in which the
anticipation of hostility generates defensive or aggressive behaviors
that, in turn, provoke similar reactions. This phenomenon, often
unconscious, leads to the loss of the capacity to distinguish between
intention and effect, between message and interpretation (Segal,
2000). In the absence of early intervention, these distortions become
consolidated, feeding a negative image of the other and blocking any
possibility of restoring a functional relationship. Consequently, it is
essential to cultivate a metacognitive awareness that allows the
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recognition of these distorting perceptual processes as a premise for
reconstructing authentic and regulated communication.

The Premises of Interpersonal Conflict: Contexts, Triggering
Factors, and the Role of Perception

Typology of Interpersonal Conflicts

The generating factors of conflict are not limited to mere
divergences of opinion or interest, but include a wide spectrum of
psychosocial variables that contribute to the emergence and
persistence of tensions. Among these, individual traits such as
impulsivity, low frustration tolerance, excessive need for control, or
cognitive rigidity play a major role in sensitizing the individual to
relational stimuli perceived as threatening. To these characteristics is
added the communication style: individuals who are indirect,
ambiguous, or hypercritical are often perceived as hostile, even in the
absence of explicit aggressive intent (Boncu, 2006). The social context
in which the interaction occurs further amplifies individual
predispositions. Environments characterized by chronic organizational
stress, ambiguous roles, or competition for limited resources tend to
favor the emergence of conflicts, as they limit individuals’ ability to
manage differences through constructive means (Prutianu, 2000). Not
least, previous experiences, the group climate, and the informal
structure of power can significantly influence the reactivity threshold of
those involved. Under such conditions, conflict becomes not only a
symptom of deficient interaction, but also a mechanism of social
regulation that signals imbalances between expectations, perceptions,
and the relational reality in which the actors are situated.

The subjective perception of the other plays a fundamental role
in the activation and perpetuation of interpersonal conflict. Even in the
absence of actual negative intent, cognitive distortions can transform a
neutral interaction into an event perceived as offensive or threatening.
Negative labeling, the tendency to attribute hostile intentions to the
other, or to interpret their behaviors through a rigid framework of
expectations constitute frequent mechanisms through which
relationships become progressively strained, without an evident cause
(Ficeac, 1996). In particular, unrealistic expectations and hostile
interpretations tend to activate an automatic escalation effect, in which
every gesture of the other is read as a continuation of a pre-existing
harmful behavior. Thus, a vicious circle is created in which the
anticipation of hostility generates defensive or aggressive behaviors
that, in turn, provoke similar reactions. This phenomenon, often
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unconscious, leads to the loss of the capacity to distinguish between
intention and effect, between message and interpretation (Segal,
2000). In the absence of early intervention, these distortions become
consolidated, feeding a negative image of the other and blocking any
possibility of restoring a functional relationship. Consequently, it is
essential to cultivate a metacognitive awareness that allows the
recognition of these distorting perceptual processes as a premise for
reconstructing authentic and regulated communication.

The importance of this distinction lies not only in the theoretical
relevance of the concepts, but also in the consequences that each type
of conflict has on relational dynamics and on the effectiveness of
intervention strategies. Manifest conflicts can be addressed through
direct methods of mediation or negotiation, since the parties involved
are aware of the divergences and are, at least theoretically, open to a
process of regulation. In the case of latent conflicts, however, the
approach must be indirect and gradual, involving activities intended to
stimulate the awareness of accumulated tensions and to create a
climate conducive to their expression. The greatest risk posed by latent
conflicts lies in their tendency to escalate and persist over time,
particularly in environments that discourage the expression of
disagreement or promote surface-level conformity (Boncu, 2006).
These hidden forms of conflict can have a profound impact on the
psychological well-being of the individuals involved, as well as on
group functioning, affecting cohesion, mutual trust, and the quality of
collective decision-making. Therefore, it is essential to develop
relational competencies that enable the identification of these forms of
dysfunction before they generate irreversible ruptures or persistent
blockages.

An adequate understanding of conflict typology also requires
recognition of the fact that the described forms are not always pure or
exclusively determined by a single cause. In many situations, actual
conflicts are hybrid, combining elements of interest, values, status, or
relational difficulties, which makes them more difficult to analyze and
manage. For example, an apparent conflict of interests may conceal a
tension related to status or a profound value-based divergence, and
failure to recognize this underlying layer may lead to the application of
inadequate strategies. Furthermore, the form of manifestation — latent
or manifest — may vary depending on the context, the history of the
relationship, or the communication style of the participants. In this
sense, the perception that each party has of the conflict, of the
legitimacy of their own claims, and of the other’s intentions plays a
determining role in the dynamics of the conflict (Eggert & Falzon,
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2008). The typology of conflicts must therefore be used as a flexible
interpretive tool, not as a rigid model of classification. The effectiveness
of the intervention depends not only on the accurate identification of
the type of conflict, but also on the capacity to recognize the interaction
among the involved dimensions and to adapt the approach to the
specificities of each concrete situation.

Individual and Contextual Factors Generating Interpersonal
Conflict

The course of interpersonal conflicts is substantially influenced
by the individual characteristics of the persons involved. Certain
personality traits, such as the inclination toward cooperation,
receptiveness to new situations, or the desire to maintain control, may
contribute to the emergence of tensions in interpersonal relationships.
For example, individuals who are impulsive or exhibit a rigid cognitive
style are more likely to perceive divergences as threats and to respond
defensively or aggressively (Stoica-Constantin, 2004). Similarly,
communication styles centered on confrontation or the avoidance of
constructive dialogue can increase the risk of conflict, especially in
contexts where implicit expectations of cooperation exist. Furthermore,
the manner in which individuals interpret the behavior of others is
filtered through their own beliefs and previous experiences, which often
leads to erroneous attributions or the escalation of tensions in the
absence of a genuine foundation of opposition (Boncu, 2006). Thus,
individual psychological traits not only influence the frequency with
which conflicts arise but also the manner in which they are managed
over time.

In addition to individual traits, the context in which social
interaction occurs plays an essential role in the generation and
maintenance of conflicts. A significant factor in this regard is
organizational stress, which impairs individuals’ capacity to respond in
a balanced manner to disruptive stimuli. In environments characterized
by task overload, time pressure, or lack of social support, conflicts may
erupt easily, even in the absence of substantial reasons (Eggert &
Falzon, 2008). Ambiguity in the definition of roles and responsibilities
further contributes to disagreement, as it creates uncertainty regarding
the boundaries of authority, mutual expectations, and performance
evaluation criteria. This confusion frequently leads to defensive
behaviors or unnecessary competition, undermining team cohesion
and mutual trust (Prutianu, 2000). In addition, rigid hierarchical
systems or authoritarian leadership models may encourage silence in
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the face of injustice, generating latent conflicts that may turn into direct
confrontations during moments of crisis.

Competitive  environments represent another context
conducive to the emergence of conflicts, particularly when
performance standards are promoted in ways that place individuals in
direct opposition. Rivalry for limited resources, professional
recognition, or advancement opportunities contributes to the
intensification of tensions, especially in the absence of transparent
evaluation and reward mechanisms (Ferréol & Neculau, 2003). In such
situations, communication becomes selective, and cooperation is often
sacrificed in favor of protecting one’s own interests. This dynamic fuels
suspicion and reduces tolerance for differences of opinion, facilitating
the emergence of escalated conflicts. Furthermore, environments in
which competitiveness is encouraged through strategies of
manipulation or the induction of fear may develop into toxic
organizational climates, in which conflict becomes a structural feature
(Ficeac, 1996). In such contexts, conflict resolution requires not only
isolated interventions but also systemic restructuring of dominant
norms and values.

The importance of perception in the dynamics of conflict is
amplified by the manner in which individuals interpret the intentions of
others and the meaning of observed behaviors. Subjective attributions,
determined by past experiences, stereotypes, or affective
predispositions, may generate erroneous interpretations, transforming
differences of opinion into sources of confrontation (Cornelius & Faire,
1996). The absence of a clear communication framework and the lack
of empathy facilitate this type of cognitive distortion, fueling
disproportionate or hostile reactions. For example, a firmer tone may
be perceived as intentional aggression, and defensive silence as a
refusal to cooperate. Under such conditions, conflict prevention
becomes possible only through the development of active listening
skills and the continuous clarification of transmitted messages (Hollier
et al., 2008). Perception is not a simple cognitive reflex, but a decisive
link in the construction of relational reality, which is why cultivating a
reflective and self-regulatory attitude toward one’s own interpretation
of tense situations becomes essential.

Cognitive Distortions and the Perception of Reality

Cognitive distortions can be understood as mental mechanisms
through which an individual erroneously interprets social reality, thus
reaching conclusions that do not faithfully reflect the intentions,
behaviors, or context of the other person. One of the most frequent
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types of distortion is negative labeling, a phenomenon through which a
temporary trait or a single behavior is abusively extended to the entire
personality of the other. Thus, instead of analyzing the situation in its
specific context, a form of generalization emerges, whereby the
interlocutor is defined through the lens of that negatively perceived
trait. Labels such as “he is rude,” “she doesn’t respect me,” or “he
doesn’t care” induce a rigid mental framework in which it is no longer
possible to reassess the behavior of the relational partner. Once such
a label has been established, each new interaction is interpreted
according to this cognitive filter, which amplifies tensions. Frequently,
these distortions are fueled by previous experiences that have not
been affectively processed, as well as by unrealistic expectations
regarding human relationships. According to Stoica-Constantin (2004),
negative labeling blocks authentic communication and increases the
likelihood of disproportionate reactions, since actual messages are
distorted from the very stage of perception. Thus, conflict is not
generated solely by implicit behaviors but by the erroneous perception
of these behaviors, a perception governed by rigid and affectively
negative cognitive schematizations.

Another form of cognitive distortion with a strong impact in
conflictual contexts is the erroneous attribution of intentions. In such
situations, the other person’s behavior is automatically interpreted as
deliberately negative, hostile, or provocative, in the absence of
objective evidence. The individual projects their own fears or
suspicions onto the other and assumes that their actions are intentional
and aimed at causing harm. This type of interpretation fosters
defensive or aggressive reactions, as any ambiguous act is perceived
as a threat. Segal (2000) draws attention to the fact that erroneous
attribution is rarely corrected spontaneously, being reinforced through
the so-called self-fulfiling prophecy: hostile reactions in turn elicit
hostile responses from the other, which appear to confirm the initial
assumptions. In this way, the conflict becomes self-perpetuating, and
the parties involved come to believe that only the other is responsible
for the escalation. The lack of reflection on one’s own assumptions and
the difficulty of accepting alternative interpretations reinforce the rigidity
of the mental framework. Frequently, such erroneous attributions
develop against the background of personality traits such as
suspiciousness, excessive need for control, or fragile self-esteem. The
absence of clarifying communication allows these distortions to
stabilize and to become implicit norms for evaluating interpersonal
relationships.
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An essential aspect in understanding cognitive distortions is
represented by rigid expectations. These consist of predefined sets of
beliefs about how others “should” behave in a relationship, without
taking into account the diversity of human perspectives. When these
expectations are not met, individuals may perceive others’ behaviors
as deviant, lacking openness to explore the actual motivations. This
mechanism favors the emergence of disappointment, mistrust, and,
implicitly, conflict. According to Boncu (2006), the rigidity of
expectations leads to a binary interpretation of reality: right versus
wrong, respect versus offense, which excludes the possibility of
negotiating meaning and mutual adaptation. In such cases, conflict
does not arise from substantive misunderstandings but from the
incompatibility between reality and the idealized image of how a
relationship “should” unfold. Rigid expectations, although they may be
culturally or educationally justified, become major obstacles in the
mature management of interpersonal relationships. They function as
perceptual filters and lead to the invalidation of any conduct that does
not correspond to one’s own frame of reference. In the absence of
flexibility, the individual remains trapped in a self-referential vision,
incapable of accepting the complexity of life situations.

The effect of automatic escalation is a direct result of the way
in which cognitive distortions shape reactions in tense situations.
Instead of allowing a pause for reflection or a clarification of signals
perceived as threatening, reactions follow one another rapidly, in a
spiral of actions and counteractions. Each hostile interpretation
generates a corresponding response, leading to the intensification of
conflict. Lilley (2022) explains that this automatic sequence is governed
by unconscious defense mechanisms, in which the goal becomes the
neutralization of the perceived danger, not the resolution of the
problem. Thus, conflicts escalate without the parties being able to
distinguish between real intentions and subjective projections. In such
a context, rational interventions become ineffective, and
communication becomes fragmented or dysfunctional. In the long term,
these automatic escalations leave persistent emotional traces and
generate a state of permanent relational vigilance, in which any
deviation from predefined expectations is interpreted as a threat. To
avoid this type of escalation, it is necessary to cultivate a reflective
attitude and a genuine willingness to verify personal assumptions
before reacting. Such competencies can be learned and practiced, but
they require conscious effort and the abandonment of the privilege of
impulsive reaction as a form of self-defense.
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Indicators of Conflict Escalation: Early Warning Signs and
Intervention Thresholds

Observable Behavioral Indicators

Subtle behavioral changes may constitute the first signs of
relational escalation, often preceding manifest conflicts. Among these
indicators are unexpected variations in vocal tone, speech rhythm, and
the intensity of affective expressions, which significantly deviate from
the person’s usual communicative style. Contradictory nonverbal
gestures may also appear, such as crossing one’s arms during an
apparently cordial dialogue or avoiding eye contact in contexts where
it was previously present. These changes indicate latent tension and a
conflictual disposition that has not yet been declared, but which is in a
stage of accumulation. The absence of direct reactions should not be
interpreted as a sign of harmony, but may instead reflect a strategic
avoidance of confrontation, specific to an early stage of accumulating
dissatisfaction (Boncu, 2006). At this stage, intervention can prevent
escalation if the person concerned benefits from a context conducive
to emotional expression and regulation, before the discomfort reaches
a critical threshold. Identifying these indicators requires sustained
attention from other participants in the interaction, who must be able to
observe behavioral nuances without interpreting them defensively or in
a personalized manner.

Another early behavioral signal is the progressive withdrawal
from interaction, manifested through decreased contribution to
conversation, avoidance of initiating verbal exchanges, and reduced
duration of eye contact. This withdrawal does not always reflect a
desire to avoid conflict, but may signal the accumulation of frustration
or dissatisfaction that has not found an acceptable framework for
expression. Similarly, some individuals adopt passive-aggressive
counterstrategies, such as deliberately delaying responses, emotional
coldness, or the expression of irony in serious contexts. These forms
of indirect expression of tension already indicate an impairment of
relational balance and, if left unaddressed, may lead to the disruption
of direct communication (Stoica-Constantin, 2004). Withdrawal thus
becomes not a defensive act, but a masked form of escalation, which
reduces the possibility of effective regulation. The lack of reaction from
the other may be interpreted as indifference, which further fuels the
conflictual state. It is important that in such situations there is a
willingness to verify interpretations without transforming them into
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accusations and to offer a safe space for expressing accumulated
difficulties.

In addition to communicative withdrawal, another observable
indicator of escalation is the increased frequency of micro-tensions,
expressed through abrupt interruptions, persistent corrections,
depreciative remarks, or subtle verbal competitions. These tense
interactions may appear isolated or minor, but their accumulation
indicates a gradual deterioration of cooperation and mutual trust. They
are not merely misunderstandings but expressions of symbolic
competition for dominance, validation, or control. In such cases,
conflict develops at the level of perceptions regarding social positioning
within the relationship and is no longer related solely to the actual
content of the discussion (Ferréol & Neculau, 2003). The persistence
of these signals, when repeatedly ignored or tolerated, gradually
reduces the capacity for regulation and leads to forms of directly hostile
expression. Therefore, a relational framework is necessary that allows
for the awareness of these signals without stigmatizing or sanctioning
them, and in which the actors involved can reassess both their own
behaviors and the expectations projected onto others. Only in this way
can micro-tensions be approached as warning signs rather than as
personal threats.

An essential threshold in the escalation of conflict is the
exceeding of individual tolerance limits, manifested through a sudden
change in behavioral, emotional, or verbal response. This moment is
often marked by a shift from allusive expressions to direct attacks, from
silence to affective outbursts, or from apparent cooperation to the
explicit refusal of collaboration. The exceeding of this threshold signals
that the person no longer possesses internal resources for regulating
the tension and that the relational space is no longer perceived as safe
or equitable (Cornelius & Faire, 1996). Effective intervention requires
recognizing the turning point at which conflict becomes inevitable
unless the mode of interaction is radically altered. At this stage,
assertive communication alone is no longer sufficient, and
mechanisms of internal or external mediation are needed to restore the
framework of cooperation. As Eggert and Falzon (2008) emphasize,
ignoring the moment when reactions become disproportionate
compromises not only immediate resolution but also future possibilities
for relational reconstruction. Tolerance thresholds should not be
regarded as obstacles, but as critical signals for reorganizing
interaction in an adaptive direction.
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The Silent Dynamics of Tension: Avoidance and the
Accumulation of Resentment

Subtle behavioral changes may constitute the first signs of
relational escalation, often preceding manifest conflicts. Among these
indicators are unexpected variations in vocal tone, speech rhythm, and
the intensity of affective expressions, which significantly deviate from
the person’s usual style. Contradictory nonverbal gestures may also
appear, such as crossing one’s arms during an apparently cordial
dialogue or avoiding eye contact in contexts where it was previously
present. These changes indicate latent tension and a conflictual
disposition that has not yet been expressed, but is in a stage of
accumulation. The absence of direct reactions should not be
interpreted as a sign of harmony, but may reflect a strategic avoidance
of confrontation, specific to an early phase of accumulating
dissatisfaction (Boncu, 2006). At this stage, intervention can prevent
escalation if the person concerned benefits from a context favorable to
emotional expression and regulation before discomfort reaches a
critical threshold. Identifying these indicators requires sustained
attention from the other participants in the interaction, who must be
capable of observing behavioral nuances without interpreting them
defensively or in a self-centered manner.

Another early behavioral signal is the progressive withdrawal
from interaction, manifested through decreased contribution to
conversation, avoidance of initiating verbal exchanges, and reduced
duration of eye contact. This withdrawal does not always represent a
desire to avoid conflict but may signal the accumulation of frustration
or dissatisfaction that has not found an acceptable framework for
expression. Similarly, some individuals adopt passive-aggressive
counterstrategies, such as deliberate delays in responses, emotional
coldness, or the expression of irony in serious contexts. These forms
of indirect expression of tension already indicate an impairment of
relational balance and, if not addressed, may lead to the short-
circuiting of direct communication (Stoica-Constantin, 2004).
Withdrawal thus becomes not an act of defense but a masked form of
escalation, which reduces the possibility of effective regulation. The
lack of reaction from the other may be interpreted as indifference,
which further fuels the conflictual state. It is important that in such
situations there be a willingness to verify interpretations without turning
them into accusations and to provide a safe space for the expression
of accumulated difficulties.
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In addition to withdrawal from communication, another
observable indicator of escalation is the increased frequency of micro-
tensions, expressed through abrupt interruptions, insistent corrections,
depreciative remarks, or subtle verbal competitions. These tense
interactions may seem isolated or minor, but their accumulation
indicates a gradual deterioration of cooperation and mutual trust. They
are not simple misunderstandings but the expression of symbolic
competition for dominance, validation, or control. In such cases,
conflict develops at the level of perceptions regarding social positioning
within the relationship and is no longer related solely to the actual
content of the discussion (Ferréol & Neculau, 2003). The persistence
of these signals, when repeatedly ignored or tolerated, gradually
reduces the capacity for regulation and leads to forms of directly hostile
expression. Therefore, a relational framework is necessary that allows
for the awareness of these signals without stigmatizing or sanctioning
them, and within which the actors involved can reassess both their own
behaviors and the expectations projected onto others. Only in this way
can micro-tensions be addressed as warning signs rather than as
personal threats.

An essential threshold in the escalation of conflict is the
exceeding of individual tolerance limits, manifested through a sudden
change in behavioral, emotional, or verbal reactions. This moment is
often marked by a transition from allusive expressions to direct attacks,
from silence to affective outbursts, or from apparent cooperation to
explicit refusal of collaboration. The exceeding of this threshold signals
that the person no longer possesses internal resources for tension
regulation and that the relational space is no longer perceived as safe
or equitable (Cornelius & Faire, 1996). Effective intervention requires
recognizing the turning point when conflict becomes inevitable unless
the mode of interaction is radically altered. At this point, assertive
communication alone is no longer sufficient, and mechanisms of
internal or external mediation are needed to restore the framework of
cooperation. As Eggert and Falzon (2008) emphasize, ignoring the
moment when reactions become disproportionate compromises not
only immediate resolution but also future possibilities for relational
reconstruction. Tolerance thresholds should not be regarded as
obstacles but as critical signals for reorganizing interaction in an
adaptive manner.

Critical Thresholds of Early Intervention

In any interpersonal interaction, the emergence of a conflict
does not automatically signify a dysfunction in the relationship, but may
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rather indicate the presence of unmet needs or differences in
perception that require conscious engagement. Nevertheless, there
exists a critical threshold in the evolution of conflict beyond which
regulatory mechanisms become ineffective, and the impact on the
relationship becomes profoundly destructive. Identifying the moment
when divergences exceed their adaptive function and transform into
relational dysfunction entails recognizing the early signs of position
rigidification, loss of empathy, and the emergence of hostile or passive-
aggressive behaviors (Stoica-Constantin, 2004). This critical point is
difficult to delineate in strictly objective terms, being influenced by
contextual factors, the history of the relationship, and the emotional
availability of the parties involved. However, the moment in which
communication becomes impossible or is diverted through defensive
strategies can be considered a clear indicator of the transition toward
dysfunctional conflict.

The effective management of conflict prior to reaching a point
of “rupture” entails a form of early intervention, based on the willingness
to acknowledge and verbalize discontent within a non-aggressive
framework. The accumulation of unresolved tensions tends to erode
mutual trust and leads to withdrawal or avoidance mechanisms that
fuel dysfunctional circularity (Cornelius & Faire, 1996). Intervention
need not necessarily be formalized, but may take the form of an
authentic communicative initiative, which reactivates cooperative
potential and the willingness for reciprocal clarification. It is essential
that the early signals of relational imbalance, such as affective
distancing, indirect criticism, or recurring mood shifts, are not perceived
as isolated episodes, but as cumulative indicators of an emerging
dysfunction (Lilley, 2022). In this regard, time is a decisive variable: the
more delayed the intervention, the more significantly the likelihood of
relational reconstruction decreases.

The effectiveness of early intervention is conditioned not only
by the timing of its occurrence, but also by the quality of the instruments
used in the conflict management process. A significant role is played
by the self-observation and self-regulation capacities of those involved,
as well as by their willingness to assume responsibility for their own
contributions to the escalation of tension. Constructive confrontation of
divergences presupposes the ability to distinguish between the content
of the disagreement and the relational dimension of the interaction,
avoiding contamination of communication with value judgments or
negative generalizations (Prutianu, 2000). Intervention thus becomes
not merely a punctual action, but a gradual process, in which the
escalation of conflict is halted through the recognition of opposing

121



Early Intervention in Interpersonal Conflict: Indicators, Thresholds, and ...
Loredana Terec-Vlad

needs and the identification of a common ground for negotiation. The
success of this process depends on the level of emotional maturity of
the interlocutors and the relational environment in which they operate
(Boncu, 2006). Therefore, early intervention is not merely a response
to symptoms, but a form of relational prevention.

In addition to individual and interpersonal aspects, attention
must also be paid to the social and organizational framework in which
the conflict unfolds. Often, the dynamics of conflict are sustained by
the absence of clear mediation mechanisms or by the presence of rigid
hierarchies that inhibit the expression of discontent (Eggert & Falzon,
2008). In such contexts, early intervention must be supported by a
culture of open communication and reciprocal accountability. The
existence of predetermined frameworks for the expression of conflict,
such as feedback meetings or mediated dialogue spaces, can
significantly contribute to the prevention of tension escalation.
Furthermore, ongoing training in conflict management skills is
necessary not only for formal leaders, but also for members of
relational groups (Hollier et al., 2008). Only to the extent that a climate
is created in which the expression of differences is not perceived as a
threat, but as an opportunity for mutual adaptation, can early
intervention achieve its purpose of maintaining relational balance and
functionality.

Strategies of Relational Self-Regulation: From Internal
Control to Interpersonal Intervention

Personal Techniques for Self-Regulation Under Tension

Emotional self-regulation in the context of tense interactions
constitutes a fundamental psychological process for maintaining
relational functionality and preventing the escalation of conflict. In
situations characterized by psychological pressure or divergent
perspectives, the individual requires stable internal mechanisms that
enable reactive disengagement and the preservation of rational
conduct. Reactive self-control involves the prompt identification of
dysfunctional emotions and the suspension of the impulse for
immediate reaction, in favor of a deliberate processing of the situation
(Stoica-Constantin, 2004). This voluntary suspension of impulsive
action does not equate to emotional inhibition, but rather to a
reconversion of affective energy into a strategic response, appropriate
to the social context. This capacity is essentially supported by
dispositions acquired over time through repeated exposure to
conflictual situations, as well as through systematic reflection on one’s
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own emotional responses. Furthermore, an important role is played by
the awareness of one’s own patterns of reaction which, in the absence
of self-regulation, may lead to cognitive rigidity and defensive
behaviors (Boncu, 2006). Without a minimum of self-reflective
competence, the individual tends to justify their reactions based on a
distorted perception of interpersonal reality, thereby exacerbating
existing tensions. In this regard, self-regulation must not be understood
as a mere control of anger or fear, but as a complex set of
psychological processes through which the individual adjusts their
relational position without compromising self-respect or respect for the
other (Ferréol & Neculau, 2003).

The development of assertiveness represents a central
component in strengthening self-regulation in the face of interpersonal
conflicts. Assertiveness is not limited to the firm expression of personal
opinions, but entails a balanced capacity to uphold one’s own interests
without impairing the dignity of others. This form of communication
requires the avoidance of both extremes: the passivity that facilitates
the accumulation of resentment and the aggressiveness that intensifies
the interlocutor’s resistance (Cornelius & Faire, 1996). The assertive
individual is capable of articulating clear requests, refusing without
guilt, and managing objections without escalation. The development of
this communicative style presupposes a deep understanding of one’s
own boundaries, as well as an awareness of the other’s rights within
the relational framework. The lack of assertiveness frequently leads to
latent tensions, which may degenerate into manifest conflicts when the
accumulated frustrations reach a critical threshold (Benjamin, 2007).
Therefore, the training of assertiveness is not merely a communication
technique, but a form of relational hygiene that prevents perceptual
distortions and breaks the cycle of hostile interpretations. Practices
such as calmly affirming one’s point of view, accompanied by active
listening and empathic validation, contribute significantly to the
unblocking of communication and the restoration of relational balance.
In this sense, self-regulation is strengthened through conscious and
intentional training, not by avoiding conflict, but by engaging maturely
and responsibly in dialogue.

Another essential aspect of self-regulation is the capacity to
identify and manage psychological triggers. These triggers, which may
consist of verbal stimuli, affective tones, gestures, or recurring
situations, elicit disproportionate reactions when they activate
unresolved personal vulnerabilities (Ficeac, 1996). Their recognition
requires ongoing reflection on the contexts that induce emotional
imbalance, as well as a clear distinction between subjective perception
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and the other’s actual intent. In the absence of this effort of clarification,
reactions become automatic and relationships suffer repeated
deterioration. Managing triggers involves not only the avoidance of
conflict-prone situations, but more importantly, the construction of a
repertoire of alternative responses that enable the maintenance of
emotional control. This concerns mechanisms of cognitive
reconversion, such as positive reframing, narrative repositioning, and
restructuring of dysfunctional mental scripts. Thus, the individual not
only avoids the escalation of conflict, but actively contributes to
redefining the relational framework (Eggert & Falzon, 2008). This form
of mental hygiene becomes essential in environments where repeated
contact with other social actors demands adaptability, lucidity, and
readiness for negotiation. In this respect, self-regulation is not a
punctual reaction, but a continuous operational disposition that enables
the conservation of psychological resources in the face of destabilizing
stimuli.

Effective self-regulation ultimately entails the articulation of a
personal model for managing tension, built upon a coherent
combination of reflection, affective discipline, and behavioral training.
This articulation is grounded in a profound understanding of one’s own
limits and in the assumption of responsibility for how these are
managed within the relational context (Segal, 2000). In the absence of
such integration, the individual remains trapped in a reactive register,
in which each conflict functions as a threat to self-esteem. By contrast,
through the cultivation of an active posture based on awareness and
anticipation, the individual becomes capable of transforming challenge
into an exercise of self-redefinition. This does not imply ignoring the
relational context or overburdening one’s own adaptive capacity, but
rather a constant repositioning in relation to tense dynamics. The use
of reflective journaling, self-observation practices, or metacognitive
strategies decisively contributes to the consolidation of this capacity
(Lilley, 2022). In parallel, self-regulation becomes a filter that protects
the relationship from distortions generated by uncontrolled impulses,
allowing for the preservation of a space for dialogue and negotiation.
This capacity is not innate, but cultivated through sustained effort,
personal commitment, and deliberate engagement in a process of
mature relational development.

Direct Intervention: Effective Communication and Constructive
Feedback

Direct intervention in the management of interpersonal conflict
entails a clearly structured communication framework, wherein the
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transmission of intentions, emotions, and perceptions occurs in an
organized manner, devoid of ambiguities or distortions. The “I-
message” technique constitutes a fundamental form of assertive
expression, through which the individual takes ownership of their own
experiences and reactions without transferring responsibility onto the
other person, thereby contributing to the reduction of escalation
potential (Cornelius & Faire, 1996). This technique differs from
aggressive communication by avoiding generalizations, labeling, and
accusations, replacing them with personal accounts anchored in
concrete facts and sensations. Similarly, clarification and paraphrasing
facilitate mutual understanding, eliminate erroneous assumptions, and
foster alignment between the conveyed message and the sender’s
actual intention (Prutianu, 2000). Within this framework, effective
communication becomes not merely a vehicle for expressing
dissatisfaction but also a tool for reconstructing a damaged
relationship, enabling the parties involved to identify points of blockage
and generate cooperative solutions. In the absence of such
communicative rigor, interaction can become an aggravating factor,
reinforcing tensions and deepening perceptions of injustice or hostility.
Therefore, the development of a communication competence oriented
towards clarity, personal responsibility, and openness becomes a
necessary prerequisite for the effective regulation of interpersonal
conflict.

Avoiding labeling and personal attacks is a fundamental
condition for maintaining a functional dialogic climate within the context
of interpersonal conflicts. The attribution of stable and global negative
traits to the interlocutor - such as “you are always selfish” or “you never
care about what others say” - produces major dysfunctional effects, as
it induces a perception of rejection and entrenches oppositional
positions (Boncu, 2006). This type of labeling obstructs the process of
active listening and diminishes the capacity to receive the message,
thus favoring defensive or hostile reactions. By contrast, focusing on
specific behaviors and distinguishing them from the person’s identity
facilitates a rational approach that preserves the dialogue within a
framework of mutual respect. Avoiding personal attacks implies the
renunciation of accusatory, ironic, or humiliating formulations, which,
although they may offer momentary relief in terms of emotional
discharge, ultimately compromise the prospects of constructive
resolution (Lilley, 2022). Within the logic of direct intervention, the
objective is not to defeat the other party but to restore interactional
equilibrium through the understanding and validation of differences.
Thus, communication becomes a regulatory instrument rather than a
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vector of conflict. The competences developed in this regard support
the individual’s ability to act consciously and self-reflectively, aiming to
preserve the relationship and diminish the emotional costs associated
with confrontation.

The application of constructive feedback in tense interactions
requires adherence to formulation principles that preserve openness in
communication and facilitate behavioral adjustment without inducing
guilt. Effective feedback centers on observable facts, clearly
identifiable effects on the sender, and explicit suggestions for
alternative behaviors, thereby avoiding vague or generalized
formulations (Hollier et al., 2008). This process involves distancing
oneself from impulsive reactions and orienting communication toward
objectivity and balance. The individual providing feedback must
demonstrate empathy and adjust their tone, expressiveness, and pace
of speech according to the psychosocial context and the sensitivity
threshold of the interlocutor (Eggert & Falzon, 2008). In the absence of
these adjustments, the message may be perceived as destructive
criticism, thereby nullifying its corrective intent and generating a
renewed spiral of tension. Within this framework, constructive feedback
fulfills a dual function: it regulates behavior and reinforces trust in the
possibility of dialogue. In order to become operational, this instrument
must be learned, practiced, and integrated into the person’s relational
culture, which requires a deliberate effort to reflect on one’s own
communication and a genuine openness to cooperation.

The integration of effective communication techniques into
early intervention strategies involves more than the acquisition of
verbal formulas; it implies a profound restructuring of one’s relational
orientation and the manner in which divergence is managed. In this
regard, conflict should not be perceived as a deviation from normality
but as an opportunity for relational recalibration through the expression
of differences within a framework of relational safety (Stoica-
Constantin, 2004). The creation of such a framework is possible only
through the systematic use of clarification, paraphrasing, and “I-
message” techniques, which allow for a nuanced exploration of
sources of tension. Effective communicative practices contribute to
reducing confusion, defusing negative assumptions, and
reconstructing an interaction centered on meaning rather than control
(Segal, 2000). These techniques do not operate in isolation but in
correlation with the individual’s willingness to listen, to relinquish
imperatives of unilateral validation, and to accept the existence of a
plurality of perspectives. When communication functions as a
regulatory rather than an imposing instrument, the parties can
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reconfigure the relational framework in a cooperative and functional
manner. In this context, early intervention becomes not only possible
but necessary for preventing escalation and protecting the long-term
integrity of the relationship (Ferréol & Neculau, 2003).

The Use of a Positive Relational Framework

Establishing a positive relational framework entails the
reconstruction of the meaning of conflict in terms that enable
cooperation rather than adversarial dynamics. One of the most
effective ways to achieve this objective is to reframe the conflict as a
shared problem that affects both parties, rather than as a confrontation
in which one wins and the other loses. This reconceptualization
reduces polarization and diminishes the perception of personal threat,
replacing the logic of self-defense with a willingness to engage in
dialogue. At the psychological level, reframing facilitates the activation
of empathy and allows for cognitive decentering, essential conditions
for the manifestation of a constructive attitude (Cornelius & Faire,
1996). For this transformation of perspective to be functional, a
detachment from reactive automatisms based on rigid interpretations
and negative labeling is necessary. The process requires conscious
intervention in the internal frame of reference, whereby the interlocutor
is no longer perceived as a source of discomfort but as a partner in
identifying a viable solution. Thus, conflict becomes an opportunity for
rebalancing the relationship and clarifying latent aspects that, in the
absence of a favorable context, would remain unresolved.
Consequently, reframing is not merely a rhetorical exercise, but a
strategy for reconfiguring the relationship between those involved,
aimed at the durable resolution of divergences.

In the absence of a minimal degree of interpersonal trust, any
attempt at dialogue risks collapsing into defensive communication or
complete blockage. From this perspective, the construction of
functional, even minimal, trust is indispensable for initiating and
maintaining an interaction oriented toward conflict regulation. Trust
must not be understood as an idealized affective state, but rather as a
pragmatic willingness to grant the other party the presumption of
cooperative intent, provided that their behavior allows for such an
assumption (Boncu, 2006). This form of trust is grounded in
consistency, predictability, and the fulfillment of minimal commitments
undertaken during interaction. Even if partial and fragile, such trust
enables the emergence of segments of honest communication,
essential for reconstructing the relationship. The absence of this
foundation generates suspicion, hostile interpretations, and refusal to
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negotiate, thereby amplifying the conflict and compromising any
attempt at regulation. For this reason, in the dynamics of intervention,
the consolidation of trust becomes a strategic objective, achieved
through coherent actions, the avoidance of personal attacks, and the
provision of a symbolic safe space for the expression of divergent
viewpoints. A relationship based on a minimal form of trust constitutes
the condition of possibility for authentic dialogue.

In order to support the use of a positive relational framework, it
is necessary to establish a clear distinction between the positions
assumed by the interlocutors and their personal values, such that the
conflict is not perceived as an invalidation of identity. When a person
feels rejected as a whole, and not merely contradicted in an opinion or
action, a reaction of global rejection emerges, which prevents any
openness to dialogue (Segal, 2000). Therefore, it is essential that the
expression of dissatisfaction be directed toward behaviors and not
toward the character or intentions of the other party. Observing this
distinction contributes to maintaining a minimal level of mutual respect,
a condition without which the positive relational framework cannot be
sustained. At the same time, communication must be congruent both
verbally and paraverbally, as any incongruence between the message
and its tone or facial expression may be interpreted as a form of
dissimulation or manipulation, rapidly eroding the trust that has been
established. The individuals involved must demonstrate availability for
validating the other’s point of view without renouncing their own
convictions. This form of communicative balance supports a climate of
cooperation and allows for the negotiation of mutually acceptable
solutions in which neither party feels dominated or devalued.

Constructing a positive relational framework also requires the
conscious regulation of emotional reactions, since impulsive or
disproportionate manifestations can rapidly negate any progress
achieved in dialogue. Emotion management does not imply repression,
but rather the channeling of emotions into a form of expression
compatible with the objective of maintaining functional interaction
(Eggert & Falzon, 2008). The person involved in a conflict must learn
to differentiate between what is felt and what is communicated, such
that emotional expression does not become an obstacle, but a
resource for clarification and rapprochement. This process entails a
high degree of self-reflection and the ability to assume responsibility
for one’s own reactions, without projecting them onto the other party. It
is also necessary to exclude entirely from the interaction ironic,
passive-aggressive, or contemptuous reactions, as these
systematically destroy any possibility of rebuilding trust (Lilley, 2022).
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In their place, forms of sincere but carefully regulated communication
must be cultivated, in which difficult messages are conveyed with
respect and clarity. Only in such an emotionally regulated climate can
interaction foster the transformation of conflict into an opportunity for
relational development, rather than a point of rupture.

Conclusions

Interpersonal conflict, far from being an accidental dysfunction,
must be understood as a phenomenon inherent to social relationships,
generated by the convergence of a set of individual, situational, and
perceptual factors. This reality necessitates the abandonment of
reparatory approaches that address conflict only after its explicit
manifestation, and the shift toward early interventions that capitalize on
the early signals of relational imbalance. The perspective proposed in
the present conceptual endeavor does not exclude the complexity of
conflict but rather assumes it through the rigorous delimitation of
escalation indicators and intervention thresholds that can support the
functional regulation of tensions. As previously indicated, escalation is
not a spontaneous process but the result of a progressive
accumulation of ignored signals, distorted interpretations, and
avoidance mechanisms. This progression renders an intervention
carried out at the appropriate moment not only effective but also
preventive. In this sense, conflict becomes an expression of a relational
dynamic that can be redirected, provided there is availability, lucidity,
and adequate regulatory instruments. The absence of such
instruments fosters the persistence of conflict, with negative effects on
the social and emotional functioning of those involved. Thus, the
interim conclusion that imposes itself is that sensitivity to early signals
must be cultivated as an essential relational competence, both
individual and collective.

Complementarily, the effectiveness of early intervention
depends on the adequate understanding of the conflict-generating
factors, of the manner in which they are activated and interact within a
concrete relational context. Personality traits, communication style,
degree of tolerance to ambiguity, as well as the level of contextual
stress, influence not only the frequency of tension emergence but also
the reaction threshold and the strategies chosen by the person to
manage them. In the absence of a clear awareness of these
determinants, responses to conflict tend to be reactive, impulsive, and
often ineffective. Consequently, the recognition of one’s own
predispositions, as well as of others’ limitations, is not an act of
concession but a basic condition for maintaining a climate of
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cooperation. At the same time, the institutional context and the
relational culture of the group play a decisive role in regulating or
aggravating conflicts. Environments that foster competition, lack of
transparency, the sanctioning of nonconforming expression, and the
cultivation of silence as a form of self-censorship become incubators
of latent tensions. In contrast, environments that support the
expression of differences, mutual respect, and communicative
responsibility create the premises for effective interventions and for the
transformation of conflict into a catalyst of relational growth. Within this
framework, critical intervention thresholds are not merely crisis
moments but also strategic points that can be anticipated and
managed, provided that functional mechanisms for early detection and
regulation are in place.

At the methodological level, relational regulation strategies
validated in the specialized literature emphasize the development of
emotional self-regulation, the clarification and restructuring of distorted
perceptions, as well as the use of solution-oriented communication
techniques. Self-regulation entails not only the inhibition of impulsive
reactions but also the cultivation of an active availability for reflection
and relational repositioning. Through the control of affective triggers
and the restructuring of rigid expectations, the person can maintain
appropriate behavior even under pressure. Effective interpersonal
intervention, in turn, presupposes the adoption of a communication
style based on personal accountability, clarity, and non-
aggressiveness. The “I” message, paraphrasing, clarification, and the
avoidance of personal attacks are essential components of this style,
as they enable the expression of divergences without escalation. In
parallel, constructive feedback provides a framework for relational
learning, in which the expression of difficulties is not synonymous with
criticizing the other but with offering behavioral alternatives. All these
techniques cannot be applied mechanically but require internalization
and continuous adaptation to the context. Thus, conflict regulation
involves a dual mobilization: of personal resources and of the relational
framework, in a permanent dynamic of adjustment and negotiation. In
the absence of this dual engagement, conflict risks becoming either
repressed or prolonged, thereby compromising the functionality of the
relationship.

Ultimately, the reconfiguration of the relational framework in a
positive direction proves essential for transforming conflict from a
threat into an opportunity. This reconfiguration entails the reframing of
differences as shared problems, the construction of minimal trust as a
foundation for dialogue, and the clear delimitation between the
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person’s identity and their behaviors. Trust, although fragile, becomes
the element that allows for the honest expression of divergences and
facilitates the search for mutually acceptable solutions. Furthermore,
the control of emotional expressiveness, the avoidance of sarcasm,
and the regulated expression of difficult emotions contribute to
maintaining a framework conducive to cooperation. All these
components define a model of early intervention that not only reduces
the costs associated with conflict but also promotes relational
maturation. Conflict, thus approached, loses its destructive function
and becomes an adaptive mechanism for adjusting the relationship to
new psychosocial realities. In the absence of such an approach,
interpersonal relationships risk progressively deteriorating in a climate
of mistrust and avoidance. The general conclusion is that early
intervention in interpersonal conflict is not merely a technique but an
attitude of relational responsibility, which must be learned, practiced,
and consistently supported in all areas of social life.
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