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APPROACH-APPROACH CONFLICT

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology (Motivational and Clinical)

1. Core Definition and Characteristics

The approach-approach conflict represents one of the foundational classifications within
motivational psychology, describing a state of emotional and behavioral tension arising when an
individual is compelled to choose between two or more mutually exclusive goals, each of which
possesses an equally high degree of positive valence or desirability. This situation is inherently
paradoxical; although the available choices are attractive, the necessity of selecting only one
creates psychological distress because the individual must forfeit the attractive outcomes
associated with the rejected alternatives. Fundamentally, the conflict stems not from external
pressure to choose, but from the internal competition between positive motivational forces.

A central characteristic of this specific form of conflict is the perceived equivalence of the attractive
stimuli. If one option were significantly more appealing than the other, the decision would be
straightforward, thus minimizing or eliminating the conflict. However, in a true approach-approach
scenario, the motivational gradient driving the individual toward each goal is nearly identical in
magnitude. This equality leads to hesitation, vacillation, and an inability to commit, even though the
consequences of making a choice--regardless of which option is selected--are entirely positive.
Psychologically, the individual is paralyzed by the abundance of perceived good outcomes,
resulting in a temporary state of psychological ambivalence often termed double-approach
conflict.

The classic examples illustrating this dynamic often involve trivial everyday decisions, such as
choosing between two equally delicious meal options or two highly desirable social invitations
occurring simultaneously. While these examples may seem minor, the underlying psychological
mechanism scales up to significant life decisions, such as choosing between two equally
compelling career paths or two satisfying academic programs. In all cases, the decision maker
experiences a unique type of stress characterized by a high degree of positive excitation coupled
with the frustration derived from the constraints of reality--namely, that one cannot occupy two
desirable states simultaneously.

2. Historical Context and Theoretical Framework

The systematic study and formal categorization of approach-approach conflict originated primarily
with the work of social psychologist Kurt Lewin in the 1930s. Lewin's seminal contribution was his
development of Field Theory, which employed spatial concepts to represent psychological forces,
viewing behavior as a function of the person and their psychological environment (the life space).
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Within this framework, motivation was understood as movement within a psychological field, driven
by vectors (forces) directed toward valences (goals or objects in the environment). Conflict,
therefore, occurred when two or more opposing or incompatible vectors acted upon the individual
simultaneously.

Lewin defined three principal types of motivational conflict based on the valence (positive or
negative) of the goals and the movement required: approach-approach, approach-avoidance, and
avoidance-avoidance. The approach-approach conflict was conceived as a situation where two
positive valences attract the person. A critical prediction of Lewin's model concerning this specific
conflict type is its inherent instability. As the individual moves closer to one positive goal, the force
(vector) toward that goal increases, while the force toward the rejected, distant goal decreases.
This dynamic typically ensures a relatively quick resolution, as slight movement breaks the
equilibrium, reinforcing the choice and propelling the individual toward the selected option.

Despite the relative instability and ease of resolution compared to avoidance-based conflicts, the
theoretical identification of the approach-approach situation was vital because it highlighted that
conflict is not solely rooted in fear, threat, or punishment, but can equally arise from incompatible
positive desires. This framework allowed researchers to model decision-making processes
guantitatively, analyzing the strength of psychological forces and the gradients of attraction as a
function of psychological distance from the goal. Subsequent research elaborated on these
principles, integrating them into broader theories of motivation and cognitive processing.

3. Mechanisms of Conflict Resolution

While the initial phase of an approach-approach conflict is marked by vacillation--a state where the
individual repeatedly shifts attention and motivational energy between the two goals--the resolution
usually occurs rapidly due to the dynamic nature of the approach gradient. Psychologically, when a
person slightly favors option A, they draw closer to it (either physically or cognitively), and
according to Lewin's principles, the positive valence associated with A becomes momentarily
stronger than the valence associated with B. This slight imbalance accelerates the commitment to
A, pushing the individual away from the point of equilibrium.

One primary mechanism of resolution involves the establishment of a subtle, often unconscious,
preference shift. For example, a minor detail--a slightly shorter travel time to one restaurant, or a
marginally more appealing guest list at one party--can serve as the tipping point. This process
minimizes the perceived equality of the choices, allowing the motivational system to select one
path without excessive deliberation. In essence, the individual utilizes minor differentiating factors
to rationalize the selection, thereby restoring motivational flow.

Furthermore, resolution is often hastened by external constraints, such as time limits. If a decision
must be made quickly, the pressure to act overrides the paralysis of choice. Psychologists have
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noted that in scenarios demanding immediate action, individuals often resort to heuristic decision-
making or even arbitrary selection (like flipping a coin) to exit the conflict state. Crucially, because
both outcomes are positive, the eventual choice, although potentially accompanied by mild regret
for the lost alternative, rarely results in severe long-term emotional distress, distinguishing it
sharply from conflicts involving negative valences.

4. Psychological Dynamics and Cognitive Dissonance

Although the initial choice in an approach-approach conflict is generally less painful than other
conflict types, it invariably sets the stage for post-decisional psychological processes, most notably
the experience of cognitive dissonance. Dissonance theory, championed by Leon Festinger,
posits that when an individual holds two or more conflicting cognitions, they experience
psychological discomfort. In the context of approach-approach conflict, the chosen alternative
(Cognition 1: "I chose A; A is good") conflicts with the knowledge that the rejected alternative was
also desirable (Cognition 2: "l rejected B; B was also good").

To reduce this dissonance, the individual engages in spreading the alternatives. This mechanism
involves mentally enhancing the positive aspects of the chosen option (A) while simultaneously
minimizing or derogating the positive qualities of the rejected option (B). By exaggerating the
differences post-choice, the individual justifies the decision, confirming that the "right" choice was
made. For instance, after choosing one job offer over another, the person might retrospectively
exaggerate the flaws of the rejected company (e.g., "The commute there would have been
terrible™) while highlighting the unique benefits of the accepted offer.

A parallel dynamic is the calculation of opportunity cost. Every approach-approach decision
carries an implicit cost--the value of the next best alternative that was foregone. While this cost is
unavoidable in resource allocation, the awareness of this forfeiture contributes directly to the initial
experience of conflict and fuels the need for post-decisional dissonance reduction. The emotional
stability following the choice is directly proportional to the success of the individual in convincing
themselves that the chosen path delivered superior net value compared to the perceived
opportunity cost.

5. Clinical and Behavioral Applications

The principles derived from the approach-approach conflict model have significant applications
across various fields, particularly in areas concerning consumer behavior, organizational decision-
making, and clinical assessment of indecisiveness. In consumer psychology, understanding this
conflict helps marketers design strategies that either ease the customer's decision paralysis (e.g.,
bundling options or offering limited-time deals) or subtly bias the consumer toward a specific
product when multiple attractive items are presented.
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In clinical psychology, although the approach-approach conflict itself is rarely the source of major
psychopathology, a persistent inability to resolve these conflicts can be indicative of underlying
issues, such as generalized anxiety, obsessive-compulsive tendencies, or pathological
indecisiveness. Individuals who spend excessive time and emotional energy deliberating minor
approach-approach choices may be demonstrating an underlying fear of commitment or a
profound sensitivity to perceived loss, requiring therapeutic intervention to address the root causes
of their perfectionism or inaction.

Furthermore, in the context of personal development and life planning, approach-approach
conflicts are inherent to major developmental transitions, such as career changes, educational
pathways, or relationship commitments. Successful navigation of these conflicts relies on the
capacity for effective value prioritization. When both options are equally desirable, the individual
must step back and assess which choice aligns better with long-term, fundamental personal
values, transforming the decision from a purely hedonic calculation into a values-based alignment
process.

6. Comparison with Other Conflict Types

Understanding the approach-approach conflict is best achieved by contrasting it with the two other
primary conflict types defined by Lewin: approach-avoidance and avoidance-avoidance.

Approach-Avoidance Conflict

This conflict occurs when a single goal or object possesses both positive and negative valences
simultaneously. For instance, wanting to eat cake (approach) but also fearing the health
consequences (avoidance). The decision-maker is pulled toward the goal but also repelled by it.
This conflict is characterized by great instability near the goal; as the person nears it, the
avoidance gradient (fear/negativity) increases faster than the approach gradient, causing retreat.
The individual typically vacillates around a point of maximum conflict but rarely commits easily,
making it significantly more stressful than the approach-approach scenario.

Avoidance-Avoidance Conflict

This conflict involves being forced to choose between two equally negative or undesirable
alternatives (e.g., choosing between two unpleasant chores). Unlike the approach-approach
scenario, which is inherently unstable and easily resolved, the avoidance-avoidance conflict is
highly stable. As the individual attempts to move away from one negative goal (A), they are drawn
closer to the other negative goal (B), which activates a stronger avoidance force, pushing them
back toward A. Individuals often attempt to solve this conflict by escaping the field entirely (leaving
the situation) or through denial, as commitment to either option guarantees a negative outcome.
This conflict type is generally considered the most stressful and difficult to resolve, contrasting
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sharply with the relatively benign nature of the approach-approach conflict where the outcome is

positive regardless of the selection.
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