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ABSTRACT

Some people think conflict is a topic that should not be discussed and that we should not engage in
conflict. Productively engaging in conflict is always valuable. Most people are willing and interested
in resolving their conflicts; they just need the appropriate skill set and opportunities in which to
practice this skill set. Without a conflict skill set, people want to avoid conflict, hoping it will go away
or not wanting to make a “big deal out of nothing.” Research and personal experiences show us that,
when we avoid conflict, the conflict actually escalates and our thoughts and feelings become more
negative. Through conflict self-awareness we can more effectively manage our conflicts and therefore
our professional and personal relationships. Furthermore, by discussing issues related to conflict
management, teams can establish an expected protocol to be followed by team members when in
conflict. All teams and organizations have a conflict culture (the way the team responds to conflict).
However, most teams never discuss what the conflict culture is, therefore providing the opportunity
for individual team members to make assumptions that can be counterproductive to the team.
Practicing one’s conflict management skills leads to more successful engagement in conflict with
outcomes of relief, understanding, better communication, and greater productivity for both the
individual and the team. When we manage our conflicts more effectively, we use less energy on the
burdensome tasks such as systemic conflict and get to spend more of our energy on our projects at
work and building our relationships.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Conflict may be defined as a struggle or contest between people with opposing needs, ideas, beliefs, values, or
goals. Conflict on teams is inevitable, however, the results of conflict are not predetermined. Conflict might
escalate and lead to nonproductive results, or conflict can be beneficially resolved and lead to quality final
products. Therefore, learning to manage conflict is integral to a high-performance team. Although very few
people go looking for conflict, more often than not, conflict results because of miscommunication between
people with regard to their needs, ideas, beliefs, goals, or values. Conflict management is the principle that all
conflicts cannot necessarily be resolved, but learning how to manage conflicts can decrease the odds of
nonproductive escalation. Conflict management involves acquiring skills related to conflict resolution, self-
awareness about conflict modes, conflict communication skills, and establishing a structure for management of
conflict in your environment.

Listening, oral communication, interpersonal communication, and teamwork rank near the top of skills that
employers seek in their new hires. When you learn to effectively manage and resolve conflicts with others, then
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more opportunities for successful team memberships are available to you. If we can learn to manage this highly
probable event called conflict, then we are less apt to practice destructive behaviors that will negatively impact
our team. Although conflict may be misunderstood and unappreciated, research shows that unresolved conflict
can lead to aggression. Most of us use conflict skills that we observed growing up, unless we have made a
conscious effort to change our conflict management style. Some of us observed good conflict management,
while others observed faulty conflict management. Most of us have several reasons to improve our conflict-
management skills. Most people do not resolve conflicts because they either have a faulty skill set and/or
because they do not know the organization’s policy on conflict management. All team members need to know
their conflict styles, conflict intervention methods, and strategies for conflict skill improvement.

Physiologically we respond to conflict in one of two ways—we want to “get away from the conflict” or we are
ready to “take on anyone who comes our way.” Think for a moment about when you are in conflict. Do you want
to leave or do you want to fight when a conflict presents itself? Neither physiological response is good or bad—
it’s personal response. What is important to learn, regardless of our initial physiological response to conflict, is
that we should intentionally choose our response to conflict. Whether we feel like we want to fight or flee when
a conflict arises, we can deliberately choose a conflict mode. By consciously choosing a conflict mode instead of
to conflict, we are more likely to productively contribute to solving the problem at hand. Below are five conflict
response modes that can be used in conflict.

2. MODES TO ADDRESS CONFLICT.

All people can benefit, both personally and professionally, from learning conflict management skills. Typically
we respond to conflict by using one of five modes ( Pat, M., 2001):

» Competing * Avoiding * Accommodating
» Compromising * Collaborating

Each of these modes can be characterized by two scales: assertiveness and cooperation. None of these modes is
wrong to use, but there are right and wrong times to use each. The following sections describe the five modes.
The information may help each team member to characterize her/his model for conflict management.

The Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument (TKI) (Pat, M., 2001), is a widely used assessment for
determining conflict modes, which yields conflict scores in the areas of avoiding, competing, compromising,
accommodating, and collaborating.

COMPETING
The competing conflict mode is high assertiveness and low cooperation. Times when the competing mode is

appropriate are when quick action needs to be taken, when unpopular decisions need to be made, when vital
issues must be handled, or when one is protecting self-interests.

Competing Skills
* Arguing or debating * Using rank or influence * Asserting your opinions and feelings
» Standing your ground » Stating your position clearly
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AVOIDING

The avoiding mode is low assertiveness and low cooperation. Many times people will avoid conflicts out of fear
of engaging in a conflict or because they do not have confidence in their conflict management skills. Times when
the avoiding mode is appropriate are when you have issues of low importance, to reduce tensions, to buy some
time, or when you are in a position of lower power.

Avoiding Skills

* Ability to withdraw * Ability to sidestep issues
* Ability to leave things unresolved * Sense of timing
ACCOMMODATING

The accommodating mode is low assertiveness and high cooperation. Times when the accommodating mode is
appropriate are to show reasonableness, develop performance, create good will, or keep peace. Some people use
the accommodating mode when the issue or outcome is of low importance to them. The accommodating mode
can be problematic when one uses the mode to “keep a tally” or to be a martyr. For example, if you keep a list of
the number of times you have accommodated someone and then you expect that person to realize, without your
communicating to the person, that she/he should now accommodate you.

Accommodating Skills

* Forgetting your desires * Selflessness

* Ability to yield * Obeying orders
COMPROMISING

The compromising mode is moderate assertiveness and moderate cooperation. Some people define compromise
as “giving up more than you want,” while others see compromise as both parties winning. Times when the
compromising mode is appropriate are when you are dealing with issues of moderate importance, when you have
equal power status, or when you have a strong

commitment for resolution. Compromising mode can also be used as a temporary solution when there are time
constraints.

Compromising Skills

* Negotiating * Finding a middle ground
* Assessing value » Making concessions
COLLABORATING

The collaborating mode is high assertiveness and high cooperation. Collaboration has been described as
“putting an idea on top of an idea on top of an idea...in order to achieve the best solution to a conflict.” The best
solution is defined as a creative solution to the conflict that would not have been generated by a single
individual. With such a positive outcome for collaboration, some people will profess that the collaboration mode
is always the best conflict mode to use. However, collaborating takes a great deal of time and energy. Therefore,
the collaborating mode should be used when the conflict warrants the time and energy. For example, if your
team is establishing initial parameters for how to work effectively together, then using the collaborating mode
could be quite useful. On the other hand, if your team is in conflict about where to go to lunch today, the time

279



CITIES IN COMPETITION

and energy necessary to collaboratively resolve the conflict is probably not beneficial. Times when the
collaborative mode is appropriate are when the conflict is important to the people who are constructing an
integrative solution, when the issues are too important to compromise, when merging perspectives, when gaining
commitment, when improving relationships, or when learning.

Collaboration Skills
* Active listening * Nonthreatening confrontation
* Identifying concerns * Analyzing input

3. FACTORS AFFECTING THE CONFLICT MODES.

Some factors that can impact how we respond to conflict are listed below with explanations of how these factors
might affect us.

* Gender: Some of us were socialized to use particular conflict modes because of our gender. For example,
some males, because they are male, were taught “always stand up to someone, and, if you have to fight, then
fight.” If one was socialized this way he will be more likely to use assertive conflict modes versus using
cooperative modes.

* Self-concept: How we think and feel about ourselves affect how we approach conflict. Do we think our
thoughts, feelings, and opinions are worth being heard by the person with whom we are in conflict?

» Expectations: Do we believe the other person or our team wants to resolve the conflict?

» Situation: Where is the conflict occurring, do we know the person we are in conflict with, and is the conflict
personal or professional?

* Position (Power): What is our power status relationship, (that is, equal, more, or less) with the person with
whom we are in conflict?

* Practice: Practice involves being able to use all five conflict modes effectively, being able to determine what
conflict mode would be most effective to resolve the conflict, and the ability to change modes as necessary
while engaged in conflict.

* Determining the best mode: Through knowledge about conflict and through practice we develop a “conflict
management understanding” and can, with ease and limited energy, determine what conflict mode to use with
the particular person with whom we are in conflict.

* Communication skills: The essence of conflict resolution and conflict management is the ability to
communicate effectively. People who have and use effective communication will resolve their conflicts with
greater ease and success.

« Life experiences: As mentioned earlier, we often practice the conflict modes we saw our primary caretaker(s)
use unless we have made a conscious choice as adults to change or adapt our conflict styles. Some of us had
great role models teach us to manage our conflicts and others of us had less-than-great role models. Our life
experiences, both personal and professional, have taught us to frame conflict as either something positive that
can be worked through or something negative to be avoided and ignored at all costs.

Discerning how we manage our conflict, why we manage conflict the way we do, and thinking about the value of
engaging in conflict with others are important. With better understanding we can make informed choices about
how we engage in conflict and when we will engage in conflict. The next section provides points for us to
consider when determining if we will enter into a conflict situation or not.
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4. SELECTION OF A CONFLICT MANAGEMENT STYLE.

There are times when we have a choice to engage in or avoid a conflict. The following six variables should be
considered when you decide whether to engage in a conflict.

1. How invested in the relationship are you?
The importance of the working/personal relationship often dictates whether you will engage in a conflict. If
you value the person and/or the relationship, going through the process of conflict resolution is important.

2. How important is the issue to you?
Even if the relationship is not of great value to you, one must often engage in conflict if the issue is important
to you. For example, if this issue is a belief, value, or regulation that you believe in or are hired to enforce,
then engaging in the conflict is necessary. If the relationship and the issue are both important to you, there is
an even more compelling reason to engage in the conflict.

3. Do you have the energy for the conflict?
Many of us say, “There is not time to do all that I want to do in a day.” Often the issue is not how much time is
available but how much energy we have for what we need to do. Even in a track meet, runners are given
recovery time before they have to run another race. Energy, not time, is being managed in these situations.

4. Are you aware of the potential consequences?
Prior to engaging in a conflict, thinking about anticipated consequences from engaging in the conflict is wise.
For example, there may be a risk for your safety, a risk for job loss, or an opportunity for a better working
relationship. Many times people will engage in conflict and then be shocked by the outcome or consequence of
engaging in the conflict. Thoughtful reflection about the consequences, both positive and negative, is useful
before engaging in or avoiding a conflict.

5. Are you ready for the consequences?
After analyzing potential consequences, determine whether you are prepared for the consequences of engaging
in the conflict. For example, one employee anticipated a job loss if she continued to engage in the conflict she
was having with her boss over a particular issue. After careful consideration, the employee thought and
believed strongly enough about the issue that she did engage in the conflict with her boss. Her annual contract
was not renewed for the upcoming year. Because this individual had thought through the consequences of
engaging in the conflict, she was prepared to be without a job for a while and able to financially and
emotionally plan for this outcome. Most consequences of engaging in conflict are not this severe, but this
example illustrates the value of thinking through consequences.

6. What are the consequences if you do not engage in the conflict?

To avoid losing a sense of self, there are times when you must engage in conflict. Most people have core
values, ideas, beliefs, or morals. If a person is going to sacrifice one of their core beliefs by avoiding a conflict,
personal loss of respect must be considered. In such cases, even if a person is not excited about confronting the
conflict, one must carefully consider the consequences of evading the conflict. When the personal
consequences of turning away from the conflict outweigh all other factors, then a person usually must take part
in the conflict.

5. IMPROVING THE INDIVIDUAL CONFLICT MANAGEMENT SKILLS.
Applying the preceding information about the five different modes of conflict management, factors affecting

models of conflict management, and processes for selecting one or more approaches to conflict involves both
self-awareness and an awareness of the others involved in the conflict.
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In terms of self-awareness, reflecting on the following questions would provide useful information in selecting
how to approach a conflict situation.

1. Am I in conflict?

2. With whom am I in conflict?

3. Why am I motivated to resolve the conflict?

4. What conflict mode am I going to use to manage this conflict?

Since conflict involves at least two people, improving awareness of the other party involved in a conflict might
also be useful in choosing how to approach a conflict situation. Reflecting on the following questions might
improve awareness of the other party involved in a conflicting situation.

1. What is the nature of the conflict, that is, what is the conflict about?

2. What might motivate the other person(s) involved to resolve the conflict?
3. What conflict modes is the other person using?

4. How might I Intervene to resolve/manage the conflict?

Learning more about conflict allows greater intentionality in selecting a conflict response. Most people have set
reactions to conflicts. By learning more about principles of conflict, conflict modes, and reflection on the above
questions, we can be more intentional in deciding on a conflict response. Greater intentionality will likely lead to
more effective conflict management. The following examples provide additional suggestions that individuals
might use to improve their conflict management skills.

Individual Reflection Exercise

In addition to reflecting on the preceding questions, Smith, K. A. (2000) suggests that the following exercise
might provide individuals with valuable information about their perspectives on conflict.

Exercise: Write the word conflict in the center of a blank piece of paper and draw a circle around it. Quickly jot
down all the words and phrases you associate with the word conflict by arranging them around your circle.
Review your list of associations and categorize them as positive, negative, or neutral. Count the total number of
positive, negative, and neutral associations, and calculate the percentages that are positive, negative, and neutral.
Did you have more than 90% positive? Did you have more than 90% negative?

What do your associations with the word conflict indicate about your views about conflict and your approach to
conflict?

Learning About Your Conflict Modes

Review brief descriptions of the five modes and choose your primary conflict mode. Supplementing individual
reflection on conflict modes, you might find out more about your modes of conflict using instruments that are
available. Smith, K. A. (2000) provides a copy of a questionnaire based on the Blake and Mouton (1964) model,
which can be used for this purpose. Completing the questionnaire, scoring your responses, and reflecting on your
answers might provide valuable information about your approaches to conflict. The TKI is an instrument that is
based on the Blake and Mouton conflict model and provides information about your conflict modes in terms of
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the modes. Taking the TKI assessment would provide information about your primary conflict modes. Equipped
with this information, additional individual reflection would help you to determine your current level of comfort
with your conflict resolution styles. Then, you might decide whether you want to make changes.

Creating an Individual Conflict Management Plan

Create a conflict management plan. A conflict management plan is a thought and behavior process one can
follow when in conflict. A person creates a list of steps she/he can follow when a conflict comes up so that the
person can productively manage/solve the conflict. These steps have to be thoughts or behaviors that can be
realistically done. The literature shows that, if we can identify we are in conflict and can then implement a
conflict management plan, our opportunity for resolution of the conflict increases significantly. We identify that
we are in conflict by identifying our physiological responses when in conflict and by identifying thoughts and
feelings we are having that trigger us to realize that we are experiencing a conflict. There are three steps to
making a conflict plan. First, write down what physiological responses you have when you know you are in
conflict (e.g., my palms are sweaty, my heart is racing). Second, write down what thoughts you typically have
when in a conflict (e.g., “I want to hurt him”; “I want to just get away from her”). Finally, list 4-8 steps you can
follow to help you manage your thoughts and emotions in a productive way to manage/solve your conflict (e.g.,
1. I will take a deep breath; 2. I will think about how I want to respond, etc.).

Listening

Improving listening skills is one approach to improving conflict management skills. Raudsepp (2002) states that
“Studies show, however, that only about 10% of us listen properly.” Reading the article by Raudsepp (2002) and
taking a listening quiz, might help on developing an action plan for improving the listening skills.

Suggestions for Further Activities

The book by Lambert and Myers (1999) contains 25 activities for self-development on conflict. Activities
include “The Role of Values in Conflict Resolution,” “Resolving Conflict through Planning,” “Evaluating Your
Conflict Resolution Skills,” and “Uncovering the Hidden Agenda.”

6. IMPROVING THE APPROACH TO CONFLICT AND CONFLICT MANAGEMENT SKILLS
WITHIN AN ORGANIZATION.

Applying the preceding information about the five different modes of conflict management, factors affecting
models of conflict management, and processes for selecting one or more approaches to conflict within the
context of a team involves increasing the awareness of the each of the team members about the way the other
team members view conflict and how the other team members approach conflict. There are two basic types of
team activities.

* In the first type of team activity, individual team members learn more about their perspectives and approaches

to conflict through either individual reflection or appropriate instruments. Then, the individuals share with their
team members what they have learned.
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* In the second type, the team engages in an activity that simulates a hopefully low level of conflict. Then, the
team reflects about its actions, learns from its experiences, and develops ways to address conflict more
constructively in the future.

The following examples provide suggestions for possible team activities.
Collaborating with Different Individual Conflict Modes

Ask each member to complete the exercise on the preceding page in which she/he identifies their primary mode
of conflict management. Then, ask each individual team member to share her/his own primary mode of conflict
management and to provide examples that illustrate that mode. Next, ask the team to identify potential strengths
for the combination of different styles and potential problems that might arise with the combination of conflict
management modes. Finally, ask the team to develop strategies to minimize potential problems and build on
their strengths.

Developing a Positive Team Perspective about Conflict

Start with the individual reflection exercise on the preceding page in which each member writes the word
conflict and associates different words or phrases with conflict. Then, ask each member to share the insights
she/he learned through the individual reflection. Next, ask the team to take all of the positive associations with
conflict and combine them together to construct positive ways in which the team might view conflict.

Finally, ask the team to take all of the negative associations with conflict and devise ways in which the negative
associates might be eliminated or minimized.

Developing a Consensus Decision

In his book on Teamwork and Project Management, (Smith, K. A. 2000) asks teams to rank fifteen causes of
death in the United States in terms of their frequency of occurrence. Similar exercises on ranking items most
required in desert or space survival exercises are available at
http://www.eas.asu.edu/~asufc/teaminginfo/teams.html These types of exercises can stimulate team
development in several ways. One of the ways is to provoke a low level of conflict within the team and to learn
from its experience. After completing the exercise, the team can debrief its performance. The team might address
several questions. What were the positive aspects in the way we handled conflict? How did our various modes of
conflict management help our performance? How did our various modes of conflict management hinder our
performance? How might we improve the ways in which we managed conflict within our team?

Intrateam Communication
Improving intrateam communication can reduce the likelihood of conflict and increase the chances for faster,
more effective management of conflict when it occurs. The Foundation Coalition has prepared a summary on

Effective Interpersonal/Intrateam Communication that may provide helpful information and activities.

Suggestions for Further Activities
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The book by Lambert and Myers, (1999) contains 25 activities for team-development on conflict. Several of the
activities are role-play, conflict scenarios that provide opportunities for teams to determine the ‘best’
intervention style for the conflict at hand.
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