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MindTa or most people, conflict has about the same appeal as a trip to the dentist.
D READ AND ) _

UNDERSTAND ... A quick look at a thesaurus offers a clue about the distasteful nature
of conflict. Synonyms for the term include battle, brawl, clash, competition,
discord, disharmony, duel, fight, strife, struggle, trouble, and violence.

Even the metaphors we use to describe our conflicts show that we view conflict
as something to be avoided.! We often talk about conflict as a kind of war: “He shot
down my arguments.” “Okay, fire away.” “Don’t try to defend yourself!” Other meta-
phors suggest that conflict is explosive: “Don’t blow up!” “I needed to let off steam.”
“You've got a short fuse.” Sometimes conflict seems like a kind of trial in which one
party accuses another: “Come on, admit you’re guilty.” “Stop accusing me!” “Just
listen to my case.” Language suggesting that conflict is a mess is also common:
“Let’s not open this can of worms.” “That’s a sticky situation.” “Don’t make such a
stink!” Even the metaphor of a game implies that one side has to defeat the other:
“That was out of bounds.” “You’re not playing fair.” “I give up; you win!”

Despite images like these, the truth is that conflict can be constructive.
With the right set of communication skills, conflict can be less like a struggle
and more like a kind of dance in which partners work together to create some-
thing that would be impossible without their cooperation. You may have to
persuade the other person to become your partner rather than your adversary,
and you may be clumsy at first, but with enough practice and goodwill, you can
work together instead of at cross-purposes.

The attitude you bring to your conflicts can make a tremendous differ-
ence between success and failure. One study revealed that college students in
close romantic relationships who believed that conflicts are destructive were
most likely to neglect or quit the relationship and less likely to seek a solu-
tion than couples who had less-negative attitudes.? Of course, attitudes alone
won’t always guarantee satisfying solutions to conflicts—but the kinds of skills
you will learn in this chapter can help well-intentioned partners handle their
disagreements constructively.

the complete chapter text
online in a rich interactive
platform.

THE NATURE OF CONFLICT

Before focusing on how to solve interpersonal problems constructively, we
need to look briefly at the nature of conflict. What is it? Why is it an inevitable
part of life? How can it be beneficial?

Conflict Defined

Before reading further, make a list of the interpersonal conflicts in your life.
They probably involve many different people, revolve around very different
subjects, and take many different forms. Some become loud, angry arguments.
Others may be expressed in calm, rational discussions. Still others might sim-
mer along most of the time with brief but bitter flare-ups.

Whatever form they may take, all interpersonal conflicts share certain
characteristics. William Wilmot and Joyce Hocker provide a thorough definition
when they define conflict as “an expressed struggle between at least two
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interdependent parties who perceive
incompatible goals, scarce resources,
and interference from the other party
in achieving their goals.” A closer
look at the key parts of this definition
will help you recognize how conflict
operates in your life.

Expressed Struggle A conflict can
exist only when both parties are aware
of a disagreement. For instance, you
may be upset for months because a
neighbor’s loud stereo keeps you awake
at night, but no conflict exists between
the two of you until the neighbor
learns of your problem. Of course, the

Liongates/Allstar

. . A In The Hunger
expressed struggle doesn’t have to be verbal. A dirty look, the silent treatment, Games trilogy, Katniss

and avoiding the other person are all ways of expressing yourself. One way  Everdeen (Jennifer
or another, both parties must know that a problem exists before they’re in Lawrence) faces con-

flicts with life-or-death
consequences. Even
when resources are
Perceived Incompatible Goals All conflicts look as if one party’s gain  scarce and goals seem
would be another’s loss. For instance, consider the neighbor whose stereo keeps ~ incompatible, she learns
you awake at night. Doesn’t somebody have to lose? If the neighbor turns down that interdependence
. . . . . and collaboration are

the noise, she loses the enjoyment of hearing the music at full volume, but if keys to survival. What
the neighbor keeps the volume up, you're still awake and unhappy. lessons for managing

The goals in this situation really aren’t completely incompatible; there interpersonal conflict
are solutions that allow both parties to get what they want. For instance, you  can you learn from
could achieve peace and quiet by closing your windows or getting the neighbor ~ Stories like these?
to close hers. You might use a pair of earplugs, or perhaps the neighbor
could get a set of earphones, allowing the music to be played at full volume
without bothering anyone. If any of these solutions prove workable, then the
conflict disappears. Unfortunately, people often fail to see mutually satisfying
solutions to their problems. As long as they perceive their goals to be mutually
exclusive, a conflict exists.

conflict.

Perceived Scarce Resources Conflicts also exist when people believe
there isn’t enough of something to go around. The most obvious example of
a scarce resource is money—a cause of many conflicts. If a worker asks for a
raise in pay and the boss would rather keep the money or use it to expand the
business, then the two parties are in conflict.

Time is another scarce commodity. Many people struggle to meet the
competing demands of school, work, family, and friends. “If there were only
more hours in a day” is a common refrain, and making time for the people in
your life—and for yourself—is a constant source of conflict.

Interdependence However antagonistic they might feel, the parties in conflict
are usually dependent on each other. The welfare and satisfaction of one depend
on the actions of another. If not, then even in the face of scarce resources and
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incompatible goals, there would be no need for conflict. Interdependence exists
between conflicting nations, social groups, organizations, friends, and lovers. In
each case, if the two parties didn’t need each other to solve the problem, they
would go their separate ways. One of the first steps toward resolving a conflict is
to take the attitude that “we’re all in this together.”

Interference from the Other Party No matter how much one person’s posi-
tion may differ from another’s, a full-fledged conflict won’t occur until the par-
ticipants act in ways that prevent one another from reaching their goals. For
example, you might let some friends know that you object to their driving after
drinking alcohol, but the conflict won’t escalate until you act in ways that pre-
vent them from getting behind the wheel. Likewise, a parent—child dispute
about what clothing and music are appropriate will blossom into a conflict
when the parents try to impose their position on the child.

Conflict Is Natural

Every relationship of any depth at all has conflict.* No matter how close,
how understanding, how compatible you and other people are, there will be
times when your ideas or actions or needs or goals won’t match. You like rap
music, but your companion likes classical; you want to date other people, but
your partner wants to keep the relationship exclusive; you think a paper
that you've written is fine, but your instructor wants it changed; you like to
sleep late on Sunday mornings, but your housemate likes to get up early and
exercise loudly. There’s no end to the number and kinds of disagreements
possible.

College students who have kept diaries of their relationships report that
they take part in about seven arguments per week. Most have argued with
the other person before, often about the same topic.® In another survey, 81
percent of the respondents acknowledged that they had conflicts with friends.®
Even the 19 percent who claimed that their friendships were conflict free used
phrases such as “push and pull” and “little disagreements” to describe the
tensions that inevitably occurred. Among families, conflict can be even more
frequent. Researchers recorded dinner conversations for fifty-two families and
found an average of 3.3 “conflict episodes” per meal.”

At first this might seem depressing. If problems are inevitable in even
the best relationships, does this mean that you’re doomed to relive the same
arguments, the same hurt feelings, over and over? Fortunately, the answer to
this question is a definite “no.” Even though conflict is part of a meaningful
relationship, you can change the way you deal with it.

Conflict Can Be Beneficial

Because it is impossible to avoid conflicts, the challenge is to handle them
well when they do arise. Effective communication during conflicts can actu-
ally keep good relationships strong. People who use the constructive skills
described in this chapter are more satisfied with their relationships® and with
the outcomes of their conflicts.’

Perhaps the best evidence of how constructive conflict skills can benefit
a relationship focuses on communication between husbands and wives. More
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than twenty years of research shows that couples in both happy and unhappy
marriages have conflicts, but that they manage conflict in very different ways.1°
One nine-year study revealed that unhappy couples argue in ways that we have
catalogued in this book as destructive.!! They are more concerned with defending
themselves than with being problem oriented; they fail to listen carefully to
each other, have little or no empathy for their partners, use evaluative “you”
language, and ignore each other’s nonverbal relational messages.

Many satisfied couples think and communicate differently when they
disagree. They view disagreements as healthy and recognize that conflicts
need to be faced.!? Although they may argue vigorously, they use skills such
as perception checking to find out what the other person is thinking, and they
let each other know that they understand the other side of the argument.!3
They are willing to admit their mistakes, which contributes not only to a
harmonious relationship but also to solving the problem at hand.

We'll review communication skills that can make conflicts constructive and
introduce still more skills that you can use to resolve the inevitable conflicts
you face. Before doing so, however, we need to examine how individuals behave
when faced with a dispute.

CONFLICT STYLES

Most people have default styles of handling conflict. (See Figure 12.1.) These
habitual styles work sometimes, but they may not be effective in all situations.
What styles do you typically use to deal with conflict? Find out by thinking
about how two hypothetical characters—Paul and Lucia—manage a problem.

< FIGURE 12.1
Conflict Styles
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Paul and Lucia have been running partners for more than a year. Three
times every week, they spend an hour or more together working out. The two
runners are equally matched, and they enjoy challenging one another to cover
longer distances at a quicker pace. During their time on the road, the friends
have grown quite close. Now they often talk about personal matters that they
don’t share with anyone else.

Recently, Lucia has started to invite some of her friends along on the runs.
Paul likes Lucia’s friends, but they aren’t strong athletes, so the outings become
a much less-satisfying workout. Also, Paul fears losing the special one-on-one
time that he and Lucia have had. Paul shared his concerns with Lucia, but
she dismissed them. “I don’t see what the problem is,” she replied. “We still get
plenty of time on the road, and you said you like my friends.” “But it isn’t the
same,” replied Paul.

This situation has all the elements of a conflict: expressed struggle (their
differences are in the open, and they still disagree), seemingly incompatible
goals and interference (Lucia wants to run with her friends; Paul wants to run
with just Lucia), apparently scarce resources (they only have so much time
for running), and interdependence (they enjoy one another’s company and run
better together than separately).

Here are five ways Paul and Lucia could handle the matter. Each represents
a particular approach to managing conflict:

¢ They could say “Let’s just forget it” and stop running together.

e Paul could give in, sacrificing his desire for one-on-one conversations and
challenging runs. Or Lucia could give in, sacrificing her other friendships
to maintain her friendship with Paul.

¢ One or the other could issue an ultimatum: “Either we do it my way, or we
stop running together.”

¢ They could compromise, inviting friends along on some runs but excluding
them on other days.

¢ Lucia and Paul could brainstorm ways they could run with her friends and
still get their workouts and one-on-one time with each other.

These approaches represent the five styles depicted in Figure 12.1, each of
which is described in the following paragraphs.

Avoiding (Lose-Lose)

Avoiding occurs when people nonassertively ignore or stay away from conflict.
Avoidance can be physical (steering clear of a friend after having an argument)
or conversational (changing the topic, joking, or denying that a problem exists).
It can be tempting to avoid conflict, but research suggests that this approach
has its costs: Partners of self-silencers report more frustration and discomfort
when dealing with the avoiding partner than with those who face conflict more
constructively.'*

Avoidance reflects a pessimistic attitude about conflict under the belief that
there is no good way to resolve the issue at hand. Some avoiders believe it’s
easier to put up with the status quo than to face the problem head-on and try to
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solve it. Other avoiders believe it’s better to
quit (on either the topic or the relationship)
than to keep facing the same issues without
hope of solution. In either case, avoiding
often results in lose—lose outcomes in which
no party gets what it wants.

In the case of Paul and Lucia, avoiding
means that, rather than struggling with
their disagreement, they just stop running
together. Although it means theyll no
longer be fighting, it also means they’ll both
lose a running partner and an important
component of their friendship (and maybe
their friendship altogether). This solution
illustrates how avoiding can produce lose—
lose results.

Although avoiding may keep the peace temporarily, it typically leads to
unsatisfying relationships.!® Chronic misunderstandings, resentments, and
disappointments pile up and contaminate the emotional climate. For this
reason, we can say that avoiders have a low concern both for their own needs
and for the interests of the other person, who is also likely to suffer from
unaddressed issues (see Figure 12.1).

Despite its obvious shortcomings, avoiding isn’t always a bad idea.'® You
might choose to avoid certain topics or situations if the risk of speaking up is
too great, such as triggering an embarrassing fight in public or even risking
physical harm. You might also avoid a conflict if the relationship it involves
isn’t worth the effort. Even in close relationships, though, avoidance has its
logic. If the issue is temporary or minor, then you might let it pass. These
reasons help explain why the communication of many happily married couples
is characterized by “selectively ignoring” the other person’s minor flaws.!” This
doesn’t mean that a key to successful relationships is avoiding all conflicts.
Instead, it suggests that it’s smart to save energy for the truly important ones.

Phildate/BigStock

Accommodating (Lose-Win)

Accommodating occurs when you allow others to have their way rather than
asserting your own point of view. Figure 12.1 depicts accommodators as hav-
ing low concern for themselves and high concern for others, which results in
lose—win, “we’ll do it your way” outcomes. In our hypothetical scenario, Paul
could accommodate Lucia by letting her friends join in on their runs, even
though it means less of a physical challenge and quality time with Lucia—or
Lucia could accommodate Paul by running with just him.

The motivation of an accommodator plays a significant role in this style’s
effectiveness. If accommodation is a genuine act of kindness, generosity, or
love, then chances are good that it will enhance the relationship. Most people
appreciate those who “take one for the team,” “treat others as they want to
be treated,” or “lose the battle to win the war.” However, people are far less
appreciative of those who habitually use this style to play the role of “martyr,
bitter complainer, whiner, or saboteur.”'8
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On the JOB

Picking Your Workplace Battles

Conflicts are a fact of life, even in the best job. Issues e You can'’t offer a constructive approach to a
are bound to arise with your boss, coworkers, sub- solution.
ordinates, and people outside the organization. Your

. ; e The issue is outside your area of responsibility.
career success and peace of mind will depend on

when and how you deal with those conflicts—and e The others involved are much more powerful
when you choose to keep quiet. than you.
Deciding when to speak up is the first step in man- Before speaking up, be prepared to

aging conflicts successfully. Staying silent about
important issues can damage your career and leave
you feeling like a doormat. But asserting yourself too

1. Test support for your position informally with
trusted colleagues.

often or in the wrong way can earn you a reputation 2. Speak with the person who has the power to do
as a whiner or hothead. something about the problem.

Management consultants offer guidelines to help 3. Describe the problem clearly and objectively.
you choose when to speak up and when to let go of

. R 4. Control your emotions during discussions.
an issue.

5. Be prepared to deal with criticisms that may be
directed back at you.

Consider a retreat when

e The issue isn’t important to your organization or
your ability to work.

We should pause here to mention the important role that culture plays
in perceptions of conflict styles. People from high-context, collectivist
backgrounds (such as many Asian cultures) are likely to regard avoidance
and accommodation as face-saving and noble ways to handle conflict.!® In
low-context, individualist cultures (such as the United States), avoidance
and accommodation are often viewed less positively. For instance, think of
the many unflattering terms that Americans use for people who give up or
give in during conflicts (“pushover,” “yes-man,” “doormat,” “spineless”). As you
will read later in this chapter, collectivist cultures have virtuous words and
phrases to describe these same traits. The point here is that all conflict styles
have value in certain situations and that culture plays a significant role in
determining how each style is valued.

Competing (Win-Lose)

The flip side of accommodating is competing. This win—lose approach to conflict

involves high concern for self and low concern for others. As Figure 12.1 shows,

competition seeks to resolve conflicts “my way.” If Lucia and Paul each tried to

force the other to concede, one of them might prevail, but at the other’s expense.
People resort to competing when they perceive a situation as being an either—

or one: Either I get what I want, or you get what you want. The most clear-cut
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examples of win—lose situations are certain games such as baseball or poker in
which the rules require a winner and a loser. Some interpersonal issues seem to
fit into this win—lose framework: two coworkers seeking a promotion to the same
job, or a couple who disagree on how to spend their limited money.

There are cases when competing can enhance a relationship. One study
revealed that some men and women in satisfying dating relationships use
competition to enrich their interaction.?° For example, some found satisfaction
by competing in play (who'’s the better racquetball player?), in achievement (who
gets the better job offer?), and in altruism (who’s more romantic?). These satisfied
couples developed a shared narrative (see Chapter 4) that defined competition
as a measure of regard, quite different from conflict that signaled a lack of
appreciation and respect. Of course, it’s easy to see how these arrangements
could backfire if one partner became a gloating winner or a sore loser. Feeling
like you’ve been defeated can leave you wanting to get even, creating a downward
competitive spiral that degrades to a lose-lose relationship.?!

Power is the distinguishing characteristic in win—lose problem solving
because it is necessary to defeat an opponent to get what one wants. The most
obvious kind of power is physical. Some parents threaten their children with
warnings such as “Stop misbehaving or I'll send you to your room.” Adults who
use physical power to deal with each other usually aren’t so blunt, but the
legal system is the implied threat: “Follow the rules or we’ll lock you up.”

Real or implied force isn’t the only kind of power used in conflicts. People
who rely on authority of many types engage in win—lose methods without ever
threatening physical coercion. In most jobs, supervisors have the authority to
assign working hours, job promotions, and desirable or undesirable tasks—
and, of course, to fire an unsatisfactory employee. Teachers can use the power
of grades to coerce students to act in desired ways. Even the usually admired
democratic system of majority rule is a win—lose method of resolving conflicts.
However fair it may seem, with this system one group is satisfied and the
other is defeated.

The dark side of competition is that it often breeds aggression.??2 Sometimes
aggression is obvious, but at other times it can be more subtle. To understand
how, read on.

Direct Aggression Direct aggression occurs when a communicator
expresses a criticism or demand that threatens the face of the person at whom
it is directed. Communication researcher Dominic Infante identified several
types of direct aggression: character attacks, competence attacks, physical
appearance attacks, maledictions (wishing the other ill fortune), teasing, ridi-
cule, threats, swearing, and nonverbal emblems.?3

Direct aggression can severely affect the target. Recipients can feel
embarrassed, inadequate, humiliated, hopeless, desperate, or depressed.?*
These results can lead to decreased effectiveness in personal relationships,
on the job, and in families.?> There is a significant connection between verbal
aggression and physical aggression,?® but even if the attacks never lead to
blows, the psychological effects can be devastating. For example, siblings
who were teased by a brother or sister report less satisfaction and trust than
those whose relationships were relatively free of this sort of aggression,?” and
high school teams with aggressive coaches lose more games than those whose
coaches are less aggressive.?8
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Passive Aggression Passive aggression occurs when a communicator
expresses hostility in an obscure or manipulative way. As the Ethical Challenge
in this section explains, this behavior has been termed crazymaking. It occurs
when people have feelings of resentment, anger, or rage that they are unable or
unwilling to express directly. Instead of keeping these feelings to themselves,
a crazymaker sends aggressive messages in subtle, indirect ways, thus main-
taining the front of kindness. This amiable facade eventually crumbles, leaving
the crazymaker’s victim confused and angry at having been fooled. The targets
of the crazymaker can either react with aggressive behavior of their own or
retreat to nurse their hurt feelings. In either case, passive aggression seldom
has anything but harmful effects on a relationship.?® In our scenario, Lucia
could take a passive-aggressive approach to Paul’s desire to keep their work-
outs exclusive by showing up late to run just to annoy him. Paul could become
passive aggressive by agreeing to include Lucia’s friends, then pouring on the
speed and leaving them behind.

Compromising (Partial Lose-Lose)

Compromising gives both people at least some of what they want, although
both sacrifice part of their goals. People usually settle for a compromise when it
seems that partial satisfaction is the best they can hope for. In the case of Paul
and Lucia, they could strike a deal by alternating workouts with and with-
out her friends. Unlike avoidance, where both parties lose because they don’t
address their problem, compromisers actually negotiate a solution that gives
them some of what they want, but it also leaves everybody losing something.

Compromise may be better than losing everything, but there are times when
this approach hardly seems ideal. One observer has asked why it is that if someone
says, “I will compromise my values,” we view the action unfavorably, yet we have
favorable views of parties in a conflict who compromise to reach a solution.?°
Although compromises may be the best obtainable result in some conflicts, it’s
important to realize that both people in a conflict can often work together to find
much better solutions. In such cases, compromise is a negative word.

Most of us are surrounded by the results of bad compromises. Consider a
common example: the conflict between one person’s desire to smoke cigarettes
and another’s need for clean air. The win—lose outcomes of this issue are obvious:
Either the smoker abstains, or the nonsmoker gets polluted lungs—neither
option is very satisfying. But a compromise in which the smoker gets to enjoy
only a rare cigarette or must retreat outdoors and in which the nonsmoker still
must inhale some fumes or feel like an ogre is hardly better. Both sides have
lost a considerable amount of both comfort and goodwill. Of course, the costs
involved in other compromises are even greater. For example, if a divorced couple
compromises on child care by haggling over custody and then grudgingly agrees
to split the time with their children, it’s hard to say that anybody has won.

Some compromises do leave both parties satisfied. You and the seller
might settle on a price for a used car that is between what the seller was
asking and what you wanted to pay. Although neither of you got everything
you wanted, the outcome would still leave both of you satisfied. Likewise,
you and your companion might agree to see a film that is the second choice
for both of you in order to spend an evening together. As long as everyone
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ETHICAL Challenge

Dirty Fighting with Crazymakers

Psychologist George Bach uses the term crazymak-
ers to describe passive-aggressive behavior. His term
reflects the insidious nature of indirect aggression,
which can confuse and anger a victim who may not
even be aware of being victimized. Although a case
can be made for using all of the other approaches to
conflict described in this chapter, it is difficult to find a
justification for passive-aggressive crazymaking.

The following categories represent a nonexhaustive
list of crazymaking. They are presented here as a
warning for potential victims, who might choose to
use perception checking, “I” language, assertion, or
other communication strategies to explore whether
the user has a complaint that can be addressed in a
more constructive manner.

The Avoider. Avoiders refuse to fight. When a conflict
arises, they leave, fall asleep, pretend to be busy
at work, or keep from facing the problem in some
other way. Because avoiders won't fight back, this
strategy can frustrate the person who wants to
address an issue.

The Pseudoaccommodator. Pseudoaccommodators
pretend to give in and then continue to act in the
same way.

The Guiltmaker. Instead of expressing dissatisfac-
tion directly, guiltmakers try to make others feel
responsible for causing pain. A guiltmaker’s favor-
ite line is “It's okay; don’t worry about me ...”
accompanied by a big sigh.

The Mind Reader. Instead of allowing their partners
to express feelings honestly, mind readers go into
character analysis, explaining what the partner
really means or what’s wrong with the partner. By
behaving this way, mind readers refuse to handle
their own feelings and leave no room for their
partners to express themselves.

The Trapper. Trappers play an especially dirty trick by
setting up a desired behavior for their partners and
then, when it's met, attacking the very behavior
they requested. An example of this technique is for
the trapper to say, “Let’s be totally honest with each
other” and then attack the partner’s self-disclosure.
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The Crisis Tickler. Crisis ticklers almost bring what’s
bothering them to the surface but never quite
come out and express themselves. Instead of
admitting concern about the finances, they
innocently ask, “Gee, how much did that cost?,”
dropping a rather obvious hint but never really
dealing with the crisis.

The Gunnysacker. These people don’t share com-
plaints as they arise. Instead, they put their resent-
ments into a psychological gunnysack, which
bulges after awhile with both large and small
gripes. Then, when the sack is about to burst, the
gunnysacker pours out all the pent-up aggressions
on the overwhelmed and unsuspecting victim.

The Trivial Tyrannizer. Instead of honestly sharing
their resentments, trivial tyrannizers do things
they know will get their partners’ goat—leaving
dirty dishes in the sink, clipping fingernails in bed,
belching out loud, turning up the television too
loud, and so on.

The Beltliner. Everyone has a psychological “belt-
line,” and below it are subjects too sensitive to be
approached without damaging the relationship.
Beltlines may have to do with physical characteris-
tics, intelligence, past behavior, or deeply ingrained
personality traits that a person is trying to over-
come. In an attempt to “get even” or hurt their
partners, beltliners will use intimate knowledge to
hit below the belt, knowing it will hurt.

The Joker. Because they are afraid to face conflicts
squarely, jokers kid around when their partners
want to be serious, thus blocking the expression
of important feelings.

The Withholder. Instead of expressing their anger
honestly and directly, withholders punish their
partners by keeping back something—courtesy,
affection, good cooking, humor, sex. As you can
imagine, this is likely to build up even greater
resentments in the relationship.

The Benedict Arnold. These characters get back at
their partners by sabotage, by failing to defend
them from attackers, and even by encouraging
ridicule or disregard from outside the relationship.
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J0FTWARE TACHLES
HOOMMATE CONFLICTS

Roompact, a Chicago start-up,
hopes that its digital tools will tackle
college-roommate conflicts. The
company has developed an online,
customizable roommate agreement
for incoming students, according to
Matt Unger, chief executive. Using
the site, roommates can agree on
parameters for room cleanliness,
when the lights go out, expectations
for inviting guests, and other issues.

The Roompact system also sends
each student a weekly or bi-weekly
text message asking for a roommate-
relationship rating—what the
company calls “micro-surveys.”
Students may also respond to the
text message with more detailed
complaints, which would trigger
suggestions by Roompact.

Shawn McQuillan, associate director
of residential life at University of
Hartford, thinks Roompact’s notifica-
tion system will benefit the university
in dealing with disagreements
between students who do not seek
out help from staff members.

“[Students] either ignore the prob-
lem, think it will go away or live with
it. Often when they do this, they

let it build up until it has a negative
impact on their overall experience
and student success,” he says.
“Our hope is with the micro-surveys
we can take an even more proactive
approach to resolving roommate
disputes, especially among those
students who struggle with coming
to a staff member for help.”

McQuillan also believes Roompact’s
online system will appeal to
Millennials. “In this day and age, our
students are beyond a doubt tech
savvy,” he says. “They want to have
more resources available to them
electronically and in many cases
are more likely to complete some-
thing that is online and that can be
accessed by a click of a button.”

Karen Erlandson, professor of
communication studies at Albion
College, developed Roompact’s
student-diagnostic survey. “The diag-
nostic improves communication,”

she says. “Roompact’s system helps
students identify areas of conflict that
are specific to them and urges them
to include these potential ‘hot spots’
in their roommate contract.”

“One component of the Roompact
system is to provide students with
methods to constructively confront
and solve conflict when it first
occurs,” Erlandson says. “When
potential problems are detected by
Roompact, students are provided
a set of guidelines for initiating and
engaging in productive, rational
conflict.”

Echoing Erlandson, Unger says that
Roompact is not meant to encour-
age students to replace real dialogue
with a technology-based solution.
“We try to use technology to help
students to learn how to interact
face-to-face and interact with people
who are not like them,” he says.

Jonathan Swartz

Enhance ...| your under-

standing by answering the following
questions, either here or online.

|dentify pros and cons of the approach
described in this reading. In what ways do you
think this technology could help or hurt conflict
management between roommates?

Describe the conflict management principles
you could adopt from this program, even if
you didn’t use the software.
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is satisfied with an outcome, compromise can be an effective way to resolve
conflicts. When compromises are satisfying and successful, it might be more
accurate to categorize them as the final style we’ll discuss: collaborating.

Collaborating (Win-Win)

Collaborating seeks win-win solutions to conflict. Collaborators show a high
degree of concern for both themselves and others. Rather than trying to solve
problems “my way” or “your way,” their focus is on “our way.” In the best case,
collaborating can lead to a win—win outcome: Everybody gets what they want.

If Lucia and Paul were to collaborate, they might determine that the best
way for both of them to get what they want is to continue their one-on-one
workouts but invite Lucia’s friends to join in for a few miles at the end of each
run. They might schedule other, less-challenging workouts that include the
friends. Or they might find other ways to get together with Lucia’s friends that
are fun for both of them.

The goal of collaboration is to find a solution that satisfies the needs of
everyone involved. Not only do the partners avoid trying to win at the other’s
expense, but they also believe that by working together it is possible to find a
solution that goes beyond a mere compromise and allows all parties to reach
their goals. Consider a few examples.

¢ A newly married husband and wife find themselves arguing frequently
over their budget. The husband enjoys buying impractical and enjoyable
items for himself and for the house, whereas the wife fears that such
purchases will ruin their carefully constructed budget. Their solution is
to set aside a small amount of money each month for “fun purchases.”
The amount is small enough to be affordable yet gives the husband a
chance to escape from their spartan lifestyle. The wife is satisfied with
the arrangement because the luxury money is now a budget category by
itself, which gets rid of the out-of-control feeling that comes when her hus-
band makes unexpected purchases. The plan works so well that the couple
continues to use it even after their income rises, increasing the amount
devoted to luxuries.

e Marta, a store manager, hates the task of rescheduling employee work
shifts to accommodate their social and family needs. She and her staff
develop an arrangement in which employees arrange schedule-swaps on
their own and notify her in writing after they are made.

e Wendy and Kathy are roommates who have different study habits. Wendy
likes to do her work in the evenings, which leaves her days free for other
things, but Kathy feels that nighttime is party time. The solution they
worked out is that Monday through Wednesday evenings Wendy studies
at her boyfriend’s place while Kathy does anything she wants; Thursday
through Sunday, Kathy agrees to keep things quiet around the house.

The point here isn’t that these solutions are the correct ones for everybody
with similar problems. The win—-win method doesn’t work that way. Different
people might have found other solutions that suit them better. Collaboration
gives you a way of creatively finding just the right answer for your unique
problem—and that answer might be one that neither party thought of or
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expected before collaborating. By generating win—win solutions, you can create
a way of resolving your conflicts that everyone can live with comfortably. Later
in this chapter, you'll learn a specific process for arriving at collaborative
solutions to problems.

Which Style to Use?

Collaborating might seem like the ideal approach to solving problems, but it’s an
oversimplification to imagine that there is a single “best” way.?! Generally speak-
ing, win—win approaches are preferable to win—lose and lose—lose solutions. But
we've already seen that there are times when avoiding, accommodating, compet-
ing, and compromising are appropriate. Table 12.1 lists some of the issues to
consider when deciding which style to use when facing a conflict. As you decide

which approach to use, consider the following factors.

1. The relationship. When someone else clearly has more power than you,
accommodating may be the best approach. If the boss tells you to fill that
order “Now!,” it may be smart to do so without comment. A more assertive
response (“I'm still tied up with the job you gave me yesterday”) might be
reasonable, but it could also cost you your job.

TABLE 12.1 Factors to Consider When Choosing the Most Appropriate Conflict Style

AVOIDING
(LOSE-LOSE)

When the issue
is of little
importance

ACCOMMODATING
(LOSE-WIN)

When you discover
you are wrong

COMPETING
(WIN-LOSE)

When there is not
enough time to seek a
win—win outcome

COMPROMISING
(PARTIAL LOSE-LOSE)

To achieve quick,
temporary solutions to
complex problems

COLLABORATING
(WIN-WIN)

When the issue is too
important for a
compromise

When the costs
of confrontation
outweigh the
benefits

When the issue is
more important to
the other person
than it is to you

When the issue is not
important enough to
negotiate at length

When opponents are
strongly committed to
mutually exclusive goals

When a long-term
relationship between
you and the other
person is important

To cool down
and gain
perspective

When the long-
term cost of win-
ning isn’t worth the
short-term gain

When the other
person is not willing
to cooperate

When the issues are

moderately important
but not enough for a

stalemate

To merge insights with
someone who has a
different perspective
on the problem

To build up credits
for later conflicts

When you are
convinced that your
position is right and
necessary

As a backup mode
when collaboration
doesn’t work

To develop a relation-
ship by showing
commitment to the
concerns of both
parties

To let others learn
by making their
own mistakes

To protect yourself
against a person who
takes advantage of
noncompetitive people

To come up with
creative and unique
solutions to problems
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2. The situation. Different situations call for different conflict styles. After hag-
gling over the price of a car for hours, it might be best to compromise by simply
splitting the difference. In other cases, though, it may be a matter of principle
for you to “stick to your guns” and attempt to get what you believe is right.

3. The other person. Win—win is a fine ideal, but sometimes the other person
isn’t willing or able to collaborate. You probably know communicators who
are so competitive that they put winning on even minor issues ahead of the
well-being of your relationship. In such cases, your efforts to collaborate
may have a low chance of success.

4. Your goals. Sometimes your overriding concern may be to calm down an
enraged or upset person. Accommodating an outburst from your crotchety
and sick neighbor, for example, is probably better than standing up for your-
self and triggering a stroke. In still other cases, your moral principles might
compel an aggressive statement even though it might not get you what you
originally sought: “I've had enough of your racist jokes. I've tried to explain
why they’re so offensive, but you obviously haven’t listened. I'm leaving!”

MindTap PRACTICE...| your understanding of conflict styles by completing the Concepts in Play activity
online.

CONFLICT IN RELATIONAL
SYSTEMS

So far we have focused on individual conflict styles. Even though the style you
choose in a conflict is important, your style isn’t the only factor that will deter-
mine how a conflict unfolds. In reality, conflict is relational: Its character usually
is determined by the way the parties interact with each other.?? You might, for
example, be determined to handle a conflict with your neighbor assertively only
to be driven to aggression by his uncooperative nature—or even to avoidance by
his physical threats. Likewise, you might plan to hint to a professor that you are
bothered by her apparent indifference but wind up discussing the matter in an
open, assertive way in reaction to her constructive response.

Examples like these suggest that conflict doesn’t depend on just individual
choice. Rather, it depends on how the partners interact. When two or more
people are in a long-term relationship, they develop their own relational
conflict style—a pattern of managing disagreements. The mutual influence
that parties have on each other is so powerful that it can overcome the
disposition to handle conflicts in the manner that comes most easily to one or
the other.?? As we will soon see, some relational conflict styles are constructive,
whereas others can make life miserable and threaten relationships.

Complementary, Symmetrical, and Parallel Styles

Partners in interpersonal relationships—and impersonal ones, too—can use
one of three styles to manage their conflicts. In relationships with a comple-
mentary conflict style, the partners use different but mutually reinforcing

Self-Assessment

Your Conflict Style

Assess your conflict style
by taking the self-test at
the website for the Peace
and Justice Support Net-
work of the Mennonite
Church. This instrument
measures the way you
deal with issues in both
“calm” and “stormy” sit-
uations. You can complete
this activity by visiting
cengagebrain.com  to
access the Speech Com-
munication MindTap for
Looking Out Looking In.
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behaviors. In a symmetrical conflict style, both partners use the same
behaviors. In a parallel conflict style, both partners shift between com-
plementary and symmetrical patterns from one issue to another. Table 12.2
illustrates how the same conflict can unfold in very different ways, depending
on whether the partners’ communication is symmetrical or complementary. A
parallel style would alternate between these two patterns, depending on the
situation.

Research shows that a complementary fight—flight style is common
in many unhappy marriages. One partner—most commonly the wife—
addresses the conflict directly, whereas the other—usually the husband—
withdraws.?* It’s easy to see how this pattern can lead to a cycle of
increasing hostility and isolation because each partner punctuates the
conflict differently, blaming the other for making matters worse. “I withdraw
because she’s so critical,” a husband might say. The wife wouldn’t organize
the sequence in the same way, however. “I criticize because he withdraws”
would be her perception.

Complementary styles aren’t the only ones that can lead to problems. Some
distressed marriages suffer from destructively symmetrical communication. If
both partners treat each other with matching hostility, one threat or insult
leads to another in an escalatory spiral. If the partners both withdraw from
each other instead of facing their problems, a de-escalatory spiral results in
which the satisfaction and vitality ebb from the relationship, leaving it a shell
of its former self.

As Table 12.2 shows, complementary and symmetrical behaviors can
produce both “good” and “bad” results. If the complementary behaviors are
positive, then a positive spiral results and the conflict stands a good chance of
being resolved. This is the case in Example 2 in Table 12.2, where the boss is
open to hearing the employee’s concerns, listening willingly as the employee
talks. Here, a complementary talk—listen pattern works well.

TABLE 12.2 Complementary and Symmetrical Conflict Styles

SITUATION

Example 1: Wife is upset because
husband is spending little time at
home.

COMPLEMENTARY STYLES

Wife complains. Husband
withdraws, spending even less time
at home. (Destructive)

SYMMETRICAL STYLES

Wife complains. Husband responds
angrily and defensively. (Destructive)

Example 2: Female employee is
offended when a male boss calls
her “sweetie.”

Employee objects to boss, explain-
ing her reasons for being offended.
Boss apologizes for his uninten-
tional insult. (Constructive)

Employee maliciously “jokes” about
boss at company party.
(Destructive)

Example 3: Parents are uncomfort-
able with teenager’s new friends.

Parents express concerns. Teen
dismisses them, saying “There’s
nothing to worry about.”
(Destructive)

Teen expresses discomfort with par-
ents’ protectiveness. Parents and
teen negotiate a mutually agreeable
solution. (Constructive)
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PAUSE and REFLECT

Understanding Conflict Styles

MindTap REFLECT...|on conflict styles by answering the following questions, either here
or online.

You can gain a clearer idea of how conflict styles differ by completing the following
exercise.

1. Join a partner and choose one of the following conflicts to work on. If you prefer,
you may substitute a conflict of your own.

a. Roommates disagree about the noise level in their apartment.

b. Parents want their college sophomore son or daughter to stay home for the
winter vacation. The son or daughter wants to travel with friends.

c. One person in a couple wants to spend free time socializing with friends. The
other wants to stay at home together.

2. Role play the conflict four times, reflecting each of the following styles:
a. Complementary (constructive)
b. Complementary (destructive)
c. Symmetrical (constructive)
d. Symmetrical (destructive)

3. After experiencing each style with your partner, reflect on which of the conflict
styles characterizes the way conflict is managed in one of your interpersonal
relationships. Are you satisfied with this approach? If not, describe what style
would be more appropriate.

Symmetrical styles can also be beneficial. The clearest example of constructive
symmetry occurs when both parties communicate assertively, listening to each
other’s concerns and working together to resolve them. The potential for this sort
of solution occurs in Example 3, in the parent-teenager conflict. With enough
mutual respect and careful listening, both the parents and their teenager can
understand one another’s concerns and very possibly find a way to give both
parties what they want.

Destructive Conflict Patterns: The Four Horsemen

Some conflict styles are so destructive that they are almost guaranteed to
wreak havoc on relationships. These toxic forms of communication include
what John Gottman calls “The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse.”3?

Gottman has gathered decades of data about newlywed couples and their
communication patterns. By observing their interactions, he has been able to
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predict with more than 90 percent accuracy whether the newlyweds will end
up divorcing. Here are the four destructive signs he looks for:

1. Criticism. These are attacks on a person’s character. As you read in
Chapters 6 and 11, there’s a significant difference between legitimate
complaints about behavior phrased in descriptive “I” language (“I wish
you had been on time—we’re going to be late to the movie”) and criti-
cal character assaults stated as evaluative “you” messages (“You're so
thoughtless—you never think of anyone but yourself™).

2. Defensiveness. As Chapter 11 explained, defensiveness is a reaction that
aims to protect one’s presenting self by denying responsibility (“You’re
crazy—I never do that”) and counterattacking (“You're worse about that
than I am”). Although some self-protection is understandable, problems arise
when a person refuses to listen to or even acknowledge another’s concerns.

3. Contempt. A contemptuous comment belittles and demeans. It can take
the form of name-calling putdowns (“You're a real jerk”) or sarcastic barbs
(“Oh, that was brilliant”). Contempt can also be communicated nonver-
bally through dramatic eye rolls or disgusted sighs. (Try doing both of
those at the same time and imagine how dismissive they can be.)

4. Stonewalling. Stonewalling occurs when one person in a relationship
withdraws from the interaction, shutting down dialogue—and any chance
of resolving the problem in a mutually satisfactory way. It sends a discon-
firming “You don’t matter” message to the other person.

Here’s a brief exchange illustrating how the “four horsemen” can lead to a
destructive spiral of aggression:

“You overdrew our account again—can’t you do anything right?” (Criticism)

“Hey, don’t blame me—you’re the one who spends most of the money”
(Defensiveness)

“At least I have better math skills than a first grader. Way to go, Einstein.”
(Contempt)

“Whatever.” (said while walking out of the room) (Stonewalling)

It’s easy to see how this kind of communication can be destructive in any rela-
tionship, not just a marriage. It’s also easy to see how these kinds of comments
can feed off each other and develop into destructive conflict rituals, as we’ll
discuss now.

Conflict Rituals

When people have been in a relationship for some time, their communication
often develops into conflict rituals—usually unacknowledged but very real
patterns of interlocking behavior.3® Consider the following common rituals.

e A young child interrupts her parents, demanding to be included in their
conversation. At first the parents tell the child to wait, but she whines and
cries until the parents find it easier to listen than to ignore the fussing.

e A couple fights. One partner leaves. The other accepts the blame for the prob-
lem and begs forgiveness. The first partner returns, and a happy reunion
takes place. Soon they fight again.
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e A boss flies into rage when the pressure builds at work. Recognizing this,
the employees avoid him as much as possible. When the crisis is over,
the boss compensates for his outbursts by being especially receptive to
employee requests.

e Roommates have a blowout over housekeeping responsibilities. One room-
mate gives the other the “silent treatment” for several days, then begins
picking up around the house without admitting being wrong.

There’s nothing inherently wrong with the interaction in many rituals,
especially when everybody involved accepts them as ways of managing conflict.3”
Consider the preceding examples. In the first, the little girl’s whining may be the
only way she can get the parents’ attention. In the second, both partners might
use the fighting as a way to blow off steam, and both might find that the joy of a
reunion is worth the grief of the separation. In the third, the ritual might work
well for the boss (as a way of releasing pressure) and for employees (as a way of
getting their requests met). And in the fourth, at least
the house gets cleaned—eventually.

Rituals can cause problems, though, when they
become the only way relational partners handle their
conflicts. As you learned in Chapter 1, competent
communicators have a large repertoire of behaviors,
and they are able to choose the most effective
response for a given situation. Relying on one ritual
pattern to handle all conflicts is no more effective
than using a screwdriver to handle every home repair
or putting the same seasoning on every dish you cook. = =
Conflict rituals may be familiar and comfortable, but S a2
they aren’t always the best way to resolve the various T SIpress

conflicts that are part of any relationship. “I'm not yelling at you, I'm yelling with you.”

PAUSE and REFLECT

Your Conflict Rituals

MindTap REFLECT ...| on your conflict rituals by answering the following questions, either here
or online.

Describe two conflict rituals in one of your important relationships. One of your exam-
ples should consist of a positive ritual and the other of a negative ritual. For each
example, explain:

1. a subject that is likely to trigger the conflict (such as money, leisure time, affection)
2. the behavior of one partner that initiates the ritual

3. the series of responses by both partners that follows the initiating event

4. how the ritual ends

Based on your description, explain an alternative to the unsatisfying ritual, and
describe how you might be able to manage the conflict in a more satisfying way.
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VARIABLES IN CONFLICT STYLES

By now you can see that every relational system is unique. The communica-
tion patterns in one family, business, or classroom are likely to be very dif-
ferent from those in any other. But along with the differences that arise in
individual relationships, two powerful variables affect the way people manage
conflict: gender and culture. We will now look at each variable and see how it
affects how conflict is managed.

Gender

Men and women often approach con-
flicts differently. Even in childhood,
males are more likely to be aggressive,
demanding, and competitive, whereas
females are more likely to be coopera-
tive. Studies of children from preschool
to early adolescence have shown that
boys try to get their way by ordering
one another around: “Lie down.” “Get
off my steps.” “Gimme your arm.” By
contrast, girls are more likely to make
proposals for action, beginning with the
verb let’s: “Let’s go find some.” “Let’s ask
her, ‘Do you have any bottles?” “Let’s
move these out first.”3® Whereas boys
tell each other what role to take in pretend play (“Come on, be a doctor”), girls
more commonly ask each other what role they want (“Will you be the patient
for a few minutes?”) or make a joint proposal (“We can both be doctors”). Fur-
thermore, boys often make demands without offering an explanation (“Look,
man. I want the wire cutters right now”). By contrast, girls often give reasons
for their suggestions (“We gotta clean ‘em first ... ’cause they got germs”).3°

Adolescent girls use aggression in conflicts, but their methods are usually
more indirect than those of boys. Whereas teenage boys often engage in verbal
showdowns and may even engage in physical fights, teenage girls typically
use gossip, backbiting, and social exclusion.4? This is not to suggest that girls’
aggression is any less destructive than boys’. The film Mean Girls (based on
the book Queen Bees and Wannabes*!) offers a vivid depiction of just how
injurious these indirect assaults can be on the self-concepts and relationships
of young women.

Gender differences in dealing with conflict often persist into adulthood.
One survey of college students revealed that men and women viewed conflicts
in contrasting ways.*> Regardless of their cultural background, female
students described men as being concerned with power and more interested
in content than relational issues. Phrases used to describe male conflict styles
included: “The most important thing to males in conflict is their egos.” “Men
don’t worry about feelings.” “Men are more direct.” By contrast, women were
described as being more concerned with maintaining the relationship during a

Bill Sykes Images/The Image Bank/Getty Images
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conflict. Phrases used to describe female conflict styles included: “Women are
better listeners.” “Women try to solve problems without controlling the other
person.” “Females are more concerned with others’ feelings.”

These sorts of differences don’t mean that men are incapable of forming
good relationships. Instead, their notions of what makes a good relationship
are different. For some men, friendship and aggression aren’t mutually
exclusive. In fact, many strong male relationships are built around competition
(e.g., at work or in athletics). Women can be competitive, too, but they also are
more likely to use logical reasoning and bargaining than aggression.*3 And
when it comes to avoidance, women tend to view withdrawal from conflict as
more injurious to a relationship than do men (which is why women are more
likely to say, “We have to talk about this”).#4

A look at the entire body of research on gender and conflict suggests that
the differences in how the two sexes handle conflict are relatively small and
sometimes different from the stereotypical picture of aggressive men and
passive women.*® It would appear that people may think there are greater
differences in male and female ways of handling conflicts than there
actually are.*® People who assume that men are aggressive and women are
accommodating may notice behavior that fits these stereotypes (“See how
much he bosses her around. A typical man!”). On the other hand, behavior
that doesn’t fit these stereotypes (accommodating men, pushy women) goes
unnoticed.

While men and women do have characteristically different conflict styles,
the reasons may have little to do with gender. The situation at hand has a
greater influence on shaping the way a person handles conflict.*” For example,
both men and women are more likely to respond aggressively when attacked
by the other person. (Recall the discussion of defensive spirals in Chapter 11.)
In fact, researchers exploring how married couples handle disagreements
found that the importance of gender in determining conflict style is “dwarfed”
by the behavior of the other person.*®

What, then, can we conclude about the influence of gender on conflict?
Research has demonstrated that there are, indeed, some small but
measurable differences in the two sexes. But, although men and women may
have characteristically different conflict styles, the individual style of each
communicator—regardless of gender—and the nature of the relationship are
more important than gender in shaping the way he or she handles conflict.

Culture

The way in which people manage conflict varies tremendously depending on
their cultural background. The straight-talking, assertive approach that char-
acterizes many North Americans is not the universal norm.*°

Perhaps the most important cultural factor in shaping attitudes toward
conflict is an orientation toward individualism or collectivism.?° In individualistic
cultures like the United States, the goals, rights, and needs of each person are
considered important, and most people would agree that it is an individual’s right
to stand up for him- or herself. By contrast, collectivist cultures (more common in
Latin America and Asia) consider the concerns of the group to be more important
than those of any individual. In these cultures, the kind of assertive behavior
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A Culture plays a role
in conflict manage-
ment on the TV show
Blackish. Andre “Dre”
(Anthony Anderson) and
Rainbow “Bow” (Tracee
Ellis Ross) Johnson

are professionals living
in an upper-middle-
class environment that
is different from their
upbringings. They and
their children struggle to
accommodate their cul-
tural heritage with their
unique aspirations and
personalities. How do
culture and social class
affect your personal and
professional relation-
ships? Are these factors
sometimes a source of
conflict—and if so, how
do you manage them?
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that might seem perfectly appropriate to a North American
would be regarded as rude and insensitive.

Another factor that affects conflict is the difference
between high- and low-context cultural styles.?! Recall from
our discussion in Chapter 6 that low-context cultures like
the United States place a premium on being direct and
literal. By contrast, high-context cultures like Japan value
self-restraint and avoiding confrontation. For this reason,
what seems like “beating around the bush” to an American
would seem polite to an Asian. In Japan, for example,
even a simple request like “Close the door” would be too
straightforward.5? A more indirect statement such as “It is
somewhat cold today” would be more appropriate. Perhaps
more important, Japanese are reluctant to say “No” to a
request. A more likely answer would be “Let me think about
it for a while,” which anyone familiar with Japanese culture
would recognize as a refusal.

When indirect communication is a cultural norm, it is
unreasonable to expect more straightforward approaches to
succeed. When people from different cultures face a conflict,
their habitual communication patterns may not mesh
smoothly. The challenge faced by an American husband and his Taiwanese
wife illustrates this sort of problem. The husband would try to confront his
wife verbally and directly (as is typical in the United States), leading her to
either become defensive or withdraw completely from the discussion. She, on
the other hand, would attempt to indicate her displeasure by changes in mood
and eye contact (typical of Chinese culture) that were either not noticed or
were uninterpretable by her husband. Thus, neither “his way” nor “her way”
was working, and they could not see any realistic way to “compromise.”®?

It isn’t necessary to look only at Asia to encounter cultural differences
in conflict. Americans visiting Greece, for example, often think they are
witnessing an argument when they are overhearing a friendly conversation.5*
A comparative study of American and Italian nursery-school children showed
that one of the Italian childrens’ favorite pastimes was a kind of heated
debating that Italians call discussione but that Americans would call arguing.
Likewise, research has shown that the conversations of working-class Jewish
people of eastern European origin used arguments as a means of being sociable.

Even within the United States, the ethnic background of communicators
plays a role in their ideas about conflict. When members of a group of Mexican
American and Anglo American college students were asked about their views
regarding conflict, some important differences emerged.’® For example,
Anglo Americans seemed more willing to accept conflict as a natural part
of relationships, whereas Mexican Americans were more concerned about
the short- and long-term dangers of conflict. It’s not surprising that people
from collectivist, high-context cultures emphasizing harmony tend to handle
conflicts in less-direct ways. With differences like these, it’s easy to imagine
how two friends, lovers, or fellow workers from different cultural backgrounds
might have trouble finding a conflict style that is comfortable for them both.

Despite these differences, it’s important to realize that culture isn’t the
only factor that influences the way people approach conflict or how they
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James Comey: Searching for Accord in Troubled Times

Even as some African Americans achieved the highest positions of respect and accomplish-
ment, others died at the hands of white police officers in a series of high profile cases that
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Looking at DIVERSITY

outraged many citizens. At this difficult time, FBI director James Comey delivered a speech
that is excerpted here. His remarks emphasize the importance of reaching across the divide
of race and personal experience to regard one another as individuals. Note how he asks
parties to move past win-lose conflict approaches and seek more collaborative solutions.

We are at a crossroads. As a society, we can choose
to live our everyday lives, raising our families and
going to work, hoping that someone, somewhere, will
do something to ease the tension—to smooth over
the conflict. We can roll up our car windows, turn up
the radio, and drive around these problems, or we
can choose to have an open and honest discussion
about what our relationship is today —what it should
be, what it could be, and what it needs to be—if we
took more time to better understand one another.

Let me start by sharing some of my own hard truths:

First, all of us in law enforcement must be honest
enough to acknowledge that much of our history is
not pretty. At many points in American history, law
enforcement enforced the status quo, a status quo
that was often brutally unfair to disfavored groups.

| am descended from Irish immigrants. A century
ago, the Irish knew well how American society —and
law enforcement —viewed them: as drunks, ruf-
fians, and criminals. The Irish had tough times, but
little compares to the experience on our soil of black
Americans. That experience should be part of every
American’s consciousness, and law enforcement’s
role in that experience—including in recent
times—must be remembered. It is our cultural
inheritance.

A second hard truth: Much research points to the
widespread existence of unconscious bias. Many
people in our white-majority culture have uncon-
scious racial biases and react differently to a white
face than a black face. In fact, we all, white and

black, carry various biases around with us. | am
reminded of the song from the Broadway hit, Avenue
Q: “Everyone’s a Little Bit Racist.” But if we can’t
help our latent biases, we can help our behavior in
response to those instinctive reactions. Although the
research may be unsettling, it is what we do next that
matters most.

| believe law enforcement overwhelmingly attracts
people who want to do good for a living—people
who risk their lives because they want to help other
people. They don’t sign up to be cops in New York or
Chicago or L.A. to help white people or black people
or Hispanic people or Asian people. They sign up
because they want to help all people. And they do
some of the hardest, most dangerous policing to
protect people of color.

But that leads me to my third hard truth: something
happens to people in law enforcement. Many of us
develop different flavors of cynicism that we work
hard to resist because they can be lazy mental
shortcuts. For example, criminal suspects routinely
lie about their guilt, and nearly everybody we charge
is guilty. That makes it easy for some folks in law
enforcement to assume that everybody is lying and
that no suspect, regardless of their race, could be
innocent. Easy, but wrong.

Let me be transparent about my affection for cops.
When you dial 911, whether you are white or black,
the cops come, and they come quickly, and they
come quickly whether they are white or black. That’s
what cops do.
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Those of us in law enforcement must redouble our
efforts to resist bias and prejudice. We must better
understand the people we serve and protect—by
trying to know, deep in our gut, what it feels like to be
a law-abiding young black man walking on the street
and encountering law enforcement. We must under-
stand how that young man may see us. We must
resist the lazy shortcuts of cynicism and approach
him with respect and decency.

But the “seeing” needs to flow in both directions. Citi-
zens also need to really see the men and women of
law enforcement. They need to see the risks and dan-
gers law enforcement officers encounter on a typical

late-night shift. They need to understand the difficult
and frightening work they do to keep us safe. They
need to give them the space and respect to do their
work, well and properly. If they take the time to do that,
what they will see are officers who are human, who
are overwhelmingly doing the right thing for the right
reasons, and who are too often operating in communi-
ties—and facing challenges —most of us choose to
drive around.

In the words of Dr. King, “We must learn to live
together as brothers or we will all perish together as
fools.” Relationships are hard. Relationships require
work. So let’s begin that work.

behave when they disagree. Some research suggests that our approach to
conflict may be part of our biological makeup.’® Furthermore, scholarship
suggests that a person’s self-concept is more powerful than his or her culture
in determining conflict style.5” For example, an assertive person raised in an
environment that downplays conflict is still likely to be more aggressive than
an unassertive person who grew up in a culture where conflicts are common.
You might handle conflicts calmly in a job where rationality and civility are the
norm but shriek like a banshee at home if that’s the way you and a relational
partner handle conflicts. Finally, the way each of us deals with conflict is a
matter of personal choice. We can choose to follow unproductive patterns or we
can choose more constructive approaches.

CONSTRUCTIVE CONFLICT
SKILLS

The collaborative, win—win conflict style described earlier in this chapter has
many advantages over win—lose and lose—lose approaches. Why, then, is it
so rarely used? There are three reasons. The first is lack of awareness. Some
people are so used to competition that they mistakenly think that winning
requires them to defeat their “opponent.”

Even when they know better, there is another factor that prevents many
people from seeking win—win solutions. Conflicts are often emotional affairs in
which people react combatively without stopping to think of better alternatives.
Because this kind of emotional reflex prevents constructive solutions, it’s often
necessary to stop yourself from speaking out aggressively during a conflict
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and starting an escalating spiral of defensiveness. The time-honored advice
of “stopping and counting to ten” applies here. After you’ve thought about the
matter a bit, you’ll be able to act constructively instead of reacting in a way
that’s likely to produce a lose—lose outcome.

A third reason win—win solutions are rare is that they require the other
person’s cooperation. It’s difficult to negotiate constructively with someone who
insists on trying to defeat you. In this case, use your best persuasive skills to
explain that by working together you can find a solution that satisfies both of you.

Collaborative Problem Solving

Despite these challenges, it is definitely possible to become better at resolv-
ing conflicts. We will outline a method to increase your chances of being able
to handle your conflicts in a collaborative, win—win manner. In a longitudinal
study following one hundred couples who had conflict skills training, research-
ers found that the method works for couples willing to focus on improving
their relationships.?® As you read the following steps, try to imagine yourself
applying them to a problem that’s bothering you now.

Identify Your Problem and Unmet Needs Before you speak out, it’s impor-
tant to realize that the problem that is causing conflict is yours. Whether
you want to return an unsatisfactory piece of merchandise, complain to noisy
neighbors because your sleep is being disturbed by their barking dog, or
request a change in working conditions from your employer, the problem is
yours. Why? Because in each case you are the person who “owns” the problem—
the one who is dissatisfied. You are the one who has paid for the unsatisfac-
tory merchandise; the merchant who sold it to you has the use of your good
money. You are the one who is losing sleep as a result of your neighbors’ dog;
they are content to go on as before. You are the one who is unhappy with your
working conditions, not your employer.

Realizing that the problem is yours will make a big difference when the time
comes to approach the other party. Instead of feeling and acting in an evaluative
way, you’ll be more likely to state your problem in a descriptive way, which will
not only be more accurate but also reduce the chance of a defensive reaction.

After you realize that the problem is yours, the next step is to identify
the unmet needs that make you dissatisfied. For instance, in the barking dog
example, your need may be to get some sleep or to study without interruptions.
In the case of a friend who teases you in public, your need would probably be
to avoid embarrassment.

Sometimes the task of identifying your needs isn’t as simple as it first
seems. Behind the apparent content of an issue is often a relational need.
Consider this example: A friend hasn’t returned some money you lent long
ago. Your apparent need in this situation might be to get the money back. But
a little thought will probably show that this isn’t the only, or even the main,
thing you want. Even if you were rolling in money, you'd probably want the
loan repaid because of a more important need: to avoid feeling victimized by
your friend’s taking advantage of you.

As you’ll soon see, the ability to identify your real needs plays a key role in
solving interpersonal problems. For now, the point to remember is that before
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you voice your problem to your partner, you ought to be clear about which of
your needs aren’t being met.

Make a Date Destructive fights often start because the initiator confronts a
partner who isn’t ready. There are many times when a person isn’t in the right
frame of mind to face a conflict, perhaps owing
to fatigue, being in too much of a hurry to take
the necessary time, being upset over another
problem, or not feeling well. At times like these,
it’s unfair to “jump” a person without notice and
expect to get full attention for your problem.
If you do persist, you’ll probably have an ugly
fight on your hands.

After you have a clear idea of the problem,
approach your partner with a request to try
to solve it. For example, “Something’s been
bothering me. Can we talk about it?” If the
answer is “Yes,” then you're ready to go further.
If it isn’t the right time to confront your partner,
“Is this a good time to have a big fight?” then find a time that’s agreeable to both of you.

David Sipress/The New Yorker Collection/Cartoonbank.com.

All rights reserved.

Describe Your Problem and Needs Your partner can’t possibly meet your
needs without knowing why you’re upset and what you want. Therefore, it’s up to
you to describe your problem as specifically as possible. The best way to deliver
a complete, accurate message is to use the assertive message format discussed
in Chapter 11. Notice how well this approach works in the following examples:

Example 1

“T have a problem. It’s about your leaving dirty clothes around the house after
I've told you how much it bothers me (behavior). It’s a problem because I have
to run around like crazy and pick things up whenever guests come, which is
no fun at all (consequence). 'm starting to think that either you’re not paying
attention to my requests or you’re trying to drive me crazy (thoughts), and
either way, I'm getting more and more resentful (feeling). I'd like to find some
way to have a neat place without my having to be a maid or a nag.”

Example 2

“I have a problem. When you drop by without calling ahead, and I'm studying
(behavior), I don’t know whether to visit or ask you to leave (thought). Either
way, I get uncomfortable (feeling), and it seems like whatever I do, I lose:
Either I have to put you off or get behind in my work (consequences). I'd like
to find a way to get my studying done and still socialize with you (intention).”

Example 3

“Something is bothering me. When you tell me you love me and yet spend almost
all your free time with your other friends (behavior), I wonder whether you mean
it (thought). I get insecure (feeling), and then I start acting moody (consequence).
I need some way of finding out for sure how you feel about me (intention).”
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After stating your problem and describing what you need, it’s important
to make sure that your partner has understood what you've said. As you
can remember from the discussion of listening in Chapter 8, there’s a
good chance—especially in a stressful conflict—that your words will be
misinterpreted.

It’s usually unrealistic to insist that your partner paraphrase your
statement, and fortunately there are more tactful and subtle ways to make
sure that you’ve been understood. For instance, you might try saying, “I'm not
sure I expressed myself very well just now—maybe you should tell me what
you heard me say so I can be sure I got it right.” In any case, be absolutely
sure that your partner understands your whole message before going any
further. Legitimate agreements are tough enough without getting upset about
a conflict that doesn’t even exist.

Consider Your Partner’s Point of View After you have made your posi-
tion clear, it’s time to find out what your partner needs to feel satisfied
about this issue. There are two reasons why it’s important to discover your
partner’s needs. First, it’s fair: Your partner has just as much right as you to
feel satisfied, and if you expect help in meeting your needs, then it’s reason-
able that you behave in the same way. But in addition to fairness, there’s
another practical reason for concerning yourself with what your partner
wants. Just as an unhappy partner will make it hard for you to become sat-
isfied, a happy partner will be more likely to cooperate in letting you reach
your goals. Thus, it’s in your own self-interest to discover and meet your
partner’s needs.

You can learn about your partner’s needs simply by asking about them:
“Now I've told you what I want and why. Tell me what you need to feel okay
about this.” After your partner begins to talk, your job is to use the listening
skills discussed earlier in this book to make sure that you understand.

Negotiate a Solution Now that you and your partner understand each
other’s needs, the goal becomes finding a way to meet them. This is done by
developing as many potential solutions as possible and then evaluating them
to decide which one best meets everyone’s needs. Probably the best descrip-
tion of the win—win approach was written by Thomas Gordon in his book
Parent Effectiveness Training.5® The following steps are a modification of this
approach.

1. Identify and define the conflict. We’ve previously discussed identifying
and defining the conflict. These consist of discovering each person’s prob-
lem and needs and then setting the stage for meeting all of them.

2. Generate a number of possible solutions. In this step, the partners work
together to think of as many means as possible to reach their stated
ends. The key concept here is quantity: It’s important to generate as
many ideas as you can think of without worrying about which ones
are good or bad. Write down every thought that comes up, no matter
how unworkable. Sometimes a far-fetched idea will lead to a more
workable one.
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3. Evaluate the alternative solutions. This is the time to talk about which
solutions will work and which ones won’t. It’s important for all parties to
be honest about their willingness to accept an idea. If a solution is going
to work, everyone involved has to support it.

4. Decide on the best solution. Now that you’ve looked at all the alterna-
tives, pick the one that looks best to everyone. It’s important to be sure
that everybody understands the solution and is willing to try it out.
Remember that your decision doesn’t have to be final, but it should look
potentially successful.

Follow Up the Solution You can’t be sure that the solution will work until
you try it. After you've tested it for a while, it’s a good idea to set aside some
time to talk over its progress. You may find that you need to make some
changes or even rethink the whole problem. The idea is to keep on top of
the problem, and to keep using creativity to solve it.

You can expect and prepare for a certain amount of resistance from the
other person. When a step doesn’t meet with success, simply move back and
repeat the preceding ones as necessary.

Win—-win solutions aren’t always possible. There will be times when even
the best-intentioned people simply won’t be able to find a way of meeting all
their needs. In times like these, the process of negotiation has to include some
compromises, but even then the preceding steps haven’t been wasted. The
genuine desire to learn what the other person wants and to try to satisfy those
wants will build a climate of goodwill that can help you find the best solution
to the present problem and also improve your relationship in the future.

Constructive Conflict: Questions and Answers

After learning about win—win negotiating, people often express doubts about
how well it can work. “It sounds like a good idea,” they say, “but....” Four ques-
tions arise more than any others, and they deserve answers.

Isn’t the Win-Win Approach Too Good
to Be True? Research shows that seeking
mutual benefit is not just a good idea—it
et TEN go" EB Ak actually works. In fact, the win—win approach
To BEING SELFISH. THIS produces better results than a win—lose app-
‘fszs.{'miﬂ':fac‘ vt roach. In a series of experiments, research-
Fok ME. ers presented subjects with a bargaining
situation called “the prisoner’s dilemma,” in

which they could choose either to cooperate

or betray a confederate.®® There are three
types of outcomes in the prisoner’s dilemma:
One partner can win big by betraying a
confederate, both can win by cooperating,
or both can lose by betraying each other.
Although cynics might assume that the
most effective strategy is to betray a partner

© 2003 Bruce Kaplan from cartoonbank.com. All rights reserved.
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(a win—lose approach), researchers found that cooperation is actually the best
hard-nosed strategy. Players who demonstrated their willingness to support
the other person and not hold grudges did better than those using a more com-
petitive approach.

Isn’t the Win-Win Approach Too Elaborate? The win—win approach is
detailed and highly structured. In everyday life, you may rarely use every step.
Sometimes the problem at hand won’t justify the effort, and at other times you
and your partner might not need to be so deliberate to take care of the problem.
Nonetheless, while learning to use the approach, try to follow all of the steps
carefully. After you have become familiar with and skillful at using them all,
you will be able to use whichever ones prove necessary in a given situation. For
important issues, you are likely to find that every step of the win—win approach
is important. If this process seems time consuming, just consider the time and
energy that will likely be required if you don’t resolve the issue at hand.

Isn’t Win-Win Negotiating Too Rational? Frustrated readers often com-
plain that the win—win approach is so sensible that only a saint could use it
successfully. “Sometimes I'm so angry that I don’t care about being supportive
or empathetic or anything else,” they say. “I just want to blow my top!”

At times like this, you might need to temporarily remove yourself from the
situation so you don’t say or do something you’ll later regret. You might feel
better confiding in a third party. Or you might blow off steam with physical
exercise. There are even cases when an understanding partner might allow
you to have what has been called a “Vesuvius”—an uncontrolled, spontaneous
explosion. Before you blow your top, though, be sure that your partner
understands what you’re doing and realizes that whatever you say doesn’t
call for a response. Your partner should let you rant and rave for as long as
you want without getting defensive or “tying in.” Then when your eruption
subsides, you can take steps to work through whatever still troubles you.

Is It Possible to Change Others? Readers often agree that win—win prob-
lem solving would be terrific—if everyone had read Looking Out Looking In
and understood the method. “How can I get the other person to cooperate?” the
question goes. Though you won’t always be able to gain your partner’s coop-
eration, a good job of selling can do the trick most of the time. The key lies
in showing that it’s in your partner’s self-interest to work together with you:
“Look, if we can’t settle this, we’ll both feel miserable. But if we can find an
answer, think how much better off we’ll be.” Notice that this sort of explana-
tion projects both the favorable consequences of cooperating and the unfavor-
able consequences of competing.

You can also boost the odds of getting your partner’s cooperation by
modeling the communication skills described in this book. You've read that
defense-arousing behavior is reciprocal, but so is supportive communication.
If you can listen sincerely, avoid evaluative attacks, and empathize with your
partner’s concerns, for example, there’s a good chance that you’ll get the same
kind of behavior in return. And even if your cooperative attitude doesn’t succeed,
you'll gain self-respect from knowing that at least you behaved honorably and
constructively.
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In REAL LIFE

Win-Win Problem Solving

Itis 7:15 A.M. on a typical school day.
Chris enters the kitchen and finds
the sink full of dirty dishes. It was her
roommate Terry’s turn to do them.
She sighs in disgust and begins to
clean up, slamming pots and pans.

Terry: Can’t you be a little more
quiet? | don’t have a class till 10:00,
and | want to catch up on sleep.

Chris: (Expressing her aggression indirectly in a
sarcastic tone of voice) Sorry to bother you. | was
cleaning up last night’s dinner dishes.

Terry: (Misses the message) Well, | wish you'd do it a
little more quietly. | was up late studying last night, and
I’'m beat.

Chris: (Decides to communicate her irritation more
directly, if aggressively) Well, if you’d done the dishes
last night, | wouldn’t have had to wash them now.

Terry: (Finally realizes that Chris is mad at her,
responds defensively) | was going to do them when
| got up. I've got two midterms this week, and |
was studying until midnight last night. What’s more
important—grades or a spotless kitchen?

Chris: (Perpetuating the growing defensive spiral) I've
got classes, too, you know. But that doesn’t mean we
have to live like pigs!

Terry: (Angrily) Forget it. If it's such a big deal, I'll never
leave another dirty dish!

Chris and Terry avoid each other as they get ready for
school. During the day, Chris realizes that attacking
Terry will only make matters worse. She decides on a
more constructive approach that evening.

Chris: That wasn’t much fun this morning. Want to
talk about it?

Terry: | suppose so. But I’m going out to study with
Kim and Alisa in a few minutes.

Chris: (Realizing that it's important to talk at a good
time) If you have to leave soon, let’s not get into it now.
How about talking when you get back?

Terry: Okay, if I'm not too tired.

Chris: Or we could talk tomorrow
before class.

Terry: Okay.

Later that evening Terry and Chris
continue their conversation.

© Jason Harris/Cengage Learning

Chris: (Defines the issue as her problem by using the
assertive message format) | hated to start the day with
a fight. But | also hate having to do the dishes when it's
not my turn (behavior). It doesn’t seem fair for me to do
my job and yours (interpretation), and that’s why | got
so mad (feeling) and nagged at you (consequence).

Terry: But | was studying! You know how much | have
to do. It’s not like | was partying.

Chris: (Avoids attacking Terry by sincerely agree-

ing with the facts and explaining further why she was
upset) | know. It wasn'’t just doing the dishes that got
me upset. It seems like there have been a lot of times
when I've done your jobs and mine, too.

Terry: (Defensively) Like when?

Chris: (Gives specific descriptions of Terry’s behavior)
Well, this was the third time this week that I've done
the dishes when it’s your turn, and | can think of a
couple of times lately when I've had to clean up your
stuff before people came over.

Terry: | don’t see why it’s such a big deal. If you just
leave the stuff there, I'll clean it up.

Chris: (Still trying to explain herself, she continues to
use “I” language) | know you would. | guess it’s harder
for me to put up with a messy place than it is for you.

Terry: Yeah. If you'd just relax, living together would
be a lot easier!

Chris: (Resenting Terry’s judgmental accusation that
the problem is all hers) Hey, wait a second! Don’t
blame the whole thing on me. It’s just that we have
different standards. It looks to you like I’'m too hung up
on keeping the place clean ...

Terry: Right.
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Chris: ... and if we do it your way, then I'd be giving
up. I'd have to either live with the place messier than

| like it or clean everything up myself. Then I'd get mad
at you, and things would be pretty tense around here.
(Describes the unpleasant consequences of not
solving the problem in a mutually satisfactory way)

Terry: | suppose so.

Chris: We need to figure out how to take care of
the apartment in a way that we can both live with.
(Describes the broad outline of a win—win solution)

Terry: Yeah.
Chris: So what could we do?

Terry: (Sounding resigned) Look, from now on I'll just
do the dishes right away. It isn’t worth arguing about.

Chris: Sure itis. If you're sore, the apartment may be
clean, but it won’t be worth it.

Terry: (Skeptically) Okay, what do you suggest?

Chris: Well, I'm not sure. You don’t want the pressure
of having to clean up right away, and | don’t want to
have to do my jobs and yours, too. Right?

Terry: Yeah. (Still sounding skeptical) So what are we
going to do—hire a housekeeper to clean up?

Chris: (Refusing to let Terry sidetrack the discussion)
That would be great if we could afford it. How about
using paper plates? That would make cleaning up
from meals easier.

Terry: Yeah, but there would still be pots and pans.

Chris: Well, it’s not a perfect fix, but it might help a
little. (Goes on to suggest other ideas) How about
cooking meals that don'’t take a lot of work to clean
up—maybe more salads and less fried stuff that sticks
to pans? That would be a better diet, too.

Terry: Yeah. | do hate to scrub crusty frying pans. But
that doesn’t do anything about your wanting the living
room picked up all the time, and | bet | still wouldn’t keep
the kitchen as clean as you like it. Keeping the place
super clean just isn’t as big a deal to me as it is for you.

Chris: That’s true, and | don’t want to have to nag
youl! (Clarifies the end she’s seeking) You know, it's not

really cleaning up that bothers me. It's doing more than
my share of work. | wonder if there’s a way | could be
responsible for keeping the kitchen clean and picking
up if you could do something else to keep the work-
load even.

Terry: Are you serious? I'd love to get out of doing
the dishes! You mean you’d do them ... and keep the
place picked up ... if | did something else?

Chris: As long as the work was equal and you really
did your jobs without me having to remind you.

Terry: What kind of work would you want me to do?
Chris: How about cleaning up the bathroom?
Terry: Forget it. That's worse than doing the dishes.
Chris: Okay. How about cooking?

Terry: That might work, but then we’d have to eat
together all the time. It’s nice to do our own cooking
when we want to. It's more flexible that way.

Chris: Okay. But what about shopping? | hate the
time it takes, and you don’t mind it that much, do you?

Terry: You mean shop for groceries? You'd trade that
for cleaning the kitchen?

Chris: Sure. And picking up the living room. It takes
an hour each time we shop, and we make two trips
every week. Doing the dishes would be much quicker.

Terry: All right!

The plan didn’t work perfectly. At first Terry put off
shopping until all the food was gone, and Chris took
advantage by asking Terry to run other errands dur-
ing her shopping trips. But their new arrangement
proved much more successful than the old arrange-
ment. The apartment was cleaner and the workload
more even, which satisfied Chris. Terry was less fre-
quently the object of Chris’s nagging, and she had
no kitchen chores, which made her happier. Just as
important, the relationship between Chris and Terry
was more comfortable —thanks to win—win problem
solving.

MindTap APPLY ...| this situation to your life by answering
questions online.
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410 CHAPTER 12

SUMMARY

Conflict is a fact of life in every interpersonal relationship. The way in which
conflicts are handled plays a major role in the quality of a relationship. When
managed constructively, conflicts can lead to stronger and more satisfying
interaction; but when they are handled poorly, relationships will suffer.

Communicators can respond to conflicts in a variety of ways: avoiding,
accommodating, competing, compromising, or collaborating. Each approach
can be justified in certain circumstances. The way a conflict is handled is
not always the choice of a single person: The parties influence each other
as they develop a relational conflict style. This style may be complementary,
symmetrical, or parallel, and it can involve constructive or destructive rituals.
The “four horsemen” of criticism, defensiveness, contempt, and stonewalling
are counterproductive ways to communicate during conflict.

Besides being shaped by the relationship, a conflict style is also shaped
by a person’s gender and cultural background. In most circumstances a
collaborative, win—win outcome is the ideal, and it can be achieved by following
the constructive conflict skills discussed.
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