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understand the different forces that motivate conflict behavior, y
are better able to create a more nuanced and selective

approach
to handling conflict. Different sources of conflict produce differ.
ent challenges for conflict engagement. The wheel of conflig,
illustrated in Fi

gure 1.1, is one way of understanding the forces
that are at the r

ts. This conceptualization of the

oot of most conflic
e out of m

sources of conflict aros




Tare NATURE OF CoNFLICT 11

Human needs are at the core of all conflicts, People engage in
onflict either because they have needs that are met by the con-

; (.Hb srocess itself or because they have needs that they can only

flict | (or believe they can only attain) by engaging in conflict.,

,l:;l:l:.“ the system of human needs in detail l:dt/(:r in this chapter.

My point here is that people engage in conflict because of their
1.1(‘<‘d~"~ and conflict cannot be transformed or resolved unless
these needs are addressed in some way. We should not und‘erstand
needs as static and unchanging. VWe all have a range of needs,
but how we experience these is influenced by the context' ar'ld the
unfolding interaction. For example, I might start negotiating to
sell a house mostly concerned about money, timing, and certainty,
but if the hard work I have done to remodel my home is dismissed
as sloppy or in poor taste, then I might suddenly find myself more
concerned with issues of identity, pride, and self-image. In this
way, the needs we experience are constantly evolving and chang-
i11g as we interact with others.

Needs are embedded in a constellation of contextual factors
that generate and define conflict. To effectively address needs, it is
usually necessary to work through some of these elements, which
affect how people experience their needs and how they choose
to pursue them. Five of these factors are particularly critical to

understanding how conflict unfolds: the ways in which people
communicate, their emotions, their values, the structures in which

they interact, and history (see F igure 1.1). Let’s examine each of
these sources further.

COMMUNICATION

We are very imperfect communicators, Sometimes this imperfec-
tion generates conflict, whether or not there is a significant incom-
patibility of interests, and it almost always makes conflict harder
to deal with effectively. Sometimes, however, imperfect commu-
nication is what allows us to work together in the face of serious
differences (Honeyman, 2006). Unclear communication allows us
to move forward despite our differences by obscuring disagree-
ments or different interpretations of agreements. Although this
can eventually cause worse co iflict, sometimes it allows us to
nteracta

gt through a particularly problen n successfully.
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Many factors may contribute to communication problems,

Culture, gender, age, class, cognitive .capacity, and environment
have a large impact on communication. We frequently rely on
inaccurate or incomplete perceptions, form stereotypes, and
carry into our communication conclusions drawn from former
interactions or experiences. Often we are inclined to try to solve
problems before we understand them. The greater the duress we
are under, the harder it is for us to communicate effectively (and
often the more important it is as well). Sometimes communication
takes more energy and focus than we are able or willing to give at
a critical point, and it is easy to become discouraged or hopeless
about communicating effectively in serious conflicts.
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- example of why conflict has to be understood in terms of the
nature of the interaction that is created, and not simply the tools
or approa(‘h of each of the individual parties involved., |
Despite all these problems, we can and do find a way to commu-
nicate, and we can work on improving our communication, even
in very intense conflicts. Communication is one of the greatest
sources of both difficulty and hope in dealing with serious conflicts.

EMOTIONS

Emotions are the energy that fuels conflict. If we could always
stay perfectly rational and focused on how best to meet our needs
and accommodate those of others, and if we could calmly work
to establish effective communication, then many conflicts either
would never arise or would quickly de-escalate. But of course that
is not human nature. At times emotions seem to be in control of
behavior. Sometimes they are also a source of power. They contrib-
ute to the energy, strength, courage, and perseverance that allow

us to participate forcefully in conflict.

Emotions are generated both by particular interactions or cir-
cumstances and by previous experiences. When someone points
a finger in our face in a conflict, we have a reaction based on the
:mmediate context and meaning of that behavior, but we may also
be reacting to all the times in the past when that gesture has been

made at us in anger.
Disputants often find it necessary to work on the emotional

content of their experience to make progress. Conflict may pro-
vide a valuable opportunity to engage with the emotions that are
otherwise suppressed or ignored. Dealing with the intense emo-
tions often associated with conflict usually requires finding some
opportunity to express and release emotions and to experience
someone else’s understanding and empathy. We often talk about
the need to ventilate, to let an emotion out through a direct and
cathartic expression of it. Frequently, however, ventilation is nei-
ther possible nor desirable. A direct display of feelings can esca-
late a conflict. Instead it can be more constructive for disputants
to discuss feelings without demonstrating them, to work toward
establishing a safe environment for the expression of r&m@@m&
to let emotions out in safe increments, hem to a
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Sometimes, however, such an exc
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a safe container for the expr
when an expression, description, or exchange of feelings is called
for, and when a more circumscribed approach to the emotional
content of a dispute is the wiser approach, may be one of the most
difficult but important decisions we make in dealing with conflict.
Emotions fuel conflict, but they are also a key to de-escalating
it. Many emotions can prevent, moderate, or control conflict. Part
of everyone’s emotional makeup is the desire to seek connection
affirmation, and acceptance. The genuine expression of Sadness’
or concern by a party to a dispute can be essential to address-
mgf;}'ae ConﬁﬂiC[ effectively. A challenge for interveners in many
conflicts is finding an I i
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e are being attacked. Similarly, it is hard for us to com-
hen our core l‘)cli-c[‘s are in play because we feel we are
wmpr‘""i‘“i“g our sense ().I integrity and self.

Although some conflicts are inescapably about fundamen-
ifferences, more often disputants have a choice about

el that €

jromise W

tal value d : iy g
whether they will define a conflict in this way. When we feel
f ourselves, confused about what to do, or under attack
>

unsurce (@)

it is tempting to define an issue as a matter of right or wrong. This

empOwWEeTs and fortifies us, allowing us to “take the moral high
» even as it rigidifies our thinking and narrows acceptable
Often it is easier to carry on a conflict if we can view our-
selves as honorable and virtuous, and opponents as evil, malicious,
and dangerous. This stance, comforting though it may be, tends
escalate and perpetuate conflict. Complicated public conflicts
(for example, debates about health care policy, climate change,
or the economy) are often characterized by extreme, almost fan-
tastical appeals to values, as if the issue involved were a choice of
ood versus evil or democracy versus dictatorship rather than a
debate about the merits of different approaches to dealing with
complicated problems. This appeal to values builds support for
d energizes people, but it also makes a constructive

road,
options:

to

a position an
debate much more difficult.
When value differences are genuinely and inescapably a

core element of a conflict, we are unlikely to easily find our way

through the conflict by employing a rational problem-solving pro-
cess. We can often determine if this is the case by articulating the

relevant values and beliefs that we think are in play, and doing so
in affirmative terms (what people believe in rather than what they
don’t believe in). If the most significant values of those involved
are clearly in opposition (and this is the case far less often than we
might think), then we are not likely to end the conflict through

a process of compromise or creative problem solving. We may

be able to arrive at some understanding about how to move for-

ward, despite value differences, but the core conflict will probably
remain until circumstances change, larger values intervene, or

those involved modify their core beliefs in some way.

Although values are often a source of conflict and an impedi-
ment to its resolution, they can also be a source of commonal-
ity and a constraint on conflict escalation. Disputants usually can
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STRUCTURE : ‘
The structure or framework within which an 1nic(la.ractslon takeg
place or an issue develops is another source of conflict. dtru_Ct}H‘al
components of conflict include available resources, decisigns
making procedures, time constraints, llegal requirements, COm{nu~
nication mechanisms, and physical settings. Even when ?Omanble
interests might move people toward a more cooperative stance,
the structure in which they are working may promote conflict. Ap
example of this is the litigation process. Litigation is well designed
for achieving a decisive outcome when other, less adversarig] pro-
cedures have not worked. However, it is also a structure that exac-

erbates conflict, makes

to seize the center of the political spectrum on important issyes

but at the same time they look for so-called wedge issues that ¢ ;
differentiate thep, from their riyalg and build Support, they h o
among a Ia-rg'e. Ségment of voters, This approach to,cari};)a?gpnes,






CHAPTER 2



COGNITIVE VARIABLES
Cognitive variables describe differences in how pc(tiople Icrllg}ilke Sense
of gonﬂict, how they present their ideas and needs, and how they

approach the problem-solving process.

Analytical Versus Intuitive | |
The analytical style is characterized by the use of logical reasoning

and data analysis, Individuals attempt to weigh costs, benefits, ang
choices and to consider issues one at a time. Individuals using the

Intuitive approach rely more on perceptions, insights, and feelings
as guides to how to proceed.

Linear Versus Holistic

among a focus on interests, an expression of feelings, a consider-

Integrative Versuyg Distributipe
The integrative style promotes g focus on ¢
Opportunities for join( gain, People exhibi
tendency to think i terms of Maximizing e
Disputants wigp 4 distributie style fo
existing benefjs among disputan g
oriented to dclcrmining how to maxi
mize their [ogg,
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Outcome Focused Versus Process Focused
Many people focus primarily on outcomes in conflict, 't

-« out what is going to be done and when ()thr(“rq 1€y want

ke NErs are more

(o figul

‘-nn('(‘”““l about the process of the interaction

EMOTIONAL VARIABLES
pmotional variables describe people’s attitudes and feelings co
: o Bl

cerning conflict and how they handle these in conflict,
Enthusiastic Versus Reluctant

people have widely different tolerances for being in conflict. Som

are “conflict junkies” who feel most alive and engaged in t};e mici
dle of a conflict. I can recall many meetings in which someone
(sometimes me) has decided to liven things up by starting a con-
fict. Some individuals seem to feel that any current or potential
conflict must be raised at every opportunity, and that if they are
not in conflict they are not fully alive. Most of us, however, are at
Jeast somewhat reluctant or fearful about being in conflict, a’nd asa
result occasionally use several of the avoidance strategies described
carlier. Sometimes people will go to great extremes to maintain
their distance or minimize their participation in a conflict and to
avoid having any direct interaction with anyone with whom they

are in conflict.

Risk Taking Versus Risk Averse
The major goal for some in conflict is to minimize risk or poten-

tial harm. For others the primary goal is to maximize the possible
that might be accrued. The former’s approach to conflict

benefits
is characterized by caution, the latter’s by risk taking.

Emotional Versus Rational
e not necessarily opposite as

The emotional and the rational ar
personality traits. In conflict, however, some people are more
and to focus on their feelings,

likely to be emotionally expressive :
whereas others are more likely to concentrate on employing an
ostensibly logical process to work through the conflict.
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JHAVIORAL VARIAB . : ;
S f variables could be identified to describe
O flict, ranging from our

An enormous number

, , a4l m
our different behavioral tendencies 1n co e
overall demeanor to our particular responses P Y

The following seem to be particularly pertinent to the different

individual approaches we see in conflict:

Direct Versus Indirect

Some people assert their needs, issues, or feelings directly and
openly, and others express them indirectly through surrogate
issues, metaphors, or third parties. There are people who feel that

openly sharing their concerns or feelings is a personal violation
flict as an oppor-

and profoundly embarrassing. Others look to con
tunity to unburden themselves and value directness and transpar-

ency in their communication.

Relational Versus Substantige
A relational style focuses on building,
Ing a relationship, whereas a substantive

addressing the issues in dispute. Sometj
style are manifested in the amount of time'that each person wishes

to de isiti X

o :Coéi tobwfsmng, getung to know one another, or informally
: £ Defore turning to a dis i Lpa 0 L

Moore and Woodrow, QOlg) cHesion af digicult Issues (see

repairing, or maintain-
style is oriented toward
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other end are those w.ho. must be‘ the driving force of the Process.
;ometimes the submissive style is actually the most pPowerful in
;-ontI'O”i”g the course and outcionle of a conflict—meekness and
pumility can be a morally. effective strategy and can induce others
to work very hard to obtain the submissive disputants’ agreement.

Threatening Versus Conciliatory
Some people try to get their way by intimidating others, threaten-

:ng consequences, and using whatever sources of coercive power
thev have. Others try to placate, repair relationships, and avoid

the direct application of coercive power at all costs.

For a behavior, emotional stance, or cognitive method to be
an individual’s conflict style, it has to be a characteristic approach,
preference, or marked tendency for that person and not simply a
product of the particular circumstances. That does not mean that
circumstances do not elicit certain styles or approaches, however.
We may observe individuals who seem to vary their styles to fit
the circumstances to the point where we wonder whether they
have any continuity of style at all. Often they have more consis-
tency than we may initially observe, but it is a consistency that
can be understood only in context. For example, I have worked
with people who appear to be calm, submissive, and even meek
when there is no pressure to make an immediate decision. But when
circumstances require a decision, they become emotional, domi-
nating, and demanding. They do have a consistency of style, but
understanding it requires attention to different contexts.

The stylistic variables I have outlined here are not indepen-
dent of one another. They are also not by any means an exhaustive
inventory of styles, but they are significant descriptors of the dif-

ferent tendencies people exhibit in handling conflict.
In considering conflict styles, conflict interveners confront two

further important questions. First, do groups, organizations, com-
munities, and societies have conflict styles? For example, does the
United States have a conflict style? Does the United Auto Workers?
Google? New York City? A particular class in a school? Your family?
As parties to conflict these entities do exhibit styles of conflicting,
but this does not mean that all the individuals who make up each
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aches. Although the descriptiOnS
mighthare o erare i
to groups or organizations, the variables :h: s toeil;iyere!&
vant. As a general rule, the larger @ gt oup; o L n'tlfy
a stvle without stereotyping or making unsugp gd er'ahza.
tiOl;S. But that does not meah we Cann(?t find some pre O’fn"}ant
characteristics or themes in how any particular group, organization,
community, or system handles conflict. Just C(.)ns.lder the c-ilfft?rences

how conflict is dealt with in Ney,

you might expect to encounter n |
York City versus in Omaha, Nebraska. In New York, direct confrop.

. G (13 L 29 o
tation about differences is more normative, and “politeness” is a legg

are these ro
entity themselves share these app
of the variables given here

encompassing interactional value than it is in Omaha.
The second question is more complicated. Are there good an(

bad conflict styles? An extreme or rigid approach in any style may
be harmful to the individuals or groups exhibiting it and to those
with whom they interact. But I believe it is less productive to think
about whether conflict styles are good or bad than to consider
whether they are effective or nonproductive in any given circum-
stance. Extremes of style aside, most of these approaches haye been
ctfective at different times. The most important question here i
how adaptable and flexible people can be in the style they brin tc?
any given conflict. When people can alter their style to adapt :
particular situation, they are likely to be more effecti h .
their approach is extremely limited, Pl



