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Avoidance-Avoidance Conflict

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Motivational Psychology, Decision-Making,
Conflict Theory

1. Core Definition

The avoidance-avoidance conflict represents a specific and often distressing type of decision-
making scenario where an individual is confronted with two or more distinct choices, all of which
are perceived as equally undesirable or negative. Unlike situations where one must choose
between two appealing options, or between one appealing and one unappealing option, this
conflict forces a selection between two outcomes, both of which are anticipated to bring about
unpleasant consequences, discomfort, or loss. The core dilemma lies in the lack of a clearly
positive path, leaving the individual to navigate a landscape of unfavorable alternatives.

This psychological phenomenon is a fundamental component of various conflict theories,
underscoring the complexities inherent in human choice. It creates a state of psychological tension
and often leads to procrastination, indecision, or a desire to escape the decision-making process
entirely. The individual feels trapped, understanding that any choice made will result in an
undesirable outcome, thus elevating the stakes and the potential for emotional distress. The
tension arises from the competing tendencies to move away from both options, yet the necessity of
selecting one ultimately prevents this complete disengagement.

A straightforward example illustrates this predicament: an individual might face the choice between
completing a tedious and time-consuming homework assignment or undertaking an equally
onerous set of household chores. Both tasks are perceived as unpleasant, demanding effort, and
detracting from leisure time. The conflict arises from the necessity to engage in one of these
activities, with neither option offering inherent appeal. The individual is driven to avoid both, but the
reality of the situation dictates that one must be pursued, leading to internal struggle and a sense
of being cornered by two unwanted responsibilities.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The concept of avoidance-avoidance conflict emerged prominently within the broader framework
of motivational psychology and conflict theory, primarily associated with the work of early 20th-
century psychologists, most notably Kurt Lewin. Lewin, a pioneer in social psychology, introduced
a topological or field theory of motivation, which conceptualized an individual's psychological
environment as a "life space" filled with positive (attractive) and negative (repulsive) valences or
forces. Conflicts, in this framework, arise when an individual is subjected to multiple, often
opposing, psychological forces.

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=26701
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

Avoidance-Avoidance Conflict

Lewin categorized conflicts into three primary types: approach-approach (choosing between two
desirable options), approach-avoidance (being attracted and repelled by the same option), and
avoidance-avoidance. His formulation provided a structured way to understand the dynamic
tensions that precede decision-making. The avoidance-avoidance conflict, in particular, highlighted
situations where individuals are "caught between a rock and a hard place,” a common idiom
reflecting the essence of this dilemma. This theoretical grounding paved the way for more detailed
empirical studies into the cognitive and emotional processes involved in making difficult choices.

Over time, subsequent research in cognitive psychology and behavioral economics has built upon
these foundational models, refining our understanding of how individuals perceive and respond to
such conflicts. While Lewin's original topological representation offered a valuable conceptual tool,
later developments incorporated insights into cognitive biases, emotional regulation, and the
influence of external factors on decision outcomes. Nonetheless, the core insight into the nature of
choosing between two negatives remains a central tenet of understanding human motivation and
the challenges of choice.

3. Key Characteristics

Two Undesirable Alternatives: The defining characteristic is the presence of at least two distinct
choices, both of which are perceived by the individual as having negative valences or undesirable
outcomes. There is no perceived "good" option; rather, it is a choice between two "bads" or "lesser
evils."

Perceived Equivalence of Undesirability: While not always perfectly equal in objective terms,
the individual's subjective perception is that both options are similarly unattractive or entail
comparable negative consequences. This perceived equivalence is what makes the decision so
challenging, as there is no clear preferential negative path to take.

Tendency to Vacillate: Individuals often exhibit a pattern of vacillation or oscillation when faced
with an avoidance-avoidance conflict. They might initially move towards one option, only to be
repelled by its negative aspects, then shift towards the other, only to be similarly repelled. This
back-and-forth movement can persist, leading to prolonged indecision and mental exhaustion.
Desire to Escape the Field: A common behavioral response is a strong desire to avoid making
any decision at all, or to "leave the field" entirely. This might manifest as procrastination, denial, or
a search for an entirely new, third option that ideally avoids both negative outcomes. However,
often, the nature of the conflict makes escape impossible, forcing a resolution.

Resolution via Re-evaluation or External Factors: Resolution frequently occurs when the
individual re-evaluates the options, perhaps identifying one as marginally less undesirable than the
other, or when external pressures or deadlines force a choice. Sometimes, an external force or
new information can shift the perceived valences, making one option appear relatively more
acceptable.
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4. Significance and Impact

The avoidance-avoidance conflict holds significant importance across various fields, offering a
critical lens through which to understand human behavior, motivation, and psychological well-
being. In clinical psychology, it helps explain phenomena such as procrastination, anxiety, and
decision paralysis. Individuals suffering from chronic anxiety or depression may find themselves
frequently paralyzed by such conflicts, perceiving most choices as leading to negative outcomes,
thereby exacerbating their conditions. Therapists often work with clients to help them reframe
these choices, identify coping mechanisms, or develop strategies for discerning the "lesser evil."

Beyond the individual level, this concept has implications for organizational behavior and
management. Leaders and employees often face decisions where all available options carry
significant drawbacks, such as choosing between laying off staff or reducing salaries, or investing
in a risky new venture versus maintaining a stagnant status quo. Understanding the psychological
dynamics of avoidance-avoidance conflicts can help organizations anticipate resistance, mitigate
stress, and facilitate more effective decision-making processes, even in difficult circumstances.
Strategies might include providing more information, fostering a supportive environment, or
breaking down complex choices into smaller, more manageable steps.

Furthermore, the conflict type is relevant in ethics and moral philosophy, where situations often
demand choices between two morally ambiguous or undesirable outcomes, commonly referred to
as "tragic choices" or "Sophie's Choice" scenarios. These dilemmas highlight the profound impact
of avoidance-avoidance structures on human values and the often agonizing process of ethical
deliberation. In a broader societal context, political decisions, public policy choices, and even
everyday consumer choices frequently embody this structure, impacting collective well-being and
resource allocation. Recognizing these patterns allows for a deeper appreciation of the cognitive
load and emotional toll associated with such ubiquitous decision-making challenges.

5. Debates and Criticisms

While the concept of avoidance-avoidance conflict provides a powerful framework for
understanding certain decision-making dilemmas, it is not without its nuances and areas of debate.
One primary criticism revolves around the subjective nature of "undesirability." What one individual
perceives as equally negative, another might view differently, possibly finding one option
marginally more acceptable. This highlights the role of individual differences, personality traits, past
experiences, and cognitive appraisals in shaping the conflict. The challenge lies in objectively
quantifying or standardizing "undesirability" across different individuals and contexts.

Another point of discussion concerns the absolute equivalence of the undesirable choices. In real-
world scenarios, choices are rarely perfectly symmetrical. There might always be subtle differences
in the magnitude, probability, or timing of negative consequences that, upon deeper reflection or
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with more information, could differentiate the options. Critics argue that truly "equal" avoidance
options are theoretical constructs, and most practical dilemmas involve some degree of imbalance,
which individuals may or may not be equipped to discern. The individual's ability to weigh these
subtle differences, or their tendency to focus disproportionately on one negative aspect, can
significantly alter the perceived nature of the conflict.

Finally, contemporary cognitive science and behavioral economics have introduced models that
add layers of complexity to Lewin's original formulation. These models consider factors such as
cognitive biases (e.g., loss aversion, status quo bias), emotional regulation strategies, and the
influence of contextual factors (e.g., time pressure, social norms) on how individuals navigate
avoidance-avoidance conflicts. While these newer perspectives do not invalidate the core concept,
they emphasize that the resolution of such conflicts is a multifaceted process influenced by a wider
array of psychological and environmental variables than initially proposed. Understanding these
added complexities allows for more targeted interventions and a more accurate prediction of
behavior in these challenging decision situations.
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