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ABSTRACT
For decades, researchers have dealt with how human nature influences behavior in conflicts. Today, it is recognized that subjec-
tive beliefs about human nature play a significant role in conflict situations. This was also acknowledged in studies using the the-
ory of planned behavior to explain conflict behavior as the potential for integrating beliefs about human nature was highlighted 
there, too. In this longitudinal study, with a representative sample of the German population (N = 906), we applied the theory of 
planned behavior to social conflict contexts to explain cooperative conflict behavior. Specifically, we examined how beliefs that 
people are generally self-serving or helpful interact with attitudes and perceived behavioral control impacting conflict-related in-
tentions and behavior. A path model supported the hypothesis that viewing humans as self-serving strengthens the effect of pos-
itive attitudes toward conflict on intentions to act cooperatively. This means that assumed self-interest may facilitate cooperative 
behavior in conflict, as individuals may perceive cooperation as an opportunity for mutual gain. Moreover, the belief that people 
are helpful enhances the influence of perceived behavioral control on intentions to cooperate, as individuals may assume their 
cooperation will be reciprocated. In sum, we successfully applied and supported the theory of planned behavior to the context 
of social conflicts and further demonstrated that beliefs about human nature provide a meaningful addition to understanding 
conflict intentions and behavior. Given the innovative nature of these findings, further research on the role of such beliefs in 
conflict behavior is warranted.

1   |   Introduction

In social psychology and beyond, the theory of planned behavior 
(TPB) is a well-established model for explaining behavior across 
a wide range of contexts (Ajzen 2020). This theory has also been 
successfully applied in the field of conflict behavior and vali-
dated as an empirical model for behavioral explanation in this 
context (Alok et al. 2014; Dodoiu 2015). In studies based on the 
TPB, there is considerable empirical evidence (Alok et al. 2014) 
and theoretical reasoning (Cialdini et al. 1990) suggesting that 
subjective beliefs about people play a crucial role in explaining 
conflict behavior, though this link requires further empirical in-
vestigation. Such beliefs correspond to the beliefs about human 

nature approach, which involves subjective assumptions about 
how people are in general (Burkitt  2013; Fahrenberg  2006; 
Landwehr et  al.  2024). They are relatively stable beliefs about 
inherent attributes of humans that can be held conscious as 
well as unconscious (Landwehr et al. 2024). It has been proven 
that such assumptions influence social interactions (Cuadra 
Martínez et al. 2018; McEntyre and Richards 2023) and there are 
theoretical arguments that they are relevant to conflict behavior 
in particular (Dweck and Ehrlinger 2006).

Two of the most discussed assumptions in the context of 
conflicts were humans being inherently self-serving and/
or helpful: conflict behavior has often been argued to stem 
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from the assumption that people are self-serving (Miller and 
Ratner 1996), as opposing interests often lead to conflict due 
to normative convictions. However, there are various types of 
conflict; conflicts over competing interests are just one type 
(Törnblom and Kazemi  2012). This differentiation should 
be reflected in the subjective beliefs that underlie actions in 
conflicts: self-interest is only one of several widespread basic 
assumptions (Folger and Salvador 2008; Kals 1999). Another 
possible basic assumption is that people are inherently help-
ful. This idea has been extensively researched in the context 
of helping behavior (Rusch 2014) and reflects a long-standing 
debate within social psychology about the extent to which 
people are altruistic versus egoistic - a dichotomous discus-
sion that has largely been resolved: the assumption of help-
fulness does not necessarily contradict other beliefs, such as 
the notion that people are self-serving (Bshary et  al.  2016). 
Behavior is not solely self-serving or altruistic; rather, multiple 
assumptions should be considered in a joint approach (Fehr 
and Gintis 2007).

Data confirm the simultaneous significance of such beliefs, 
both for one's own behavior (Oettingen et al. 2009) and for the 
behavior of others (Cuadra Martínez et al. 2018; McEntyre and 
Richards 2023). Initial research indicates that this also applies to 
actions in sustainability conflicts (Landwehr et al. 2024) and con-
flict resolution behavior in general (Dweck and Ehrlinger 2006). 
This supports the notion that the understanding of conflict res-
olution behavior could be enhanced by incorporating subjective 
beliefs about human nature, like the ones about humans being 
self-serving and helpful. Yet there is a research gap here, as there 
is no empirical evidence to date of the extent to which individ-
ual assumptions about people contribute to the explanation of 
conflict resolution behavior. Closing this research gap would en-
hance the empirical understanding of conflict behavior and con-
tribute to the aforementioned literature on how the perception 
of human nature can be integrated into this explanation (Dweck 
and Ehrlinger 2006; Miller and Ratner 1996).

In order to provide this evidence, an investigation using the TPB 
appears reasonable, since there have been applications to con-
flict resolution behavior already incorporating variables that are 
comparable to subjective beliefs about people (Dodoiu 2015): two 
empirical explanatory models for conflict behavior were found 
that included variables suggesting the relevance of beliefs about 
humans. Alok et al. (2014) incorporated two variables that are 
both specific beliefs that exist as a function of experiences with 
a particular social environment, and Dodoiu (2015) argues for 
supplementing the TPB with more stable, situation-independent 
variables as further predictors for conflict resolution behavior. 
In order to build on this existing empirical research, a research 
model based on the TPB therefore appears to be appropriate. 
Furthermore, these two studies, which serve as the central basis 
for this paper, each examined specific conflict resolution styles, 
including cooperative conflict behavior. In order to tie in as 
clearly as possible with existing research, it makes sense to also 
consider conflict resolution behavior.

By empirically examining the influence of subjective beliefs 
about humans on conflict behavior, this study expands the 
existing literature on the role of human nature in conflict dy-
namics. Thus far, scholarly work in this area has predominantly 

centered on theoretical reflections concerning the ways in 
which seemingly objective conceptions of human nature inform 
and shape conflict dynamics. Empirical data, however, is miss-
ing. Regarding the wider field of social psychology, this study is 
a further step in the direction of establishing subjective beliefs 
about human nature in the explanation of individual behavior.

Consequently, in this study, we examine the role of beliefs about 
human nature in shaping conflict resolution behavior, using the 
TPB (Ajzen 1991) as the theoretical framework. First, we briefly 
review the relevant literature on the TPB and its application to 
conflict behavior. Second, we discuss why certain subjective 
beliefs could serve as a valuable extension of the theory within 
the context of social conflicts. Third, we describe the survey 
conducted and the methods employed. Fourth, we outline how 
beliefs that people are self-serving or helpful contribute to the 
explanation of cooperative conflict behavior within the TPB. 
Finally, we interpret and discuss the findings, focusing on theo-
retical and practical implications.

2   |   Literature Review

2.1   |   Theory of Planned Behavior Applied to 
Conflict Behavior

The TPB is a widely recognized model for explaining intentional 
behavior by examining predictors relevant across various do-
mains (Ajzen  1991). Attitude, subjective norm, and perceived 
behavioral control are seen as influences on individuals' inten-
tions (Ajzen 2001). Attitudes are generalized evaluations of an 
entity based on experience, while subjective norm refers to the 
context-specific perception of what behavior is socially accepted 
and expected (Ajzen  1991). An individual's perception of how 
much influence their own actions have in a certain situation is 
referred to as perceived behavioral control (Ajzen 1991). An in-
tention is the conscious purpose of showing a behavior. These 
variables serve as the primary predictors for planned behavior, 
while perceived behavioral control also has a direct influence on 
behavior (Ajzen 1991). These five variables are understood to be 
context-specific; for instance, attitudes toward climate change 
can affect intentions to buy low-emission products.

The TPB has been shown to be applicable across multiple con-
texts (Armitage and Conner  2001). While its applications are 
extensive, the following fields illustrate the broad scope and 
significance of the theory: pro-environmental behavior (Morren 
and Grinstein  2016), organic food (Scalco et  al.  2017), and al-
cohol consumption (Cooke et al. 2016); entrepreneurial actions 
(Kautonen et  al.  2015); physical activity among cancer survi-
vors (Hirschey et al. 2020); and video game usage (Hamari and 
Keronen 2017). Thus, while the TPB has been applied widely in 
social psychology, its use in another core area of the field, namely 
explaining conflict behavior, remains relatively unexplored.

Despite this, initial results are promising and underscore the 
potential for empirical research on conflict behavior using 
the TPB. Alok et  al.  (2014) and Dodoiu  (2015) demonstrated 
the TPB's applicability to the formation of conflict resolu-
tion styles. Both studies found that positive attitudes toward 
conflict predicted stronger intentions for specific conflict 
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resolution strategies. Dodoiu (2015) additionally observed that 
subjective conflict-related norms significantly impacted inten-
tions for cooperative conflict resolution. Unlike Ajzen's (1991) 
original formulation, Alok et al. (2014) identified direct effects 
of different types of subjective norms on the conflict resolu-
tion styles obliging and dominating. Similarly, Dodoiu (2015) 
reported a strong relationship between subjective norms and 
cooperative conflict resolution. The third predictor of inten-
tions and a direct predictor of behavior in the TPB is perceived 
behavioral control. Dodoiu (2015) found that intentions for co-
operative conflict resolution and the according behavior were 
influenced by context-specific perceived behavioral control. 
Furthermore, looking at the TPB, the behavior is predicted 
by the associated intention (Ajzen 1991). As behavior in TPB 
studies is often measured using retrospective self-reports, 
Armitage and Conner  (2001) examined whether these find-
ings could reliably predict future behavior and successfully 
confirmed this relationship.

The conflict resolution styles examined by Alok et al.  (2014) 
and Dodoiu  (2015) using the TPB are grounded in the dual 
concern model (Pruitt and Carnevale  1993; Rahim and 
Bonoma  1979; Thomas and Kilmann  1974). This model cat-
egorizes five conflict resolution styles along two dimen-
sions: consideration of one's own interests and the interests 
of others (Rubin et al. 1994). “Avoiding” disregards both sets 
of interests, “dominating” prioritizes only one's own inter-
ests, and “obliging” prioritizes only the interests of others. 
“Integrating” accounts for all parties' interests in pursuit of 
a win–win solution. In “compromising,” each party achieves 
part of what they want, though neither set of interests is fully 
met. Since compromising and integrating are often indistinct 
in survey measures (Sorenson et  al.  1999), it can be useful 
to combine these categories into cooperative conflict behav-
ior. So far, considering the studies by Alok et  al.  (2014) and 
Dodoiu (2015), obliging, dominating, and cooperative conflict 
behavior have been investigated using the TPB.

However, the research on these models suggests that an exten-
sion of the TPB could be beneficial, especially in the context of 
conflict behavior. Specifically, Dodoiu  (2015) argues for sup-
plementing the TPB with more stable, situation-independent 
variables as further predictors for conflict resolution behavior. 
Desivilya and Eizen  (2005) endorse the relevance of relatively 
stable individual variables to the explanation of conflict behav-
ior. Additionally, De Dreu and Vianen  (2001) emphasize that 
conflict resolution style is strongly influenced by other peo-
ple and, consequently, by one's subjective perceptions of them. 
Given that relatively stable, situation-independent variables and 
perceptions of others are relevant to conflict resolution behavior, 
subjective beliefs about human nature appear to be a reasonable 
complement for the explanation of cooperative conflict behavior.

Moreover, Cialdini et al. (1990) emphasized that besides subjec-
tive norms in terms of perceived social approval, the observa-
tions of what people actually do have an impact on behavior. 
Alok et al. (2014) incorporated a similar concept in their TPB-
based model, which was used to explain intentions for conflict 
resolution but not behavior itself. They found support for struc-
tural assurance and domain-specific conflict efficacy influenc-
ing intentions for conflict resolution styles. These two variables 

are both specific beliefs that exist as a function of experiences 
with a particular social environment.

To sum up, the TPB has already been used several times as 
an established explanatory model for behavior, including the 
explanation of conflict resolution behavior (Alok et  al.  2014; 
Dodoiu  2015). There are initial theoretical considerations and 
empirical indications (Alok et  al.  2014) that subjective as-
sumptions about the social environment, such as beliefs about 
human nature, can be an important addition to these models. 
Beyond the specific context of the TPB, there are further indica-
tions in the literature pointing to the relevance of beliefs about 
people for conflict resolution (Cialdini et al. 1990; Dweck and 
Ehrlinger 2006). This suggests that it makes sense to investigate 
subjective assumptions about human nature and their connec-
tion to conflicts as follows: In a TPB-based model for predicting 
conflict resolution behavior, beliefs about people can be a useful 
addition to behavioral prediction. Based on the existing studies 
(Alok et  al.  2014; Dodoiu  2015), it can be assumed that these 
beliefs predict behavioral intentions in the model, although no 
statements can yet be made about possible interactions with the 
established predictors of the TPB and about which beliefs about 
humans are specifically relevant here.

Following clarification of the empirical framework model suit-
able for the investigation, the relationship between beliefs about 
human nature and conflicts will be addressed in more detail. 
Correspondingly, the concept of subjective beliefs about human 
nature and its connection to conflict behavior will be outlined 
in the following.

2.2   |   Relevance of Beliefs About Human Nature in 
the Explanation of Behavior

Beyond the empirical explanation of conflict behavior based 
on the TPB, there seems to be a connection between assump-
tions about people and behavior in social conflicts. In the past, 
debates focused on which assumptions about people might 
be accurate and how they could explain conflicts (Miller and 
Ratner 1996; Montada 1984). Today, it is known that individuals' 
general views of people influence perception and behavior and 
are particularly relevant to conflict behavior (Cuadra Martínez 
et al. 2018; McEntyre and Richards 2023; Oettingen et al. 2009). 
Exemplarily, this could mean that someone assuming that peo-
ple are asserting their own interests may not consider mutual 
help to resolve a conflict. If one believed that people are rather 
self-serving, they would tend to primarily stand up for their own 
interests.

Beliefs about human nature refer to individuals' assumptions 
about humans in general (Landwehr et  al.  2024). By account-
ing for subjectivity, these beliefs encompass prior discussions 
about human nature, not by asserting specific characteristics 
as definitive but by incorporating the full range of previously 
discussed dimensions. They sidestep the debate on the “truth” 
about human nature, integrating various discussed dimensions 
without attempting to establish a single reality. Additionally, 
these discussions and existing psychological approaches reflect 
that beliefs about human nature are subjective judgments, given 
the diversity in views on human nature.
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Beliefs about human nature relate to people in general and en-
compass a variety of human characteristics that are thought to 
be inherent. They are assumed to be relatively stable, existing 
both consciously and unconsciously, and influence individuals' 
thoughts, experiences, actions, and behaviors, especially in sit-
uations or domains where others are or could become relevant 
(Landwehr et al. 2024). Consequently, these beliefs hold poten-
tial relevance across various social situations or domains. This 
includes direct interactions, such as in social conflicts, but also 
extends to situations without direct contact, such as forming po-
litical attitudes when portrayed; social interactions in the sense 
of evaluations of these are relevant.

One early concept related to beliefs about people is the one of 
implicit theories, as introduced by Dweck and Leggett (1988). 
This model differentiates between “entity” and “incremen-
tal” theorists, referring to those who believe their abilities 
are fixed (entity) or changeable (incremental) (Dweck and 
Leggett 1988). Implicit theories are mainly discussed in mo-
tivational psychology, as they primarily affect what people 
believe they can achieve (Oettingen et al. 2009). But just like 
beliefs about human nature, they refer to all people and not 
just to oneself: There also is research on subjective theories 
about others. For instance, teachers' subjective theories about 
students and suitable educational methods have been shown 
to influence teachers' behavior, perceptions, and judgments 
of students in the classroom (Cuadra Martínez et  al.  2018; 
McEntyre and Richards  2023). On top of that, Dweck and 
Ehrlinger (2006) outline how implicit theories influence con-
flict resolution behavior. Hence, such beliefs about people 
have been shown to influence behavior, while there is indica-
tion that they are also relevant to conflict behavior.

In the past, some specific assumptions about people have al-
ready been used to explain conflicts. However, the subjectivity 
of these assumptions has been neglected. Given the approaches 
described above, in which subjective assumptions were proven 
to influence behavior and specifically integrated into the ex-
planation of conflict behavior within the framework of TPB, 
it appears reasonable to now examine the influence of beliefs 
about human nature in the context of conflict resolution. In the 
following paragraphs, we outline these existing approaches and 
how they can still be reconciled and used to explain conflict be-
havior when accounting for subjectivity.

2.3   |   Beliefs About Humans to be Self-Serving 
and Helping in the Explanation of Social Conflicts

The specific assumption that humans are fundamentally self-
serving has been applied to explain behavior across various con-
texts (Huang and Bargh 2014; Rost 2008), often serving to justify 
and thus reinforce self-serving behavior (Schwartz 1987). Self-
serving behavior has particularly been posited as a core driver of 
social conflicts (Miller and Ratner 1996). Based on the assump-
tion of self-interest as a human baseline, conflict explanations 
have tended to focus on clashing self-interests, often overlook-
ing alternative explanations such as differing motives or situ-
ational factors. Therefore, this single assumption inaccurately 
represents human nature and insufficiently explains social con-
flict (Kals 1999; Törnblom and Kazemi 2012).

Accordingly, widening the scope toward motives beyond self-
interest, some scholars argue that humans are naturally inclined 
toward helpfulness (Hoffman 1978; Rusch 2014; Warneken and 
Tomasello  2009). Within the context of social conflicts, some 
studies differentiate helping behaviors toward in-groups versus 
out-groups: during conflicts, helping behaviors are often en-
hanced within the in-group and reduced toward the out-group 
and substituted by self-serving behavior (Silva and Mace 2014). 
Other scholars argue that the compatibility of helpful and self-
serving behaviors can vary by context (Bshary et al. 2016): there 
are situations in which self-serving behavior can also be help-
ful (Brown 1983; Hamilton 1971) and vice versa (Connor 1986). 
These arguments refer to scenarios where individuals' goals 
align: one person might support another to gain power, with 
the latter then advocating for the interests of the supporter. 
Beyond these specific arguments, psychology offers numerous 
well-established theories of human motivation, all of which ac-
knowledge its multidimensionality and the joint relevance of 
motives in the explanation of behavior (Fehr and Gintis 2007; 
Heckhausen and Heckhausen 2018).

Yet, beliefs about people as self-serving and beliefs about people 
as helpful are already recognized in the literature as relevant 
to explaining conflict behavior (Miller and Ratner  1996; Silva 
and Mace 2014). Moreover, the points above underscore the im-
portance of incorporating individual assumptions about people 
into explanations of behavior. Even within the relatively new 
application of the TPB to conflict behavior, there are indications 
supporting an extension of the model to include these beliefs. 
Nonetheless, empirical research can still be enriched by exam-
ining how subjective beliefs about people, particularly beliefs 
about people as self-serving and helpful, jointly contribute to 
explaining conflict behavior.

Building on this foundation, a closer examination of conflict res-
olution behavior through the lens of the TPB will provide a more 
nuanced understanding of these beliefs' influence. This study 
will first apply the TPB to cooperative conflict resolution behav-
ior, then investigate how beliefs that humans are self-serving 
and helpful impact this behavior.

3   |   Research Question and Hypotheses

Building on the literature and arguments considered above, the 
research question for this study is how the beliefs that humans 
are self-serving and helpful influence cooperative conflict be-
havior. The TPB with cooperative conflict behavior as crite-
rion provides the foundation for the analyses: As proposed by 
Ajzen (1991) in his original theory, and by Alok et al. (2014) and 
Dodoiu (2015) in their applications to conflict resolution behav-
ior, conflict-related attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived 
behavioral control are supposed to influence the intention for 
cooperative conflict resolution behavior. While attitudes have 
a mediated effect on cooperative conflict resolution behavior, 
the effects of subjective norms and behavioral control on the 
behavior are partly mediated by the intention (Alok et al. 2014; 
Dodoiu 2015). In line with Alok et al. (2014) and Dodoiu (2015), 
subjective norms, perceived behavioral control, and intention 
have a direct effect on cooperative conflict resolution behavior 
each. Figure 1 provides an overview of the assumed model.
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Based on the theoretical considerations above, we assume that 
the subjective beliefs that people are self-serving and helpful 
contribute to the explanation of cooperative conflict behavior 
using the TPB. Still, the existing literature does not yet allow 
precise prediction of the effect mechanisms. This requires a 
targeted but explorative approach, which is explicated below. 
Following this, we propose the following hypotheses:

H1.  The belief that humans are inherently self-serving contrib-
utes to the explanation of cooperative conflict resolution behavior 
within the framework of the TPB.

H2.  The belief that humans are inherently helpful contributes 
to the explanation of cooperative conflict resolution behavior 
within the framework of the TPB.

4   |   Methods

4.1   |   Survey and Design

We used an online questionnaire to measure the variables of 
the TPB and beliefs about humans. Participants needed to fill 
out the survey, which took approximately 10 min at each ad-
ministration, two times with 3 weeks in between to be included 
in the final sample. All items were answered on a scale from 
1 (“strongly disagree”) to 6 (“strongly agree”) and were in the 
German language, which required adaptation for some of them.

Conflict-related attitudes: we chose Weh and Enaux  (2008) as 
the base for three items covering positively worded attitudes.

Subjective norms: based on the work of Montada and Kals (2013), 
we selected three items considering their face validity.

Perceived behavioral control: we adapted three suitable items 
from the scale of Beierlein et al. (2012) to the context of conflicts.

Conflict-related intentions: we formulated three items based on 
the work of Fraij (2018).

Cooperative conflict behavior: we took four suitable items from 
the ROCI-II-D (Bilsky and Wülker 2000) that cover the behav-
iors of compromising and joint resolving.

Beliefs about human nature: based upon literature review and 
provided scales, the two facets were measured with one item 
each taken from Landwehr et  al.  (2024). The two items were 
taken from a short version of the scale, which is based on analy-
ses with an exhaustive scale capturing beliefs about people.

In order to assess the reliability of the scales used, their inter-
nal consistency was calculated for both administrations as well 
as the test–retest reliability, being the intraclass correlation for 
the scales from the first and the second period. The values for 
Cronbach's alpha and intraclass correlation coefficients (ICC) 
are depicted in Table 1.

No internal consistency was calculated for the items used to 
assess beliefs, as each was measured with a single item repre-
senting one dimension each based upon Landwehr et al. (2024). 
This approach was chosen to meet the criterion of economy 
for a construct with comparatively high multifacetedness. 
Additionally, the selected items displayed in Table  1 demon-
strate a high level of face validity. The intraclass correlation 
(ICC; Shrout and Fleiss  1979) was selected to calculate test–
retest reliability (Aldridge et  al.  2017). Following Shrout and 
Fleiss's  (1979) guidelines, we employed the ICC(2,k) model for 
conflict variables and the ICC(2,1) model for beliefs, as the latter 
were single-item measures. While the coefficients for conflict 
variables exceeded the generally accepted threshold of 0.70, the 
values for beliefs were lower. However, many studies advocate 
for a more lenient interpretation of ICC scores (Cicchetti 1994; 
Ma et al. 2013): values below 0.40 are considered poor, 0.40–0.59 
fair, 0.60–0.74 good, and 0.75 and above excellent. Based on 
this, we interpreted the ICCs for beliefs as fair. When evaluating 
these scores, it is important to note that beliefs were assessed 
last in the questionnaire, after participants had been prompted 
to reflect on conflicts from the past 3 weeks when answering 
conflict-related questions. Since these conflicts likely involved 
interactions with people exhibiting various behaviors, they may 
have influenced the beliefs captured immediately afterward, po-
tentially introducing situation-dependent variance in the beliefs.

4.2   |   Description of the Sample

For the survey, N = 906 participants completed the online ques-
tionnaire. At the time of the survey, all participants resided 

FIGURE 1    |    Model of planned conflict resolution behavior.
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in Germany. The average age of participants was M = 48.36 
(SD = 13.73) years, with a range from 18 to 69 years. Regarding 
gender, n = 440 participants identified as female, n = 465 as 
male, and n = 1 as diverse. Concerning education, n = 194 partic-
ipants were categorized as having a low level of education rang-
ing from no school diploma to a German Hauptschule diploma, 
n = 311 people indicated having an intermediate education level, 
and n = 401 respondents were classified as having a high level of 
education including high school graduates and anything higher.

To ensure the sample was representative of the German popula-
tion, we predefined quotas for gender, age, and educational level. 
We met the preset quotas, including the targeted distribution of 
21.4% for low, 34.3% for medium, and 44.3% for high education. 
Thereby, we were able to avoid distortions that could arise from 
a lack of representativeness in these areas. Recruitment was 
supported by a panel service provider. The test subjects for the 
survey were invited from a regularly screened and updated pool 
of 2.5 million members in accordance with the set quotas to par-
ticipate in the study. In return, they received a small financial 
compensation of 2 € customary in the field. The panel service 
provider passed the audit for the ISO 20252:2019 standard, a 
certification for market, opinion, and social research ensuring 

a wide range of quality criteria. They also state that they strictly 
stick to data protection law and guidelines, including the DS-
GVO. This includes obtaining informed consent from all re-
spondents at the beginning of the survey. Prior to the study, an 
approval request (#157-23) was submitted to the ethics commit-
tee responsible, which was granted.

4.3   |   Statistical Procedure

In the first step, linear regression analyses are conducted to test 
the TPB as described above (Ajzen 1991; Dodoiu 2015). In the 
second step, we investigate the connection of beliefs about hu-
mans to be self-serving and helpful to the explanation of coop-
erative conflict resolution behavior based on the TPB. For that 
purpose, we look at the impact of those beliefs and their inter-
action terms with the predictors on the conflict-related inten-
tions. To check if they significantly contribute to the explanation 
of the criterion, we enter them in a second step in hierarchical 
regression analyses each, while the three predictors from the 
first regression are entered in the first step. For an additional 
predictor to be considered, there has to be a significant increase 
in the variance explained in the second step of the respective 

TABLE 1    |    Reliability of scales used with all items used.

Scale Items (translated from German) α1 α2 ICC

Conflict-related attitudes I generally see conflicts as an opportunity. 0.85 0.86 0.84

Positive things can develop from conflicts.

Conflicts offer the opportunity for personal development.

Subjective norms To resolve conflicts, it is important to look at 
the matter from different angles.

0.78 0.77 0.79

To resolve conflicts, it is important to talk about what is perceived as fair.

To resolve conflicts, it is important to take the other person's perspective.

Perceived behavioral control I can rely on my skills in difficult conflict situations. 0.90 0.89 0.81

I can manage most conflicts well on my own.

I can usually resolve even difficult and complex conflicts well.

Conflict-related intentions I am always prepared to question how I deal with conflicts. 0.80 0.80 0.77

I am always prepared to think about how I could 
have acted better after a conflict situation.

I am always prepared to change the way I deal with conflicts.

Cooperative conflict behavior When problems arise, I try to find a solution with other 
people that meets everyone's expectations.

0.87 0.89 0.78

Together with other people, I try to find decisions 
that are acceptable to everyone.

I am trying to find a compromise to get out of a dead end.

I generally suggest a middle way to get out of deadlocked situations.

Beliefs about human nature I think people are generally self-serving. 0.50

I think people are generally helpful. 0.54

Note: α1 is Cronbach's alpha of the scale from the first administration. α2 is Cronbach's alpha of the scale from the second administration. ICC reflects the intraclass 
correlation of the scales from the first and second survey. In accordance with Shrout and Fleiss (1979), ICC(2,k) was chosen for the conflict variables and ICC (2,1) for 
the beliefs.

 15411508, 2025, 2, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/crq.70001 by K

atholische U
niversitat E

ichstatt-Ingolstadt, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [19/01/2026]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



329Conflict Resolution Quarterly, 2025

analysis. All interaction terms making a significant additional 
explanatory contribution in the prediction of the intentions are 
to be included in the main model. For a corresponding final test, 
we enter them together as predictors in a further hierarchical 
regression to additionally ensure that they jointly qualify for the 
prediction and to check whether the overall model can work.

5   |   Results

First, the TPB as described above was confirmed through lin-
ear regression analyses. Second, two interaction terms made a 
highly significant (p < 0.01) additional explanatory contribution 
to the prediction of intentions in separate regressions. The ad-
ditional predictors for the main model are the interaction terms 
between conflict-related attitudes and the belief that humans 
are self-serving, and between perceived behavioral control and 
the belief that humans are helpful. Third, both predictors jointly 
qualify for the prediction of conflict-related intentions, as they 
increase the explained variance in the criterion beyond the pre-
viously examined predictors.

With the final regression analyses confirming the proposed 
model, both hypotheses could be specified post hoc. Figure  2 
provides an overview of the complete model with the adapted 
hypotheses.

H1 post hoc.  The positive influence of conflict-related atti-
tudes on conflict-related intentions in the TPB explaining coop-
erative conflict resolution behavior is strengthened by the beliefs 
about humans to be self-serving.

H2 post hoc.  The positive effect of perceived behavioral con-
trol on conflict-related intentions in the TPB explaining cooper-
ative conflict resolution behavior is strengthened by the beliefs 
about humans to be helpful.

To test both hypotheses, we calculated a path analysis using 
SEM. The model fit indices are CFI = 0.988, RMSEA = 0.063 
with PCLOSE not being significant, and SRMR = 0.020. While 
the RMSEA value is acceptable (Browne and Cudeck  1993; 

Hoofs et al. 2018), the other values which can be judged as very 
good allow the interpretation of the combined characteristic 
values as a clear confirmation of the assumed model. Explained 
variance in the criterion variables is R2 = 0.46 (p < 0.01) for 
conflict-related intentions and R2 = 0.30 (p < 0.01) for cooper-
ative conflict behavior. To provide an overview, the complete 
model with beta weights and variance explained in the depen-
dent variables is illustrated in Figure 3.

As part of the overall model, we could confirm the two hypoth-
esized moderations: conflict-related attitudes have a positive 
influence on conflict-related intentions, which is strengthened 
by the belief that people are self-serving (β = 0.09, p < 0.01). 
Additionally, the influence of perceived behavioral control on 
intentions is positively moderated by the belief that people are 
helpful (β = 0.06, p < 0.05). The interaction effects on intentions 
for cooperative conflict behavior are visualized in Figures  4 
and 5.

6   |   Summary and Discussion

To sum up, there are various assumptions about human nature, 
and these subjective beliefs hold relevance across many con-
texts, including conflict behavior (Cialdini et  al.  1990; Dweck 
and Ehrlinger 2006). Using the TPB, we aimed to explain coop-
erative conflict behavior and demonstrated how general beliefs 
about people contribute to behavioral explanations: believing 
that humans are self-serving strengthens the effect of attitude 
on intention, while assuming people are helpful enhances the 
impact of perceived behavioral control on intention. In the fol-
lowing, we will interpret the results, consider limitations, and 
discuss the implications we have derived.

Beginning with the interpretation of results related to beliefs 
about human nature, the belief that people are self-serving 
amplifies the positive influence of optimistic attitudes toward 
social conflicts on intentions for cooperative conflict behavior 
(Müller 2003; Müller et al. 2008). For individuals who perceive 
social conflicts as an opportunity and believe they can gain from 
them, the belief that people are self-serving reinforces their 

FIGURE 2    |    Adapted model (post hoc) of planned conflict behavior including beliefs about human nature (BAHN) with hypotheses.
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intentions toward productive or cooperative conflict behavior. 
In cases where attitudes toward social conflicts are positive, 
self-serving conflict behavior may actually benefit all parties 
involved, as initially suggested in the Homo oeconomicus frame-
work (Coase  1976). Thus, the expectation that people will act 
in a self-serving way may foster productive conflict resolution 
behavior under these specific conditions. Game theory as well 

provides a framework for understanding how self-serving be-
havior in conflicts can lead to cooperative outcomes (Axelrod 
and Hamilton 1981) supporting the gist of this finding.

We also found that believing humans are generally helpful 
amplifies the positive effect of perceived behavioral control 
on the intention for cooperative conflict behavior. Since per-
ceiving one's own control strengthens behavioral intentions 
(Ajzen 1991), it seems plausible that assuming others are gen-
erally willing to help further reinforces this effect. Individuals 
who believe that others are supportive may expect that people 
will not hinder their control over their actions but will instead 
align with their intentions, thereby externally reinforcing their 
sense of control. This aligns with Ajzen and Madden's (1986) as-
sertion that perceived behavioral control reflects the ease with 
which we believe we can act. Believing in others' helpfulness 
evidently supports this sense of ease, consequently enhancing 
the positive effect on people's intentions.

Originally, the TPB was developed to examine individual behav-
ior. In our survey, we also asked for the behavior of individuals, 
but it was highly dependent on the social environment. While 
conflict resolution behavior can be planned individually in an-
ticipation of foreseeable social conflicts, actual behavior within 
a conflict ultimately depends on the actions of others involved 
(Axelrod and Hamilton 1981; Thomas and Pondy 1977; Weisel 
and Zultan 2016). From this perspective, it seems reasonable to 
incorporate beliefs about others into the TPB in the context of 
social conflicts.

Revisiting prior debates on human nature, we argue that our 
study's findings provide further evidence for the significance 
of subjective beliefs about human nature in explaining behav-
ior. This approach diverges from perspectives like Homo oeco-
nomicus (Rost  2008; Thaler  2000), which positions humans 
as inherently self-serving and leads to normative implications 
(Ailon 2020). This model suggests that human behavior is pri-
marily rational, aimed at maximizing utility, and thus entirely 
predictable (Krasser  1995). While this approach has gained 

FIGURE 3    |    Results of path analysis for the model of planned cooperative conflict behavior. *0.01 < p < 0.05, **p < 0.01 two-sided. 1The beta 
weights for the moderations indicate the influence of the product of the moderator and predictor on the intermediate criterion.

FIGURE 4    |    Interaction effect of conflict-related attitudes with be-
liefs about humans to be self-serving on intention for cooperative con-
flict behavior.

FIGURE 5    |    Interaction effect of perceived behavioral control with 
beliefs about humans to be helpful on intention for cooperative conflict 
behavior.
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popularity, it faces significant criticism for inaccurately repre-
senting human nature and for being a deficient and mislead-
ing explanation for social conflict (Kals  1999; Törnblom and 
Kazemi  2012): First, it overlooks motives beyond self-interest. 
Psychology offers numerous well-established theories of human 
motivation, all of which acknowledge its multidimensionality 
(Fehr and Gintis  2007; Heckhausen and Heckhausen  2018). 
Second, positing a single motive as the basis for all human ac-
tion can lead to tautological reasoning (Kals 1999). By prema-
turely excluding alternative explanations, allegedly objective 
views on human nature inhibit the discovery of new, scientif-
ically and practically relevant insights. Third, the model has 
troubling social implications: it undervalues personal needs 
and socially beneficial actions, such as conflict handling and 
cooperation. Emphasizing self-interest legitimizes this motive, 
often at the expense of other explanations for behaviors that 
do not align with individual utility maximization (Folger and 
Salvador 2008; Kals 1999). Our findings support the critique of 
such deterministic concepts (Kals  1999). By focusing on sub-
jective beliefs, diverse perspectives on human nature can be 
included. Additionally, this approach enables a more differenti-
ated sight on assumed attributes like self-interest as it accounts 
for subjective manifestations of them. Taken together, the study 
presented offers support for the importance of subjective beliefs 
over allegedly objective notions of human nature. This study 
thus offers a further contribution to the debate about human na-
ture and how it accounts for behavior: instead of establishing a 
new counter-position to previous theories, the aim is to incorpo-
rate diverse assumptions into the explanation of behavior.

6.1   |   Limitations

It must be noted that the beta coefficients of the two relevant 
interaction effects found are rather small, like the variance ex-
plained by them. The hypotheses were confirmed since both 
interaction terms in the model turned out to be significant and 
the model as a whole showed a good fit. Given the modest effect 
sizes found, it is important to note that while the significance 
of these beliefs was statistically confirmed, their practical rele-
vance appears to be less substantial than that of more context-
specific variables.

Taking into account the kinds of interactions in which subjec-
tive assumptions about human behavior are particularly impact-
ful, it appears likely that the effects observed in this study have 
been underestimated. There are distinctions in the relevance of 
beliefs about people for different individuals within our social 
environments: such beliefs are unique to each individual yet 
relevant to all people within someone's social sphere. However, 
most people do not hold the same views about everyone they 
encounter. This is likely because we base expectations on some 
kind of experiences (Bugg et al. 2015; Martin and Shilton 2016). 
Thus, we might expect these general assumptions about humans 
to play a smaller role when it comes to familiar interaction part-
ners. Consequently, these beliefs are particularly significant in 
conflicts involving unfamiliar individuals and when interacting 
in large groups. There, we likely do not hold specific knowl-
edge about some people, and the relevance of specific knowl-
edge about single persons becomes lower with the group getting 
bigger. Respondents in our study, when reflecting on their own 

conflicts, may have predominantly considered conflicts with fa-
miliar partners, as these presumably occur more frequently in 
everyday life for most people.

Regarding external validity, it should be noted that this study 
surveyed self-reported past behavior. In a meta-analysis of the 
TPB, Armitage and Conner (2001) found that more variance can 
indeed be explained of self-reported past behavior than of ac-
tual future behavior. Still, the TPB allows us to predict approx-
imately 20% of the variance in future behavior (Armitage and 
Conner 2001). Accordingly, when interpreting our results, it is 
essential to acknowledge this discrepancy in variance explana-
tion between these two behavioral measures. Nevertheless, we 
collected behavior data at a later time than the intentions, so 
although we asked about self-reported past behavior, these find-
ings may still provide insights into future behavior predictions.

Additionally, we must consider the findings of De Dreu 
et al.  (1995), who identified a positive bias in self-assessments 
of conflict behavior, where individuals tend to rate their own 
behavior as more positive or cooperative than that of others. 
Given that our study relies on self-reported data, this bias is rel-
evant. We attempted to mitigate it by keeping survey questions 
as specific as possible and focusing on conflicts within the past 
3 weeks. However, this bias does not undermine comparabil-
ity with other studies, as it likely influences most research to 
a similar extent. Furthermore, it is worth questioning whether 
other variables, such as positive attitudes or intentions toward 
conflicts, are also affected by this bias. If so, the relationships 
between variables would likely remain unaffected by the bias.

6.2   |   Implications

In light of the finding that the belief that humans are self-serving 
enhances the influence of attitudes on intentions for coopera-
tive conflict behavior, perceived self-interest, especially within 
social conflicts, should not be viewed solely as negative or de-
structive. When conflicts are seen as opportunities, the assump-
tion of self-serving behavior can support win–win solutions 
that benefit all parties involved. Accordingly, we propose that 
examining self-interest in social conflict contexts should move 
beyond a narrow focus on potential conflicts of interest (Miller 
and Ratner 1996). Instead, we suggest openly considering these 
self-interests to understand the needs underlying self-serving 
actions and exploring how conflicting parties might address 
them collaboratively.

It is known that perspective-taking contributes to productive 
conflict resolution behavior (Garaigordobil  2012; Mukherjee 
and Upadhyay 2019). This study provides a further finding that 
indicates that the interests of others should be seen as beneficial 
and not necessarily as a hindrance in conflicts. This raises the 
question of how self-interests can best be mutually understood. 
The first step here is to conduct qualitative interviews to find 
out how people manage to understand the interests of others. 
The second step could then be a quantitative verification of the 
effectiveness of certain strategies.

The finding that the assumption that people are inclined to help 
(oneself), respectively, expected support strengthens the effect 
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of perceived behavioral control on intentions is plausible. Since 
this explanation appears conclusive regardless of the context 
of social conflicts, it is possible to include expected support to-
gether with perceived behavioral control in further studies of the 
TPB. The findings from this study point to an interaction effect. 
Another consideration to be investigated is whether expected 
support can contribute to the explanation of intention and be-
havior as part of or a supplement to perceived behavioral con-
trol. In this way, the findings of this study could further be used 
to expand the TPB in contexts in which the support of others is 
possibly beneficial toward intentions.

Moreover, subjective beliefs about humans can be purposefully 
addressed in social conflict resolution. Examining the assump-
tions underlying various actions can provide insight into a per-
son's motives. A mediator or conflict coach might encourage 
parties in conflict to reflect on their core beliefs about people and 
consider how these might influence their actions. Additionally, 
understanding others' perspectives includes recognizing their 
beliefs. Finally, being aware of the influence of one's own beliefs 
allows individuals to reflect on and, if needed, adjust how these 
assumptions affect their behavior.

Specifically addressing the two beliefs examined here, percep-
tions of human self-interest can be approached in several ways. 
To start with, it is essential to acknowledge that everyone pos-
sesses a degree of self-interest. Further, we have to recognize 
that our assumptions about others' self-interest are inherently 
subjective, while perspective-taking enables us to become 
aware of both the existence and relevance of these interests. 
Still, engaging in explicit exchange and dialogue about inter-
ests, which is grounded in the first two steps and an openness 
to understanding them, is likely the most effective way to inte-
grate self-interest into conflict resolution. Similarly, subjective 
assumptions about people's helpfulness can be examined in two 
ways. On one hand, this involves reflecting on how we perceive 
others' behavior as either supportive or obstructive. On the other 
hand, we should consider the potential impact of our own ac-
tions on others' efficacy. Once again, both reflections serve as a 
foundation for mutual exchange in conflict resolution.

7   |   Conclusion

We found initial empirical evidence that beliefs about human 
nature influence actions in social conflicts. Specifically, we 
examined the impact of believing that humans are inherently 
self-serving and helpful on cooperative conflict resolution be-
havior. Accordingly, this study is an indication to incorporate 
beliefs about humans into the empirical explanation of con-
flict resolution behavior and presents an integrative approach 
to how the much-discussed nature of humans can be used to 
explain behavior. However, further research is necessary: a rep-
lication study, along with the use of additional methods such as 
qualitative interviews, would help to substantiate our findings. 
Additionally, the role of these beliefs in influencing other behav-
iors within social conflicts warrants deeper investigation. This 
would allow a fuller understanding of the impact of these be-
liefs. Also, such research could reinforce the notion that cooper-
ative conflict behavior is not only rooted in traditional variables 
like self-efficacy but is also enhanced by a blend of beliefs about 

human nature—including the views that people can be both 
self-serving and helpful, benefiting both oneself and others.
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