Section 3- Dealing with Conflict

Social interactions do not always go smoothly. In fact conflict is typically a normal, healthy part of many relationships, both business and personal.  After all, two people can’t be expected to agree all the time.  Conflict can come from many sources, such as differences in values, perceptions, ideas or motivations.   Sometimes you may feel a difference is trivial, but it is important to respect that conflict can sometimes trigger a strong emotional response.  
Because conflict is part of life, it is important to know how to deal with it in a healthy manner.  When conflict is handled in an unhealthy manner, it can damage a relationship and cause more conflict.  When conflict is handled in a healthy manner, it can help a relationship grow and become stronger.    Pay attention to the way you handle conflict.  Does your response to conflict exhibit the healthy characteristics listed below, or does it exhibit unhealthy characteristics?  Many people find their responses exhibit both healthy and unhealthy characteristics.  
	Healthy Characteristics
	Unhealthy Characteristics

	· Recognizes and responds to important matters 

· A readiness to forgive and forget 

· The ability to seek compromise and avoid punishing 

· A belief that resolution can support the interests and needs of both parties 


	· Doesn’t recognize and respond to matters of great importance to the other person 

· Explosive, angry, hurtful, and resentful reactions 

· The expectation of bad outcomes

· The fear and avoidance of conflict


Conflict in the Workplace

Research states that businesses need people who: 

1. Try to do their work well

2. Set priorities Work well under pressure

3. Can solve problems
4. Can make decisions

5. Work well with others

6. Can communicate with others

7. Know how to learn


· 87.5% of the people who retain their jobs do so because of these qualities. 
· Only 12% are retained because of their skills. 

This indicates that training in working well with others and developing social skills may be your best approach for job preparation and retention. 

Why is it Important to Learn Conflict Resolution?

There are literally thousands of pages on the internet dedicated to the importance of conflict resolution (Google turns up 11,000,000 results for “conflict resolution”).  The most important reason to learn conflict resolution doesn’t come from these pages, however.  It comes from you.  Take a few minutes to fill out the grid below.  What could improving your conflict resolution skills do for you?

	Cost of not getting better at resolving conflict
	Benefit of not getting better at resolving conflict

	
	

	Cost of getting better at resolving conflict
	Benefit of getting better at resolving conflict

	
	


Conflict Resolution Skills
Like other social skills, conflict resolution skills can be learned.  Two important conflict resolution skills to have are:


· Assertiveness: The ability to say what you are feeling without being aggressive or getting personal. 

· Negotiation: The ability to discuss a conflict calmly and rationally and come to an agreement about a solution. 
It is impossible for anyone to completely master these skills overnight.  This is why remembering these “Guidelines for Fighting Fair” can help you through a conflict.
· Remain calm.  Try not to overreact.  People are more likely to consider your viewpoint if you remain calm.

· Express your feelings in words, not actions.  Be honest and direct, but try not to express yourself angrily.  If you feel yourself getting upset, don’t be afraid to take a “time out” to regroup yourself.

· Be specific about what is bothering you.  It can be difficult to really identify a problem when people are too vague.

· Tackle one issue at a time.  Don’t bring up new problems until each one has been fully discussed.  Throwing out a bunch of complaints without taking time to discuss them doesn’t help resolve a conflict.

· No “hitting below the belt.”  It may be tempting to push someone’s buttons when you’re really angry, but it doesn’t do anything to resolve conflict.  In fact, it makes conflict worse by creating an atmosphere of distrust, anger and vulnerability.
· Avoid accusations.  Accusations will make others feel like they have to defend themselves.  Instead, talk about how other’s actions make you feel. 

· Try not to generalize.  Words like “never” or “always” are generally inaccurate and heighten tensions.   

· Avoid “make believe.”  Exaggerating or making up a complaint or feelings will prevent the real problem from surfacing.  Stick to the facts.

· Don’t stockpile.  Try not to store up complaints or hurt feelings from previous conflict.  Dredging up old issues is counterproductive.  Try to stick with the issue at hand. 

· Avoid the “silent treatment.”  While it’s ok to take a few minutes for yourself to calm down, don’t avoid the issue altogether.  Ignoring the other person can create feelings of frustration and anger.  Conflict resolution requires two-way communication. 

3 Step Process

Even with all these tips, conflict resolution is not always easy.  Sometimes, it’s hard not to be emotional, reactive or even hurtful.  This is when the 3 Step Process is helpful:  
1. Think about the situation: what happened, how will you react, what is really going on?

2. Think about how you feel: name your emotions; what’s going on inside of you?

3. Use the information you came up with while thinking and feeling to choose the most appropriate reaction.

Learning to control our emotions is an ongoing effort.  Practice makes perfect. Think about a conflict you experienced recently.  How would you react using the 3 Step Process?  
Step One

· What happened? ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
· How will you react?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

· What is really going on?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Step Two
· What emotions are you feeling? 

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

· What’s going on inside you?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Step Three

· What is the most appropriate reaction?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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