Unit 10, Session 1
Doing Conflict

What is the best way to handle conflict?

A common recommendation is that the parties should try to plan a conscious strategy for the conflict and select tactics.  This overstates the degree to which people can plan interaction.

The key is the ability to control the overall situation.  Since conflicts are the result of interaction, at best you only control about ½ of what is going on.  It is difficult, if not impossible to stick to a plan.  

Rather than planning a strategy it is better to master various styles of conflict resolution.  This approach emphasizes a consistent, specific orientation toward the conflict, an orientation that unifies specific tactics into a coherent whole, but does not stress planning or foresight too much.

Research teaches that people fall back to familiar patterns, but you CAN teach an old dog new tricks. 

Styles

Let us go back to a model we have already seen before (see transparency).  The five styles are competing, avoiding, accommodating, compromising and problem-solving.  

Each of these five styles can be viewed in terms of six dimensions: assertiveness, cooperativeness, disclosiveness, empowerment, activeness and flexibility.  

These styles and dimensions describe the way people choose to approach conflict.  The research shows that these styles are fairly stable for each individual, and that our habitual ways of dealing with conflict, we are able to chance them, depending on the situation.  
The most effective way to resolve conflicts is to be more flexible in the use of these styles.  A style should match the situation.  Styles reflect the orientation of the individual to the conflict, but since conflict is an interdependency, the interlocking actions of the participants must be taken into account.  

Let’s examine these styles.  The chart shows the relationship of the five styles along the two broad variables of assertiveness and cooperativeness.  

1.  Competing.  Highly assertive, Low cooperation (High task, low affect).  The primary emphasis is satisfying the individual’s own concerns at the disregard of others.  They are active and make their demands apparent, but often hide their true motives.  Their flexibility is low.  They avoid sacrificing their goals and instead try to compel others to accept their position by controlling power and communication.  There are two major variants of competing:

Forcing parties.  Pure power.  Use all means to get their way.  There is no concern or understanding for the other person’s position, nor any effort to protect future relationships

Contending parties.  A softer form.  It is more flexible, as long as the flexibility doesn’t threaten or prevent the part from obtaining a goal.  Contenders express more empathy for the other parties, but don’t give up their goals.  They try to explain their actions, but don’t abandon them.

Competing styles tend to be selected when the outcomes of the conflict are very important to them and when achieving agreement through other means appears unlikely.  

2.  Avoiding.  Low assertive and low cooperative (low task, low affect).  Parties who avoid show little interest in the other party’s concerns.  Avoiding prevents concerns from being discussed.  There is a low level of activeness, sometimes bordering on apathy.  Avoiding comes in three flavors:

Protecting parties.  These parties avoid conflict at all cost.  They build shells around themselves.  

Withdrawing parties.  They work to keep issues off the table, but are more flexible.  They change the subject away from conflict.  

Smoothing parties.  These parties play down differences and try to remove issues from the table.  They stress common interests.  Peacemakers.

Avoiders are useful if there is little reach chance of reaching an agreement.  They can save feelings and make it possible for future interaction to take place.  Of course, the issue remains unresolved and can fester up later, often in a more virulent form.   In the protective flavor, parties that walk away don’t tip their hands, but also can create tension.  Smoothers relieve tension by paying more attention to face issues.  All three flavors can be frustrating to those who see the conflict as important.

3.  Accommodating.  Low assertive, high cooperative (low task, high affect).  Allows others to realize their concerns without satisfying their own.  They give in…doormats.  Their activity level is low and are highly flexible.  They empower the other parties.  They have low to moderate disclosiveness.  They learn about the others positions, but don’t say much about their own.  There are two flavors:

Yielding parties.  These parties exhibit apathy toward the conflict.  They show no concern for their own interest.  “Whatever!”  Yielders go along with everything.

Conceding parties.  Maintain contact, but give in.  They therefore build better relationships.  They may be building tactical relationships for the future.
This is a useful strategy when you are more concerned with relationships than with actual outcomes.  The issue may not be that important for you.  It assumes, however, the other party is accommodating as well.  

4.  Compromising.  Neutral on assertiveness and cooperation (neutral task and affect).  This is the middle of the road.  Both parties have to give up on needs to fulfill the needs of others.  It looks for trade-offs, exchanging value in one area for value in another.  Moderate, moderate, moderate.  It has two flavors:
Firm compromising party.  This person offers trade-offs which exhibits limited flexibility and low to moderate disclosure.  Firm compromisers are highly involved in the conflict.

Flexible compromising party.  This person has less well defined positions.  They exhibit moderate to high disclosure because sharing thoughts is important to reach a compromise.  These are friendly positional bargainers.  

Compromising is often confused with problem solving.  It is very different.  With two equally strong parties, with strong interests, a compromise may be all that can be accomplished.  Compromises often get only a low level of commitment from the parties because they are forced to give up something of value.
5.  Problem Solving.  Highly assertive and highly cooperative (high task and affect).  No flavors.

This conflict style has received the most attention because its goal is win-win.  It is doubtful that this can this can always be achieved.  However, problem solvers are generally pleased with themselves and are enthusiastic about their solution, so they tend to be more supportive.  This can promote the implementation of any solution.  

There are a number of traits of problem solvers:

1.  They have a strongly vested interest in the outcome

2.  They believe that all people involved in the conflict have a potential to resolve it.

3.  They recognize that the conflict is a relationship between the individuals.
4.  They are concerned with resolving the problem, and not accommodating each other.  They do not believe in polarities

5.  They are problem-minded instead of setting fixed positions.  They think that resolution comes through a joint effort.

6.  They realize that both sides have a point…they don’t think that one side is completely wrong or right

7.  They try to understand the other person’s point of view.

8.  They view the conflict objectively.

9.  They examine their own attitudes and emotions and try to control them.

10.  They understand that there are less effective, win-lose methods of conflict resolution
11.  They attempt to prevent face-saving situations.

12.  They minimize the effect of status differences
13.  They are aware of the limitations of presenting evidence.

Problem solving requires a great deal of time and energy.  Sometimes it isn’t worth it.  Immediacy is, therefore, a problem.  

Selecting styles

Consideration must be given to how effective the style is in a particular situation

You must consider the long term consequences of a particular style…does it improve or worsen relationships.

Consider the ethical implications of the style.

Particular styles provoke particular responses.  

Effectiveness of styles

Various styles are effective in various situations, eg.

1.  Competing versus competitive styles generally result in stalemantes

2.  Competitive versus collaborative styles led to mutual agreement although the competitive person won in more than 50% of the cases.

3.  Problem solvers are more effective in task accomplishment, and accommodators less effective.

4.  The more different the two parties, the less likely they are to reach agreement. 

5.   One study showed managers use forcing styles twice as much as problem solving, but also reported more “bad” solutions with forcing styles that problem solving.  Half of the forcing managers outcomes were bad.  None of the problem-solving outcomes were bad.  

Forcing was successful when:

1.  there was one best solution

2.  the conflict was over value between a boss and subordinate

3.  The manager was fair—procedural justice.

4.  The outcome benefitted the organization

Problem-solving was better when

1.  The parties worked closely together

2.  Both were aware of the potential for conflict

3.  They were open-minded

4.  Power was ignored

5.  Formal procedures were used

6.  Attention was focused on solving the problem and not “winning.”  

Exception:  conflict in marriage.  Avoiding style is as effective as problem-solving—topic shifts, jokes, denials, irrelevant comments, etc.  Talking about some problems does NOT make it better.

Avoidance is also good if the conflict is unimportant.  For example, classroom games or case studies are often avoided with jokes, dismissal, etc.  
Look at Transparency on the best way to do specific conflicts.

Tactics

These are moves and countermoves.

1.  Threats and promised.  Threats generally work better than promises.  They are most effective if:

a.  The person making the threat or promise is credible

b.  Immediacy is important.

c.  They must be equitable—distributive and procedural justice.

d.  They depend on the climate—a promise in a competitive climate is much different than one given in a cooperative one.

Threats tend to beget threats.  This is not as common with promises.  Both modify future relationships.

2.  Toughness.  Makes extreme opening demands and is inflexible.  Intimidation.  It primarily asserts the needs of only one side.  

Results

a.  The tough party is generally more likely to win

b.  The results tend to be all or nothing

c.  Counterattacks and escalation often result

d.  The future relationship is often damaged.

e.  Power may be “spent.”

3.  Tit for Tat

One person matches the moves of the other.  This can be effective in persuading the other to cooperate, but it can also spiral out of control.  

In game theory, this has been shown to be the best way of winning “prisoner’s dilemma.”

4.  Coalition formation

Sharing the problem with outsiders in an attempt to increase power.  Sums power of coalition members.   Evidence from research shows this works.
You can win and not win at the same time.  What is the price of the coalition?  More powerful partners may join for a greater share of the result.  It may have been possible to negotiate a settlement that does not increase the number of people gaining from the fight…you have to pay the lawyer, and settling without a lawyer could yield more payout, even if the overall outcome is higher.  

Similar attitudes and beliefs may coalesce without regard to reward.  These are people banding together for a common cause, and the reward may be an identity boost—face gaining.  Coalitions are the primary source of additional power for weaker parties.

5.  Issue Definition

While it is often assumed all parties understand the issues, this is not the case.  

a.  Umbrella issues…hiding the real issue under another the guise of something else that could be embarrassing…e.g. Jim is promoted, and David is angry but finding fault at the promotion would be politically incorrect, so he criticizes Jim for coming late to a meeting.

b. Bundling boards.  These are extra issues used to INCREASE the distance between two people to make the problems appear more extreme.   Face saving measures created by attacking the other person.  

c.  Negative inquiry.  Asking questions to pin the other person down

d.  Fogging.  Introducing issues of no relevance.

e.  Fractionalization.  Breaking issues down into component parts for greater understanding.

6.  Metacommunication.

This is feedback on how things are working in the dispute.  For example, Keith and Marla are having a dispute and Keith raises his voice.  Marla tells him that his loudness makes her feel threatened.  This allows a discussion of issues hindering the conversation.  

Metacommunication is only effective in the proper climate.  If there is a climate of distrust, it will not work.

7.  Integrative tactics

One of the most effective tools is integrative tactics.  This is the attempt to find a common goal.  This will be one of our primary discussion in the unit on Negotiation

Don’t let this make you think that you simply can select a style or a set of tactics.  Real conflict resolution can be rough and tumble and there is not time to make conscious decisions on tactics.   

