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Foreword

Since the Center for Creative Leadership launched its publishing
alliance with Jossey-Bass in 1997, we have published a series of
books—seventeen at last count—drawing on the research and edu-
cational work of CCL’s large faculty. This work has greatly benefited
from the contributions of our colleagues working independently or
at other organizations. We have always hoped, once we had se-
curely established the series, to expand it to include their work.
With the present book, this hope is realized.

Let me give you a little background on the relationship between
this book and CCL.

In the year 2000, the CCL open enrollment program Founda-
tions of Leadership (FOL) was being revised. This program devel-
ops individuals who are new to leadership positions, and it had
always addressed conflict management. From surveys of past partic-
ipants and by examining assessment results and market research, we
saw that conflict was the number one topic for new leaders. Most
were in positions where they had little authority and great respon-
sibility. They were asking us to help them with skills to better han-
dle conflict so that they could be successful in their new leadership
roles.

Because our programs emphasize assessment for development,
the FOL team began a search for an instrument that would assess
conflict-management skills. We knew of some that would assess con-
flict style. What we needed was one that looked at specific behav-
iors involving conflict so that leaders could receive feedback on
their level of skill and then set a course of action to improve their
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x FOREWORD

performance. We found one from Eckerd College in St. Petersburg,
Florida, that was in the finishing stages: the Conflict Dynamics Pro-
file (CDP). (Eckerd College is a longtime CCL Network Associate
authorized to offer the FOL program.)

The CDP provided a model and feedback on behaviors that are
constructive in defusing and resolving conflict. It also looked at
how leaders react to conflict over time, including hot buttons that
can spark conflict, and the impact of certain behaviors within a
leader’s own organizational context. Added to the data were verba-
tim comments regarding individual strengths and development
areas for managing conflict.

Implemented into the FOL program in 2001, the CDP has
helped catalyze increased learning for our participants and enhanced
their overall effectiveness as leaders. Participants explore specific
actions for becoming more constructive in their approaches to con-
flict and learn how to minimize those actions that escalate conflict
or, in some cases, derail their careers.

In this book, Craig E. Runde and Tim A. Flanagan define con-
flict as “any situation in which people have incompatible interests,
goals, principles, or feelings.” If you couple that with today’s desire
for more collaborative approaches to leadership, it is inevitable that
conflicts will arise. How we handle them has widespread implica-
tions for individual leaders and the organizations they serve. Runde
and Flanagan’s book is a great starting place for the self-assessment
and reflection needed to begin to improve one’s skill level in deal-
ing with conflict. Its message is timely and highly relevant for all
who assume positions of leadership.

August 2006 John R. Alexander
President

Center for Creative Leadership
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Preface

As part of our work at the Leadership Development Institute at
Eckerd College (LDI), a network associate of the renowned Center
for Creative Leadership (CCL), we work with highly successful
managers and executives from major companies, government agen-
cies, and nonprofit organizations. During our programs, we encour-
age participants to explore their strengths as well as possible areas
for improvement. This focus on self-awareness is supported by as-
sessment instruments that seek feedback from colleagues at work
and fellow program participants.

Over the years, it has never ceased to amaze us how many of our
participants have special difficulty with one particular element of
leadership: dealing effectively with conflict. Some try to avoid it
and wish it would just go away. Others tend to get angry and lash
out at others in ways they later regret. These methods for dealing
with conflict should not be surprising since conflict is a difficult area
for most people. Our colleagues at CCL have noticed similar pat-
terns. As a result of our experiences, LDI sponsored the develop-
ment of a new conflict assessment instrument and created new
programs on leadership and conflict management.

As we interacted with others in the training and development
and conflict management fields, one thing became apparent: a large
need for improving the conflict management skills of people in or-
ganizations. The costs of poorly managed conflict are high in finan-
cial terms. The costs are equally as high in terms of the quality of
working relationships and morale. Although there are already many
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xii PREFACE

books and programs that do a good job of helping people improve
the way they deal with conflict, many still just do not seem to han-
dle conflict well. We also heard laments from trainers about the dif-
ficulty of getting buy-in from decision makers for such programs.

We came to believe what was needed was a call to action for
leaders. Rather than waiting for training and development staff to
sell the leader on the need for such a program, we came to believe
that effective leaders should spearhead the effort by asking how
soon they could get this kind of training in their organization. As
we explored the issue, it became clear that leaders would need to do
more than just ask questions. They would need to become more
proficient in the ways they personally handle conflict, and they
would need to understand the basics about how to ensure that their
organization becomes conflict competent.

These observations led us to write this book. It should be noted
that we always considered this a leadership book that deals with
conflict management—rather than a text on conflict management.
There are already a number of excellent books on conflict manage-
ment, many of which we cite in this book. So if you want to be-
come an expert on conflict management, we recommend reading
them. Our intention here is different: we want leaders to recognize
the importance of becoming conflict competent as a means to be-
coming a better leader. We want to provide them with a basic un-
derstanding of what is involved in becoming conflict competent
from a personal as well as an organizational standpoint. Finally, we
want them to champion change to help their organization improve
the way in which conflict is handled so they can experience the
many benefits that flow from conflict competence.

Personal Responses to Conflict

Conflict. What do you think or feel when you hear the word? If
you are like most other people, you will probably experience some
discomfort. The fact is that conflict can involve uncomfortable
emotions and threaten relationships.
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Leaders are no different. Our organization has trained thou-
sands of leaders over the years, and time and again, they have told
us that their most difficult workplace issue is conflict management.
Yet as we will see, leaders are the key to improving their organiza-
tions’ ability to deal effectively with conflict.

Does your organization handle conflict as well as you would
like? Most do not. Poorly managed conflict creates enormous costs
in the form of wasted management time, higher turnover, lawsuits,
and the like. It can also lower productivity. When people are en-
gaged in destructive conflict, they begin to pull back, stop sharing
information, and take fewer risks. The result can be poorer-quality
decision making. Lowered morale and strained working relation-
ships can cause stress and sap employees’ energy to focus on being
creative and productive.

We do not think it is possible to do away with conflict. People
will always have differences in values, goals, principles, and tactics
that lead to conflict. The key becomes how they deal with these dif-
ferences. Our experience suggests that when emotions get the best
of people, they often use fight-or-flight types of responses that en-
flame and prolong conflict. For many people, their first instinct
causes them to behave in counterproductive ways. It is as though
many of our gut-level responses to conflict no longer serve us well
in organizational settings. There are other approaches.

Libraries are full of excellent books on how to control emotions
and engage in conflict constructively. If we read and actually acted
on their advice, businesses (and the rest of the world) would be
much better places. In many ways, effective conflict management is
very simple. The types of techniques and behaviors that change
conflict from a blaming contest to a collaborative problem-solving
exercise are straightforward. In some ways, they seem self-evident,
but for the most part, people do not embrace them naturally. As a
consequence, organizations continue to suffer the many ills that
stem from poorly managed conflict.

We suggest that left alone, the situation will not change. If you
try to avoid conflict, it will not go away; it will just fester. If you do

PREFACE xiii
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not systematically address the way in which your organization deals
with conflict, it will continue to endure the ongoing costs of con-
flict or even experience a crisis (a strike, lawsuit, or media debacle,
for example) precipitated by the buildup of unresolved conflict.

We believe that in order for this to change, leaders must engage
in improving their own conflict awareness and skills as well as those
of their organization. In other words, they need to become conflict
competent leaders. They cannot afford to wait for others to raise the
issue. Instead, they must show the way.

This book demonstrates the importance of developing conflict
competence as a leadership skill. We share research results that
found a strong correlation between effective leadership and con-
structive engagement in conflict. We want leaders, as well as those
who provide leadership and conflict management training, to ap-
preciate the importance of conflict competence.

Most of this book looks at how and what leaders need to do to
become personally competent in dealing with conflict. Personal
transformation is a crucial first step; without it, their efforts to cham-
pion conflict competence in their organization will ring hollow.

Chapter One looks at what conflict competent leadership is all
about and why it is of such critical importance to organizations.
Chapter Two introduces the basic dynamics of conflict and provides
grounding in the subject. It is not enough to just understand con-
flict concepts, though. Self-awareness and self-control are key first
steps in the transformational process. These subjects are the focus
of Chapter Three.

Chapters Four and Five are the heart of the skill development
portion of the book. They explore the behavioral skills that can
make or break effective conflict management. Chapter Four looks
at how leaders can lessen destructive responses, and Chapter Five
shows how to use more constructive behaviors.

In Chapter Six we introduce ways in which leaders can help
build conflict competence in their organizations. We examine
methods for systematically improving the manner in which organi-

xiv PREFACE

Runde.fpref  8/31/06  9:02 AM  Page xiv



zations manage conflict, as well as specific steps conflict competent
leaders can take to encourage and foster positive change.

Above all, this book is meant to be a call to action to leaders. It
provides a rationale and a basic road map for creating conflict com-
petent leaders. Reading this book alone will just be a start. We have
included a list of resources at the end of the book that will enable
you to take the practical steps needed to develop your conflict man-
agement skills. You do not have to become an expert in all facets of
conflict. By personally working to improve your skills and encour-
aging organizationwide initiatives, you can begin to improve the
overall conflict competence of your organization and reap the ben-
efits that effective conflict management brings.
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1

1

THE WHAT AND WHY
OF CONFLICT

COMPETENT LEADERS

Difficulties are meant to rouse, not discourage. The

human spirit is to grow strong by conflict.

—William Ellery Channing

The basic nature of human beings is to avoid painful or unpleasant
experiences whenever possible. How many different versions of, “I’d
rather go to the dentist than [fill in the blank],” have you heard in
your life? For most of us, dealing with conflict ranks right up there
with impromptu public speaking or firing an employee. If you’ve
ever filled in the blank above with anything resembling “deal with
conflict,” you’re in exceptionally good company.

So what might motivate a leader to strive toward conflict com-
petence? First, we believe that conflict in the workplace is bound to
occur, so you may as well equip yourself with the skills to deal with
it. Your workplace may be a Fortune 500 company or a family-
owned small business. It may be government offices, schools, or  non-
profit agencies. It really doesn’t matter because conflict occurs in all
workplaces. In our work at the Eckerd College Leadership Devel-
opment Institute (LDI), we have had the opportunity to interact
with thousands of executives, directors, managers, and team lead-
ers engaged in their personal leadership development processes.
What we have learned from them about leadership and conflict,
stated simply, is this: conflict is inevitable for leaders, and it exists
at the root of some of their best ideas and at the core of many of
their worst failures.
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2 BECOMING A  CONFLICT  COMPETENT LEADER

Second, the effects of conflict are dramatic on both human
resources and the bottom line. So there is a level of leadership re-
sponsibility involved in addressing conflict. Effective leaders hold
themselves accountable for establishing work environments that
provide safety and respect while helping the organization meet busi-
ness and financial goals. Handling conflict effectively encompasses
both of these objectives.

Third, despite the avoidance response most of us experience
when engaging in conflict, not all conflict is negative, painful, or
unpleasant. On the contrary, harnessing the power of conflict can
be the catalyst for new ideas and creative solutions to challenging
business issues. Jeff Weiss and Jonathon Hughes (2005) suggest that
“executives underestimate not only the inevitability of conflict but
also—and this is key—its importance to the organization. The dis-
agreements sparked by differences in perspective, competencies, ac-
cess to information, and strategic focus within a company actually
generate much of the value that can come from collaboration across
organizational boundaries. Clashes between parties are the crucibles
in which creative solutions are developed and wise trade-offs among
competing objectives are made” (p. 2). In other words, wise leaders
should embrace conflict and find ways to encourage the prolifera-
tion of differences as a strategy that enables the organization to get
and stay ahead.

Both the science and art of leadership have been studied and
chronicled for decades. There are a myriad of models, definitions,
theories, and concepts regarding leadership. Who among us doesn’t
recall the great discussions focused on leadership versus manage-
ment? Is a leader a manager? Is a manager a leader? Do leaders man-
age? Can managers lead? Today most of us agree that there are key
differences in how we view leadership and management. Never-
theless, the study of leadership and management shows no signs of
slowing. In fact, over thirty-five hundred new management books
are published each year (Pfeffer, 2005). In order to describe the con-
flict competent leader effectively, it seems appropriate to begin with
a brief discussion of leadership.
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Because we work in the field of leadership development, we pre-
fer to think in terms of experiences, growth, and learning rather
than a linear definition of leadership. It makes sense, though, to
identify our broad definition of leaders. We believe leaders are those
whose roles in organizations include accountability for influencing
others or establishing structure for others to follow, or those who are
recognized for developing priorities for the organization. In most
cases, leaders have formal role designations or titles: team leader, su-
pervisor, manager, director, vice president, or president. In short, we
believe leaders are best identified by those who look to them for
leadership. If you are a person who is consistently looked to for lead-
ership, you are most likely a leader.

Leaders constantly learn from their experiences and actively
seek opportunities for development. Leadership development has
been defined at the Center for Creative Leadership as the “expan-
sion of a person’s capacity to be effective in leadership roles and
processes” (McCauley, Moxley, and Van Velsor, 1998, p. 25). The
expansion of these capabilities occurs over time and is usually max-
imized through a variety of experiences that provide challenge, sup-
port, and opportunities to learn. And certainly context is important
in shaping the development process. The most successful leaders
continue to learn throughout their careers. They become aware of
their most effective strengths and use them relentlessly. They are
just as aware of their limitations, or “developmental opportunities,”
and strive to improve, or in some cases minimize, the effects of
these limitations.

For many leaders, the area of conflict presents one of their most
demanding challenges. This makes sense considering the sheer vol-
ume of conflict opportunities that leaders face. Leaders can find
themselves in personal conflicts with others in the organization.
They are also sought out to mediate conflicts among their direct re-
ports or peers. Leaders are often asked for advice about how to han-
dle conflicts or are looked to for conflict coaching. At times, they
must grapple with conflict involving vendors, clients, or other
stakeholders. At other times, they must consider the culture in their

THE WHAT AND WHY OF CONFLICT  COMPETENT LEADERS 3
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organizations, which may include assessing how conflict is treated
at a strategic or systems level. Furthermore, the costs and opportu-
nities associated with conflict demand the attention of leaders. Be-
cause conflict is so often emotionally charged, there is a sense of
urgency when it occurs, so it attracts leadership attention immedi-
ately. And conflict is frequently not resolved quickly, so leaders find
themselves involved for substantial periods of time. Conflict defi-
nitely qualifies as a demanding leadership challenge.

The relationship between leadership and conflict appears nat-
ural and inevitable. It is our belief that defining conflict in broad
terms makes the most sense for discussing its relationship to leader-
ship. With this in mind, we refer to the work of our colleagues Sal
Capobianco, Mark Davis, and Linda Kraus, the creators of the Con-
flict Dynamics Profile. The Conflict Dynamics Profile is a ground-
breaking 360-degree assessment instrument that provides feedback
on individuals’ behaviors before, during, and after conflict. Its cre-
ators define conflict as, “any situation in which people have incom-
patible interests, goals, principles or feelings” (Capobianco, Davis,
and Kraus, 1999, p. 1). This definition certainly encompasses many
different situations and contexts, as do a leader’s role and scope.
Leaders confront conflicts that arise regarding both short-term and
long-standing issues, handle disagreements about strategies and tac-
tics, and referee struggles for resources. They also discover conflict
resulting from misperceptions, misinterpretations, misunderstand-
ings, and miscommunications among people. It appears that con-
flicts can result from almost anything that puts at least two people
in opposition.

In addition to handling conflicts among others, leaders often
find themselves in disagreement with somebody about something.
This is not to disparage those wonderful moments when everybody
is “on board,” the team is “flying in tight formation,” or the entire
organization is “marching in the same direction.” These are times
to savor and reinforce. Realistically, though, the notion of 100 per-
cent buy-in is a lofty goal. When complete buy-in or agreement
isn’t possible, why not respond as one of our close associates does

4 BECOMING A  CONFLICT  COMPETENT LEADER
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with a hearty, “That’s great! We see it differently!” As we have sug-
gested above, conflicts and disagreements present opportunities and
should not be avoided. Some kinds of conflict can be productive
and are at the very heart of creative ideas, innovative approaches, and
previously unseen possibilities. Differing opinions and diverse per-
spectives can lead to new solutions and unexpected breakthroughs.
Or conflict can become destructive when the disagreeing parties
don’t handle their differences effectively. This dichotomy is at the
fulcrum of the leader’s most crucial challenges when developing
conflict competence. How do leaders encourage the exploration of
differing viewpoints while minimizing the hazards of polarization?
How do they know when to intervene in a dispute between or
among others? What are the signs that a conflict is getting out of
control? How do leaders stay attuned to their personal reactions and
behaviors when they are involved in a conflict? Are there ways to
construct effective organizational approaches to conflict? We believe
that conflict competent leaders understand the dynamics of conflict,
are aware of their strengths and developmental opportunities for
handling personal conflict, model appropriate behaviors when en-
gaged in conflict, find ways to foster constructive responses among
others while reducing or avoiding destructive responses, and encour-
age the development of a conflict competent organization through
systems and culture.

How does a leader acquire the skills and experience to develop
this area of competency? Acquiring experience, if you agree with
the notion that conflict is inevitable, will not be a problem. Lead
long enough (we suspect a few days at most will be enough), and
you will encounter conflict. A participant in one of our conflict
workshops commented in the program evaluation, “I won’t have to
look very hard to find opportunities to practice the approaches I’ve
learned in this class.” Acquiring experience is not the issue.

Acquiring the skills is the primary challenge. And leaders who
are conflict competent don’t just “acquire” skills. They study, hone,
and develop their skills over time as they encounter experience after
experience. True to our leadership development roots, we believe

THE WHAT AND WHY OF CONFLICT  COMPETENT LEADERS 5
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the most effective practices for developing competence are centered
on exposure to a variety of developmental experiences coupled with
the ability to learn. In one of the most extensive and revered studies
of executive development, The Lessons of Experience (1988), McCall,
Lombardo, and Morrison categorized the key developmental expe-
riences of leaders into three sets of lessons: assignments, the impact
of others, and hardships.

Anyone using this framework can begin to imagine the variety
of conflict experiences associated with each category. The assign-
ments people accept during a career can be rife with conflict. How
often are aspiring leaders given the challenge to “fix” an existing
problem? Or “take over” a floundering project? Or present to an un-
friendly audience? Or accept a new role with little or no training?
A leader in any one of these cases can be instantly engulfed by the
conflicting viewpoints of resistant workers, unhappy customers, or
feuding colleagues. During a recent workshop, the general manager
of a restaurant described the conflicting priorities she faced while
opening a new facility: “I needed to keep the pressure on my assis-
tant managers to complete the hiring of new employees by the
deadline while at the same time insisting that they manage the
training of existing employees in order to open the restaurant on
time. I’m sure they thought I was unfair, unfeeling, and uncompro-
mising in my approach. But what choice did I have? We had to have
a critical mass hired and we had to have the staff trained. There was
no way I was going to be unprepared to open on time. As it turned
out, we had a great opening, but I worry that I damaged some rela-
tionships along the way.”

When considering the impact of others, most leaders are able to
quickly identify people who provided positive models of accom-
plishment as well as those who were negative models. In later chap-
ters, we explore the impact of constructive and destructive behaviors
on conflict situations. For most of us, it is easy to recall the actions
of others that demonstrate both sets of behavior.

Finally, lessons learned as a result of hardships can be associated
readily with conflict situations. Most leaders are able to identify

6 BECOMING A  CONFLICT  COMPETENT LEADER
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events or periods of time they describe as personal or career setbacks.
A senior vice president at a major high-tech firm with whom we
worked described his greatest challenge over the final few months of
his tenure like this: “I’d estimate that 70 percent of my work-related
energy was spent on managing the lousy relationship I had with my
boss. We just didn’t seem to see anything eye-to-eye. Not only did I
constantly battle him at work, but I found that I’d carry the nega-
tivity home with me every day, and it began to spill over with my
family and friends. I didn’t know it at the time, but my wife later told
me I was like a flea carrying the plague. Every person I touched was
likely to be infected by the conflict I was bringing home from work.”
Although not all setbacks and hardships are the direct result of con-
flict, it is reasonable to assert that they can provide the precipitating
event or starting point for a conflict to develop.

We are certain that all leaders will experience conflict as they
lead. In leadership development terms, those with an adequate
ability to learn will be in positions to acquire, analyze, and apply
knowledge to their experiences. This combination of experience
and ability to learn are the ingredients that lead to skill develop-
ment, which is necessary for becoming competent—in this case,
conflict competent. Our purpose is not to review the extensive re-
search and documentation about best leadership development
practices. Rather, the bulk of this book explores what we have
learned about conflict and how leaders develop the skills to become
conflict competent.

Conflict Competency

We believe there are four distinct areas or skill sets that are required
for a leader to be considered conflict competent:

• Understanding the dynamics of conflict

• Understanding his or her own reactions to conflict

• Fostering constructive responses to conflict (and reducing
destructive responses)
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• Creating a conflict competent organization

In the next few pages we provide an overview of these four
areas. In Chapters Two through Six, we engage in a more detailed
and thorough discussion of them. What follows is a brief overview
of each skill set.

Understanding the Dynamics of Conflict

Conflict competent leaders do not have to be experts in the study
of human behavior. They will benefit, though, from understanding
the nature of some basic human responses such as “fight or flight”
and the “retaliatory cycle.” Many of us experience strong emotional
reactions to conflict. At times our instinct is to dig in and defend
our positions at all costs. When confronted with arguments differ-
ent from our own, we respond by arguing equally or more vehe-
mently for our side. This is the “fight” response. In other situations,
we find our emotional barometer urging us to escape the conflict sit-
uation, avoiding the confrontation or disagreement as best we can.
Removing ourselves from the conflict as completely as possible and
avoiding the other party seems the only reasonable choice. This is
the “flight” response.

There are times when despite our intentions (and the best in-
tentions of our conflict partner), the conflict seems to spin more
and more out of control into the ever-deepening chasm of irrecon-
cilable differences. The nature of our communication and the per-
ceptions of our conflict partner contribute insidiously to a pattern
of responses that leads us down a path of negativity and destruction
with little hope for resolution. This “retaliatory cycle” is observable,
manageable, and reversible.

The key to applying this understanding of the dynamics of con-
flict lies in the ability to observe and detect a myriad of subtle human
interaction cues. A raised eyebrow here or strain in the voice there
may be the clues that alert the conflict competent leader to the po-
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tential conflict lurking just below the surface. The real trick is to
monitor the clues and decide just how to respond. The conflict com-
petent leader is adept at encouraging constructive conflict and
equally skilled at handling conflict that becomes destructive.

Understanding One’s Own Reactions to Conflict

It is especially crucial for conflict competent leaders to understand
and embrace their own strengths and developmental opportunities
in regard to conflict. The most effective leaders are known for being
models of exemplary behavior. This notion has never been truer as
it applies to conflict. Self-awareness is critical.

As human beings, we experience emotions. As individuals, we
experience emotions in unique and profound ways. In addition, as
human beings, we have the ability to reason. Each of us has our own
“wiring” when it comes to thinking and reasoning. We are uniquely
individual. In our individuality, we respond to conflict in cognitive
and emotional ways. For leaders, it is of utmost importance to be
aware of their personal reactions to conflict so they can manage
their responses and model the most effective behaviors before, dur-
ing, and after conflict. The way leaders are seen handling conflict
sends strong signals to those around them about their ability to as-
sist them when they experience conflict. In order to establish cred-
ibility as a conflict competent leader, it is imperative to model
constructive engagement in conflict.

Fostering Constructive Responses to Conflict
(and Reducing Destructive Responses)

One of the basic tenets of our work is this: people who are most ef-
fective at handling conflict behave in constructive ways. These con-
structive behaviors are identifiable, learnable, and applicable. The
more you employ these constructive behaviors before, during, and
after conflict, the more effective you become at handling conflict.
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The work of Sal Capobianco, Mark Davis, and Linda Kraus
(1999) presents two sets of behaviors associated with responses to
conflict: constructive behaviors, which tend to reduce tension and
keep the conflict focused on ideas and information rather than
people, and destructive behaviors, which tend to make things
worse and escalate the conflict. The focus shifts to personalities
and people and away from ideas. As a metaphor, Capobianco,
Davis, and Kraus suggest thinking of conflict as a fire: constructive
behaviors help control the fire, and destructive behaviors fan the
flames.

Capobianco, Davis, and Kraus have identified seven construc-
tive behaviors and eight destructive behaviors. The constructive
behaviors are perspective taking, creating solutions, expressing
emotions, reaching out, reflective thinking, delay responding, and
adapting. The destructive behaviors are winning at all costs, dis-
playing anger, demeaning others, retaliating, avoiding, yielding,
hiding emotions, and self-criticizing.

We will explore in depth how the use of constructive behaviors
leads to favorable outcomes and the natural reduction of destruc-
tive behaviors. Conflict competent leaders will not only discover
how to use constructive behaviors themselves, but will see the de-
sirability of coaching others to do the same.

Creating a Conflict Competent Organization

The most effective leaders do more than model effective behaviors
and influence or develop others. They also find ways to transform
their organization’s conflict culture. They champion the establish-
ment of processes and systems that enable organizational conflict
competence. In this case, conflict competent leaders support train-
ing, coaching, and mentoring at all levels. They espouse a systems
approach to handling conflict and the use of a wide variety of ap-
proaches to resolving conflict.

We will explore the notion of organizational impact and reflect
on the works of conflict management system design experts regard-
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ing the development of effective systems to address conflict. We be-
lieve that talented leaders make lasting, significant contributions to
organizations. When they harness the tremendous upside of conflict
while minimizing the potential for harm, the organization will reap
benefits perhaps previously unimaginable.

Why Conflict Competent Leaders Are Needed

Organizations have long recognized that they need leaders with in-
telligence and technical proficiency. Recently, growing attention
has been paid to the importance of the emotional aspects of leader-
ship (Goleman, 1995). Our experience at LDI confirms this trend.
Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, we surveyed executives and man-
agers who attended our leadership development programs, asking
about their toughest challenges. Time and again their responses fo-
cused on an issue that strikes at the heart of emotional intelligence:
conflict management. They found conflict hard to handle because
it is filled with difficult emotional issues that sometimes flare up and
at others go underground.

Research involving LDI clients suggests that more effective lead-
ers are better able than less effective leaders to address conflict. A
study of more than three hundred managers found that the partici-
pants’ bosses, peers, and direct reports rated them as more effective
leaders when they were seen as exhibiting higher levels of construc-
tive responses to conflict. Conversely, those who engaged in de-
structive types of responses were not seen as effective leaders. Similar
connections have been drawn by other researchers based on field
observations suggesting that those who have developed construc-
tive approaches to conflict are viewed as leaders even when they do
not hold formal leadership positions (Patterson, Grenny, McMil-
lan, and Switzler, 2002).

We believe competency in dealing with organizational conflict
is a hallmark of effective leaders and crucial to organizational suc-
cess. The organizational costs associated with poorly handled con-
flict are too high to ignore.
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The Costs of Conflict Incompetence

When conflict is mismanaged, costs mount. Some out-of-pocket
costs like absenteeism and lawsuits are relatively easy to see and
compute. Others, like poor decision making, lost opportunities, and
diminished quality of working relationships, can prove more costly,
though they are more difficult to quantify.

One obvious cost concerns management time wasted dealing
with conflict rather than addressing more productive issues. Surveys
by the CCL and LDI show that most managers estimate that be-
tween 20 and 40 percent of their time is spent dealing with conflict
(Center for Creative Leadership, 2003; Runde, 2003), figures that
are consistent with earlier management studies (Thomas and
Schmidt, 1976; Watson and Hoffman, 1996). How and why does so
much time get consumed?

One of our clients, whom we will call Mary, was frustrated be-
cause she was unable to focus on her main tasks. When asked what
was diverting her attention, she complained that her subordinates
were constantly coming to her to resolve conflicts. Mary was a good
problem solver, so they approached her to fix their problems rather
than resolving the issues by themselves. Although this worked well
for the employees, it became a major drain on Mary’s time and en-
ergy until she was finally able to use techniques described later in
this book to lessen her burden. Her predicament illustrates one way
that ineffective conflict management can waste managers’ time.

A second conflict-related cost is the loss of employees. It has
been estimated that more than half of employee retention problems
are related to poorly handled conflict (Dana, 2005). When conflict
creates morale problems and interferes with employees’ abilities to
do their jobs, they may look for a better place to work, particularly
when the job market is strong. Many of these problems occur with
the employee’s manager. The replacement costs of finding, training,
and bringing a new person up to speed can often exceed the annual
salary of the employee who leaves. It certainly costs more than ad-
dressing conflicts in the first place so employees do not get frustrated
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and leave. If turnover becomes an organizational problem, an ef-
fective leader needs to determine if poorly managed conflict is at
least partially at fault.

Absenteeism and health costs related to work stress also con-
tribute to the financial toll caused by ineffectively managed conflict.
One form of absenteeism represents an attempt to avoid dealing with
conflict: the employee takes a sick day in order to delay or escape
dealing with the unpleasant problem. Another aspect of absentee-
ism relates to actual physical or emotional distress or illness associated
with conflict. Research has demonstrated a connection between
workplace conflict and stress as well as the detrimental health effects
of workplace stress (Quick, Quick, Nelson, and Hurrell, 1997; Yan-
drick, 1999). Health claims and their effects on insurance premiums
as well as the productivity losses associated with absenteeism can
constitute significant financial drains on organizations.

Grievances, complaints, and lawsuits often stem from ineffec-
tively managed conflict. Many times the complainant just wants an
opportunity to talk about the problem or receive an apology for a
perceived wrong. If it is handled effectively at the start, the issue can
be resolved informally with much less cost. Yet problems are often
ignored or not handled well. Then the conflict spirals out of control
and becomes a dispute that requires more formal third-party inter-
vention, which can increase the time, effort, and cost required for
resolution. Even if an organization prevails in such a dispute with an
individual employee, vendor, or customer, it does not mean that the
organization has won. The process, whether litigation or a less com-
plicated approach such as mediation, can still take costly time for
preparation and participation. In addition, there is always the possi-
bility of losing on the merits, which can cost a great deal more.

Workplace conflict can lead to an even more extreme problem:
workplace violence. The National Institute of Occupational Safety
and Health (1997) estimates that more than one million workers are
assaulted each year at work. A significant number of these assaults
come from disgruntled customers, patients, coworkers, and em-
ployees. The emotional toll on the targets of the violence as well as
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to their coworkers can be enormous and can increase the costs as-
sociated with retention, absenteeism, and health care.

Many of these costs directly affect organizational productivity.
When managers are spending their time dealing with conflict rather
than developing new products or helping their employees serve cus-
tomers, productivity lags. When workers brood at their desk about
conflict issues, spend time complaining to coworkers about the con-
flict, stay home to avoid it, or even leave the organization when
conflict becomes unbearable, the organization suffers too.

In one of our programs, we have participants estimate how much
conflict currently costs their organization. We use the Dana Mea-
sure of Financial Cost of Organizational Conflict survey (Dana,
2006), which enables users to provide their own estimates for cost
categories described in this chapter. Although they are encouraged
to use conservative estimates for each of the cost categories, our par-
ticipants are constantly surprised at the high cost of conflict their
organizations incur. They say that their surprise comes in part be-
cause they had never systematically reviewed conflict-related ex-
penses or at least had never consciously attributed them to poor
conflict management.

Beyond Costs

While cost savings alone make a compelling case for leaders who
can address conflict in an effective manner, there are additional rea-
sons for leaders who are conflict competent. People operate differ-
ently in situations where conflict becomes destructive. These changes
can disrupt the effective functioning of an organization. For exam-
ple, when facing conflict, some people begin withholding informa-
tion from those with whom they have conflict. When sharing
begins to dry up, decisions may be made based on inadequate infor-
mation. When the relationships become too tense, managers may
feel compelled to reorganize work groups to separate individuals.
This may temporarily relieve the tension, but it may be counter-
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productive to bringing the best talents to bear on the issues faced by
a work group.

While most people think of conflict as negative, conflict theory
suggests that there are creative opportunities that can emerge from
conflict when it is managed effectively. Imagine what an organiza-
tion would look like if it had absolutely no conflict at all—pretty
boring and static. Some suggest that leaders need to make sure that
there is sufficient debate and conflict in their organization to ensure
that varying approaches to important issues are considered and ap-
propriately vetted. The key in these cases is to stimulate debate
without letting it become destructive or focused on personalities as
opposed to the task at hand (Roberto, 2005). Conflict that involves
the airing of different opinions can stimulate creativity as ideas feed
off one another and new concepts emerge. When conflict can be
used constructively to elicit ideas and appropriately challenge them,
it can help prevent teams from falling into the trap of groupthink,
where extreme concurrence seeking can lead to suppression of con-
flict and a consequent drop in the quality of decision making
(Turner and Pratkanis, 1997). A classic example of this was the fail-
ure of the Swiss watchmaking industry to grasp the cutting-edge
digital technology that became the new standard. The Swiss watch-
makers decided that the new technology was a fad that wouldn’t
last. The Swiss experts needed little debate. They were convinced
the technology was fallible because a watch without a mainspring
certainly wouldn’t work. Their decision resulted in a massive loss of
market share from which the industry never fully recovered.

Effective strategic planning requires sharing information and
debating the ideas developed from that information. Conflict
avoidance causes both the information sharing and vetting to dry
up and undermines the rigorous debate required for superior strate-
gic decision-making quality (Amason and Schweiger, 1997). An or-
ganization sent a group of executives to LDI to work on examining
their mission and vision. After several days, it became apparent to
us that most of the executive team members refused to engage in
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any meaningful debate with the senior member of the team. They
deferred to his opinions and yielded to his suggestions. We inter-
vened by providing feedback about the lack of debate and suggested
that the team examine how they handled conflict before proceed-
ing with their primary objective. Eventually the team began shar-
ing observations about their lack of open communication. They
chose to table their examination of the mission and vision until
after they had resolved their communication issues.

Effective conflict management can also be a key to stimulating
a collaborative workplace environment. Disagreements inevitably
arise when people from different parts of an organization begin work-
ing together. If these disagreements cannot be addressed in a suc-
cessful manner, they will undermine collaboration and prevent the
realization of benefits that conflict can bring (Weiss and Hughes,
2005). Conflict programming at LDI frequently focuses on engag-
ing participants in exercises and simulations that elicit disagree-
ments. We teach participants to employ approaches, techniques,
and behaviors that enable successful resolution of differences. As
participants find they can be successful in the classroom, they gain
confidence that they can use the same approaches, techniques, and
behaviors in the workplace.

When an organization is able to develop a culture that empha-
sizes the use of constructive conflict management and resolution in-
ternally, it also helps create an environment where employees will
interact with customers, vendors, and other external parties in a
more effective manner. If an organization espouses high customer
service values but ignores or mismanages internal conflicts, em-
ployees are likely to look at these actions as their cues for how they
are to deal with others. Once poor habits such as ignoring internal
conflicts become ingrained, they can become a major obstacle to
development of successful customer relations. But if an organization
can align its internal conflict management strategies with the way
it wants to treat it clients, then it can achieve higher-quality client
interactions (J. Lynch, conversation with Craig Runde on Dec. 12,
2005).
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Knowing how to engage and resolve conflict also helps build
stronger relationships—with clients, with vendors, among employ-
ees, and between managers and employees. These relationships can
help these interdependent parties become more creative and pro-
ductive and can make work life more enjoyable. Strong relation-
ships can better weather problems and allow people to look for
ways for resolving conflicts that enable all parties to gain. The first
step along this path is becoming familiar with the basic dynamics
of conflict.

THE WHAT AND WHY OF CONFLICT  COMPETENT LEADERS 17

Runde.c01  8/31/06  8:59 AM  Page 17



Runde.c01  8/31/06  8:59 AM  Page 18



19

2

UNDERSTANDING
CONFLICT DYNAMICS

Conflict is inevitable, but combat is optional.

—Max Lucado

Leaders do not need to become conflict experts, but it is important
that they appreciate how and why people respond to conflict in the
manner they do. This understanding will help illuminate the way
to new, more effective kinds of responses that can turn conflict from
a problem into an opportunity. In this chapter, we look at what con-
flict is, how people think about it, how it arises and unfolds, and
how people respond to it. This basic grounding in conflict dynam-
ics can help leaders better understand why they need to engage con-
flict rather than avoid it: to lessen its harmful effects while taking
advantage of the opportunities inherent within conflict.

What Is Conflict?

In Chapter One, we introduced one definition of conflict: “any
situation in which people have incompatible interests, goals, prin-
ciples, or feelings” (Capobianco, Davis, and Kraus, 2001). Under-
pinning this and many other definitions of conflict is the notion
of differences. These differences come in many forms. They include
differences about fundamental values and principles. Often they
focus on how to solve problems and get interests met. They may
also involve differences in objectives, as well as tactics to meet
them. Many differences come with a history laden with emotional
baggage.

Runde.c02  8/31/06  8:59 AM  Page 19



20 BECOMING A  CONFLICT  COMPETENT LEADER

Think about a conflict that you’ve experienced recently. How
would you describe the differences at play in it? While it is relatively
easy to come up with reasons why the other person is wrong, it usu-
ally takes more effort to consider what lies behind the conflict in the
first place. Taking time to think about the differences rather than fo-
cusing immediately on who is right or wrong can be beneficial.

The differences can come from a variety of sources. Sometimes
they involve personal preferences people may have for the ways they
like to do things or even the things they like to do. Some of these
may be closely related to different personality traits. Have you ever
been in conflict with others about how to solve a problem and won-
dered, “How in the world could they see things the way they do?”
The other person may be thinking the same thing. In many cases,
it may be that their preferred style of problem solving is different
from yours. People can have legitimate differences in the way they
approach things, and these differences can lead to conflict.

People can also have different values. These may lead to some
of the most difficult conflicts since values make up an important
part of our identity. Many of our major social conflicts (abortion,
same-sex marriage, capital punishment) stem from value differ-
ences. These are so closely connected to our identities that they can
easily arouse strong emotions. At times it seems impossible to con-
cede because it would threaten our sense of identity.

Sometimes differences arise among people from various cultural
or ethnic backgrounds. Sometimes when we engage with people
from different backgrounds, it can be difficult to understand why
they act as they do. Moreover, these differences can seem confusing
and sometimes appear threatening. It is also easy to think that the
perspectives of our own culture or background are right or appropri-
ate to the solution of issues, whereas the others’ approaches are not.

Incompatibility

It is not just differences that define conflict. Somehow the parties
must perceive that the differences create a situation that will be
contrary to their interests or needs. If the people do not currently
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care about the differences, there is still the potential for conflict. If
you like the beach and your colleague prefers the mountains, it does
not necessarily mean you will have conflict. It could, however, if
you both have to jointly decide the location for your company’s
next retreat.

So the issue of incompatibility is added to the mix. If the needs
of people differ and they are somehow incompatible—you getting
your way means I will not get mine—then the situation is ripe for
conflict. In fact, the situation requires only the appearance or per-
ception of incompatibility for conflict to ensue. Have you ever ex-
perienced a conflict when you initially thought that the other
person’s interests and yours were incompatible, only to find out later
that they were not? Our initial perceptions about situations can be
affected by inadequate information, misunderstandings, or preju-
dices that can cause us to see incompatibility where there really is
none. So it would be helpful to adjust the earlier definition of con-
flict to be “any situation in which people have apparently incom-
patible interests, goals, principles, or feelings.”

The notion of incompatibility also implies the potential for the
relationship to become competitive. When people have apparently
incompatible goals, they often look at the situation as a zero-sum
game. If the other person getting his or her way is seen as keeping
you from getting your way, then let the competition begin! Indeed,
some models look at competitive versus cooperative interaction as
the key dichotomy in conflict (Deutsch and Coleman, 2000).

Interdependence

The aspect of incompatibility becomes more crucial in interdepen-
dent relationships. When situations involve someone with whom
you have ongoing interactions, the stakes tend to be raised. You are
no longer dealing with just the facts of the situation but also the on-
going relationship with the person.

Conflict, especially in organizational contexts, often arises be-
tween people who have interdependent relationships. If you have
differences with someone you will never see again, they will likely
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be treated as a minor annoyance and quickly be forgotten. The
same types of differences with someone with whom you work every
day may lead to ongoing conflict. When we add this concept to our
definition, we see conflict as “any situation in which interdependent
people have apparently incompatible interests, goals, principles, or
feelings.”

How People Think About Conflict

While it is helpful to have a working definition of conflict, it is just
as important to consider how people actually think about it. Al-
though people often experience conflict and may mull over the
specifics of a particular dispute, it is rarer that they reflect about con-
flict in the abstract.

We think it is important for leaders to begin to consider how
they conceive of conflict, since this framework, expressed or not,
will influence how they approach dealing with it. In our programs,
we often ask participants to consider words that describe conflict for
them. Take a moment to think about recent conflicts that you have
experienced. Note some words that come to mind when you think
conflict. Why do you think about these particular terms?

Our participants have come up with a large list of words to de-
scribe how they see conflict. In Exhibit 2.1 we present a list of the
most common ones that they have used, as well as a few uncommon
ones (Runde, 2005). Many of the words have some kind of negative
connotation—for example, the ones dealing with anger, fear, frus-
tration, and stress. Yet there are also terms in the list that suggest
that there can be a silver lining to conflict: opportunity, growth, and
creativity.

The vast majority of our participants list primarily negative
words to describe conflict. Were some of your words of this type?
Why might so many more people think first of these negative ele-
ments? This may stem from the emotions that people feel when
faced with conflict. A sense of potential differences can often lead
us to get angry toward another person or to become afraid of con-
frontation. Or we might not want to acknowledge the existence of
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Exhibit 2.1 Words Used to Describe Conflict

acceptance
aggression
always there
ambivalence
anger
angst
annoying
anxiety
anxious
argue
assertiveness
attitude
avoid
avoidance
balance
banter
barriers
battle
beneficial
best solutions
bogged down
bring it on
build up
calm
cautious
challenge
change
chaos
collaboration
comfort zone
communication
compatible
complex
confrontation
confusion
control
constructive
conundrum
costly
courage
creative tension
creativity
curious

debate
defense
delay
destructive
differences
different opinion
difficult
disagreement
disappointment
discomfort
discontent
disharmony
disruptive
disturbing
disunity
diversity
draining
dynamic
educate
elevate
emotional
end
energizing
engagement
enlightening
equality
essential
exciting
exhausting
fascinating
favoritism
fear
fearful
fight
focus
freak-out
fruitless
frustration
fun
growth
grueling
harmony
hate

heat
hide
high energy
honesty
hostility
hurt feelings
impediment
inevitable
injury
innovation
instigator
intense
interesting
interpersonal
intimidating
irritate
justice
leadership
learning
legitimacy
liberating
listening
loss of control
mad
manageable
messy
misreading
misunderstanding
mobilizing
natural
necessary
needs
negotiation
non-conformity
obstinacy
opportunity
out of control
pain
painful
peace
perception
personality
perspective

persuasion
pettiness
positive
possibility
problem solving
progress
relationships
relief
resentment
resignation
resolution
retaliation
revealing
right/wrong
risk
risky
rough
run from
sad
scary
searching
signal
solution
status quo
stimulating
stressful
style
success
synergy
tension
tough
tricky
trust
turmoil
unavoidable
uncertainty
uncomfortable
uncooperative
understanding
violence
withdraw
yelling
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conflict and the changes and challenges it will bring to our lives.
The challenge of having to address the conflict and its emotional
consequences can be frightening because our experience has told us
this can be frustrating and stressful (Mayer, 2000). These feelings
are natural, but they do not tell the entire story of conflict.

Perhaps more interesting are the number of terms that suggest
potentially positive elements of conflict: best solutions, creativity, dy-
namic, energizing, and enlightening. Did any of those or similar terms
occur to you? These may not come to mind as quickly because it
takes work to break through the tensions associated with the nega-
tive aspects of conflict and reach more positive results. Yet they also
give hope to the idea that differences can be resolved and that man-
aging conflict can create positive outcomes for individuals and or-
ganizations. If we are able to manage our emotions and behaviors
while dealing with differences, we can use the differences to cre-
atively explore alternative approaches to solving problems and pos-
sibly find new and better solutions. We can also build stronger
relationships that can help us work together more effectively in the
future.

Inevitability

Given our definition, it becomes clear that we will face conflict on
a regular basis. At both work and home, we have ongoing interde-
pendent relationships with others, and at times we have apparently
incompatible differences with them. Yet it is fascinating the num-
ber of times we run into people who say about their organizations,
“We don’t have conflict here.” On closer examination, what they
often mean is, “We avoid dealing with conflict here.” So if conflict
is inevitable, what does that mean for people? It largely depends on
how they think and feel about conflict. Rather than try to avoid the
inevitable, we recommend developing approaches that lessen the
potentially harmful effects of conflict. These same approaches can
unlock opportunities for solving problems and improving relation-
ships. To do this, it is important to understand something about the
life cycle of conflict.
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Conflict as a Process

What happens when interdependent people with apparently in-
compatible interests interact with one another? How does conflict
get started in the first place, and how does it unfold? Over the past
several decades, a great deal of research has assisted in uncovering
the processes behind conflict. The research has led to the develop-
ment of a number of theories and models to describe conflict; not
surprisingly, many of these have much in common.

In our programs, we use different models to help answer these
questions and describe the processes involved. Our core model is
called the Dynamic Conflict Model, which is presented graphically
in Figure 2.1 (Capobianco, Davis, and Kraus, 2001). This model
looks at conflict as a process that unfolds over time, and it explores
what triggers conflict in the first place. It also considers how people
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Task-Focused Conflict
(Cognitive)

• Focus on task and problem 
   solving
• Positive affect
• Tension decreases
• Group functioning improves

Person-Focused Conflict
(Emotional)

Constructive Responses

Behaviors which keep
conflict to a minimum

Destructive Responses

Behaviors which escalate
or prolong conflict

Conflict De-Escalates Conflict Escalates 

Initiate Conflict

• Focus on personalities
• Negative emotions 
   (anger, frustration)
• Tension increases
• Group functioning decreases

Precipitating Event
and/or Hot Buttons

Figure 2.1. Dynamic Conflict Model
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respond to conflict and how different types of responses affect the
way in which conflict unfolds. The model focuses on behaviors in
order to help people understand how their responses can help or
hinder the resolution of the problems and tensions associated with
the conflict.

Types of Conflict

The Dynamic Conflict Model relies in part on earlier research that
differentiated conflict into two types (Amason, 1996). One type,
referred to as Cognitive Conflict, focuses more on tasks and problem
solving. This is the type of conflict that occurs when people debate
ideas. There may appear to be incompatible differences, but the
focus remains primarily on ideas, not on people. It could occur
when scientists and engineers are arguing vigorously over what ap-
proaches to take to solve a problem, lawyers are debating which
causes of action to use in an upcoming lawsuit, or managers are at
odds over the best strategy to use to address a new business problem.

When the focus is on problem solving, arguments may get quite
spirited, but the emotional tone will remain neutral or even posi-
tive. The parties may argue vigorously for their positions, but at
midday they can go out for lunch together compatibly before re-
turning for more debate. This type of conflict often leads to the cre-
ativity, energy, and best solutions our participants identified when
they listed positive terms describing conflict. It can also lead to
higher productivity because not only can they come up with better
solutions to the problem at hand but can also strengthen working
relationships that will help them resolve problems in the future.

A second type of conflict, Affective Conflict, epitomizes the neg-
ative terms that our participants used to describe conflict. Here, the
focus is on blaming people or proving that the other person is wrong
rather than trying to solve the problem. When differences appear,
people think they are right and the other person is wrong. Of course,
the other person thinks he or she is right and we are wrong. When
people feel threatened, it is easy to fall into this type of personality-
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focused conflict. It can heat up quickly and is typically associated
with a negative emotional tone and ongoing tensions. It also leads
to productivity problems because it causes stress and can lead to
poorer morale, bad decision making, and other conflict costs de-
scribed in Chapter One.

A summary of some of the outcomes of these two types of con-
flict is shown in Table 2.1 (Capobianco, Davis, and Kraus, 2004).
Those who seek to obtain the potential benefits of conflict have to
engage it and work cooperatively with the other person. The po-
tential downsides stem from attacking people instead of the prob-
lem or avoiding the issue altogether. In terms of the latter, one thing
is clear: conflict does not go away just because someone avoids it,
and neither do the problems it causes.
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Table 2.1 Potential Consequences of Conflict

Potential Benefits Potential Costs

• Stimulates creativity and problem
solving

• Fosters teamwork and improves
social relationships

• Encourages listening and
perspective taking

• Promotes reflective thinking and
open communication

• Yields information about people
and situations

• Signals that changes are necessary
in relationships or the
organization

• Provides the means for expressing
emotions which can ultimately
clear the air and reduce tension

• Produces poor quality decisions

• Poisons relationships and
workplace with misunderstanding
and distrust

• Disrupts self, others and
workplace

• Causes anger, fear, defensiveness,
negativity, hurt, and
embarrassment

• Detrimental to building lasting
relationships

• Inhibits open communication

• Lessens joint and individual
outcomes

• Instigates aggression and
retaliation

• Harms reputations

• Derails careers
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Conflict Triggers

The Dynamic Conflict Model uses a fire analogy to describe con-
flict. It first considers what kind of sparks can get conflict started.
One way it can be initiated is by a precipitating event. This usually
happens when someone says or does something that causes us to be-
lieve that their interests, goals, principles, or feelings are incompat-
ible with and threatening to our own. When this happens, it can set
into motion a cascade of events.

Think about when someone said something to you that led to a
conflict. Can you remember your initial thoughts about what was
going on? It isn’t easy because these types of situations can move
very quickly. If you can, remember your thoughts about the other
person’s motives. Did they turn out to be correct, or were there mis-
understandings?

Our initial attribution of the other person’s motives is often off
the mark, as we’ll see in the next chapter. For now, the key is that
there is an attribution of bad motives that almost instantly leads to
the arousal of emotions—typically anger or fear. When emotions
start to boil up, we are faced with a question of what we should do
with these emotions and how to act on them.

In addition to precipitating events, another kind of spark can
launch conflict—something we call hot buttons. These are situations
or behaviors in others that tend to frustrate or irritate us enough to
cause us to overreact in ways we might not if we had cooler heads. Al-
though we will look at these hot buttons in more depth in the next
chapter, think for a moment about behaviors in others that irritate
you. Is there someone who says or does things that get under your
skin? Why is it that this bothers you so? The interesting thing about
these hot buttons is that they vary from person to person. Something
that may irritate me a great deal might not bother you at all—and
vice versa. What is clear is that most people have hot buttons, and
when they are pushed, they can lead to anger and frustration.

So whether the initial spark comes from a precipitating event
or from hot buttons being pushed, it leads to a situation where emo-
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tions are aroused and tensions can grow over perceived incompati-
bilities. At this point, we face the question of what to do with these
feelings. In other words, how do we respond?

Behavioral Responses

The Dynamic Conflict Model suggests that the most important step
comes next. When emotions are running high, the key issue is how
we respond or behave. Some types of responses tend to enflame or
prolong conflict. These destructive behaviors or actions increase
the tension that the parties feel and generally prevent effective res-
olution of the problem. A different set of responses lessens tensions
and helps move conflict toward a more constructive resolution.

The question of what constitutes constructive and destructive
responses can differ in various cultures. The Dynamic Conflict
Model was developed from research focused primarily on a North
American business setting, so it tends to favor more direct, active
engagement in resolving problems, and its categorization of conflict
behaviors demonstrates this. Other cultures prefer more indirect,
face-saving approaches to conflict. In this book, we characterize
constructive and destructive behaviors in the original manner pro-
posed in the model while acknowledging that specific behaviors
constituting constructive and destructive behaviors may change in
different cultures.

Destructive Responses. After conflict has been initiated, people
tend to respond in different ways. In Figure 2.1, one path that can
be taken involves destructive responses. These are behaviors that
tend to enflame or prolong the tensions associated with conflict.
They act like throwing gasoline on the initial sparks. They largely
fall into the fight-or-flight behaviors associated with conflict. Some
of them involve lashing out at or retaliating against the other per-
son; others involve staying away from the conflict or giving in to
avoid having to deal with it. For early humans, these responses
often contributed to survival when threats arose. Even today, the
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fight-or-flight instincts prove valuable in settings where one is in
danger. The problem is that they do not work well in most modern
organizational contexts where our ongoing, interdependent rela-
tionships form such an important basis for both success and satis-
faction. Using fight-or-flight responses against bosses, coworkers,
subordinates, suppliers, and customers does not lead to effective re-
sults in the long run or contribute to building stronger working re-
lationships. We will discuss specific destructive and constructive
behaviors in the next chapter.

Constructive Responses. Constructive responses engage with the
other person to try to delineate a solution to the problem posed by
the differences. They include managing emotions and attitudes to
try to avoid destructive responses. More than that, they use ap-
proaches that focus on trying to understand the problems caused by
differences. This can take a lot of effort because the problems fre-
quently involve more than just factual disputes and include emo-
tions and identity issues (Stone, Patton, and Heen, 1999). It can
take a lot of effort to truly understand another person’s perspective,
particularly when one does not agree with it. Yet once one has a
deeper understanding of the nature and reasons underlying the dif-
ferences, it becomes easier to reframe the problem so that it changes
from a matter of “you against me” to “us against the problem.” Re-
search related to the Dynamic Conflict Model suggests that some of
these constructive behaviors have the highest correlation to effec-
tive leadership.

Active and Passive Responses. Both constructive and destructive
behaviors can manifest as active or passive responses. Active re-
sponses involve some kind of overt action on the part of a person,
whereas a passive response may involve withholding a particular ac-
tion. An active constructive behavior might be taking the first step
to break an impasse; a passive constructive behavior might be tak-
ing a time out to let emotions cool down before talking further. Ac-
tive destructive behaviors are more typically the fight types of
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responses, like lashing out in anger. Passive destructive behaviors in-
volve more flight types of responses, such as avoiding another person
so as not to have to deal with a conflict. Generally we have found
that the active types of behaviors, both constructive and destructive,
appear to have the greatest impact on how conflict unfolds.

New Responses Can Be Learned. Although some of these be-
haviors appear at an early age, the Dynamic Conflict Model sug-
gests that in general, our conflict behaviors are learned. Just relying
on gut responses will not ensure that we effectively respond to con-
flict. It is possible for our gut responses to be affected by emotions
like anger and fear, and this can lead us to engage in destructive re-
sponses to conflict, which will lead to poorer outcomes. So while
leaders often need to trust their responses, a different approach may
be needed when dealing with conflict. It becomes important for
leaders to understand how they typically respond to conflict in
order to learn where they are naturally effective. They also need to
understand where they have weak spots, so they can make im-
provements to strengthen their overall approach. Many times this
means learning new behaviors to use in conflict situations. More-
over, leaders need to recognize that everyone in their organization
has similar needs. People need to better understand how they re-
spond to conflict so they can improve their behaviors. Although
the specifics will differ, essentially everyone can improve how they
respond to conflict, and this will lead to more effective manage-
ment and resolution of conflicts in organizations.

Conflicts Evolve Over Time. While Figure 2.1 shows a simple di-
vision between constructive and destructive behaviors, it turns out
that conflict often evolves. Sometimes things go well when people
are engaging in constructive behaviors, only for the situation to
turn ugly when someone makes a negative comment or behaves de-
structively. And a conflict that is turning destructive can be rescued
if the participants begin to use more constructive behaviors. The
Dynamic Conflict Model suggests that the earliest behaviors in a
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conflict can have the greatest effect on the outcome or direction
that conflict takes. It therefore suggests using constructive behav-
iors at the onset of conflict. This can, of course, be difficult because
it is precisely the time when the emotional temperatures are rising.
The emotions and associated behaviors of the people can actually
feed off one another. As conflict escalates, we turn to another
model.

Retaliatory Cycles

The process shown in Figure 2.2 is called the retaliatory cycle (Dana,
2005). The first step is the perception of a precipitating event—we
see or hear someone do or say something that seems to threaten our
interests. The perception is followed closely by the attribution of a
motive to the other person. We may see the other person’s action
as a threat to our own interests. If so, we typically attribute some
kind of negative motive to his or her action such as, “He is out to
get me” or “She is trying to hog all the resources.” This quickly leads
to the emotional part of the cycle. The emotion rises not from

32 BECOMING A  CONFLICT  COMPETENT LEADER

RUNDE

Trigger

Repetition

Anger
(emotion)

Acting
(behavior)

Perception of threat
(cognition)

Figure 2.2. Retaliatory Cycle

Source: Dana, 2005.
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thinking about the issue but from a completely different process—
one that emerges quicker than rational thinking.

People are quickly presented with a situation where they are
feeling an emotion because of something that someone else has said
or done that makes them think he may be threatening their inter-
ests. Now they have to make a decision about how they are going
to act and what they are going to do. This is not an easy situation
to be in—but is, in fact, one that is encountered frequently.

If people choose to use constructive responses at this point, the
tension can be reduced, and they can try to find out what is hap-
pening. If instead they retaliate, the other person will go through a
similar stage, leading him to the same decision about how to re-
spond. If the response is destructive, the cycle heats up. Sometimes
the cycle is portrayed as a spiral: with each turn, the overall inten-
sity of the emotions escalates and the difficulty of cooling the situ-
ation increases (Wilmot and Hocker, 2001).

Consider this situation. Joe was a manager in a technology sup-
port group of one of our clients. One day he asked Bill, one of his
technicians, to work overtime on the upcoming weekend. Joe was
surprised when Bill snapped back, “You are always dumping work
on me at the last minute. Why don’t you be fair for a change and
ask someone else?” Joe, who felt attacked, responded, “I’m the boss
here, and you’ll do what I say!”

This type of escalation happens all the time and frequently goes
much further. In this case, Joe needed help on a project because his
boss had asked him to complete it by Monday. In the past, Joe had
relied on Bill in similar situations and was confident that he would
do a good job. He might even like the overtime because he had not
complained in the past. But this time Bill had plans for the week-
end and felt that Joe was taking advantage of him rather than ask-
ing another worker. Bill also assumed that Joe had been careless to
wait until the last minute to assign the job and was picking on him.
His response made Bill angry and caused him to snap back at Joe.

Joe felt that Bill was challenging his authority. This made him
angry and led him to overreact. One angry emotion played off an-
other and turned up the heat on the retaliatory cycle, effectively
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keeping Joe and Bill from getting to the bottom of what was really
happening. In order to understand each other’s needs and inten-
tions, they needed to be able to break the retaliatory cycle. Only
then could they find ways to take care of their respective interests.
Joe, of course, could force the issue, but as we will see later in this
chapter, the use of power can often backfire and create resistance.

The retaliatory cycle can be even more harmful if there is a his-
tory between the conflict participants that undermines trust and
leads them to have deeper suspicions about the other person’s mo-
tives. Even without such history, it is easy to assume the worst about
the other person while assuming the best about one’s self.

Roles and Outcomes

A lot of time we look at conflict as a competition: someone wins and
the other person loses. It becomes a struggle to make sure that the
other person loses so we get what we want. The interchange with
the other person essentially consists of hard bargaining and trying to
persuade her that our position is the correct one. Power becomes
something to be used as leverage to ensure our own “victory.” This
competitive perspective tends to be associated with the destructive
behaviors described by the Dynamic Conflict Model. When conflict
becomes a win-or-lose struggle, fight-or-flight responses kick in, and
destructive behaviors emerge that enflame conflict.

A very different approach was developed by researchers at the
Harvard Negotiation Project. This approach is variously described
as negotiating on the merits or principled- or interest-based nego-
tiation. It focuses on understanding the interests of each party and
cooperatively developing options that “enlarge the pie” before try-
ing to decide how to divide it (Fisher, Ury, and Patton, 1991). This
value creation process changes the perspective from a zero-sum
game to a win-win or “both-gain” scenario. It is conceptually con-
sistent with the Dynamic Conflict Model. Many of the constructive
behaviors found in the latter are precisely those used to understand
the interests of the people involved in the conflict and then create
solutions that benefit all parties. It effectively enables people to re-
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frame conflict to be more of a cooperative problem-solving effort
and less of a competitive contest.

The Role of Power in Conflict

Since leaders are often in roles of power in their own organizations,
it is natural to inquire about how power affects the process of con-
flict. The subject is actually quite complex and can involve explor-
ing sources of power, how it is used, and the relational aspects of it.
We’ll focus here on one relational aspect of power: how it is used ei-
ther against or in cooperation with others.

When one party has or acquires more power than another in a
conflict, he may choose to use it to force a solution that favors him.
Although this approach can achieve short-term objectives, a poten-
tial problem lies in alienating people who will be needed to implement
the solution or from whom cooperation will be needed in the future.
It may sometimes be necessary to use power coercively in a particular
setting. If, however, a leader becomes dependent on or habituated to
a winning-at-all-costs strategy, it can create resentment, alienation,
and eventually resistance from those on the losing side. This can lead
to lower morale, vandalism, and other actions that lower productivity
and increase the need for closer controls (Coleman, 2000).

Power can also be used in more cooperative ways. If one party
has more power than someone with whom she is experiencing con-
flict, she can choose to make sure that it is seen as a mutual prob-
lem rather than just a struggle for unilateral victory. By framing the
process as a cooperative search for win-win options, she can ensure
greater buy-in from the other person. It does not lessen her chances
to get what she wants since she is searching for mutually satisfactory
approaches. It will enhance her chances of reaching an agreement
where the parties are committed to a successful implementation.

Conflict and Culture

The principal models presented in this book are derived from West-
ern views of conflict, principally those found in North America and
Northern Europe. They represent cultures that value individualism
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and appreciate openness, directness, and goal-oriented solutions.
Yet much of the rest of the world, including many countries in Asia,
the Middle East, Africa, and Latin America, take a more collectivist
view of conflict. In these cultures, maintaining harmony and strong
relationships is considered just as important as or more important
than goal outcomes. Direct criticism and debate may be avoided
not only because they do not fit the norms of these cultures, but also
because they can pose a threat to relationships (Ting-Toomey and
Oetzel, 2001). As the world grows smaller and people from differ-
ent cultures interact with one another, conflict between them will
occur with increasing frequency. In these cases, conflict competent
leaders will seek to learn more concerning other cultures’ ap-
proaches to conflict. They will also work at being mindful of these
differences and try to understand not only the other person’s inter-
ests but also how that person deals with conflict (LeBaron, 2003;
Ting-Toomey and Oetzal, 2001).

Most leaders work in organizations that are made up of people
from different cultural backgrounds or deal with people from vary-
ing cultures. As a consequence, it will be increasingly important for
them to ensure that their organizations’ conflict management train-
ing programs incorporate intercultural components.

Understanding Your Role in Conflict

We’ve looked at some of the basic elements of conflict and have ex-
plored how people view it. A conflict competent leader develops an
understanding of these elements in order to cultivate a deeper ap-
preciation about how our perceptions, emotions, and behaviors af-
fect the manner in which conflict unfolds. It is not enough, though,
just to understand the concepts. A second step is to become aware
of how our own personal preferences and approaches differ from
those of others and reflect on how they can become a source for
conflict or a basis for its resolution. This includes looking at what
triggers conflict, as well as how we respond to it. Chapter Three ex-
plores this topic in more depth.
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3

SELF-AWARENESS,
SELF-CONTROL

First keep the peace within yourself, then you can

also bring peace to others.

—Thomas à Kempis

Self-awareness plays a crucial role in our leadership development
programs. We believe that leaders need to know more about their
own personalities, preferences, and styles in order to better under-
stand why they behave in certain ways. We use a model developed
by the Center for Creative Leadership known as ACS, which stands
for Assessment, Challenge, and Support. Assessment helps clarify
changes that may be needed to improve leadership effectiveness.
Challenge provides the opportunity for experimentation and prac-
tice to make changes. Support helps confirm and clarify lessons
learned (McCauley, Moxley, and Van Velsor, 1998).

In this chapter, we address the assessment component of the
ACS model. Assessment assists people in becoming more aware of
themselves. It goes beyond just understanding oneself, though. It
includes looking at how one interacts with people who have differ-
ent preferences and styles from oneself. Participants in our programs
are often surprised to discover how easily these differences can spark
conflict. We also help them look at what kinds of behaviors in oth-
ers might trigger conflict for them. Finally, we help them explore
how they respond when they are faced with conflict. Sometimes
their self-awareness is enhanced by getting feedback from compan-
ions in the program. Other times it comes from the use of assess-
ment instruments.
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In addition to self-awareness, leaders need to cultivate self-control
so they can respond in ways that are best suited to the situation.
Losing one’s cool can be a problem for anyone, but when a leader
loses control, the consequences for the organization can be disas-
trous. Self-awareness and self-control are key elements in the cre-
ation of conflict competent leaders.

Self-Awareness

In the context of conflict, leaders need to become aware of how and
where conflicts arise for them, how they might cause conflicts, and
how they respond emotionally and behaviorally in a conflict. Bet-
ter self-awareness enables leaders to learn how they deal with con-
flict and helps make sure that they use behaviors that minimize the
harmful effects of conflict.

Differences

Our definition of conflict sees differences as being a key element of
conflict. Everyone is aware of common ways in which they differ
from other people. These could be different thoughts about strate-
gic directions or tactics, perceptions about resource allocations, and
opinions on organizational structure and individual responsibility.
How do these arise?

Some may come from people having different amounts of in-
formation or understanding about a problem. Some can stem from
naturally competing interests—departments competing for re-
sources or individuals competing for promotions, for example. In
many cases, though, the differences arise from people’s different per-
sonalities, preferences, and styles. Too often these lead to conflict
because of misunderstandings. The conflict competent leader un-
derstands his or her own styles and preferences, recognizes poten-
tial strengths and weaknesses related to them, appreciates that
other people can have different ones, and works to make these dif-
ferences a source of opportunity rather than conflict.
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Many leaders have taken the Meyers-Briggs Type Indicator
(MBTI)—some perhaps many times. Most people who come to our
programs already know whether they are an ISTJ, ENTP, or some
other type. They may have reflected on their specific type and have
read about the characteristics of that type in specific contexts. They
have generally thought less about how differences in types might
lead to conflict.

The MBTI looks at four basic set of preferences: Extroversion-
Introversion (where you focus your attention), Sensing-Intuition
(how you acquire information), Thinking-Feeling (how you make
decisions), and Judging-Perceiving (orientation to the outer world).
How could different preferences in these areas lead to conflict?
Anyone who remembers dealing with someone with a different
type may have experienced the kinds of frustrations that can spark
conflict. Many times when people experience something different,
their first impulse is to see their way as the right way and the other
person’s way as wrong.

Introverts, who prefer quieter working environments, might
find extroverts, who prefer more interaction, to be disruptive. If the
differences are too great, the level of disruption may itself cause
conflict. People with a Sensing preference appreciate detail and
could be frustrated when people with an Intuitive preference give
more big-picture directions or feedback. Someone with a Feeling
preference may become upset by a colleague with a Thinking pref-
erence who criticizes without also showing appreciation. A person
with a Judging preference will want to carefully plan out a project,
while a colleague with a Perceiving preference may prefer to let
things evolve with less structure. This could lead to conflict if they
are on the same team. Irritations like these can run in both direc-
tions and can lead to conflict (Van Sant, 2003).

There are no right or wrong preferences; moreover, people are
not always bound to act in line with their preferences. It is helpful
to recognize our own preferences and acknowledge that other peo-
ple’s may vary from these. If you sense friction with someone, stop
for a moment to consider whether it may be stemming from these
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different preferences. If so, you may want to reach out in a manner
that acknowledges the other’s preferences and find a way to com-
municate effectively with him or her.

A conflict competent leader will recognize that these differ-
ences can be the source of organizational strength. It is helpful to
have the flexibility that comes from having some people who work
well with details (Sensing preference) and others who prefer to look
for big-picture themes and principles (Intuitive preference). The
key for the conflict competent leader is to value differences and
make sure that others in the organization do, too. Once the differ-
ences are valued, it becomes easier to overcome the frustrations and
use the strengths inherent in having diversity of preferences.

Another instrument we use in some of our leadership and con-
flict management programs, the Kirton Adaption Innovation In-
ventory, looks at how people approach problem solving and manage
change (Kirton, 2003). It is based on a model that suggests people
have different cognitive styles that are distinguished from their
problem-solving capacity. Whereas capacity relates to how smart or
effective someone may be at problem solving, style looks at the pre-
ferred manner in which he or she goes about the task. Some people
are seen as having a more adaptive style. They prefer to work within
an established set of rules or paradigm. They seek to make things
better by making incremental improvements to the current system,
and they prefer to work in harmony with others while doing this.
They tend to work efficiently, and they come up with fewer but
more relevant ideas for solving a problem.

This model also describes an innovative style. People with this
style come up with lots of ideas, many of which may not be relevant
or practical. Innovators are less tied to the current way of doing
things and are much less concerned about bending or breaking the
rules than adaptors. They are also less concerned about following
procedures and maintaining harmony with others while engaged in
problem solving.

These differences in styles can create friction and conflict within
teams. Adaptors often see people who are more innovative as dis-
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ruptive, impractical risk-takers. Innovators see adaptors as unimagi-
native, boring, stick-in-the-mud thinkers. Neither understands the
other very well, and they usually see each other’s approaches as
wrong. It is easy to see how these perceptions can cause conflict to
arise whenever they are called on to solve problems together.

In some ways, it is much easier to manage a team if all of the
members have similar styles. This ease of management comes with
a cost. While the team members can probably do a great job solv-
ing problems that are suited to their style, they will have difficulty
addressing problems that are better handled by a different style.

From a leadership perspective, having diversity among problem-
solving styles brings flexibility and adaptability. The effective leader
appreciates diversity for the value it brings and makes sure to recruit
for it. Managing this diversity creates other challenges. It requires
working with team members to help them tolerate and eventually
appreciate the value that people with different styles bring to the
team. While the differences may still lead to occasional conflicts,
they become more manageable and less divisive.

So conflict competent leaders explore personal styles and pref-
erences that can cause conflict between them and others. In addi-
tion, they appreciate how these characteristics may differ from
those of other people and how these differences can lead to conflict,
as well as how they can add value. The key becomes effective man-
agement of this diversity.

In addition to appreciating differences, it is important for con-
flict competent leaders to understand what kinds of situations and
behaviors in others may trigger conflict for them.

Triggers

We find it important to help clients understand what triggers con-
flict for them. Differences alone are not enough to do so.

One aspect of the Dynamic Conflict Model that we use in our
leadership programs focuses on hot buttons—situations or behav-
iors that can upset individuals enough to cause them to overreact
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in destructive ways. Although there are innumerable behaviors in
others that could irritate people, the model focuses on nine behav-
iors that seem to be particularly prevalent or disturbing in work-
place settings:

• Unreliable—when people miss deadlines or cannot be
counted on

• Overly analytical—when people focus too much on minor
issues or are perfectionists

• Unappreciative—when people fail to give credit to others or
seldom praise good performance

• Aloof—when people isolate themselves, do not seek input, or
are hard to approach

• Micro-managing—when people constantly monitor and
check up on the work of others

• Self-centered—when people believe they are always correct or
care only about themselves

• Abrasive—when people are arrogant, sarcastic, and demeaning

• Untrustworthy—when people exploit others, take undeserved
credit, or cannot be trusted

• Hostile—when people lose their tempers, become angry, or
yell at others

The Dynamic Conflict Model is supported by an assessment in-
strument, the Conflict Dynamics Profile (CDP) (Capobianco, Davis,
and Kraus, 1999). We use the CDP to measure people’s hot buttons
and the behaviors they use when faced with conflict in the work-
place. When they take the CDP, people answer a series of questions
about how irritating the hot button behaviors are for them. Their
answers are compared with those of thousands of other people who
have taken the instrument to determine whether their reactivity to
a particular hot button is higher than, lower than, or similar to oth-
ers. Figure 3.1 shows a graph from the CDP that displays measures of
hot buttons. The results in the figure show a person who is quite ir-
ritated when dealing with people who behave in self-centered ways.
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Understanding our own hot buttons can help us avoid getting
thrown off balance. We will be more aware when someone’s be-
havior becomes irritating so we can cool down before saying or
doing something we might later regret (a sample hot button survey
is available to try online at www.conflictdynamics.org/hb.php).

Responses to Conflict

Understanding differences and triggers helps explain how conflicts
get started. The next step is to understand how to approach conflict
once it has begun. The traditional approach to assessing these re-
sponses was to look at general styles that people use when dealing
with conflict, which provide a high-level look at behaviors. Newer
instruments begin to explore more specific behavioral responses to
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conflict. Both can be used to help better understand how to deal
with conflict.

Conflict Styles

A number of instruments measure conflict styles. They describe
people’s behaviors along two dimensions, which are variously de-
scribed as concern for self-concern for other (Thomas and Kil-
mann, 1974) or importance of relationship–importance of outcome
(Hiam, 1999). All of them look at the degree to which individuals
strive to get their own needs met in relation to the amount of in-
terest they have in the other person’s needs being met. The degree
of importance of one or the other of these concerns determines the
individual’s preferred conflict style:

• Competing—high levels of interest in satisfying one’s own in-
terest and low concern about the other person’s needs (defeat
the other)

• Avoiding—low level of interest in meeting the needs of either
person (prefers not to deal with the issue)

• Accommodating—low level of concern about meeting one’s
own needs and high level of interest in meeting the other’s
needs (give in to the other)

• Compromising—midlevel interest in the needs of both parties
(split the difference)

• Collaborating—high level of interest in meeting both parties’
needs (try for a win-win or both-gain solution)

As with many other measures, it is helpful not only to discover
our own style but to examine its pros and cons, which are often re-
lated to particular situations. While many people advocate the ben-
efits of a collaborative style, it might not be appropriate in situations
with an untrustworthy opponent. Likewise, an avoiding style tends
not to help resolve conflicts, but sometimes it may be the best ap-
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proach, at least temporarily, when safety is an issue. So no one style
is always good or always bad. Each must be viewed in context. If
your preferred style does not work well for a specific situation, then
you are not bound to it. You can behave in other ways that are not
characteristic of your style; it may just take more effort to do so.
Styles should also be viewed in relation to the other people in the
conflict. If you become aware of another person’s style, you may be
able to reach out to her more effectively by adapting your behaviors
in a way that she can better understand.

A different approach to conflict styles is found in the Intercul-
tural Conflict Style Inventory (ICSI) (Hammer, 2003). This in-
strument examines two dimensions: the degree to which people use
direct versus indirect communication styles and whether they use
emotionally expressive or restrained approaches when dealing with
conflict. Our earlier discussions of culture touched on differences
between individualistic and collectivist cultures. In the case of the
ICSI, individualistic cultures tend to favor more direct communi-
cations approaches where a person means what he or she says. Col-
lectivist cultures prefer to use indirect approaches where issues are
not addressed head on in order to preserve relationship harmony. 

The emotional domain of the ICSI focuses on how people from
different cultures handle their emotions when dealing with others
about conflict. Expressive cultures value sharing emotions and build
trust and credibility in this way. Cultures that use emotional re-
straint internalize feelings and view the use of self-control as a
means to avoiding hurting others’ feelings.

The combinations of these dimensions (direct/indirect and ex-
pressive/restrained) create four separate, intercultural conflict styles.
The ICSI characterizes people who are direct and emotionally
restrained as having a discussion style. This approach is typical of
people in North America and northern Europe and reflects the
characterization of constructive and destructive behaviors found in
the Dynamic Conflict Model.

People who use direct communications and are emotionally ex-
pressive are said to have an engagement style. This style is said to be
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common among people in a number of southern European coun-
tries as well as among African Americans. The combination of in-
direct communications and an emotionally expressive style is
termed a dynamic approach and is found among a number of Middle
Eastern cultures. Finally, people who use indirect communication
and a restrained emotional approach are characterized as having an
accommodating style. This style is prevalent among people in collec-
tivist cultures, particularly in Asia (Hammer, 2005).

Appreciating your own intercultural conflict style can help you
understand more about your own approaches but also how these dif-
fer from those of other people. None of the styles is right or wrong,
but the differences among them can cause misunderstandings about
what other people are doing and why they are approaching conflict
so differently. Knowing more about the different styles and how
others perceive them can help you maintain your balance when
dealing with someone who has a different style. It can also keep
these differences from exacerbating the underlying conflict.

Style measures provide a helpful, high-level overview of how
each of us approaches conflict. As we have seen, this can provide a
valuable perspective on how a person is likely to approach conflict.
Yet the behaviors measured in the style approaches are often so
broad that it is difficult to change them. This led to the develop-
ment of assessments that look at more specific behaviors people use
when they are facing conflict.

Behaviors

The Dynamic Conflict Model that we use in our leadership pro-
grams takes an approach that focuses on specific behaviors that peo-
ple engage in when responding to conflict (Capobianco, Davis, and
Kraus, 2004). This model differentiates constructive and destruc-
tive behaviors. It also divides both types into active and passive re-
sponses. In essence it creates four categories of conflict behaviors:
Active Constructive, Passive Constructive, Active Destructive, and
Passive Destructive. Figure 3.2 shows these four categories, together
with specific behaviors that the model ascribes to each.
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Active Constructive Behaviors. The Active Constructive behav-
iors involve some overt action on the part of a person and typically
reduce the tension associated with conflict. The behaviors are Per-
spective Taking, Creating Solutions, Expressing Emotions, and
Reaching Out.

Perspective Taking means trying to understand the other person’s
point of view—walking in his shoes. In our experience, it is perhaps
the most powerful of the constructive behaviors. By genuinely lis-
tening to the other person in a conflict context, we can learn more
about the full nature of the problem. Often we think we understand
an issue, but too often this ends up meaning that we know the issue
from our own perspective and believe that we are right. By taking
the time to understand where the other person is coming from, we
can clarify misunderstandings and gain a clearer picture of what is
really at issue. In addition, listening to the other person gives her a
chance to feel heard and perhaps even to vent, which leads to a
catharsis that can lessen tensions.

Creating Solutions means working with the other person to come
up with options for successfully resolving a problem as opposed to
continually focusing on who is to blame. Craig’s wife, Kathy, gives
a good analogy that typifies this behavior. She says that when they
are having an argument, “they can stand on opposite sides of a
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fence from one another and lob accusations back and forth or they
can choose to stand on the same side of the fence, put the problem
on the other side, and work together to solve it.”

Expressing Emotions concerns responding to conflict by openly
and honestly sharing feelings. We often get resistance concerning
this behavior since many people feel that it is inappropriate to talk
about emotions in the workplace. When we ask whether they ex-
perience emotions related to conflict, the answer is invariably yes—
usually coupled with a reiteration that it is not something that can
be talked about at work, though. Our next question is, “Can you re-
ally hold the emotion totally inside?” Most people agree that this is
not so easy and that often their pent-up emotions will either leak
out as some kind of demeaning remark or will come gushing out in
a more explosive form. The essence of Expressing Emotions is to
share them in a more forthright manner so others do not misunder-
stand them and thus create further problems. Of course, there is a
time and place issue associated with Expressing Emotions: when
tempers are running hot, it may well be best to wait until things
cool down before sharing one’s feelings.

When people engage in Reaching Out, they take the first steps
to break a deadlock or try to make amends. It takes courage to reach
out because it is certainly possible for the overture to be met with
rejection. At the same time, the use of conciliatory gestures, such
as apologizing when appropriate, can have a tremendous impact on
opening up communications and enabling people to work on solv-
ing a problem on which they had become entrenched.

Research has demonstrated that these Active Constructive be-
haviors are the ones most strongly correlated with perceived lead-
ership effectiveness. The study showed that people who use higher
levels of Perspective Taking, Creating Solutions, Expressing Emo-
tions, and Reaching Out were seen by their bosses, peers, and sub-
ordinates as being more effective leaders and more suitable for
promotion (Capobianco, Davis, and Kraus, 2005).

One of the most powerful Active Constructive responses is Per-
spective Taking. Many managers who come to our programs are
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quite good at decision making, and sometimes it is more difficult for
them to engage in Perspective Taking—understanding the con-
cerns of others. Fran was an extremely experienced manager who
knew her retail business inside and out. Many times she would not
wait for her employees to finish their questions before she told them
how they should handle the situation. Given her experience, her
answers were usually right, but by not taking time to understand the
perspectives of her employees better, she was causing friction. They
felt unheard and disrespected. On reflection, Fran felt she needed
to encourage her employees to begin to think for themselves even
if it took some extra time and meant having to listen to some naive
approaches at first. She figured that the only way for the employees
to develop their own problem-solving skills was to hear them out.
By using this Active Constructive response, she was able to lessen
tension and participate in her employees’ growth.

Passive Constructive Behaviors. The Passive Constructive be-
haviors—Reflective Thinking, Delay Responding, and Adapting—
involve withholding actions and serve to reduce tensions and
negative outcomes of conflict. 

Reflective Thinking means weighing the pros and cons of a par-
ticular situation to consider the best resolution to a problem. It is
closely associated with Perspective Taking since it is difficult to ad-
equately weigh the pros and cons of various approaches without ap-
preciating the issues and needs of both sides.

Delay Responding becomes particularly important for people
whose emotions are easily aroused and makes use of calling a time-
out to let the situation calm down before further interactions. It dif-
fers from avoiding a conflict in that the intention is to return to
discussions when emotions have cooled and the parties are better
able to listen to one another.

Adapting behavior involves staying flexible and trying to make
the best out of a situation. Not every conflict can be solved in a to-
tally satisfactory manner, but those who are adaptable can make ad-
justments to ensure that the solution does not cause unnecessary
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problems in the future. It can also mean adopting a positive attitude
toward the conflict such as, “I’m confident that we can find a way
to make things work or at least to maintain a good working rela-
tionship in the future.” This type of positive attitude can be helpful
when dealing with difficult subjects.

Although the Passive Constructive behaviors are not as strongly
correlated with leadership effectiveness as the Active Constructive
responses, they nevertheless show positive correlations to it and can
be seen as behaviors that more effective leaders use in addressing
conflict.

For people who experience strong emotions around conflict, the
Passive Constructive behavior of Delay Responding can be crucial.
Mike, a manager in one of our client companies, had a short fuse.
When confronted with conflict, he quickly got angry and acted out
by shouting and being sarcastic. Although he was regarded as tech-
nically competent, his outbursts became his trademark and began to
jeopardize his career. Eventually Mike resolved to try to let conflicts
cool down first before talking. He asked others to tell him when he
began acting out his anger. In time, he was able to slow down long
enough to let the heat of the moment pass. Mike became effective
in dealing with conflict, and it improved his reputation.

Active Destructive Behaviors. The Active Destructive behaviors
are ways of responding that require effort on the part of an individ-
ual and tend to enflame or prolong conflict. They are Winning at
All Costs, Displaying Anger, Demeaning Others, and Retaliating.

In Winning at All Costs, the key emphasis is on the “at all costs”
element. There is nothing wrong with winning, but it can become
a problem for those who are so focused on the goal that they win
the battle but lose the war. If the entire focus becomes winning, it
can lead to behaviors that damage ongoing working relationships,
which are required to be able to carry on effective collaboration in
the future.

Displaying Anger is distinguished from the constructive behav-
ior of Expressing Emotions by both its harshness and its typical
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focus on the other person. It often occurs when emotions are
aroused, and the individual is unable to control the impulse to lash
out and blame the other person for the problem. The angry display
may feel good at the moment, but it can evoke negative responses
from the person who is its target and escalate conflict.

People who engage in Demeaning Others are often surprised
when they learn that they use sarcasm or otherwise act in ways that
devalue the other person with whom they are having a conflict. This
behavior does not require conscious intent to put down the other
person; rather, it looks at the effects that the behavior has on oth-
ers. It is one way that emotions can leak out if they are not dealt
with in open and honest communications.

Retaliating behavior is another response that can occur because
people do not deal openly with their emotions. Retaliating and the
other Active Destructive behaviors are quite toxic and can disrupt
personal relationships for a long time. People do not forget when
someone retaliates against or demeans them.

Active Destructive behaviors are negatively correlated with
leadership effectiveness: people who use them are not seen as effec-
tive leaders. Moreover, research shows that these destructive be-
haviors have negative effects on relationship satisfaction in couples
(Gottman and Levenson, 1992). The Active Destructive behaviors
do not play out well at work or at home.

We find that many times when people are unable to share their
feelings openly and honestly with others, they let those emotions
build up. Eventually they leak out as Active Destructive behaviors
like Demeaning Others or Retaliating. It is as though the emotions
reach a point where they can no longer be contained and they have
to find an escape. When they are not shared directly, they find an-
other behavioral outlet, which is often confusing and irritating
to other people.

Passive Destructive Behaviors. Passive Destructive behaviors refer
to responses that involve a withholding of particular actions and es-
calate tensions associated with conflict. In terms of fight-or-flight
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responses, these constitute flight. The four Passive Destructive behav-
iors are Avoiding, Yielding, Hiding Emotions, and Self-Criticizing.

People who use Avoiding responses try to stay away from the
other person and act aloof because they do not want to deal with
the conflict. The trouble is that avoiding a conflict does not make
it go away. Rather, it tends to fester and flare up again when another
aggravating circumstance occurs.

Yielding means giving in to another person in order to avoid
having to deal with conflict. Sometimes people ask, “Doesn’t it
make sense to yield sometimes? I’ll give in on something that isn’t
as important to me, and I’ll get something in return from the other
side.” The answer to this is yes. But the real issue is how often peo-
ple engage in this kind of behavior. If they do it once in awhile, it
may be more of a tactical expression. If they do it frequently, then
it is more likely that they are yielding to avoid having to deal with
conflict. When this is the case, it can create a defeatist sense in the
person. It can also result in poorer results for the organization: if
a person gives in just to avoid conflict and that person’s idea is ac-
tually better than that of the other person, the organization suffers.

Hiding Emotions is related to the constructive response of Ex-
pressing Emotions, but in this case, the individual conceals his or
her true emotions even though he or she may feel upset. Whereas
Expressing Emotions involves openly and honestly sharing feeling,
Hiding Emotions involves working at keeping emotions inside and
not showing them to other people.

Self-Criticizing behaviors can sap the energy of those who use
them and the focus they need to move on after conflict ends. It is
one thing to learn from mistakes from time to time. This can clearly
be helpful so that we are more effective in future conflicts. When
Self-Criticizing happens frequently, it often becomes a self-defeating
drain on one’s energy.

The Passive Destructive behaviors are also negatively correlated
with perceived leadership effectiveness, although less strongly than
the Active Destructive behaviors are with one exception. The Pas-
sive Destructive behavior of Avoiding has a higher negative corre-
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lation from the viewpoint of bosses. In other words, those in charge
think that avoiding conflict is not a trait of effective leaders.

Many people prefer to avoid conflict. Conflict can be unnerv-
ing and the emotions associated with it messy. Paul, the president
of a medium-sized financial services company, disliked conflict. His
actions created an unspoken motto for his company, “No Conflict
Here!” This, of course, actually translated to, “Our conflict goes un-
derground and festers.” Eventually a neglected conflict blew up in a
class action lawsuit involving discrimination claims. When asked,
people in the company admitted they knew about the problems, but
no one would bring them up until things reached a point of no return.

So, in general, the research on conflict behaviors and leadership
suggests that effective leaders should engage rather than avoid con-
flict. They should particularly use Active Constructive behaviors to
reach out to the other person, work on understanding the other per-
son’s interests, share their own feelings about the conflict, and reframe
the conflict so that all parties can work cooperatively to solve it.

Measuring Behaviors: Conflict Dynamics Profile. One version of
the CDP is known as a 360-degree or multirater instrument. It mea-
sures how a person sees himself or herself responding to conflict,
and it compares this response with how this person’s boss, peers, and
subordinates see that individual. This instrument uses question-
naires that ask people how often individuals engage in particular ac-
tions that are related to the various behaviors. Their frequency of use
of the behaviors is compared to thousands of others who have taken
the instrument, and the results are then plotted to show whether
they use the behaviors more often, less often, or about average when
compared with other people.

Figures 3.3 and 3.4 show graphs from a sample CDP report that
measures constructive and destructive behaviors. They show the in-
dividual’s self-rating on the various behaviors described, as well as
the ratings of that person by respondents. This and similar graphs
are used to diagnose both constructive and destructive behaviors
where the person is already effective, as well as those that could be

SELF-AWARENESS,  SELF-CONTROL 53

Runde.c03  8/31/06  9:00 AM  Page 53



F
ig

u
re

 3
.3

.
S

a
m

p
le

 C
D

P
 R

ep
o
rt

 M
ea

su
ri

n
g
 C

o
n

st
ru

ct
iv

e 
R

es
p
o
n

se
s

R
U

N
D

E

Pe
rs

pe
ct

iv
e

Ta
ki

ng
C

re
at

in
g

So
lu

ti
on

s
Ex

pr
es

si
ng

Em
ot

io
ns

R
ea

ch
in

g
O

ut
R

ef
le

ct
iv

e
T

hi
nk

in
g

D
el

ay
R

es
po

nd
in

g
A

da
pt

in
g

41
Se

lf
56

38
52

57
48

44

V
er

y
H

ig
h

H
ig

h

A
ve

ra
ge

Lo
w

V
er

y
Lo

w
35404550556065

45
O

th
er

s
45

37
47

60
59

48

Se
lf

O
th

er
s

N
ot

e:
H

ig
he

r n
um

be
rs

 a
re

 m
or

e 
de

si
ra

bl
e.

Runde.c03  8/31/06  9:00 AM  Page 54



F
ig

u
re

 3
.4

.
S

a
m

p
le

 C
D

P
 R

ep
o
rt

 M
ea

su
ri

n
g
 D

es
tr

u
ct

iv
e 

R
es

p
o
n

se
s

R
U

N
D

E

W
in

ni
ng

D
is

pl
ay

in
g

A
ng

er
D

em
ea

ni
ng

O
th

er
s

R
et

al
ia

tin
g

A
vo

id
in

g
Yi

el
di

ng
H

id
in

g
Em

ot
io

ns
Se

lf-
C

ri
ti

ci
zi

ng

52
Se

lf
41

42
39

50
39

50
49

V
er

y
H

ig
h

H
ig

h

A
ve

ra
ge

Lo
w

V
er

y
Lo

w
35404550556065

54
O

th
er

s
48

53
47

54
41

60
47

Se
lf

O
th

er
s

N
ot

e:
Lo

w
er

 n
um

be
rs

 a
re

 m
or

e 
de

si
ra

bl
e.

Runde.c03  8/31/06  9:00 AM  Page 55



improved. It also helps point out potential blind spots where the
perspectives of the individual and the respondents are different.

For example, in Figure 3.3, the individual is seen as engaging in
higher levels of Reflective Thinking, a potential strength, whereas
the scores for Expressing Emotions fall in the very low range, sug-
gesting a possible area for development. In Figure 3.4 we see a po-
tential blind spot on Demeaning Others, where the individual rates
himself or herself in the low range but the other respondents see
that person on the border of the high range, suggesting that this
could be a problem area.

The conflict competent leader makes efforts to better under-
stand his or her own views, approaches, and responses to conflict.
This may mean attending programs in conflict management, taking
assessment instruments, and working with an executive coach. It is
not enough to tell others to do these things. The leader needs to
take these steps for himself or herself. When others see the leader
doing this, it will become easier to encourage them to do so as well.

Self-Control

Conflict competent leaders need to be self-aware about how con-
flict arises for them and how they respond to it. It takes more than
that, though. Being able to have control over their emotional re-
sponses and behaviors is equally important. In Chapter Two, we
looked at the retaliatory cycle of conflict and saw how emotions
play a key role in it. We are going to take a closer look at parts of
the cycle and see why a situation can get out of control and what
can be done about it.

Perception and Attribution

The retaliatory cycle starts when we perceive that someone else says
or does something that might be harmful to our own interests. It is
certainly possible for the perception itself to be faulty—notice, for
instance, the notorious fallibility of eyewitness testimony. Even if
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our own perception is accurate, there is still the problem of imput-
ing motive related to the other person’s actions. This attribution of
motive often occurs quickly, and the speculative assumptions that
accompany it are often incorrect.

The kind of motive a person attributes tends to be related to
things such as the degree of control he believes the other person
had over her actions, whether he believes that her actions were in-
tentional, and his own history with and trust of her. This process is
complicated by attribution errors that include a tendency to infer a
bad motive related to the other person’s character, known as accuser
bias. At the same time, he sees his own motives more favorably and
treats his own failings as more related to circumstances that are be-
yond his control—bias of the accused. These biases in the process of
attribution can arouse negative emotions particularly when he be-
lieves the other person’s harmful action was within her control and
was caused by some character failing. When these negative feelings
occur, he gets angry and feels like striking back; if he does this, he
can escalate the retaliatory cycle (Allred, 2000). Once the attribu-
tion has been made, we become committed to it and look for evi-
dence to support it (Wiersma, 2006).

Have you ever attributed a motive to someone that turned out
to be wrong? When Martha’s boss told her that a new person from
headquarters would be working with her on the new project,
Martha’s first thought was that the new person was being put there
as a spy. Martha chafed at her boss’s lack of confidence in her.
When they finally talked, she found out the new person was being
placed there to learn from Martha, who was highly respected. If
Martha had relied on her initial assumptions, she would have con-
tinued to harbor ill feelings.

So what can be done about this problem? The first thing is to
recognize that everyone has the tendency toward these accuser and
accused biases. Acknowledge that your initial attribution is proba-
bly just based on assumptions and speculation and that it is very
easy to see the other person’s actions in a bad light and your own in
a good light. It then becomes easier to slow down and try to find out
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what is actually behind the other person’s actions (Stone, Patton,
and Heen, 1999). The constructive behaviors needed to do this are
explored in more detail in Chapter Five.

Emotions

In some ways, conflict is all about emotions. We have seen that de-
structive emotions can arise when people attribute bad motives to
other individuals whose words or actions appear to be threatening
to their interests. In the retaliatory cycle model, emotions are seen
as arising very quickly. How do these emotions emerge, and what
can we do about them?

Considerable research has been done to understand the psycho-
logical and neurological underpinnings of emotions. Paul Ekman
(2003), a leading researcher, suggests that one common source of
emotions is our perception that someone or something may seri-
ously affect our own well-being. He believes that we are all con-
stantly monitoring our environment for such threats. This process
is accomplished by brain functions he terms auto-appraisers, which
operate automatically and rapidly. Some of these auto-appraisers
appear to be universal among humans and are probably an evolu-
tionary development that serves as a safeguard to our survival. Most
people, for instance, wince when something appears to be coming
at their head, even without having to think about it. Afterward
they feel a sense of fear. Other auto-appraisers seem to be specific to
individuals, who may learn them based on their unique life experi-
ences. When these auto-appraisers perceive something that can
threaten us or our interests, they can trigger an emotion such as fear
or anger within milliseconds without our conscious awareness that
this is happening.

Ekman recognizes that emotions can be triggered in other ways,
such as remembering or talking about past emotional experiences,
but he sees the auto-appraisers as the most common source for emo-
tions. He also notes that auto-appraisers can be wrong. In other
words, they can perceive threats that do not actually exist. When
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they do, they can still trigger emotions. Have you ever been scared
by a shape formed by a shadow that turned out to be something
completely harmless? Or perhaps more relevant, have you ever been
frightened or angered by something someone else said because you
thought you heard something that was different from what was ac-
tually spoken?

Once an emotion has been triggered, we enter what Ekman
calls a refractory period when the emotion holds sway over our ra-
tionality. Logical persuasion is useless because whatever is said is
transformed to justify our own emotion. Let’s say that I am really
angry at you because I think you cheated me. During the refractory
period, your attempts to persuade me otherwise will go for naught
because I will twist your logic in a way to support my anger. Obvi-
ously this period can be fraught with problems, and research sug-
gests the stronger the intensity of the emotion, the longer the
recovery time or refractory period will be (Goleman, 2003).

All of us are constantly on the lookout for possible threats to
our own interests. If our auto-appraisers pick something up, then
our emotions can be triggered in a way that leaves us unable to ra-
tionally reflect on them for a period of time. This makes us suscep-
tible to saying or doing something that we might later regret. We
are particularly vulnerable to these forces when the emotional re-
action is strong or if we are in a bad mood or under stress. To keep
emotions from escalating into a retaliatory cycle requires either less-
ening the intensity of our triggers and shortening our refractory
time or controlling our behavioral responses to our emotions. We
will discuss both of these points in the next two sections of this
chapter. Before we do that, though, let us first look at one other way
to keep destructive emotions from getting the upper hand.

Research has determined that specific structures in the brain are
responsible for triggering emotions as well as moderating them. The
prefrontal cortex, the portion of the brain related to intelligence,
moderates emotions. Interestingly, different parts of the prefrontal
cortex are involved with different types of emotions. The right por-
tion experiences greater activation when negative emotions like
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anger and fear are experienced. The left portion is more activated
when positive emotions like happiness and compassion are experi-
enced. It appears that people who have more left side activity and
experience more positive emotions tend to have shorter refractory
periods and thus better control of their emotions (Goleman, 2003).

This suggests that it is worthwhile to cultivate positive emotions
that serve as antidotes to negative ones. This may be accomplished
by various means that emphasize positive emotions including the
use of reason, the cultivation of empathy and compassion, substi-
tuting positive emotions for negative ones, using certain types of
contemplative or meditative practices, and picturing oneself in the
other person’s position (Goleman, 2003).

Negotiation experts Roger Fisher and Daniel Shapiro (2005)
have suggested a variation on this approach. Although they ap-
plaud the value of cultivating positive emotions in oneself and the
other person, they recommend doing so by focusing on what they
call core concerns as opposed to thinking in terms of specific emo-
tions. They believe that dealing with emotions can be too complex
because there are so many of them, they can be hard to recognize,
and they are constantly changing. Fisher and Shapiro instead sug-
gest enhancing positive emotional tone by making sure that five
core concerns are managed effectively:

• Appreciation—acknowledging the value of people

• Affiliation—developing connections with another person

• Autonomy—respecting the freedom of people to make
decisions

• Status—recognizing the specialty of others

• Role—making sure that people have a clear, meaningful
purpose

Addressing these concerns in negotiation and conflict manage-
ment context will foster positive emotions, which will help lessen
the effects of negative ones. Fisher and Shapiro recognize that neg-
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ative emotions will still arise, but less frequently if the core concerns
are addressed. In those cases, they recommend having an emer-
gency plan in place to help cool down the negative emotions as
well as investigating what might be behind the trigger and devising
an approach to address the source of it.

Cooling Hot Buttons

Some situations or behaviors in others can trigger stronger reactions
in people. In the Dynamic Conflict Model, these triggers are called
hot buttons. The specific hot buttons that are measured are de-
scribed in Chapter Two. You may already have identified some of
your own hot buttons. They differ considerably from person to per-
son. This may relate to Ekman’s model that suggests some of the dif-
ferences in emotional auto-appraisers are learned through individual
life experiences, whatever their original source. It is clear that hot
buttons hold an emotional charge. When they are pushed, it is
quite likely that the person will attribute negative motives to the
other person and become angry with that person, perhaps in ways
that will lead him or her to overreact and set off the retaliatory
cycle.

There are ways to handle these difficult triggers, and in some
ways the processes are familiar. Although our buttons are being
pushed by someone else’s behaviors, it is unlikely we will be able to
get him or her to change, although it may be worthwhile to try. The
real key to cooling hot buttons is to look inside ourselves.

We need to reflect on why our own hot buttons are hot. What
about these behaviors in others causes us to get so irritated? If, for
example, you have a hot button related to abrasive behavior, you
would get especially irritated with people who are sarcastic, arro-
gant, and insensitive to others. A first step to understanding this hot
button would be to look at what about these kinds of behaviors
makes you angry. You may get upset by an assault on your own sense
of self-worth or by the injustice associated with an abrasive person
who is putting down weaker people. Think about situations when
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your hot buttons have been pushed, and consider what aspects of
the other person’s behavior irritated you and why. We do not usu-
ally take time for such introspection, but it is exactly what is needed
to begin to gain self-control of our hot buttons.

Gene had a particularly sensitive hot button: he became an-
noyed with people who were untrustworthy. He felt that when
someone makes a promise, it is a matter of honor to live up to it.
People who treated promises in a cavalier manner really bothered
him—so much so that he would show his anger and demean them
in public. In working with Gene, the key question became how to
confront untrustworthy people in a way that held them accountable
but did not cause Gene to lose his cool, as well as respect from oth-
ers. The first steps were to learn how to temper his emotional reac-
tion to the behaviors of others so that he kept from getting off
balance. He explored the reasons that untrustworthy behavior
bothered him so much and considered how he wanted to respond
when dealing with people acting in that manner. He also planned
how to delay his initial responses in case he started to get angry.
This would let him regain his balance and take time to think of al-
ternative explanations for the behaviors (Capobianco, Davis, and
Kraus, 2004). Gene followed this up by using constructive tech-
niques of holding others accountable when they were untrustwor-
thy (Patterson, Grenny, McMillan, and Switzler, 2005).

Hot buttons are closely associated with attribution. When some-
one pushes our hot buttons, it is very easy to attribute a bad motive
as the cause of this action. Since our thoughts about others’ mo-
tives are often based on speculation and they are so often wrong, we
need to explore alternative explanations for the other person’s ac-
tions. For example, in the case of an abrasive boss, it would be easy
to associate arrogant behavior with an oversized ego. It could just as
well be caused by an inferiority complex that the boss is trying to
cover up by putting others down.

Exploring alternative motivations will not necessarily make the
other person’s behavior more pleasant or even acceptable, but it
may change our own reaction to it. Get in the habit of asking your-
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self whether there could be multiple reasons that the other person
is acting in a particular way. By doing this rather than being thrown
off balance by the strong emotions that arise when your hot buttons
are pushed, you can have more control over them and will be less
likely to overreact in ways that you might later regret.

Hot buttons and the emotions associated with them can come
on very quickly. It will not always be easy to keep from reacting to
their heat, but conflict competent leaders will work to decrease the
likelihood of their causing unfavorable reactions. Cooling hot but-
tons may take time and effort, but the resulting increase in self-
control will be worth it.

Ekman (2003) suggests we need to develop a type of emotional
consciousness that involves being more attentive to our own emo-
tions as they are happening. If you become angry at someone, it is
relatively easy for that anger to cause you to lash out almost with-
out thinking. If instead you can be more aware of your own anger as
it arises, it becomes easier to make a conscious choice of whether to
respond. If you start to feel as if you are being thrown off balance by
strong emotions, it is best to stop and try to regain balance. A vari-
ety of relaxation and breathing techniques can be employed to help
cool down, as can centering techniques employed in the martial
arts (Capobianco, Davis, and Kraus, 2004; Crum, 1987). Our bal-
ance can be restored before we take steps that may inadvertently
provoke the other person.

Managing Behaviors

In the last stage of the retaliatory cycle, emotions are aroused either
through hot buttons being pushed or from some other processes. At
that point, we face the choice of how to respond. The Dynamic
Conflict Model suggests that at this point, the choice is to use con-
structive or destructive responses. The destructive behaviors are
fight-or-flight responses that tend to enflame and prolong conflict,
largely by provoking destructive responses in the other person that
escalate the retaliatory cycle. People often default to these survival
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types of responses even though they are counterproductive in mod-
ern organizational contexts. In contrast, constructive responses can
be used to lessen tensions and lead conflict toward productive reso-
lutions. We will explore these destructive and constructive responses
to conflict in Chapters Four and Five. One constructive behavior
that is particularly helpful in emotional contexts is Delay Respond-
ing, which slows things down and gives us time to let anger or other
emotions dissipate before responding.

Conflict is all about emotions, and conflict competent leaders
are emotionally intelligent. They know when their emotions are
rising and are attentive when dealing with people whose behaviors
might trigger their hot buttons. They are wary of speculating about
the motives of others and use constructive behaviors to slow re-
sponses when emotions are running high and later work to deter-
mine what is really behind the other person’s actions. These skills
take time to develop. Building self-awareness is a first step. This is
followed by practice. Sometimes this can take place in training and
coaching contexts. In most cases, it needs to be used in real-life
contexts. Mistakes will be made. They always do whenever we are
learning new skills. Fortunately, we do not have to become experts.
If others sense we are trying, they will be willing to give us the ben-
efit of the doubt. A better environment will begin to emerge, and
we will be on the way to improved conflict competence.
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4

PREVENTING DESTRUCTIVE
RESPONSES TO CONFLICT

Mankind must evolve for all human conflict a

method which rejects revenge, aggression, and

retaliation. The foundation of such a method is

love.

—Martin Luther King Jr.

The speed with which the world today demands that leaders com-
municate, resolve problems, and make decisions interferes with
their ability to effectively and carefully examine conflicts when they
occur. Leaders are expected to spot opportunities and problems
quickly, act on them immediately, and show results instantly. But
when those opportunities and problems are conflict related, speed
is not necessarily a virtue. Indeed, much of what we have learned
about conflict competent leaders demonstrates that the most effec-
tive approaches to conflict seem to require careful and thoughtful
understanding. Speed sometimes causes leaders to misidentify con-
flicts as ordinary problems or opportunities. Rapid solutions or re-
sponses therefore can miss the mark. Conflict competence requires
understanding what behaviors and approaches can cause conflict to
continue or, worse, escalate. It also includes the ability to discern con-
flict and comprehend its intensity. In this chapter, we discuss how
conflict looks as it intensifies and examine the behaviors that hin-
der successful resolution of conflict.

Murphy’s Law warns, paraphrased a bit, “If it can go wrong, it
will go wrong.” With conflict, there is plenty that can go wrong.
When two people have different views, the potential exists for a
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plethora of problems. By studying what can go wrong during con-
flict, leaders are able to understand many of the factors that can re-
sult in seemingly insurmountable issues and irresolvable situations.

One way to begin is to consider the intensity levels associated
with conflicts. Much like the scales meteorologists use to measure
the intensity levels of hurricanes, cyclones, and tornadoes, there is
a progression of intensity as a conflict evolves. The intensity of a
hurricane, for instance, directly relates to the amount of damage
forecasters expect when the storm makes landfall. A Category One
storm is described as one with lower winds, and predictions are for
minimal damage. Citizens and agencies make preparations accord-
ingly. A Category Five storm is the most destructive type. Winds
and rainfall will be of maximum intensity and can produce cata-
strophic damage. Citizens in the most exposed areas take steps to
secure their property and ensure their safety during the storm.

The similarities between conflict and severe storms are useful in
clarifying the notions of intensity and preparation. At the same
time, there are major differences worth noting. It is impossible for
anyone to change the course of the storm in ways that change its in-
tensity or path. People can only prepare, endure, and recover. In
contrast, interpersonal conflicts can be drastically influenced in ways
that fundamentally change their intensity and path. It is this char-
acteristic of conflict that makes our study of it so passionate and op-
timistic. Personal choices can make a difference. Leaders can alter
the course of potentially damaging interactions by changing their
approaches and responses when conflicts occur. Actions before, dur-
ing, and after conflict are not limited to weathering the storm. On
the contrary, individual actions can literally transform the climate.
Individuals are active participants in establishing their own weather.
Unlike the predicament when preparing for severe weather, leaders
are not at the mercy of the elements during conflict.

Intensity Levels

Recalling our definition of conflict—“any situation in which people
have apparently incompatible interests, goals, principles, or feel-

Runde.c04  8/31/06  9:00 AM  Page 66



ings”—we see that intensity begins at very low levels. In fact, in the
earliest stages of conflict, most people may not perceive any inten-
sity. As conflict evolves, however, the intensity may grow to painful
proportions. We suggest the following intensity levels related to
conflict situations:

Level One: Differences

Level Two: Misunderstandings

Level Three: Disagreements

Level Four: Discord

Level Five: Polarization

Level One: Differences

A few years ago, the Tampa Bay Buccaneers played the Oakland
Raiders in the Super Bowl. As a resident of the Tampa Bay area, I
(Tim) was caught up in the excitement of having my home team
play for the world title. I had followed the team throughout the sea-
son and was convinced this was a team of destiny. My brother-in-
law Harry, a lifelong Oakland Raiders fan, saw things differently.
His beloved black-and-silver-clad warriors had celebrated champi-
onships in the past and were on a playoff roll. Harry was equally
convinced that the Raiders were destined to win it all. During
good-natured phone calls leading up to the game, we traded ratio-
nales for our beliefs and listed the virtues of our teams. Neither of
us is an expert on football. We are “informed fans,” and we love to
watch the game, especially when our favorite team is playing. Ob-
viously we saw it differently, and our differences were clear. (Note
to Harry: the Bucs won!)

This is a good example of Intensity Level One, or Differences.
Harry and I obviously had very different views about the game. We
both could articulate reasons for our views and back up our views
with sound arguments. We understood the other’s views and posi-
tions very well. And although we both had passion for our positions,
there really wasn’t any heat in the disagreement. In other words,
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there was no discernable intensity to our disagreement. As it relates
to our intensity scale, the definition of Differences is when two peo-
ple see a situation differently, understand the other party’s position and
interests well, and feel no discomfort regarding the difference.

A conflict at this level of intensity seldom escalates into any-
thing damaging. That’s the good news. But occasionally escalation
does occur. Let’s take a look at how one of the football conversa-
tions might have escalated beyond Differences into something
more intense:

Harry: The Bucs have been the laughingstock of professional
football for years. What makes you think they can handle
the pressure of a championship game?

Tim: The past is the past. That has nothing to do with the team
today. They’ve done everything one could ask. They’re gain-
ing confidence every week.

Harry: Well, that’s the whole deal with pressure. Everything
matters. No one can prepare for the kind of pressure associ-
ated with a game like this unless they’ve been there before.
My team has been there.

Tim: Your team? Your team? When did they become your team? I
mean, you don’t even live in the same state. They’re in Cali-
fornia and you’re in Ohio. What kind of a fan is that?

Harry: Hey, c’mon. I’ve been a fan for as long as I can remember.
Proximity doesn’t make fans. Passion does. And besides, you
haven’t always been a Bucs fan. How long did it take you to
get on board with them after growing up in Ohio? You’re a
“jump on the bandwagon” kind of fan.

Tim: Take a hike, buddy. At least I pull for my home town team.
Not some team a couple of thousand miles away.

Harry: Yeah? At least I don’t jump from one team to another. I
have loyalty, man.

Tim: Don’t give me that. You just can’t admit that you’re a lousy
fan.

Thankfully, this conversation never happened, but it could
have. For the sake of argument and to make a point, let’s pretend it
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did. At the moment when the conversation began to be person fo-
cused instead of issue focused, the intensity level turned up a notch.
Neither party was prepared for the increase in intensity. Neither
probably remembers how it happened. It may be difficult, even im-
possible, for them to pinpoint the exact moment the intensity in-
creased. But both could sense the difference in the communication.
It is possible that both Harry and Tim might blame the other for a
comment that led to the escalation, or they might blame them-
selves. It is likely that both regret that the intensity got a bit higher
than they intended. Now they have a degree of conflict that re-
quires attention. Understanding that even a Difference, a conflict
with no current discomfort, can progress quickly up the intensity
scale is important in becoming a conflict competent leader.

Remembering that one of our key premises is that conflict is
welcome and even desirable in the workplace, it’s critical not to be
lulled to sleep by the friendly differences we encounter regularly. At
the same time, there’s no need to become paranoid about the dif-
ferences we encounter daily. There is, though, a fine line separating
a friendly difference of opinion and the beginning of a potentially
damaging disagreement than one may at first perceive. The risk and
reward nature of conflict must be regarded with respect. Embracing
differences is almost always beneficial. Allowing differences to be
catalysts for harm is one of the most frequent causes of conflict be-
coming destructive.

Level Two: Misunderstandings

Dennis was one of the most reliable team members ever in the
maintenance department. He was never late with an assignment,
always completed projects on time and with excellent results, and
could be counted on to step up whenever circumstances called for
extra effort. His boss, Jim, considered himself and the organization
lucky that Dennis had eschewed opportunities elsewhere. Dennis
was clearly a model employee. It was this characterization that
made the current situation so much more confusing. Dennis was
late for the most important staff meeting of the year, and Jim was

PREVENTING DESTRUCTIVE RESPONSES TO CONFLICT 69

Runde.c04  8/31/06  9:00 AM  Page 69



growing more concerned by the minute. “What in the world can
Dennis be thinking?” wondered Jim. Little did Jim know that Den-
nis was busy at work in another part of the building, concerned only
about his current task.

The week before, Jim and Dennis had spoken about the impor-
tance of the next meeting. Dennis was flattered that Jim had asked
him to make a brief presentation when members of the executive
board would be in attendance. It was not often that someone at
Dennis’s level was asked to attend, let alone present, during a meet-
ing of this importance. Typically the staff meetings, which were held
every other month, involved only members of the immediate team
and sometimes Jim’s boss. Jim told Dennis how confident he was in
his abilities and said he was sure Dennis “would do a bang-up job
presenting.” Jim emphasized that the meeting was more structured
than usual and that timeliness and sticking to the agenda were crit-
ical. He said the meeting was set for Tuesday, the 11th, at 10:00 A.M.
He also told Dennis he would send him a reminder e-mail.

Sure enough, the next day Dennis received the e-mail. The text
read, “The meeting begins promptly at 10:00 A.M. on Tuesday, the
11th . . .” It continued, “I’m really looking forward to your presen-
tation. I know the board members are too.”

So where did the communication break down? How could two
well-meaning people not be on the same wavelength for a meeting
of such importance? Maybe most important, how was it possible
that Jim’s expectation and Dennis’s expectation were so vastly dif-
ferent that Dennis was clueless about the problem? The simplicity
of the answer will not be surprising to many of you who have expe-
rienced similar circumstances. We sometimes call it the “danger of
cruise control.” Others call it “making assumptions.” Most of us call
it a misunderstanding.

Jim and Dennis were very clear and in agreement about the
bulk of the situation. It was a critical meeting. Dennis would be pre-
senting to a high-level audience. Jim was confident in his ability.
The meeting was to begin at 10:00 A.M. on Tuesday the 11th. So
there Jim was waiting for Dennis to appear by 10:00 A.M. on that
Tuesday, February 11. And there Dennis was going about his busi-
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ness elsewhere while Jim simmered in disbelief. Dennis thought the
meeting was Tuesday, March 11, the date of the next normally
scheduled meeting. Neither had been clear about the month of the
meeting; both assumed it was clear to the other. The clarity of all
the other facts in the situation led both to believe that they had a
common understanding, and the long history of mutual respect and
familiarity between Jim and Dennis created a comfortable atmos-
phere. This combination sets the stage for miscommunication due
to cruise control, a situation when it is easy to make the assumption
that everything is understood. This is how a simple misunderstand-
ing can become a potentially serious conflict.

Regarding the intensity scale, we define Misunderstandings as
times or situations where what is understood by one party is different from
what is understood by the other party. The reason for the misunder-
standing is key to resolving the issue, but is not important as it re-
lates to the intensity of the conflict. What is important is that the
parties recognize the misunderstanding and address it rather than
allow it to evolve into a more damaging level of conflict. A misun-
derstanding in and of itself does not create a great degree of inten-
sity. But the longer a misunderstanding lingers, the more intensity
it can generate. The more important the issue that is misunder-
stood, the higher the potential is for increased escalation of inten-
sity. For these reasons, conflict competent leaders must take steps to
increase the likelihood of shared understanding in all communica-
tions. When misunderstandings occur (and they will), they must
address the misunderstanding for what it is and not succumb to “in-
tention invention” or “accelerated assumptions,” both of which can
lead to escalation of the conflict.

In the case of Jim and Dennis, a good outcome of the misun-
derstanding would have been a conversation something like this:

Jim: Dennis, I was very upset when you didn’t show up at the
meeting on time. Actually I was pretty much beside myself.

Dennis: I’ll bet you were. I know how important this meeting
was. I’m glad you found me, and we were able to recover,
even though I had to wing my presentation.
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Jim: Yeah, it was better than your missing the entire meeting,
that’s for sure. I want to figure out why we weren’t on top of
this, though. How did this happen?

Dennis: I’m sorry for the inconvenience and for putting you on
the spot. You know I’d never do that on purpose. I think I
just assumed the meeting was at our regularly scheduled time
next month.

Jim: And I assumed that because it was a special meeting, you
understood it was out of the ordinary in terms of the date. I
thought sure I said the meeting was next week.

Dennis: You were clear that it was special and important. You
even reiterated it in your e-mail. But even the e-mail didn’t
say anything about next week or February. I probably
should have asked for clarification, though, because it was
so important.

Jim: Well, I should have been clearer about the meeting taking
place this week. It’s a shame that something so simple be-
came such a problem.

Dennis: Yes. I won’t take anything for granted next time. I’m
glad we cleared up where the breakdown occurred.

Jim: Me too. Thanks for talking about it. Let’s get back to
work.

When conflicts due to misunderstandings take place, the po-
tential is great for the intensity of the conflict to escalate rapidly.
Therefore, it’s imperative that the parties check for misunderstand-
ings early in the process. The earlier a misunderstanding is identified,
the less intensity it will generate. In addition, once a misunder-
standing is discovered, conflict competent leaders focus on the cor-
rection necessary to clear up the misunderstanding rather than
dwell on the confusing circumstances. Finally, conflict competent
leaders take steps in all their communications to limit the opportu-
nities for misunderstandings. As we’ll discuss at more length in the
next chapter, checking for understanding and perspective taking are
key skills for this purpose.
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Level Three: Disagreements

Disagreements are basically Differences with an attitude. Our defi-
nition of Disagreement is when two people see a situation differently
and, regardless of how well they understand the other’s position and in-
terests, feel discomfort that the other party disagrees. The key factor in
a disagreement, as related to the intensity scale, is the degree of dis-
comfort that one or both parties experience. Disagreements are not
inherently negative. They may actually be necessary for discover-
ing the underlying differences that can be crucial to new ideas,
change, solutions to problems, and creativity. A Disagreement may
signal the need to slow down and examine the communication for
unaligned perspectives that can just as easily drive innovation as
conflict. The reason Disagreements are considered Level Three in
intensity is their potential for leading to damage.

Most of us can easily recall Disagreements at work, at home,
and in a variety of social settings. It is reasonable to believe that
most do little damage or are resolved with relative ease. We’d ven-
ture to say that many are rather quickly forgotten or dismissed as
long as no pattern of Disagreement is evident with the same con-
flict partner. The danger with Disagreements lies in two specific
areas. First, the potential for a Disagreement to escalate is much
greater than a Difference and at least equal to Misunderstanding.
There is a degree of emotion involved, which is often the fuel for
generating the heat in conflicts. Second, because we are all pro-
grammed to spot trends and patterns, we are quite adept at spotting
any series of Disagreements with the same person. Once people see
a trend of Disagreements, they are more likely to slip into blaming,
labeling, attributing, and otherwise making assumptions about the
other person. Obviously such reasoning enables conflict to evolve
to more destructive levels.

Jeanne is an elementary school guidance counselor, and Harriet
is the principal of the school. In today’s turbulent society, there are
a myriad of issues surrounding the health and well-being of young
students. School administrators and teachers are often in positions
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to spot potential cases of abuse or neglect. One such unfortunate
circumstance provided the basis of a disagreement between Jeanne
and Harriet. Here’s how the discussion unfolded:

Jeanne: I sent you a report yesterday regarding the situation with
Kevin G. I expected you to get back to me before the end of
school.

Harriet: Yes. I reviewed your report. The injuries you described
do concern me. But these injuries could have been the result
of any number of situations that aren’t abuse related.

Jeanne: But we are required to report suspicious injuries, espe-
cially when the child indicates that the injuries were caused
by an adult. When I didn’t hear from you, I was very con-
cerned that we hadn’t taken any steps to protect this child.

Harriet: Our duty is to report clear cases of abuse. And our duty is
to provide a safe environment in which our students can
learn. Our duty isn’t to make accusations.

Jeanne: This has nothing to do with accusations. None of us is
entirely comfortable reporting potential abuse because it may
turn out to be explainable and the parent or guardian might
be upset. But that’s certainly better than putting a student, a
child, at risk of physical harm. I thought we had a policy that
required us to report these things. Why didn’t you follow up?

Harriet: In my judgment, what you reported didn’t warrant fol-
low-up. I have to make tough decisions every day. The in-
juries you reported didn’t meet the test for concluding that
abuse was evident.

Jeanne: I disagree. And there’s no test for it! You didn’t see the
child. You didn’t see the injuries. I followed our procedure for
reporting and expected that we would take steps to protect
this student.

Harriet: You did follow our procedures: you sent a report to me. I
also followed procedures and decided against taking addi-
tional steps or filing a report with Child Services. We’ll keep
your report on file, and if there are other incidents, we’ll be
able to compare the situations. That’s procedure.
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Jeanne: I’m washing my hands of this. I do not want to be respon-
sible if something bad happens to him. You’re the principal.
I know it’s your call. I just don’t agree.

Harriet: You don’t have to agree. You followed our procedures. So
you did your job. I appreciate that.

Jeanne: Funny. I don’t feel very appreciated.

The Disagreement between Harriet and Jeanne has many emo-
tional entanglements. The fact that a child is at the center of their
disagreement certainly tugs at our heartstrings. The very notion of
child abuse is nauseating. Harriet and Jeanne have no disagreement
about that. What is instructive about this situation is the degree of
discomfort Harriet and Jeanne feel about their Disagreement. Har-
riet acknowledges Jeanne’s position and even acknowledges her ad-
herence to procedure. Jeanne acknowledges Harriet’s role and her
power to make decisions. What goes unaddressed are the feelings,
the discomfort, associated with their Disagreement. It is this factor
that distinguishes a Disagreement from a Difference.

One final thought about Disagreements: when we hear that two
people have “agreed to disagree,” we usually cringe just a little bit
on the inside. In reality, when parties proclaim they have “agreed
to disagree,” they have at best agreed that their differences are not
severe and the consequences of their differences are very mild. In
some cases, the parties may in fact be describing a Difference rather
than a Disagreement. We fear, though, that “the agreement to dis-
agree” is loaded with hidden booby traps. It is quite likely that emo-
tions have been ignored and the situation is bound to rear its ugly
head again in the near future. Emotions unaddressed and left to fes-
ter will undoubtedly lead to a continuation of the Disagreement or
worse: an escalation to a higher level of intensity. Our advice is that
when you “agree to disagree,” use that very statement as a signal to
proceed with caution. Continue talking with your conflict partner
about your agreement with the intent of reaching a new agreement
that you see the situation differently. Talk openly and honestly
about your emotions. As emotions are acknowledged and discussed,
chances are the intensity level is substantially decreased.
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Level Four: Discord

When a conflict reaches the level of Discord, it is characterized by
a generally deteriorating relationship between the conflict partners.
The discomfort they feel is apparent not only when addressing the
conflict issue but during most, if not all, of their interactions. The
relationship suffers because of the intensity of the conflict. Our de-
finition of Discord is situations where the conflict causes difficulties in
the relationship of the people involved even when they are not dealing with
the original conflict.

How many of us have found ourselves behaving poorly with
someone with whom we work because we’ve had a recent conflict
that’s unresolved? See if you can recall a time when you have be-
haved in any of the following ways:

• Averted your eyes to avoid direct eye contact with another
person in a meeting

• Turned your back when you noticed a recent conflict partner
approaching you in a public area

• Pretended to be engaged in a conversation with someone else
(perhaps even faking a telephone call) to avoid interacting
with a conflict partner

• Declined an invitation to a social event because you suspected
the other person would be in attendance

• Found an excuse to miss a meeting that your conflict partner
would attend

• Criticized an idea or suggestion made by a conflict partner
even though the idea or suggestion was reasonable

• Refused to support a proposal made by the other person based
not on the merits of the proposal but because it was simply his
or her idea

• Given up on an idea or position quickly when challenged by
your conflict partner just to avoid any more conflict

• Used sarcasm or laughed at an idea proposed by the other
person
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• Continued to push one of your own ideas in a meeting well
after it has become apparent that your conflict partner’s idea is
better

It’s tempting to say, “If you answered yes to three or more of
these questions, then you are at risk for CIBBS [conflict-induced
bad behavior syndrome], and you should seek immediate medical
attention.” Of course, as far as we know, CIBBS is not actually a
medical condition. And to be entirely truthful, we just made up the
acronym. Nevertheless, each of the ten examples is an actual be-
havior we have observed or that has been reported to us by those
experiencing conflict. And as we will explore later, each of these be-
haviors fits the description of a destructive behavior.

The point is that once a conflict reaches the level of Discord,
the parties involved begin to experience ongoing difficulties with
their relationship. When a person begins to respond to a conflict
partner by avoiding, criticizing, yielding, demeaning, blocking,
scheming, or sabotaging, (you get the picture), it is clear that the
relationship is suffering and both parties are experiencing discom-
fort. Serious damage to the relationship can result if the conflict is
not addressed effectively.

Level Five: Polarization

When the parties in a conflict begin “recruiting” others to join their
cause, it is a sure sign of Polarization. Another defining character-
istic is associated with the sheer volume of effort one or both par-
ties puts into defending his or her position or making his or her
case. A third clue of Polarization is the refusal to engage in con-
structive behaviors such as Perspective Taking, Creating Solutions,
Expressing Emotions, or Reaching Out. (Constructive behaviors
are discussed in more detail in Chapter Five.) The most common
outcomes of Polarization are that the conflict goes unresolved and
the relationship of the conflict participants deteriorates. In the most
severe stages of Polarization, the parties actively use destructive be-
haviors with one another, including Demeaning Others, Displaying
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Anger, and Retaliating. Such actions signal the most intense level
of conflict. If the two people involved were countries, one would
describe the situation as being on the brink of war. Our definition
of Polarization is conflict situations characterized by severe negative
emotions and behavior with little or no hope for reconciliation.

In our discussions with those who have found themselves at this
most intense level of conflict, two common themes seem to be pre-
sent. One is the apparent inability or unwillingness of the conflict
partners to try to see the other party’s side of the story. The differ-
ences between the parties are so severe that accusations and attri-
butions become common. Working toward some sort of resolution
seems completely futile. The second theme is the active recruit-
ment of others to support one’s position.

Consider the case of two coworkers whose conflict evolved to
this level. James and Renee are sales team leaders for a pharmaceu-
ticals company. Sales teams are recognized for the volume of sales
calls made each month and rewarded with a lavish dinner. More
important, the sales team with the most calls each month had
“bragging rights” and the competition was always spirited. During a
recent meeting, new guidelines for tracking and counting sales calls
were instituted. James thought the new guidelines were unfair and
intended to handicap his team because they had been leading the
company in sales calls every month for the past year. He knew that
Renee’s region had been number two for most of this period and
made no effort to hide his enthusiasm at beating her month after
month. He also knew that Renee had been lobbying for new guide-
lines that would potentially tilt the outcome her team’s way.

Over the past few months, their relationship had become more
and more antagonistic. During meetings when new guidelines were
discussed, they could barely hide their disdain for one another.
Steely glares across the table were commonplace, and words were
often exchanged. The real fireworks, though, often occurred after
the meetings. In the hallway outside the conference room after one
meeting, James loudly accused Renee of “being so competitive that
she stacked the deck when playing gin rummy with her kids.”
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Renee retorted, “Your problem isn’t so much that you can’t stand to
lose; it’s that you can’t see that you’re a loser.” Luckily, cooler heads
prevailed, and James and Renee were ushered to distant areas of the
office. As is the case in Polarization, the parties went their separate
ways, but nothing was resolved. Neither party could see the other’s
point of view or was willing even to consider an alternative.

As suggested earlier, another common theme of Polarization is
recruitment. The conflict partners are so entrenched in their own
position and so convinced of the rightness of their view that they
often begin to recruit others to be “on their side.” In the case of
Renee and James, the conversations after the hallway confrontation
are prime examples. Just minutes after the hallway altercation, James
moved from openly bashing Renee to trying to convince his col-
leagues to support his position over hers. “Look,” he said, “I don’t
know what her problem is, but I can tell you that changing the
guidelines is bad for all of us. You all know that I love being num-
ber one, but that’s not the point. The point is that we’ve trained our
people to succeed based on a tried-and-true formula. Now she wants
to change all that because of a stupid monthly contest. How can
anyone support a change for that kind of reasoning? The old system
has worked for years. Don’t you agree?” If successful, James will con-
vince some of his colleagues to take his side. Renee may do the
same. And the conflict that originated between two parties may ex-
pand to include multiple parties and levels of complexity that can
have a detrimental impact on the organization for years.

Summary

The intensity levels of conflict are important to consider for several
reasons. First, a conflict competent leader must be able to recognize
conflict. The more intense conflicts are easier to spot but are also
potentially more complex. A leader who spots only conflicts that
are at the higher intensity levels may find that these conflicts are
more difficult to handle and may have an impact on more people
than originally thought.
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Second, the earlier that conflicts are detected, the more willing
the parties are to explore their differences. As we suggest through-
out this book, conflict should be embraced as an opportunity to ex-
amine diverse thoughts, ideas, and creative solutions. The earlier the
conflict is detected or when the conflict is at a lower level of inten-
sity, the more embraceable it may be. In other words, when conflict
appears as a Difference, a Misunderstanding, or a Disagreement, the
heat or emotion in the conflict is less intense. The conflict may be
more approachable at these levels not just as a function of how re-
solvable it is, but how useful it may be.

Finally, understanding the intensity levels can be helpful to lead-
ers in assessing their own responses to conflict situations. As leaders
encounter conflict in the organization, they will find themselves in-
volved in some of them as participants. Knowing the signs of inten-
sity can assist them in monitoring their own responses and reactions
so they can choose to cool, or deintensify, the conflict through their
words and actions.

Destructive Behaviors

One problem with conflict is that so many people respond to it
poorly. Conflict itself is not the problem. On the contrary, conflict
is really pretty special, even intriguing. One of our favorite energiz-
ers in our seminars and training programs is to project an unclear
image on the screen for a few moments, remove it, and then ask the
audience to describe what they saw. One of the all-time classics is
the line drawing that seen one way resembles an elderly woman and
seen another resembles a much younger woman. Those in the au-
dience who see the image of the elderly woman confidently describe
the older lady with details of her scarf, weathered skin, slight build,
and tired gaze into the distance on the left. Hardly able to contain
themselves, those who see the younger woman rattle off their de-
scriptions: the fancy feathered hat, long formal dress, spiffy jacket,
and confident focus of the young woman toward the back right of
the screen. When pressed for more details, both sides provide only
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a few but are absolutely convinced of the rightness of their view. We
ask the class for a breakdown by show of hands of who sees which
woman. Then we prepare to show the image a second time and in-
struct the class members to look for the “other” image this time.
Shortly after projecting the image, amid chuckles and “Oh my
goshes,” everyone in the classroom can see the other image, and
they can easily go back and forth between the images in their
mind’s eye. It’s fascinating and fun, amusing and engaging. Some
would even say intriguing. And nobody is the least bit offended,
hurt, or damaged by the conflict. So why don’t we respond to every
conflict with fascination, amusement, engagement, and intrigue?
Why indeed. Therein lies the wonder and the motivation for lead-
ers to harness the extraordinary potential of conflict.

People Behaving Poorly: Reactions and Reflexes

So much has been researched and written about people’s responses
to conflict. With apologies to those who study the science of be-
havior, one thing seems extraordinarily clear to us: there are some
responses to conflict that individuals choose, and there are others
that they do not choose. It is important that the conflict competent
leader understand both.

First, there are the hard-wired responses to conflict. Through ge-
netic evolution, human beings come equipped to respond to conflict
situations in some very predictable ways. For instance, when con-
fronted with a situation that causes fear or anger, the adrenal glands
pump adrenaline into the bloodstream, causing bodies to go on high
alert. People don’t choose to have their glands respond this way;
they just do. And then they have to deal with the consequences.
Similarly, there’s a point in conflict where one’s body defaults to
fight-or-flight responses, causing the same kind of adrenaline rush.
People don’t choose this; their bodies just react.

Then the brains get into the act. Again, oversimplifying this to
its most elementary level, the brain begins to divert blood flow
based on what it considers the current highest-priority functions:
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running away or doing battle. So more blood is pumped toward the
muscles in the legs, arms, torso, and back and away from the brain.
Arguably, at the time of most need, people’s bodies are programmed
to handicap their center of reasoning while energizing their abili-
ties for fight or flight.

Armed with the knowledge that all human beings have similar
fight-or-flight responses to conflict-related situations, the conflict
competent leader is better prepared for the earliest reactions to con-
flict. The leader understands what a colleague means when he or she
says, “I don’t know what I was thinking when I snapped at Pete like
that.” Essentially everyone has the same biological factory equip-
ment for responding to conflict. And there are times when that
equipment kicks in and people react. The conflict competent leader
knows this. The conflict competent leader also knows that human
beings have additional factory equipment that enables them to rea-
son and choose. The reflexes and reactions that served our ancient
ancestors well in times of danger are almost always ineffective for
handling conflicts today. With some effort, nearly everyone can
override the early fight-or-flight reactions and select better responses.

Much of this chapter is devoted to describing behaviors that
may emanate from the depths of our biological hard wiring but are
poor choices for engaging in effective conflict interactions. The bet-
ter everyone, including leaders, understands these poor choices or
destructive behaviors, the better able they are to choose more ef-
fective responses that enable resolution, satisfaction, and progress.

People Behaving Poorly: Choices and Tactics

As we discussed earlier in this book, Dan Dana, in his book, Manag-
ing Differences (2005), speaks eloquently about the phenomenon he
calls the “retaliatory cycle.” He suggests that most arguments have
a common anatomy: a triggering event, the perception of threat,
defensive anger, acting out, and repetition. A triggering event is
any behavior by a person that may or may not be intended as hos-
tile but is perceived as threatening by another person. This per-
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ception of threat is accompanied by a natural emotional response
to the perceived threat he calls defensive anger. The acting-out
phase is critical. It is here that the person feeling threatened be-
haves in ways that either cause the conflict to escalate through
retaliation, anger, or violence or solidify the conflict through dis-
tancing, avoiding, or yielding. These behaviors may be simple re-
actions that occur without much thought. More likely, even though
they may be emotionally charged, the behaviors are selected or cho-
sen to provide an intended result: self-protection. Such behaviors
are in turn perceived by the first person as threatening, and the
cycle repeats endlessly. Conflict competence includes the ability to
identify and understand the destructive responses that fuel the re-
taliatory cycle. Leaders who can do this effectively are in a position
to spot conflicts early and decide how best to deal with them in
constructive ways.

How people respond to conflict situations spans a lengthy con-
tinuum from fight to flight. Each situation is different, and people’s
responses, both cognitive and emotional, may differ accordingly. In
one situation, they may find themselves withdrawing from the sit-
uation as quickly and completely as possible. In another, they may
seethe with anger and prepare to defend their positions at all costs.
The conflict competent leader must grapple with this continuum
on multiple levels. First, the leader must be able to self-diagnose and
have a high degree of self-awareness in order to handle personal
conflicts effectively. This is critical not only for practical purposes,
but to model effective behaviors and establish credibility in the or-
ganization. Second, the leader must be an expert observer of others
so evidence of conflict can be spotted early. Third, the leader must
be able and willing to intervene, coach, and influence those in con-
flict. Understanding the range of ineffective responses is crucial to
the leader’s ability in these areas. Finally, the conflict competent
leader’s ultimate task is to build organizational competence. At this
level, members of the organization are self-monitoring, and the
leader must view the range of conflict behaviors from a strategic
point of view.
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We believe most of the destructive responses to conflict are
based on choice. Everyone can think of those times when they “just
snapped,” “spoke without thinking,” “reacted impulsively,” or oth-
erwise remember the bad behavior as if victimized by some strange,
uncontrollable power. By and large, though, everyone has the very
controllable power of choice. And if they are really honest with
themselves, during conflict many resort to tactics and behaviors de-
signed to cause discomfort, delay progress, disrupt communication,
or even inflict pain. Conflict competent leaders more often choose
constructive responses to conflict while rejecting destructive re-
sponses, and they help those around them do the same. Examining
and understanding these destructive behaviors is a critical step in
becoming conflict competent.

In 1999, our colleagues Sal Capobianco, Mark Davis, and Linda
Kraus published the Conflict Dynamics Profile, a groundbreaking
360-degree assessment instrument focused entirely on conflict be-
haviors. We rely heavily on their work as we describe the choices
people make during conflict that escalate the conflict or contribute
to continuing discord and polarization. They identified two sets of
Destructive Behaviors: Active and Passive. We’ll focus on the Ac-
tive Destructive Behaviors here and address Passive Destructive Be-
haviors later in the chapter.

Active Destructive Behaviors. Active Destructive Behaviors are
those in which the individual overtly responds to a conflict situa-
tion. These require some effort and almost always escalate the con-
flict. One way to differentiate between Active and Passive behaviors
is to think of Active Behaviors as doing or saying something, while
Passive Behaviors are characterized by withholding or refraining.
Active Destructive Behaviors are typically among the most toxic
responses one can have in working relationships.

Winning at All Costs. An individual who absolutely refuses to budge
from a position, steadfastly sticks to a “my way or the highway”
strategy, or continues to vehemently argue for his or her way well
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after a different course of action has been taken is exhibiting the
signs of Winning at All Costs.

Perseverance is a virtue. Tenacity is a heralded leadership trait.
Decisiveness is critical in today’s business environment. And to
quote Vince Lombardi, legendary head coach of the Green Bay
Packers when they were a dynasty in the National Football League
during the 1960s, “Winning isn’t the main thing, it’s the only thing.”
So what’s wrong with a Winning at All Costs attitude? In many sit-
uations, it is exactly what’s needed. Would you want your heart sur-
geon to feel any other way when it comes to your or your loved one’s
open heart surgery? Would you like your home town baseball team
to enter Game 7 of the World Series thinking “there’s always next
year”? Would you prefer actor Bill Pullman, playing the role of pres-
ident of the United States in the blockbuster film Independence Day,
to declare in the face of total annihilation by aliens, “I guess we’ll
just go quietly into the night”? Of course not. When it comes to in-
terpersonal conflict, though, extreme tenacity and perseverance can
be easily interpreted as counterproductive or hostile.

An example of Winning at All Costs behavior is illustrated by
an incident experienced by James and Renee, the two combative
pharmaceutical sales team leaders we mentioned earlier. The re-
gional sales office is equipped with two teleconferencing rooms.
One is small and designed for just one or two participants, while the
other is large and can accommodate a group. James had previously
reserved the large, more desirable room for a call with his field team.
Renee had a promising lead develop and wanted to bring in several
staff members for a call to a potential new client. She approached
James about switching teleconference rooms:

Renee: James, would you mind trading conference rooms today?
James: Why would I want to do that?
Renee: Well, I have invited several others to participate in a call

with a potential new client and wanted to use the larger room
so we could fit comfortably. I thought you were just making a
call to your field staff and wouldn’t need the large room.
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James: You thought wrong. I need the larger room.
Renee: But aren’t you the only one on the call on this end?
James: I said no. I scheduled the room because I need it.
Renee: Okay. I noticed you have it reserved for the entire after-

noon. You’re just having your weekly call with field staff.
Will you really need it for that entire time? Could I have it
beginning at 3:00?

James: No (smiling).
Renee: How about I buy you lunch to switch?
James: Nope.
Renee: Come on, James. There’s no real reason you need the

large room. I really do.
James: I reserved it. I keep it.
Renee: You’re just being obstinate. Why do you always have to be

this way?
James: (still smiling) I’m just that good.
Renee: Fine. Have a nice call.

Frustrated by the encounter, Renee walks away thinking that
James is acting like a spoiled brat who always has to have his way.
She silently vows to remember this incident when he needs a favor,
no matter how small. She’ll show him.

The obvious consequences of James’s Winning at All Costs be-
havior are that he gets to keep the large conference room, he has a
feeling of satisfaction for winning the argument, and Renee is frus-
trated. The less obvious consequences are those that make this be-
havior so destructive. Although James is aware of Renee’s frustration,
he may not understand her resolve to retaliate in the future. He
may perceive the entire episode as humorous rather than relation-
ship damaging. For Renee, this is just one more incident in an al-
ready strained relationship. It further cements her commitment to
“defeat” James in the future and find ways to interfere with his
progress as he seems to do toward her so often. She also feels a little
disenchanted that she and James can’t find ways to get along. If they
could get along, things would be so much better.
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The basic premise of Winning at All Costs behavior is a win-
lose outcome. Most people don’t enjoy the prospect of losing. Dur-
ing a conflict, when one sees an advantage or a weakness in the
other party’s argument, it is tempting to seize it. After all, isn’t suc-
cess often associated with winning arguments? Another difficulty
with Winning at All Costs is the sometimes less obvious impact of
the behavior. As the interchange between James and Renee shows,
the less obvious outcome of James’s behavior is the deteriorating re-
lationship with Renee, very likely leading to more damaging con-
flicts. In most interpersonal conflicts, the desired outcome is to
resolve the conflict in a way that satisfies both or all parties, at least
as much as possible. Winning at All Costs can take a terrible toll on
working relationships and increase the likelihood of more conflict
in the future.

Displaying Anger. During conflict when a person uses harsh lan-
guage, yells, uses profanity, tries to intimidate the other party, or
uses threatening gestures and facial expressions, the results are pre-
dictably negative. As a destructive behavioral category, Displaying
Anger is perhaps the easiest to understand and interpret. It is clas-
sic “fight” (rather than flight) behavior. The potential results of Dis-
playing Anger range from the other party’s withdrawing or yielding
to the other’s behaving in kind. At either end of the spectrum, the
result is an unresolved conflict and one that has likely escalated.

In our work with leaders, we find that displays of anger are
thankfully infrequent when compared to the other categories of De-
structive Behavior. The problem is that the behavior is so damag-
ing that even sporadic displays cause severe difficulties in conflict
resolution. It is easy to understand that such behavior is destructive.
It is equally easy to identify the behavior when it occurs, especially
if you’re the offended party or an observer. (Sometimes, though, the
person displaying anger is genuinely surprised that his or her con-
flict partner sees their behavior as so toxic. We have more to say on
this phenomenon later.) What is not so easy is grasping the degree
of damage that can be inflicted and the work it can take to heal the
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wounds. We have seen cases in which relationships still suffer even
though years have passed since the original offending display of
anger occurred.

We were working with a vice president from a large insurance
company. Bob considered his working relationship with his boss, an
executive vice president, to be “satisfying and enjoyable.” We re-
viewed Bob’s results on a multirater leadership assessment instru-
ment and found the ratings of his boss to be very encouraging in
most categories. His boss rated him at or above the median in every
category except one dealing with sensitivity in interpersonal rela-
tionships. This did not come as a surprise to Bob; he knew his rep-
utation for being demanding but fair. In a presession questionnaire,
Bob had disclosed that earlier in his career, he had a tendency to
lose his temper, but he had worked hard to overcome that issue. He
was proud of his progress in this area. We also reviewed his results
from the Conflict Dynamics Profile (Capobianco, Davis, and Kraus,
1999). Of great concern was his boss’s assessment in the Displaying
Anger category. His self-rating for Displaying Anger was in the mid-
or average range, roughly at the fiftieth percentile for this category.
His boss rated him in the “very high,” or least favorable, range. In
other words, the boss was indicating that Bob displayed anger in
conflict situations to a degree that caused significant concern.

During the consultation with Bob, he continued to ponder with
disbelief the perception of others, especially his boss. He said he was
“shocked” that his boss saw him that way and couldn’t imagine how
he had formed that perception. He reiterated that he had worked
diligently over the past few years to control the temper of his youth.
We empathized and encouraged him to think of times he may have
been perceived, even mistakenly so, by his boss or others to have dis-
played anger. We suggested that the intent of one’s actions and
behaviors may not always be understood by others. It would be
worthwhile for him to put himself in others’ shoes and try to see his
behavior from their point of view. Finally, we suggested that Bob
thank his boss for the feedback and inquire about the perception of
his displays of anger. (This suggestion was not made lightly. We
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spent a considerable amount of time understanding Bob’s relation-
ship with his boss, coached him about his approach, and even role-
played the conversation.)

During our next conversation with Bob, the reason for his boss’s
perception became clear. Bob rather excitedly described the talk he
had had with his boss. There was good news and bad news. The
good news was that his boss gave him plenty of credit for improving
his temper and praised him for the efforts he made. The bad news
was that his boss had still not completely forgiven Bob for an out-
burst that happened almost five years earlier. Apparently Bob had
confronted his boss after a staff meeting and within earshot of oth-
ers issued a profanity-laced accusation regarding his treatment dur-
ing the meeting. Bob’s boss replied that they would have to discuss
it later and walked away. Later that evening, Bob apologized in a
voice mail message. His boss replied, in a voice mail, to “forget it”
and scheduled a time to discuss Bob’s concern. Neither party re-
members much about that next conversation or the resolution. But
what the boss never forgot was the harsh, angry confrontation. He
admitted that he had never really looked at Bob the same way since
then and still harbored some bad feelings. And each time he ob-
served Bob in heated situations, he always thought of that day in
the hallway. In his mind, Bob was prone to display anger. Despite
Bob’s successful efforts to control his temper, the boss’s perception
was perpetually tarnished from that single costly interaction. Once
damage is inflicted, the offended person’s perception can be difficult
to change. In this case, a single serious display of anger had had a
significant impact for almost five years.

One other phenomenon sometimes associated with Displaying
Anger is that the “displayer” sometimes doesn’t realize the degree
of pain he or she inflicts. In other words, the behavior hurts or looks
worse to the receiver or observer than the person who exhibits the
behavior. We have heard many offenders say things like, “Oh, it
wasn’t that bad,” or, “They should know me well enough by now
that I didn’t mean it that way.” This difference in perception can
handicap a person’s ability to accurately self-monitor or self-assess.

PREVENTING DESTRUCTIVE RESPONSES TO CONFLICT 89

Runde.c04  8/31/06  9:00 AM  Page 89



The best barometer for knowing whether one is displaying anger is
in the eye of the beholder. Conflict situations are characterized by
higher-than-normal stress and emotion, which often lead to mag-
nification of intent. Our guidance is to rely on the observations of
others when attempting to ascertain a person’s level of Displaying
Anger. For leaders, this is especially critical because the “magnifi-
cation” mentioned above is multiplied even more with higher rank
or level. When someone provides feedback that you looked or acted
angrily during a conflict, we recommend you pay close attention.
Determine what you said or did that caused the perception of anger.
And work on those specific behaviors to improve the perception of
others.

Demeaning Others. One of the most common forms of Demeaning
Others is the perception of unfair criticism. When one party feels
unfairly criticized, ridiculed, or singled out, the impact is almost al-
ways negative. Unfortunately, many incidents of Demeaning Oth-
ers are unintended. Think of those times when you tried to provide
some constructive criticism to a colleague, only to find your well-
intended feedback rejected. Remember your attempts at humor to
lighten a tense moment among coworkers, only to discover that
your joke was taken literally and heightened the tension. Reflect on
the times you actually said nothing at all to a conflict partner, but
your body language or nonverbal actions sent a strong message. Re-
gardless of intent, the effect of the behavior is often increased anger
or hostility toward the sender and either an escalation of the con-
flict or a withdrawal from it. The impact is destructive, and resolu-
tion becomes more challenging.

For all the unintended expressions that result in the feeling of
being demeaned, there are also times when the demeaning behav-
ior is purposeful. Have you ever made a wisecrack at someone else’s
expense? Have you ever made openly critical comments about a
colleague’s work or efforts? Have you ever communicated negative
vibes to someone in the form of looks, head movements, hand ges-
tures, or posture? Or have you ever made those obnoxious auditory
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noises in the guise of a throat clear or sniff that demonstrate your
disapproval or disdain? No one is perfect, and likely almost every-
one has behaved in these ways at some point. But when people do,
they are enflaming the situation and in some cases causing a con-
flict where none had previously existed. Let’s examine the three
major ways in which demeaning behavior occurs.

One form of demeaning behavior is associated with criticizing
the actions or efforts of another person. The purpose of criticism is
to provide information about one’s expectations and standards.
This is usually accomplished by comparing the actions, behaviors,
or results perceived to the expectation or standard desired. When
criticism is provided constructively, the receiver can welcome it.
However, when it is uninvited or is perceived as unfair or harsh, the
consequences can be quite severe.

Kathleen had made her first ever presentation to the executive
team earlier in the day. She was relieved that it was over. Making
formal presentations always caused her anxiety. Overall, she felt
pretty good about her performance. During lunch, Pat, one of Kath-
leen’s coworkers who had attended the meeting, asked if he could
join Kathleen at her table. Kathleen recalled seeing Pat during the
presentation but had not spoken with him since. Pat was the most
experienced of her peers and had made many presentations to the
executive team during his career. Kathleen had never worked
closely with Pat, but knew of his reputation as a detail-oriented
high achiever. She wondered if he would have anything to say
about her presentation.

Pat: I’m glad I could attend your presentation today. I know this
was your first time presenting to the executive team. I think I
helped cover for you.

Kathleen: Thanks, I think. Yes, it was my first presentation to this
group, and I was a little nervous. What do you mean you cov-
ered for me? I thought it went pretty well.

Pat: One thing I know the exec team expects from presenters is
an outline of the main points. I noticed you didn’t supply one.
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Kathleen: That’s right. I gave them a copy of my presentation
slides instead.

Pat: Yes, but that is different. They like a single-page outline. It’s
standard.

Kathleen: Okay. That’s good to know. I’ll be sure to be prepared
next time.

Pat: The last time someone didn’t provide an outline, the team
asked the presenter to postpone until they were prepared.

Kathleen: I guess I did okay then because they didn’t ask me to
postpone.

Pat: I wouldn’t be so sure. You may have completed your presen-
tation today, but there’s no guarantee you’ll be invited back.
You should have consulted me before the presentation, and I
could have told you about the outline. Sometimes you young
people just don’t think before you act.

Kathleen: I thought I . . .
Pat: That’s exactly the problem. You thought! Next time do

yourself a favor and come to me first.

Kathleen was wounded for two reasons. First, the feedback Pat
offered was uninvited. He didn’t ask permission to offer his observa-
tions. And Kathleen didn’t seek his assistance. Feedback provided
without invitation can easily be perceived as unwelcome or unwar-
ranted. Kathleen was not prepared for the feedback and was even
more surprised at the corrective nature of Pat’s observations. The
critical content of Pat’s comments, compounded by the surprise of
his uninvited observations, resulted in Kathleen’s feeling demeaned
by the interaction. This unfortunate sequence amounted to a “sneak
attack” on the unsuspecting victim. Although short in duration, it
is one of the most damaging behaviors possible in the life cycle of a
conflict. Kathleen will long remember Pat’s criticism and be wary of
his intentions in the future. Although this interaction was brief and
likely unnoticed by anyone other than Kathleen and Pat, the psy-
chological wound was real and lasting. Kathleen will be inclined to
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behave in much more cautious ways with Pat. In turn, this may lead
to Pat wondering about Kathleen’s change in demeanor. The result
is a continuing deteriorization of the relationship. Sadly, Pat’s de-
meaning behavior may lead to continuing discomfort and eventu-
ally manifest as either a full-blown argument or chronic avoidance.

Another kind of demeaning behavior is misplaced humor or
sarcasm that results in pain or embarrassment. Many times we’ve
heard that a demeaning comment or observation was meant only
in jest. Yet these quick, piercing jabs can be among the most toxic
behaviors in working relationships. What is claimed to be “just kid-
ding” or “just joking around” to the sender might be received as a
put-down or criticism by the recipient. And when it comes to man-
aging conflict, these types of demeaning behaviors are certain to en-
flame the situation.

Hollywood has produced a number of shining examples of those
who are skilled in the art of demeaning others through the use of
sarcasm and insults. The undisputed “king” of insults was Don Rick-
les. During his heyday Rickles’s “schtick” was an avalanche of in-
sults aimed at members of his audience or his hosts during frequent
guest appearances on late-night talk shows. His quickness and de-
livery were second to none, and his apparent bottomless well of
barbs made him one of the most recognizable performers in the
world. Audiences came expecting to be insulted. An audience
member singled out for a verbal assault by Rickles wore the insult
like a badge of honor. Nobody could garner more laughs by calling
an innocent bystander a “hockey puck” than Rickles.

Rivaling Rickles as an artist of wit and sarcasm was the charac-
ter Hawkeye Pierce played by Alan Alda on the all-time favorite
television comedy/drama, M.A.S.H. Almost everyone old enough
to watch reruns of the now syndicated show can cite a favorite
Hawkeye quip at the expense of one his colleagues. Even cloaked
in the guise of comedy, Hawkeye often came across as abrasive and
usually lived up to the verb form of his name as he slung piercing
verbal missiles across the studio’s operating room set.
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What separates our love and appreciation for the art of Don
Rickles and Alan Alda with our abhorrence for similar, if not iden-
tical, verbal abuse in the name of humor during everyday life? For
one thing, when we are watching Rickles or Alda, we expect to be
entertained. There is no context for conflict. Usually when a col-
league or coworker uses sarcasm or insults, the expectation is pro-
foundly different and the interpretation completely opposite. Even
in the midst of a conflict when the expectation for civil, straight,
kind interaction is somewhat lowered, an insult or sarcastic com-
ment can completely crumble any hope of progress. On a related
note, expectations lead to one’s interpretation of intent. The ex-
pectation of humor in Rickles’s and Alda’s routines provided evi-
dence that their intent was to entertain rather than injure. In the
workplace, especially when relationships are weak or strained, even
the slightest attempt at humor or sarcasm at your conflict partner’s
expense can result in misinterpretation and result in a conclusion
of malice or poor intent. When the recipient of the “humor” feels
slighted, embarrassed, or hurt by the comment, the impact can be
enormously damaging.

Our recommendation is to avoid demeaning behavior whether
or not there is any threat of conflict. When relationships are strained
or a conflict is in progress, resisting the temptation to use sarcasm or
humor at another’s expense is exceptionally good advice. To avoid
humor altogether in the workplace, though, is certainly overkill.
Obviously not without risks, well-timed humor can contribute to
the relaxation of tension and lead to potentially satisfying outcomes
of conflict. But sarcasm and humor that injure another party have
no place in the practice of the conflict competent leader.

Finally, Demeaning Others can take the form of nonverbal ac-
tions and gestures that communicate displeasure, boredom, dis-
agreement, or other negative connotations. Two examples of classic
nonverbal demeaning behavior are described below. We’ll be sur-
prised if you are unable to recall being witness to or directly in-
volved in at least one similar instance.
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Earlier in this chapter, we reviewed a demeaning interaction be-
tween Pat and Kathleen. Pat exhibited demeaning behavior toward
Kathleen with his uninvited and harsh criticism regarding her pre-
sentation to the executive team. What we did not describe was a
moment during Kathleen’s presentation when Pat leaked his dis-
pleasure that foretold his later criticism. Here’s what happened:
Kathleen had just been introduced to the team and was standing at
the head of the boardroom table. She could feel the anxiety begin
to well up in her chest as it did before almost every presentation.
This time, though, the stakes were higher. It was her first time pre-
senting to the executive team. She cleared her throat, looked out
at the team, and began to speak just as she had rehearsed. She
thanked the team for inviting her to present and said, “I’ve been
looking forward to sharing with you the preliminary results of our
project. I hope my enthusiasm for this project doesn’t overwhelm
my ability to present the data clearly. Please feel free to ask me ques-
tions at any time.”

Feeling better now that she had spoken her first few sentences
without stumbling, she reached for her copies of her presentation.
Smoothly she divided the stack into two equal parts and handed
each to the participants sitting nearest her, saying, “These are copies
of my presentation slides for your reference. I hope you find them
helpful during the presentation.” She noticed the executive team
member on her right briefly pause, glance at the handouts, and then
raise an eyebrow as if preparing to ask a question. No question was
forthcoming, so Kathleen continued with her presentation and the
moment passed into the recesses of her memory. Kathleen clicked
the remote to display her first slide and began describing the scope
of the project. Looking toward the back of the room, she caught the
eye of her colleague Pat. Kathleen smiled broadly, then noted that
Pat was staring directly at her ever so slightly shaking his head. His
eyes looked like slits and his smile was nonexistent, replaced instead
by a questioning frown. Momentarily unsure of Pat’s intent, Kath-
leen paused, then refocused on her presentation and continued. Try
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as she might to avoid looking his way again, she found herself
glancing toward his seat and noticed Pat still shaking his head and
covering his eyes with his left hand. What in the world is he trying to
tell me? she thought. And why is he acting this way at a time like this?
Kathleen felt hurt and suddenly more anxious than before. She
continued her presentation without further incident and recalled
Pat’s behavior only when he approached her at lunch later that day.

Most of us recognize the variety of negative nonverbal cues in-
dividuals can display. Arms folded tightly across the chest, head
shaking side to side, squinting eyes, and a frowning mouth are some
of the signals of disapproval or disagreement. When these or simi-
lar behaviors are exhibited during times of anxiety or early in the
conflict cycle, the result can be just as strong as a verbal barrage.
Pat’s behavior struck Kathleen as both a sign of disapproval and a
surprise. Kathleen was in the vulnerable position of presenting to a
high-level team for the first time. She wanted to make the best im-
pression possible. When Kathleen noticed Pat in the meeting, what
she expected from him was some form of nonverbal support. Instead
she received a variety of destructive signals that demonstrated dis-
agreement and led to heightened anxiety. In short, she felt troubled
and uncertain because of Pat’s behavior. Pat’s nonverbal expressions
caused Kathleen to perform less confidently and created a slight
sense of embarrassment or concern that she wasn’t being effective
in this important presentation. Coupled later with his critical and
uninvited feedback at lunch, the combination of his behaviors and
actions had a clear demeaning impact on Kathleen.

A second example of nonverbal demeaning behavior is the
rolling of one’s eyes. This simple but powerful act can bring an un-
suspecting conflict partner to a boil within moments. If we could
harness the energy produced by this simple gesture, we’d have a po-
tential source of alternative fuel that could revolutionize our way of
life! Here’s how it works. During a conflict, one partner chooses to
disclose an important new fact or perception about the situation.
Having taken a risk by this disclosure, the speaker is hopeful that
his conflict partner will recognize the risk and acknowledge it. In-
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stead, the response takes the form of eyes rotating to the right or
left, then sweeping up to the top of the eye socket with a flourish of
raised eyebrows and whites of the eyes flashing in code, “You’ve got
to be kidding me!” The reaction of the disdained speaker is often a
combination of anger and embarrassment. The anger is directed at
the gall of the conflict partner to be so demeaning. The embarrass-
ment occurs especially when the eye roll is performed in a public
setting, and others witness it.

Just as actions speak louder than words, nonverbal demeaning
actions sometimes speak louder than demeaning words. In the
world of conflict incompetence, nonverbal behaviors can be deadly
harbingers of situations that will spiral out of control. Actions that
demean others, verbal or nonverbal, are among the most costly any-
one can exhibit. They hit the present with painful precision. And
their after-effects can linger for months, even years, when left un-
attended and unresolved.

Retaliating. Perhaps the most basic, almost instinctual active de-
structive behavior is retaliation. The biblical adage, “an eye for an
eye,” refers to the concept of ultimate fairness when it comes to re-
taliation. For someone who is suffering a loss at the hands of an op-
ponent, inflicting an equal loss on the opponent is just. Responding
in kind as punishment or in retaliation for one’s losses is not only
acceptable but fair. Retaliating at an escalated level is presumably
unfair and unacceptable.

In today’s workplace, there is no fairness in Retaliating, and
there is no rational basis for engaging in it. The result of Retaliat-
ing is certain and destructive. When practiced, the consequence is
continued conflict at a heightened level. Why, then, do we find
people in organizations responding in retaliatory ways during con-
flict? In the fallible world of humanity, some people simply choose
poorly. Understanding the potential damage caused by Retaliating
is the first step toward controlling the urge to retaliate.

Most retaliatory behavior is associated with unexpressed emo-
tions. When an individual experiences anger, envy, or embarrassment
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presumably caused by another and keeps those emotions hidden
while imagining a payback, the chances for retaliation increase ex-
ponentially. Rather than expressing one’s emotions in constructive
ways, the individual attempts to invoke the “eye for an eye” method
to get even. In an “I’ll show you” moment, the conflict escalates,
and both parties are left to wonder what went wrong. The basic
problem is that what one party sees as a step that brings the situa-
tion back to “even” is interpreted by the other as a first-time strike
or provocation. There is no getting even because each successive
retaliation fuels a burgeoning inferno of conflict. Retaliation almost
always results in a deteriorating situation. This self-defeating be-
havior almost always causes mere Differences or Misunderstandings
to quickly be transformed into Discord and Polarization.

To illustrate, let’s analyze a misunderstanding between two di-
rectors in a sales organization called Best Solutions. They are re-
sponsible for complementary but separate lines of business. Brad
runs a department that customizes his company’s standard products
for use in clients’ special applications. Teri is the director of the unit
that sells and delivers the standard products. They have a friendly
competition regarding which department brings in more revenue
each year. Nevertheless, both work for the overall good of Best So-
lutions and frequently support each other’s initiatives.

Brad has cultivated a relationship with a vice president of a
large locally based company, World Wide Shipping. Best Solutions
has targeted this company for years but has never been successful in
landing it as a client. Brad invited the vice president and two of his
staff to lunch and a meeting to discuss their needs for the following
year. He knew that the vice president was interested in the kinds of
products and services Best Solutions offered. He was not certain,
though, how ready World Wide Shipping was to commit. He con-
sidered this a big step in cementing the relationship but not neces-
sarily an opportunity to close a deal. Brad invited his boss, Brent, to
the lunch but did not invite Teri. He thought it was still too early
in the process to involve her and didn’t want to waste her time.
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Teri learned of the lunch and meeting only when she attempted
to reserve the conference room for a staff meeting. She was told the
conference room had already been reserved for Brad’s meeting with
World Wide Shipping and that it would be in use until at least 2:00
p.m. because of the catered lunch. Teri felt overlooked. She won-
dered why Brad would exclude her. This was a meeting with one of
Best Solutions’s most coveted potential clients. She and Brad had
discussed many times how much World Wide Shipping could mean
to their business. It just didn’t make any sense to her. “What have I
done to upset Brad?” she wondered. “Is there a hidden message in
this somewhere?”

Over the next few days, Teri’s hurt and wonder began to turn to
anger. When she returned from a short business trip later that week,
she decided that she would forward her trip report, a standard pro-
cedure in the office, to everyone except Brad. Trip reports were ap-
preciated as an effective way to maintain good communication
among the departments. Often representatives from one department
established leads or made contacts that were important to or best fol-
lowed up by other departments. This tool was a key link in keeping
everyone apprised of new business opportunities. When Brad dis-
covered he had been left off the distribution list for Teri’s report, he
was initially confused. He also had noticed that Teri had not re-
sponded to e-mails or voice mails he sent her while she was travel-
ing. His name was the only one left off the standard distribution list
for the report so she would have had to remove it intentionally. Ob-
viously Teri’s “oversight” was purposeful. Brad decided that if she
wanted to play games, well, then, she better get ready.

A misunderstanding quickly escalates into discord and, poten-
tially, polarization because of assumptions and subsequent retaliation.
It is seemingly easy to assume negative intent when none is present.
And somehow we forget to communicate about our assumptions or
feelings, choosing to follow our assumptions and feelings down a path
that leads to destructive behavior such as Retaliating. In the end, both
parties lose as the retaliatory cycle deepens and the precipitating
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event fades into oblivion. Retaliating can result only in continuing
pain, embarrassment, waste, and anger. Recovering from the dam-
age of it takes time and effort that’s costly to the people involved
and to the organization. Brad’s not inviting Teri to the meeting with
World Wide Shipping was at most a poor decision. Teri’s oversight
in not including Brad on the trip report was clearly a retaliation and
created Discord out of a Misunderstanding. Such retaliatory behav-
ior can lead only to deepening conflict and a potentially long re-
covery period for the conflict partners.

Passive Destructive Behaviors. The Active Destructive Behav-
iors of Winning at All Costs, Displaying Anger, Demeaning Oth-
ers, and Retaliating have no rational place in organizations, yet they
appear with a frequency that belies people’s intelligence. Unfortu-
nately, part of being human seems to include episodes of behaving
poorly when confronting conflict. These behaviors are among the
most toxic anyone can choose. Understanding what they are and
coming to grips with why people use them are important steps in
becoming conflict competent leaders. And just as important is the
exploration of Passive Destructive Behaviors.

In contrast to the Active Destructive Behaviors, Passive De-
structive Behaviors are those that require little effort and usually in-
volve the person’s refraining from some type of action. These kinds
of behaviors typically cause the conflict to continue, reach a reso-
lution that is unsatisfactory, or reach a false resolution, and the con-
flict picks up where it left off. In many cases, the passive nature of
these behaviors causes them to go unnoticed. This rather insidious
characteristic presents a challenge not only to those involved in the
conflict but to leaders embracing the notion of conflict competence.

Avoiding. Think of someone at work with whom you have or have
had a conflict. Picture that person in your mind. Think about the
interactions you have with this person. Here is a question for you:
Do you tend to minimize your time with this person or maximize
your time? In other words, do you try to spend more time or less
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time with him or her? Many, if not most, of us find that we spend
less time. And a large percentage of us purposely and consciously
find ways to reduce our interactions with the other. When it comes
to conflict, we are a veritable society of avoiders.

One of the most common practices for dealing with conflict is
not dealing with it at all. Rather than confronting the problem
head-on, people choose to ignore the person or the problem, some-
how hoping that their inaction will result in an eventual resolution.
In our previous discussion of fight-and-flight responses, we described
the vestiges of instinct left over from our ancient ancestors. When
confronted with situations generating fear or anger, a person’s ge-
netic wiring kicks in with fight-or-flight responses. A person’s behav-
ior, though, is quite controllable. Although many find it difficult,
everyone can choose whether to take action (active behaviors) or
avoid action (passive behaviors). Unfortunately, people often choose
one of a number of passive, or flight-type, responses to conflict. Many
times those passive responses are categorized as avoidance.

Scores of people we interviewed reported that their earliest re-
action to conflict is to avoid it. We heard the avoidance sentiment
expressed in dozens of creative ways. Here are just a few:

“Why get involved in a spat with someone when you can
avoid it? It can only make things worse.”

“I’ve never seen the wisdom in confronting someone when
just letting it go usually solves the problem. Why make a
bad situation worse by getting all emotional?”

“I was raised to believe that most problems resolve themselves
if you just give them a little time.”

“I want people to like me. That’s not possible if you’re in con-
flict with them.”

“I’ve tried confronting people. Afterwards I find myself worry-
ing about how they’re going to get even with me.”

“My boss just doesn’t handle conflict well. I sure don’t want her
mad at me. So I do my best to avoid conflict or avoid her.”
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Why do so many of us choose avoidance? Our experience sug-
gests that at the root of much avoidance is fear, which can take
many forms: fear of reprisals, fear of making the situation worse, fear
of becoming emotional especially in front of others, fear of losing
one’s temper, fear of losing face or acceptance, fear of damaging one’s
reputation, and fear of being wrong. This fear is sometimes ex-
pressed as “not liking the way conflict makes me feel.” And it is
often accompanied by some form of wishful thinking or magical
hope that the conflict will resolve itself given enough time.

We submit that the vast majority of fears associated with avoid-
ance are nothing more than myths, conclusions based on poor as-
sumptions, or concerns based in a lack of self-confidence. Consider,
for instance, the fear of making the situation worse. Engaging an-
other regarding a Disagreement or Difference may result in overt
pronouncements that clearly demonstrate the degree of Disagree-
ment or Difference. The discussion may even include some emo-
tionally charged dialogue. If the differences can be described clearly,
though, the chance of a resolution is actually improved, not wors-
ened. In fact, it is only through avoidance that there is a guarantee
that the conflict will go unresolved. When a conflict occurs be-
tween two or more people, the most effective way to ensure the
conflict’s continuance is to use avoidance. Then it never goes away.

Another kind of faulty fear is being concerned about becoming
emotional or losing one’s temper. Losing one’s temper is almost
never a good idea. An individual who is consistently battling to
control his or her temper will likely find conflict particularly chal-
lenging. People who have temper issues can benefit from coaching
or counseling aimed at discovering the root problem, identifying
early signs of temper, and learning tactics that help subdue the emo-
tional outbursts associated with a bad temper. In cases of chronic
temper issues, some avoidance behavior may be warranted. These
cases, though, are rare and isolated. The related fear of becoming
emotional in front of others is not to be taken lightly either. Many
people believe experiencing emotion is harmful during conflict.
However, as we’ll explore in more depth later, almost the exact op-
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posite is true. Sharing emotions (versus hiding them) has been
shown to be constructive and valuable in conflict resolution. In
fact, hiding emotions is very difficult, if not impossible, to do effec-
tively on a consistent basis. In most cases, the very emotion you
may be attempting to hide leaks out through nonverbal behaviors
or bursts out at an inopportune moment. The very fear that people
have been trying to stifle by avoiding conflict may quite possibly be
realized through these leaks or bursts. So the wisdom of avoidance
as protection from becoming emotional is actually one of the worst
tactics to employ.

The fears of losing face, damaging one’s reputation, and being
wrong are closely related. Again, the tactic of avoidance most often
backfires on the person trying to mitigate these fears. During con-
flict, the chronic avoider only adds to his or her reputation as an
avoider, that is, someone who consistently refuses to engage in dia-
logue or debate the issues. Avoiders are seldom sought out for their
ideas. Their reputation is often one of self-centeredness and self-
preservation, and lacking in initiative. Why would anyone fear
damaging this kind of reputation? Losing face during a conflict is
possible, but usually only in conflicts that are mishandled. Handled
effectively, the vast majority of conflicts are opportunities to discover
and learn. The fear of being wrong is, we suppose, a valid concern,
but only in those dinosaurs of organizations where there is no toler-
ance for making mistakes. Discovering that you are wrong is one of
life’s best learning opportunities. In the daily course of events that
arise in organizations, we salute the notion that conflicts should be
embraced. We endorse the concept of searching out those who have
views differing from our own. And we hope to discover not just that
we are wrong now and then, but that in our wrongness, we find new
and stimulating perspectives that enable us to grow and contribute
in novel and exciting ways. Fear of being wrong? On the contrary,
we suggest that people can learn and grow when they are wrong.

Conflict competent leaders learn that avoidance itself has many
negative consequences. Most organizations recognize and reward
people for demonstrating initiative, solving problems, being decisive,

PREVENTING DESTRUCTIVE RESPONSES TO CONFLICT 103

Runde.c04  8/31/06  9:00 AM  Page 103



and taking action. Similarly, organizations take a dim view of peo-
ple who show no initiative, avoid making decisions, and do only
what is necessary. Overcoming learned avoidance behavior is criti-
cal not only for improving the ability to deal with conflict, but also
for improving how we are viewed in the organization.

Yielding. Closely related to Avoiding, Yielding is another form of
choosing inaction over action. The act of Yielding occurs when a
person decides to “give in” to another’s wish, idea, or viewpoint
even though he or she sees the situation or solution differently.
Some of the very same fears associated with avoidance are at the
root of reasons people choose to yield. They do not want to lose
face or damage their reputation. They fear being wrong. They may
not want to look bad to others or believe that others think that
their ideas or views are less than solid. Some yield because they can-
not tolerate any form of conflict. Just as with avoidance, most of
these fears are not only rooted in a lack of self-confidence, but the
very act of Yielding is often self-defeating in that their fears may be
realized because they yield.

Yielding behavior may be commonly associated with people
giving in to those they perceive as having more position power. In
other words, people may believe they yield most frequently to those
at higher levels or positions in the company. This may be true for
some. In our investigation of how and why people exhibit conflict
behaviors, we found that those who yield most frequently tend to
do so across many levels in the organization. Others yield more sit-
uationally, depending not only on the perceived positional power
of their conflict partner but also on their own perceived personal
power.

Vincent was a rising star in his company, a marketing agency.
He was young and enthusiastic and brought a passion to his role of
creative consultant that not many had seen recently. When left to
his own devices, he came up with ideas that were sometimes so
clever that his coworkers could barely keep up. Vincent began to
gain a reputation among some, though, that he was more concerned

104 BECOMING A  CONFLICT  COMPETENT LEADER

Runde.c04  8/31/06  9:00 AM  Page 104



about himself than he was a team player. When confronted with this
perception or challenged by others, Vincent usually hung his head,
muttered an apology, and disappeared as quickly as he could. JT, Vin-
cent’s boss, was a bit of an “old school” manager. He recruited only
those he thought would fit with the rest of the team yet would raise
the productivity of the team at the same time. Hard work and loy-
alty were critical. He demanded that employees focus their efforts in
ways that made the team better. Those looking for individual noto-
riety and recognition would not last long on JT’s team.

Vincent’s productivity and his reputation for creativity and in-
novation grew quickly. JT recognized Vincent’s talent yet continued
to demand that Vincent demonstrate restraint and contribute to the
team without flash and independence. Vincent appreciated his col-
leagues and the success of the team but felt that JT’s controlling
methods stifled not only his own creativity but the potential pro-
ductivity of the entire department. Their conflict grew. JT, always
the extroverted leader, continued to demand team play, heaped
praise on those deserving it, and openly criticized those who didn’t
contribute. Vincent, never one for confrontation, refused to push
for more freedom. In addition, out of respect for JT’s leadership and
regard for his teammates, he continued to yield to JT. He labored to
repress his growing disdain for JT’s methods yet steadfastly refrained
from engaging in any debate with JT. Vincent confided in a few
close friends that he was growing more and more frustrated. He de-
scribed his frustration as “feeling like I’m going to just up and quit
one day over something JT says even if it’s not the real issue. I don’t
want to take him on because he’s my boss, and you just don’t fight
with your boss. I have to admit he is nothing if not fair and treats
everyone the same. But I feel that every time I get creative, he just
squashes me. I don’t know how much longer I can take it.”

The issue between JT and Vincent eventually was resolved, but
not without pain and consternation. Vincent seriously contem-
plated leaving the company. Upper management grew concerned
that some unrest was forming in JT’s department. JT thought that
Vincent might be undermining his authority by complaining to
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others, and he had noticed lower productivity from Vincent. The
resolution was made possible only after Vincent decided he could
no longer conceal his concerns and follow JT’s lead without ques-
tion. With much encouragement from his friends, he finally spoke
with JT privately. True to form, during the meeting, Vincent said he
was out of line for bringing up his concerns and suggested they just
forget the issue. JT insightfully concluded, though, that the prob-
lem was real. They determined that they could not resolve the is-
sues by themselves and involved other parties from the organization
to help them sort through their issues.

JT and Vincent are still working together years later, so there is
a happy ending. Had Vincent overcome his Yielding behavior ear-
lier in their relationship, though, the conflict may not have grown
as severe and the productivity of the team may not have suffered as
long. In this case, some of the very reasons Vincent chose to yield
(out of respect for JT’s leadership position and the good of the
team) bore the brunt of the difficulties experienced during the con-
flict. Vincent began to question JT’s authority as the conflict fes-
tered. The team suffered as Vincent and JT never seemed in synch.
Yielding felt like the best course of action to Vincent. Yet his reluc-
tance to engage JT for so long yielded only a continuing and deep-
ening conflict.

Conflict competent leaders yield judiciously. To say that no one
should ever yield is not only an exaggeration but is potentially de-
structive. In our previous discussion of Active Destructive Behaviors,
Winning at All Costs was one of the four problematic categories.
Those who never yield are likely seen as people who attempt Win-
ning at All Costs. This is a case of two Destructive Behaviors being
clearly and logically linked.

Conflict competent leaders are also adept at spotting those in
their organization who yield on a regular basis. They offer advice
and support to “yielders” in the hope that they will learn to take
more active stances when dealing with conflict. They do this in the
name of encouraging healthy debate and expanding the creativity
of the organization through debate and dialogue. Had a conflict
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competent leader observed the situation between Vincent and JT,
he or she may have been in a position to provide feedback and en-
couragement to Vincent regarding his behavior earlier in the con-
flict. Early intervention may have enabled a quicker, less painful
resolution. It most certainly would have reduced Vincent’s frustra-
tion and encouraged more productive behaviors for dealing with
this conflict and other conflicts in the future.

Hiding Emotions. Avoiding, Yielding, and Hiding Emotions are all
related. They share the common characteristic of withholding feel-
ings, thoughts, and ideas. In all three cases, the withholding is likely
related to a person’s fears regarding how he or she will be perceived
by others or a lack of confidence regarding the ability to engage ef-
fectively in the conflict. In the example, Vincent clearly attempted
to hide his emotions throughout the conflict with JT. Behaviorally,
he had some success in keeping his emotions out of JT’s view. In-
ternally, though, Vincent’s resentment toward JT grew. As is usually
the case with Hiding Emotions, it became difficult to suppress his
emotions. He began sharing his frustration with coworkers and
eventually raised concern among others in the organization.

Emotions, especially when withheld over a significant length of
time, have a tendency to leak out. Sometimes, as in the case with
Vincent, the emotions leak through sharing with people other than
one’s conflict partner. This can appear to others as complaining,
whining, or talking about others behind their backs, all of which
carry negative consequences and continue to fuel the conflict.

In other cases, the leakage takes forms that resemble some of the
Active Destructive behaviors discussed earlier. One way is through
the use of nonverbal behaviors that are noticeable by others but
perhaps undetected by the sender. These nonverbal cues can appear
to others as forms of Demeaning Others, one of the most powerful
Active Destructive behaviors. Another leakage is characterized by
sudden and unexpected outbursts of pent-up emotion, sometimes
triggered by seemingly insignificant issues. This is akin to the straw
that broke the camel’s back. When it happens, others often perceive
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the behavior as Displaying Anger. When the outburst or overflow
of hidden emotion takes the form of sarcasm or criticism, it also can
appear as Demeaning Others. In still other cases, the behavior may
take the form of Retaliating.

While there is value in not expressing every emotion we feel in
a conflict, hiding relevant feelings or concerns can lead to a num-
ber of issues. Among these are less trusting relationships with co-
workers and the perception of questionable commitment to the
organization. In addition, unexpressed or suppressed emotions can
lead to a variety of personal health issues, including depression, in-
somnia, and headaches (Capobianco, Davis, and Kraus, 1999). At
the very least, concealing emotions is costly in terms of the energy
it takes to keep the feeling inside, which often leads to discomfort
or stress.

Perhaps the most telling problem with Hiding Emotions during
conflict is the way in which a conflict partner perceives it. As ef-
fective as some of us are in concealing our emotions, most of us are
even better at discerning small telltale signs that another is not giv-
ing us the whole story. Straightforward, honest communication is
the backbone of solid, trusting relationships. Conflict competent
leaders build relationships based on trust and deal with conflict ef-
fectively in large part due to this trust. When someone is perceived
as withholding feelings or information, it is not much of a stretch
to question that person’s motives, sincerity, and honesty. Such is the
case with Virginia and Ann.

Virginia is the chief operating officer (COO) of a major public
power company. Ann is a vice president in charge of communica-
tions and public relations. Virginia has been in the business her en-
tire career, working her way up the ladder. She has been part of
several mergers and always gained the respect and admiration of her
colleagues through her work ethic, openness, and vision for con-
stantly improving service for customers. Virginia seldom pulls
punches and is known for her passion for honest and complete com-
munication. Ann has significant experience outside the industry
and joined the power company seven years ago as the director of
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public relations. She was promoted to her current position two years
ago and has enjoyed solid working relationships with Virginia and
other members of the executive staff. Ann is known for her ability
to handle stressful situations and has gained a reputation for her
calming presence with consumers and her smooth confidence when
dealing with the media.

During an executive staff meeting, Ann discussed the press con-
ference and interviews she gave to local media outlets regarding the
company’s request for a rate increase. Obviously rate increases are
never popular with consumers. Ann believes the press relishes these
opportunities to make the company look greedy, especially when
the rate increases come on the heels of natural disasters. The inter-
views went well despite the tough questioning. Ann reported with
some pride that nobody should be worried about what the late-
night news would show that night. She could not recall a series of
interviews that had gone so well. The press conference had also
gone well, although she was not pleased with one section of the re-
port she distributed that detailed the expenses incurred during
power restoration efforts. She was concerned that some of the es-
timates seemed overstated, but did not address this during the press
conference or the interviews. Since no reporter had asked about
the estimates, she quickly dismissed her concerns and decided no
follow-up was needed. Ann did not mention this to the executive
staff.

As she concluded her report to the staff and invited questions,
Ann felt confident that she had represented the company well and
expected her colleagues to feel the same way. Several staff members
lauded her efforts and thanked her profusely. Virginia also felt good
about Ann’s report, but had not heard enough about the press con-
ference. She recalled past instances when she thought Ann’s spin on
issues was just a little too positive. In this case, she thought Ann em-
phasized the interviews during her report much more than the press
conference and decided to check. “Ann,” she said, “you seemed very
pleased with the interviews. Were you equally pleased with the
press conference?”
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Ann thought Virginia’s question seemed a bit out of place given
the overall approval she’d experienced from the staff. But Virginia
always asked insightful and sometimes tough questions. Ann re-
sponded that no problems were evident during the press confer-
ence. Had there been any, she assured the staff, she would have
been grilled about them during the interviews. Virginia smiled and
agreed that was true. “But that wasn’t my question. I was wonder-
ing if you were as pleased with the press conference as you were
with the interviews.” Ann now felt a bit put on the spot. Virginia
always had a way of making her feel somewhat uncomfortable with
her questions. But she reminded herself that she was a pro and
would not let anybody see her sweat. Ann again reassured Virginia
and the staff that she felt very good about the press conference. Vir-
ginia reiterated that this request for a rate increase needed to be
treated with greater sensitivity than most other requests because of
the recent storm recovery. She also suggested that the executive
staff needed to know “if there was even a hint of concern.” Ann’s
feeling of being on the spot now began to give way to feeling ac-
cused, and she began to grow irritated. Virginia noticed a change in
Ann’s tone as she continued to respond to her questions. “Public re-
lations people are so hard to read,” Virginia thought to herself. “I
wish she would just tell us what she thinks. There’s no reason to
hide anything. And if she’s upset with my insistence, she should say
so. Why can’t I ever seem to trust her to tell me the whole story?”
After a few more minutes of Virginia’s questions and Ann’s reassur-
ances, the meeting adjourned. Ann left wondering why Virginia al-
ways put her on the spot. Virginia left certain that Ann could never
be fully straight with her or the executive staff and therefore could
never be fully trusted.

This episode demonstrates the most insidious result of Hiding
Emotions. When we attempt to keep emotions hidden, others are
likely to pick up on subtle cues that signal some discomfort or un-
easiness. This often leads to doubts about honesty, and trust begins
to erode. When there is a lack of trust between conflict partners,
the potential for successful resolution is seriously diminished.
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Self-Criticizing. The ability to conduct an accurate self-appraisal is
critical to personal growth and development. Understanding what
we do well provides confidence for drawing on that ability during
challenging times. Understanding what we do not do so well pro-
vides clarity and priority about areas for development. When we
find that our self-appraisal becomes severely negative, however, it is
possible that such negativity can result in the final Destructive Be-
havior we will discuss, Self-Criticizing behavior.

Self-Criticizing is most evident after a conflict has occurred.
There are both internal and external signs. Think about a time
when you have had a conflict with a coworker and found yourself
replaying the incident over and over in your head. You may recall
that you found yourself thinking about the conflict well after the in-
teraction has concluded. You may remember the incident domi-
nating your thoughts to the extent of daydreaming about it. It is
possible that you even lost sleep over it, lying awake at night be-
cause you could not get it out of your head. If you have ever experi-
enced any of these symptoms, you know how Self-Criticizing can
affect your internal psyche. Beyond the waste of time and focus,
overly self-critical behavior can also lead to a variety of stress-induced
ailments such as insomnia, depression, or even panic attacks (Capo-
bianco, Davis, and Kraus, 1999).

The external evidence of Self-Criticizing may be more obvious
to observers than to the person exhibiting the behaviors. For in-
stance, he or she may dwell on minor mistakes or conflicts in ways
that become annoying to others. People may apologize over and
over for miscues that the other party has long since forgiven or for-
gotten. Individuals may constantly refer to an incident or conflict
in an effort to somehow find an absolutely perfect solution, even
when the other party is already satisfied with the outcome. The bot-
tom line is that some people cannot seem to let the issue go and
continue to blame themselves for issues or behaviors that appear
entirely out of proportion to the actual circumstances.

One possible source of self-critical behavior is setting unrealis-
tically high standards for oneself. When the goals or standards are
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not met, the person is incredibly tough on himself or herself. This
person frequently dwells on unmet goals and seldom takes credit for
reaching goals or positive outcomes. As the unrealistically high
goals are perpetuated, the cycle of self-criticism continues unabated.

Another possible reason for overly self-critical behavior is previ-
ous experience with a boss or parent or other authority figure who
was extraordinarily tough or demanding. It is possible in this case
that the standards demanded by the authority figure have influenced
the person to set inordinately high standards for himself or herself.
The cycle of self-critical behavior starts and continues as described.

However it starts, this behavior is identified as destructive be-
cause it contributes to conflicts’ continuing or lasting longer than
necessary. It wastes time and energy and maintains a focus on issues
that are no longer important or relevant. Unchecked, it can cause
the individual to grossly overestimate the gravity of conflict situa-
tions and perpetuate conflicts unnecessarily. The trademark of the
penultimate self-criticizer is never being happy with a successful
outcome. Ultimately, self-criticism can cause working relationships
to dissolve for no reason other than that the person becomes too
miserable to be around. Conflict resolution suffers because the self-
critical person is never happy with an outcome, never satisfied that
his or her conflict partner is satisfied, and never pleased with his or
her performance before, during, or after the conflict.

Summary

When conflict occurs, there are a myriad of ways people can behave
that perpetuate or worsen the conflict. We identify these as Destruc-
tive Behaviors. We hope the examples we’ve cited and situations
we’ve described help to illustrate the ease with which we all can fail
to embrace conflict in positive ways. No one is perfect. Everyone
encounters conflict situations to which people respond with less
than spectacular behavior. The point is that people can choose bet-
ter responses to conflict with just a little more self-awareness, analy-
sis, patience, and practice. Conflict competent leaders are those
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who can detect Destructive Behaviors in themselves and others,
take steps to correct the behaviors, and encourage behaviors, prac-
tices, and processes that enable successful resolution to conflict.
When this occurs in consistent ways in organizations, conflict can
become a valuable source of creativity and problem solving. Conflict
competent leaders replace Destructive Behaviors with Constructive
Behaviors consistently. As we will see in Chapter Five, the practice
of Constructive Behaviors is not only the antithesis of Destructive
Behaviors; it can be the foundation of personal and organizational
success in ways previously unimagined and unrealized.
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5

FOSTERING CONSTRUCTIVE
RESPONSES TO CONFLICT

Could a greater miracle take place than for us to

look through each other’s eyes for an instant?

—Henry David Thoreau

Leaders are leaders not because they have a title or a position. They
are leaders because of what they do and how they do it. How peo-
ple conduct themselves routinely, the way they act in challenging
circumstances, and the manner in which they behave toward oth-
ers provide the basis on which others view them. Many people be-
have in ways that others find acceptable. A few behave consistently
in ways that transcend acceptability and propel them to leadership.
People have been establishing themselves as leaders throughout his-
tory. The foundations of leadership have been explored and re-
searched for decades. Leadership development practices have been
chronicled and applied for nearly as long. The study of conflict and
conflict resolution has been a much more recent development even
though conflict has been part of human existence just as long as
leadership.

Our contention is that the most effective leaders are extraordi-
narily competent at handling conflict. In this chapter, we examine
specific ways they respond to conflict constructively. In so doing,
they not only keep potentially damaging situations under con-
trol, they discover options, solutions, and possibilities previously
unseen or unknown. They learn to embrace conflict not as an or-
ganizational enemy but as an opportunity for growth and a source
of creative energy.
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We reviewed in Chapter Four the intensity levels associated
with conflict and eight kinds of behaviors that lead to continued or
escalated conflict. With so much that can so easily go askew with
conflict, how much hope is there that conflict can be handled ef-
fectively on a consistent basis? Actually, we think that there is just
as much, if not more, that can go right with conflict. And when
things go right, the payoffs are enormous.

We start by reviewing five ways effective leaders encourage pos-
itive responses to conflict. Then we analyze seven specific behav-
iors, or Constructive Responses, that leaders practice before, during,
and after conflict.

Weathering the Storm of Conflict

In the annals of history, many of the most respected leaders are
those remembered best for how they rose to meet daunting chal-
lenges or prevailed in the face of seemingly insurmountable odds.
Abraham Lincoln is revered for helping a nation survive a cata-
strophic conflict of philosophies. Winston Churchill is famous for
pulling his country through a brutal siege and standing up to the
fear and anxiety brought on by seemingly endless attacks. Martin
Luther King Jr. is memorialized for his strength of character and un-
willingness to support violent tactics in the face of injustice and un-
fair treatment. Each of these leaders faced conflicts of a scale that
most of us can hardly fathom and will likely never experience.
What defined them is how they responded in times of conflict. And
what may very well define today’s leaders in organizations around
the world is how they respond in times of conflict. Because conflict
is inevitable and frequent, conflict competent leaders must rise to
the occasion on a daily basis.

Staying Calm in the Face of Conflict

Who doesn’t admire the person who handles a crisis with a sense of
confidence and calmness? Who doesn’t envy the person who is
composed and at ease in the middle of an argument? Who isn’t mes-
merized watching Henry Fonda starring in the classic Twelve Angry
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Men as he casts the only not-guilty vote in the jury room? Not
everyone can appear cool, calm, and collected under fire. In fact,
the biological changes in one’s body during times of high stress
often result in the exact opposite of calmness. So what can we do,
if anything, to improve our ability to stay calm in the face of con-
flict? We offer several suggestions.

• Make a list. Many people have several triggers or hot buttons
that, when encountered, lead to intense emotional responses. Think
about the times you’ve lost your composure, and then write down
what caused your loss. Just make a list, without evaluating anything.
Keep writing until you fill up a page (aim for twenty to thirty items).
Now look over your list; see if you can find similarities among any
of the items, and begin grouping them into categories. Do certain
people make your list more than once? Do certain kinds of people
make the list? Certain events or kinds of events? Places? Times? As
you organize your list into categories, you might ask yourself why
you respond poorly to these situations or people, and try to think of
alternative responses. Ultimately the key is being able to access al-
ternative responses when confronted with a trigger. The result is that
you not only appear calmer, but you actually may feel calmer too.

• Count to ten. No doubt you have heard this advice since you
were old enough to count that high. The reason this is good advice
goes back to those pesky glands that release adrenaline and other
hormones into your body that put you on high alert. The hor-
mones do their job well every time. Their one shortcoming, thank-
fully, is that their effects get diluted relatively quickly. If you can
delay your response for a minute or so, it is likely that the most in-
tense adrenaline-induced response urges will have worn off. Now
you can choose your response without so much interference from in-
side your body. Of course, there are lots of other delay tactics as well.
You can excuse yourself to make a trip to the rest room. You can refill
your coffee. You could look over your notes (or pretend to look them
over). You could even say, “Do you mind if I take a quick break? I’ll
be right back.” Almost any delay will help take the edge off the
adrenaline rush and put you more in control of your responses.
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• Just the facts. Sergeant Joe Friday of Dragnet fame always
urged his witnesses to report “just the facts, ma’am, just the facts.”
It was his way of helping people who may have witnessed a disturb-
ing situation remain calm and recall important details that could
help solve the crime. In much the same way, when you feel the first
hint of anxiety or stress, you might want to clarify what has been
said, check your understanding, or summarize what has been cov-
ered. These tactics help focus on facts or previously stated informa-
tion and steer clear of focusing on people or emotions. It also may
help avoid any suggestion of blame during a conflict. And it buys
you a little more time to collect your thoughts and delay potentially
harmful responses.

• Understand; then conclude. My (Tim’s) family owns all six Star
Wars movies. My daughter owns thirty or more Star Wars books,
several Star Wars games, and numerous posters and T-shirts. So
when I proudly announced that I was quoting Yoda in this book, I
was sure I had succeeded in endearing myself to her in a most sig-
nificant way. Unfortunately, when I asked her to confirm the quo-
tation’s accuracy and authenticity, she informed me that I was sadly
mistaken. So with apologies to my daughter, George Lucas, and
Steven Spielberg, another way to stay calm during conflict is to fol-
low the advice of Yoda as he might have suggested to Luke Sky-
walker: “Jump to conclusions not, young master.”

Many people in their scramble to put a rapid end to conflict ac-
cept a quick conclusion or first solution. This rush to judgment can
not only result in a poor-quality resolution but can also be a sign of
anxiety or stress induced by the conflict. Several more effective al-
ternatives include exploring the situation, considering options,
hearing others out, clarifying, and debating. People appear calmer
and more thoughtful, considerate, and deliberate as they explore,
consider, listen, clarify, and debate. Furthermore, better conclusions
will result.

Effective leaders get high marks for their ability (or their per-
ceived ability) to remain calm under duress. Composure and self-
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control are valuable strengths that give followers confidence that
their leaders will deal with conflict and stressful situations success-
fully. Finding ways to improve your ability to be calm and to appear
calm will provide an added degree of self-confidence for dealing
with conflicts that arise. The suggestions provided above can help
you get started.

Encouraging Civility, Fairness, and Safety

Nothing impairs the ability to handle conflict more severely than
the appearance of unfair treatment or concerns for one’s safety. By
safety, we mean several things. Certainly safety includes feeling se-
cure from threats or physical harm. This kind of safety should never
be compromised in the workplace. Another kind of safety is the
type that makes it possible to discuss even the most troubling situ-
ations or information. When it’s safe, people can say or discuss any-
thing (Patterson, Grenny, McMillan, and Switzler, 2002). Those
best at communication during conflict are very good at spotting
safety issues that prevent or disrupt the free flow of ideas. These is-
sues are often disguised as fight-or-flight behaviors. People may raise
their voices, retaliate, or refute out of anger (fight). They sometimes
shut down, withdraw, or avoid out of fear (flight). In either case,
safety has been compromised. It’s no longer safe for the free flow of
discussion and dialogue. Unfortunately, when the conflict ap-
proaches its highest intensities, Discord and Polarization, the like-
lihood of unfairness or safety concerns increases substantially.

Conflict competent leaders not only encourage civility, fairness,
and safety; they demand it. Recalling the rather dire situation in-
volving Renee and James, the pharmaceutical sales team leaders de-
scribed in Chapter Four, let’s see how a conflict competent leader
would ensure civility in this continuing conflict.

Over the past few months, Renee and James’s relationship had
become increasingly antagonistic. During meetings when new guide-
lines were discussed, they could barely hide their disdain for one an-
other. Steely glares across the table were commonplace, and they
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often exchanged sharp words. Their boss, Patricia, the regional man-
ager, decided it was time to intervene. She was concerned that the
conflict had grown to a level where it no longer was just a dispute
between two competent and competitive professionals. It was clear
from their behavior in meetings that their disagreements were not
going away. She heard from others that the two had exchanged
words after the previous meeting. Patricia preferred that her team
members, especially her team leaders, work out their differences on
their own. Seeing no evidence of progress, she decided it was time
to take action.

Patricia decided to speak with James and Renee individually
about her observations and concerns. During her meetings, she
made it clear that her purpose at this point was not to explore the
details of their conflict, to mediate, or to impose a solution. She
would leave the resolution up to them. Her purpose was to provide
feedback to both of them on the behaviors she had observed and
the impact of those behaviors on others and herself. She also in-
tended to encourage them to create time to discuss their differences.
Specifically she described the verbal exchanges she had witnessed,
the emphatic gestures and other nonverbal behaviors she had ob-
served during meetings, and the rumors she had heard about addi-
tional clashes unrelated to meetings. She made it clear that she
expected them to stop treating each other poorly, especially in pub-
lic. She also made it clear that the only way to resolve their conflict
was to begin with an agreement for respecting each other’s views
and working to understand each other’s perspectives. Patricia said
that as their leader, she was instituting one rule that James and
Renee must follow in their discussions: at all times, both must treat
the other with respect and fairness. Demeaning tactics and insults
were expressly forbidden. She also empathized that the conflict
must be a difficult one for both to have expressed such destructive
behavior. She assured them that she had the utmost confidence in
them in spite of their recent difficulties. Finally, Patricia also offered
to meet with them together if they could not make progress meet-
ing on their own.

120 BECOMING A  CONFLICT  COMPETENT LEADER

Runde.c05  8/31/06  9:00 AM  Page 120



The steps Patricia took do not ensure that the conflict between
Renee and James will be resolved. Her message is, however, a clear
signal that a continuance of disrespectful or threatening behavior
will not be tolerated. Leaders cannot condone or tolerate uncivil,
unfair, or threatening behavior in the workplace. When evidence
of such behavior arises, the conflict competent leader takes action.
Sometimes the action is to set clear expectations regarding accept-
able behavior during times of conflict. Sometimes the action di-
rectly addresses the destructive behaviors so that progress in dealing
with the conflict is possible. The key is that conflict competent
leaders intervene whenever they observe that civility, fairness, or
safety is threatened.

Teaching and Coaching Effective Responses

Effective leaders share a penchant for coaching and developing oth-
ers. A common description of the major difference between man-
agers and leaders is that managers get things done while leaders
teach others to get things done. Conflict competent leaders teach,
coach, and develop others who are also conflict competent.

One of the strongest impacts that leaders can have on others is
to model effective behavior. Leading by example is as powerful
today as it ever was. When our leaders say one thing but do another,
we almost always question the veracity of their words. In large part,
this book addresses leaders’ behaviors relative to conflict and sug-
gests that the most effective leaders use Constructive Behaviors
while minimizing Destructive Behaviors. Leaders who practice the
use of Constructive Behaviors are setting an example toward which
others can aspire. When a leader handles a challenging conflict sit-
uation effectively, it can inspire and encourage the observer to use
similar behaviors and tactics when she faces similar circumstances.

The most effective conflict competent leaders are overt in their
actions when it comes to teaching and coaching others. The most
effective we have observed are adept at providing feedback, asking
questions, empathizing, developing ideas, seeking information,
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checking for understanding, summarizing, demonstrating behaviors,
intervening when necessary, and offering advice. It seems that a
careful blend of these techniques works best. Just as with coaching
and teaching other leadership competencies, the most successful
leaders ply their skills in ways that encourage those in conflict to
persevere through the challenge.

Let’s continue our review of the conflict between James and
Renee. Previously we observed how Patricia encouraged the two to
proceed with civility and fairness while addressing their conflict.
Now we’ll see how Patricia provides coaching during a meeting
with James:

Patricia: I’m glad we were able to find time to meet today, James.
I’ve been concerned about the working relationship between
you and Renee for a while now.

James: I know you’re concerned, Patricia. And you should be. Es-
pecially with Renee. I’m telling you she is just way out in left
field. I don’t get it.

Patricia: It’s clear that the two of you are having some real diffi-
culty. Based on what I’ve seen and what others have observed,
I’d say the conflict between the two of you has evolved well
beyond a disagreement or an isolated argument. I think it’s
affecting not only the two of you, but also your teams and the
support staff. We’ve got to find a way to turn this around.

James: So you’ve actually seen us arguing? And other people are
talking about us?

Patricia: Yes, I’m afraid so. I can give you specifics if you like.
James: (hanging his head) No, you don’t have to do that. I know

we’ve gone at it publicly several times recently. Man, she really
ticks me off.

Patricia: Let’s talk about that. You say she really makes you angry.
How does that happen?

James: For one thing, she’s so ultracompetitive. She can’t stand
that we’ve beaten her for last six months in sales call volume.
Now she’s lobbying for changes in the guidelines that would
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work to her advantage just so her team could win. That’s sim-
ply ludicrous!

Patricia: I can tell it bothers you. What about it makes you angry?
James: It’s just so juvenile. The friendly competition among sales

teams is supposed to be just that: friendly. She’s taking it to a
whole different level with her whining about “the rules”—you
know, the guidelines for what constitutes a sales call. C’mon,
who cares about which sales team has the most calls. In the
end, it’s all about converting sales calls into business.

Patricia: It sounds as if you care.
James: (after a pause) Yeah. I guess I do care about it. It’s motivat-

ing to my team. We all want to be number one.
Patricia: And I suppose that goes for Renee and her team too.

They would like to be number one.
James: Sure. I guess so. They wouldn’t be very good salespeople if

they didn’t. But that still doesn’t give her the right to be so
petty. Do you know that she actually tells other people lies
about me? What is it about her anyway?

Patricia: You really are upset with her. I’d like to hear more about
the pettiness in your conflict. I’m sure you have examples of
Renee behaving that way.

James: I have plenty of examples. How much time do you have?
Patricia: (smiling) Well, what I’d like to hear are some examples of

how you think you may have looked petty to her. Do you
think it’s possible she may see you that way?

James: What? I thought we were talking about how she’s caused
this mess.

Patricia: In my experience, I’ve found that when conflicts become
this hot, both parties share some responsibility. And as difficult
as it might be, if both parties can look objectively at their own
behavior, they often can see how their actions might be per-
ceived as damaging to their conflict partner. I’d like you give it
a try. What do you say?

James: You’re the boss. And frankly, I’m tired of the conflict. So
what do I have to do?
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Patricia: Simply this. I’d like you to think of a time that you know
you angered Renee and tell me about it.

James: Well, to be honest, there are probably a few. (pausing to
think) Okay, there was a problem just last week where she
wanted to use the large conference room. I had booked it a
couple of weeks in advance for a phone call and a meeting.
Well, the meeting fell through. I still had the phone call,
though. Renee came to me at the last minute and wanted me
to move to the small conference room. She had several people
coming in and needed a meeting room large enough to accom-
modate them. I told her I couldn’t move. I think I made up
some lame excuse. But mostly I just wanted her to suffer a lit-
tle. She never would have switched for me, you know.

Patricia: I appreciate your telling me this story. How do you think
she remembers this incident?

James: (takes a deep breath) She probably thinks I was being petty
and scornful.

Patricia: And were you?
James: Yeah. I was.
Patricia: James, I really do appreciate your willingness to discuss

this. Being involved in a conflict this deep is taxing. Your ef-
fort to see things from Renee’s perspective is a big step in mov-
ing toward resolution. It won’t be easy. But I believe if you
both are willing to work on it this way, there’s a real chance
that things can improve.

Having a coaching conversation with someone involved in a
conflict can be a challenge. In many cases, especially those in which
the conflict has reached Discord or Polarization, the person will be
defensive and will wish to focus on the shortcomings of the conflict
partner. Successful coaches will enable and guide the person with
whom they are talking toward an analysis of their own behavior. As
we have observed in Patricia’s interaction with James, she was able
to help James see how he contributed to the conflict with Renee.
Although the conflict has a long way to go in order to reach an
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agreeable resolution, Patricia’s skillful use of coaching has initiated
a turn in the right direction. Her continued support and guidance
will be necessary for both parties as they accept the challenge to re-
solve their issues.

In Chapter Six, we’ll discuss the role coaching plays as conflict
competent leaders work to establish effective conflict management
systems in their organizations. Credible leaders use their coaching
and mentoring prowess to assist and support those in conflict. The
more leaders are effective at coaching, mentoring, and mediating,
the more likely it is for an organization to maintain a viable conflict
management system.

Providing Learning Opportunities

Conflict competent leaders cannot be the exclusive coach for every
learner. Certainly they look for opportunities to teach and coach,
but it’s just as critical that they offer opportunities for development.
This can be accomplished in several ways.

The most frequent reason people choose to participate in the
courses we offer at LDI is that they have been referred by others.
Leaders have suggested that subordinates attend to help them ad-
dress a conflict with which they’ve been struggling. Past partici-
pants have recommended to peers that they attend so they can
share the experience and use the techniques to expand their op-
portunities when problem solving or resolving conflict. The point
is that conflict competent leaders know that learning how to han-
dle conflict is critical for being successful in any organization. One
way to learn is by attending classes and training programs designed
for this purpose.

Attending training programs, though, is not necessarily the
best way or the only way to develop skills for handling conflict.
Training programs for any leadership competency are most useful
for establishing self-awareness, learning some basic techniques, prac-
ticing them, and making plans for applying knowledge and tech-
niques when back at work. Training programs alone are not the
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most effective venues for real learning and development. The best
developmental opportunities come with experience. Leaders can be
instrumental in identifying those opportunities, providing support
and encouragement during the opportunities, and debriefing with
the participant after the learning opportunity.

This is not to suggest that leaders look for just any conflict situ-
ation in which to dump their protégés. With any development ex-
perience, the right combination of challenge and support is critical
for successful learning. Certainly leaders can and should provide
suitably challenging experiences for others. And given the right cir-
cumstances, leaders can put their protégés in situations that require
the use of conflict resolution skills. That said, conflict is a normally
occurring and inevitable phenomenon in the workplace. It is likely
that during almost any developmental assignment, conflict will
occur. The key is how the leader chooses to challenge and support
their protégés during such experiences.

As an example, let’s revisit the conflict between Harriet, the el-
ementary school principal, and Jeanne, a guidance counselor at the
school. Jeanne recently filed a report citing her belief that one of
the students may be the victim of abuse. A disagreement ensued
when Harriet, after reviewing Jeanne’s report, decided that no fur-
ther action was warranted.

Jeanne was very disappointed with Harriet’s decision and de-
cided to speak to the district supervisor for student support services.
Jeanne’s daily direct reporting relationship is to Harriet, but her re-
porting relationship for education and development purposes is to
the district supervisor, Nancy.

Nancy listened carefully to Jeanne’s description of the situation
with the student, her handling of the report, and her discus-
sion with the principal. She knew that Jeanne was concerned with
Harriet’s decision. Nancy guessed that Jeanne was looking for agree-
ment with and support of lodging an official protest. She recognized
Jeanne’s frustration and complimented her dedication to and con-
cern for her students. Nancy also asked Jeanne many questions
about the circumstances: how well Jeanne knew the student, how
well Harriet knew the student, how long Jeanne had been working
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with the student, in what capacity she had come to know the stu-
dent, what else the student’s file indicated about the student’s situ-
ation, how well she and Harriet had worked together in the past,
and others. Throughout the conversation, Nancy made sure to bal-
ance her questions with appreciation and support while being care-
ful not to unilaterally agree with Jeanne’s position.

Jeanne felt supported by Nancy, but knew also that she was care-
fully considering all the possibilities connected to the situation.
Even as the conversation unfolded, Jeanne began to realize that she
did not have all the answers to Nancy’s questions and therefore
might not have all the information she needed to draw conclusions.
So when Nancy asked Jeanne what she could do to understand the
student’s situation and Harriet’s decision better, Jeanne already
knew that she needed to schedule an appointment with Harriet to
review all that had happened.

If Jeanne had been resistant, Nancy may have needed to suggest
that Jeanne schedule a time to speak to Harriet again to review the
matter. In this case, the use of simple, focused questions were all
that was necessary to lead Jeanne to that same conclusion. Nancy,
although she did not directly provide the developmental experience
for Jeanne, was instrumental in enabling Jeanne to reassess her ac-
tions and decide to reengage Harriet to resolve their differences.

This kind of interaction is a prime example of how a conflict
competent leader provides learning opportunities for others. Learn-
ing opportunities are not always of the formal variety, like recom-
mending a class or suggesting a reading. Leaders have opportunities
to encourage others to face adversity, make assignments that in-
clude personal challenges, and insist that others take action. The
key for transforming such circumstances into learning opportuni-
ties is the leader’s ability to provide support for the learner in con-
fronting the challenging situation.

Embracing Constructive Conflict

When asked to create a list of some of the greatest leaders of all
time, many of the groups with whom we work suggest a number of
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people over and over. John Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr., and
Mahatma Gandhi routinely make the list. When asked to identify
characteristics or traits of these leaders that propel them to the top
of the list, invariably descriptors such as vision, confidence, passion,
and enthusiasm are cited. We believe those same traits are critical
for changing the way we think about conflict. Leaders who have vi-
sion regarding conflict know that conflict can be the catalyst to
breakthrough ideas and novel approaches to organizational issues.
Those who demonstrate confidence when confronting conflict in-
spire trust and optimism among their followers. Leaders who are
passionate about their beliefs and are just as passionate about un-
derstanding others’ views are admired for their ability and willing-
ness to consider every angle. And those who show enthusiasm for
differing views (“Great, you see it differently!”) provide a model of
perspective taking that is critical for handling conflict construc-
tively. Leaders who combine these and similar traits illustrate our
notion of embracing conflict. They also would most certainly make
our list of the greatest conflict competent leaders of all time.

Traits and characteristics are not the only ingredients in em-
bracing conflict. It also requires technique. In their unrivaled work
on negotiation and dispute resolution, Getting to Yes (1991), Roger
Fisher, William Ury, and Bruce Patton identify a number of steps
that lead to mutually acceptable agreements. Two of those steps are
enormously useful for leaders in their quest to embrace conflict.
First, separate the people from the problem. Conflict competent
leaders never fixate on the parties in a conflict. By defining and an-
alyzing the problem instead of focusing on the people involved,
leaders begin embracing the conflict while protecting relationships.
Second, focus on interests, not positions. By getting to the level of
what the conflict partners really want, leaders discover what is be-
hind positions. Such insight and analysis enable continued em-
bracing of the conflict. Leaders who practice separating people from
the problem and focusing on interests rather than positions become
highly engaged in the substance of the conflict. They become com-
mitted to resolving the conflict and confident that the situation can
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be resolved and that it can provide a basis for continued dialogue,
options, and creativity. By engaging conflict with this sense of com-
mitment and confidence, leaders, whether directly involved or play-
ing a third-party role, can establish a tone of optimism that can
permeate even the most intense situations.

Philosophically, embracing conflict seems like a great concept.
Who would not want to embrace potentially ground-breaking dis-
cussions or opportunities to resolve frustrating issues? Practically,
though, who in their right mind wants to embrace situations that
may appear as ugly, loud, angry, and polarizing as the weigh-in for
the heavyweight boxing championship? We do not mean to imply
that this is easy. We do mean to imply, however, that those who em-
brace conflicts as opportunities have a much better chance of (1)
persevering through the tough, emotional challenges associated
with difficult conflicts, (2) getting to the root of the conflict in ways
that enable resolution, (3) empowering the conflict partners to
have discussions about the conflict that are safe, fair, and civil, and
(4) finding resolutions that meet or exceed the expectations of
those involved in the conflict.

Leaders influence conflict effectively in these ways:

• Staying calm

• Encouraging civility, fairness, and safety

• Teaching and coaching

• Providing learning opportunities

• Embracing constructive conflict

Leaders who in the face of conflict choose to act in this manner
have the best chances of handling conflict in ways that result in ac-
ceptable options and satisfying agreements. Conflict competent
leaders are adept at modeling and encouraging positive responses to
conflict. As we continue to examine how conflict competent lead-
ers accomplish this, we next focus specifically on their behaviors:
what conflict competent leaders do and say before, during, and after
conflict.
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Constructive Behaviors

The notion of constructive conflict has become more widely ac-
cepted and understood in the light of the work of many researchers,
social scientists, human behavioral specialists, and adult learning
experts. For many of us, the term conflict still conjures up negative
thoughts of pain, anger, difficulty, injustice, opposition, and frustra-
tion. What needs to happen for conflict to be constructive? We
begin with a summary of some recent findings.

Constructive controversy occurs when a person’s ideas or opin-
ions are incompatible with another’s, yet the two seek to reach an
agreement or resolution (Deutsch and Coleman, 2000). When en-
gaged in constructive controversy, the conflict partners are able to
reconceptualize, synthesize, and integrate information in ways that
lead to higher achievement and better outcomes. As compared to
other generally perceived constructive methods of resolving con-
flict such as debate or concurrence seeking, constructive contro-
versy was the only circumstance in which better outcomes seemed
likely. During debate, defined as times when both parties argue their
points and a third party decides which is best, the conflict partners
often found themselves more polarized and closed-minded as the
debate continued. During concurrence seeking, defined as times
when conflict partners use avoidance behaviors and inhibit their
discussions to focus only on agreements, quick compromises may be
reached. Often, however, the outcome is unsatisfying because not
all alternatives have been sufficiently explored. When engaged in
constructive controversy, the conflict partners have deliberate dis-
cussions about the pros and cons of proposals and focus on new so-
lutions or creative problem solving. They willingly consider the
suggestions and views of the other to produce a fuller, clearer un-
derstanding of the disagreement. Then they may find it possible to
reach a mutually satisfying agreement.

When controversy is managed constructively, the conflict part-
ners use collaborative and conflict management skills (Deutsch and
Coleman, 2000)—for example: 
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• The ability to be critical of ideas, not people

• The ability to separate personal worth issues from criticism of
one’s ideas

• An uncompromising focus on best outcomes, not winning

• Listening to others’ ideas

• Efforts to understand all sides of issues

Conflict competent leaders practice these skills and encourage oth-
ers to do the same. Constructive controversy thrives in the world of
a conflict competent leader.

At a behavioral level, what do the skills involve? How can we
practice the correct techniques and behaviors in ways that lead to
improved effectiveness? What are the best ways to reduce or avoid
destructive responses to conflict? Let’s again focus on the work of
Capobianco, Davis, and Kraus and examine seven constructive be-
haviors that leaders can use to demonstrate competence during
conflict. As the discussion of Destructive Behaviors revealed, there
are both active and passive varieties of behavior. Similarly, there are
active and passive types of Constructive Behavior. The most no-
ticeable and probably the most significant when it comes to ad-
dressing conflict are the active behaviors. We’ll look at four specific
Active Constructive Behaviors here and focus on the Passive Con-
structive Behaviors later in the chapter.

Active Constructive Behaviors

Active Constructive Behaviors are those in which the individual
responds to conflict by taking overt action that results in the re-
duction of the conflict or the tensions caused by it. These actions
require effort and almost always deescalate the conflict. Using Ac-
tive Constructive Behaviors involves doing or saying things that
improve the conflict situation. The four Active Constructive Be-
haviors are typically among the most useful, effective responses one
can choose for handling conflict. As we’ll demonstrate and discuss
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in this section, conflict competent leaders who employ these be-
haviors effectively realize desirable outcomes and resolutions even
in the most unattractive conflict situations.

Perspective Taking. Perspective Taking may be the most power-
ful behavior a leader can use to move conflict toward constructive,
satisfying, and mutually agreeable outcomes. There are two critical
aspects in Perspective Taking. First, there is Perspective Taking re-
garding content. This requires placing yourself in the other person’s
position and seeing the conflict from that person’s viewpoint. A
common reference to this practice is “getting into the other person’s
shoes.” Second, there is Perspective Taking regarding emotion,
often referred to as empathy. This refers to the ability to accurately
understand and describe how the other person feels about his or her
viewpoint and the conflict. It requires much energy and can be hard
work, plus it often takes more time than anticipated. Finally, it can
be frustrating because the only judge of whether Perspective Taking
is working is the person with whom one is in conflict. If it is this
hard, time-consuming, and frustrating, why bother? We believe that
the results of effective Perspective Taking lead to better outcomes
of the conflict, improved relationships with conflict partners, and
increased optimism for resolving conflicts in the future.

Earlier we met Jim and Dennis who had a miscommunication
about the time of an important meeting. Jim had invited Dennis to
a special meeting to make an important presentation. When Den-
nis didn’t show up on time, Jim was quite perturbed. Luckily, Jim
was able to locate Dennis before the meeting ended, and Dennis
successfully made the presentation. Each had interpreted the infor-
mation about the meeting in different ways leading to a Misunder-
standing with potentially damaging results. We saw how Jim and
Dennis were able to turn an unfortunate incident into a learning
opportunity. Now let’s revisit how their conversation may have
been even more constructive with an added emphasis on Perspec-
tive Taking:
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Jim: Dennis, I was very upset when you didn’t show up at the
meeting on time. Actually, I was pretty much beside myself.

Dennis: I’ll bet you were. I know how important this meeting was.
I’m glad you found me, and we were able to recover, even
though I had to wing my presentation.

Jim: Yeah, it was better than your missing the entire meeting,
that’s for sure. I want to figure out why we weren’t on top of
this, though. How did this happen?

Dennis: I’m sorry for the inconvenience and for putting you on
the spot. You know I’d never do that on purpose. I think I
just assumed the meeting was at our regularly scheduled time
next month.

Jim: When I described the meeting to you, you thought I was talk-
ing about our regularly scheduled staff meeting?

Dennis: Yes, I did. I knew it was scheduled for Tuesday, March 11,
and it just made sense to me that the presentation would be
for that meeting.

Jim: So because we have a standard schedule for our staff meetings,
it was easy for you to believe that my request for you to do the
presentation was set for the meeting next month.

Dennis: Not only that, but I really didn’t think that you’d ask me
to do a presentation on just a single day’s notice. You’re always
very good at giving people as much lead time as possible for
special requests like this.

Jim: I hadn’t thought about that. You’re right. I don’t like surprises.
And I do my best not to surprise you or anyone else on the
team. My asking you to do the presentation like this, out of
the blue, was a little out of character.

Dennis: Yeah, well, it’s not that big a deal.
Jim: Maybe not this time, the way it turned out. And I still can’t

believe I wasn’t any clearer when I sent you the e-mail.
Dennis: I looked back at my old e-mails, and I promise, your mes-

sage didn’t say February.
Jim: Oh, I know. I went back and looked at my sent mail. I wasn’t
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clear. But it really helps me understand that our communica-
tion breakdown wasn’t just a matter of when the meeting was
to take place. It was also related to the way I usually make re-
quests well ahead of time. By operating out of the norm, I can
see how easy it was for you to think I wanted you to make the
presentation at next month’s meeting.

Dennis: I have to say I really do appreciate the fair warning you al-
ways give us about things. I think I don’t like surprises almost
as much as you.

Jim: Agreed. I’m glad we talked about this. Now that I understand
how my request was out of the ordinary, it’s much easier to see
how I caused you to focus on the wrong date. I’ll have to be
more careful when making special requests in the future. It’s a
good lesson for me.

Dennis: I’m glad it all worked out. I’ll try to be more careful about
making assumptions in the future. Thanks for taking the time
to talk about this, Jim.

Jim: Thank you, Dennis. I’m glad I understand how this looked
from your point of view. I’ll do better next time I have a last-
minute request.

The first element of effective Perspective Taking is understand-
ing the content of how a situation looks from the other’s point of
view. In this case, Jim took plenty of time to ask questions about the
misunderstanding. He started by asking an open-ended question:
“How did this happen?” This enabled Dennis to provide his view of
the situation. It also demonstrated Jim’s openness to hearing Den-
nis’s point of view. Later, Jim used a closed-ended question to check
for understanding: “You thought I was talking about our regularly
scheduled staff meeting?” This technique enabled Jim to test his
perception of what Dennis understood in a way that showed he was
listening. Checking for understanding in this manner is a wonder-
ful way to demonstrate Perspective Taking. Finally, Jim was able to
discern that it wasn’t just what was said or not said that led to the
misunderstanding. By engaging Dennis in a dialogue about what

134 BECOMING A  CONFLICT  COMPETENT LEADER

Runde.c05  8/31/06  9:00 AM  Page 134



happened, Jim found that his last-minute request was so out of the
ordinary that it caused Dennis to believe that the meeting must
have been for the following month, not the following day. Without
Jim’s deliberate attempts to perspective-take, this bit of information
would likely have gone undiscovered. Not only did this add to Jim’s
understanding of Dennis’s perspective, it demonstrated to Dennis
that Jim was truly open to hearing his complete view of how the
misunderstanding occurred. Because Jim so effectively practiced
Perspective Taking regarding the content of the conflict, Dennis
now trusts more than ever in Jim’s ability to consider all points of
view when conflicts arise.

The second element of effective Perspective Taking is the abil-
ity to convey empathy toward one’s conflict partner. Considering
how emotional conflicts can be, this behavior is critically necessary
yet undeniably challenging. It requires the leader not only to get
“into the shoes” of the other person, but more accurately, get “into
the heart and soul” of the other person. And at times, it requires the
ability to put the need for acknowledgment of one’s own emotions
on hold. We suggest that for empathy to be most effective, the feel-
ing must be both understood and accurately labeled. The accuracy,
of course, is judged by the person who owns the feelings. During a
conflict, this can be tricky business.

I (Tim) worked for about a year in midtown Manhattan. At the
time, my children were quite young—two and four years old. We
lived between Princeton and Trenton, New Jersey. Every morning
I rose before 5:00 a.m. and walked to the nearest bus stop to catch
bus number one, which took me to bus number two, which took me
to the train station in Trenton. From there, I boarded a train to the
city and headed to my job as a consultant with a training and de-
velopment firm. My wife, Mac, rose at the same time as I did, got
herself ready for work, and then got Lindsay and Kyle ready for
nursery school. While I relaxed and read the paper on the train, she
was making breakfast, dressing children, racing the clock, and fight-
ing traffic, all before getting to her job. After a long day at work,
Mac picked up the children, headed home, did some chores, started
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dinner, and then loaded the kids back in the car to meet me at the
train station so I wouldn’t have to catch buses home.

At the end of one particularly trying day for both of us, I dis-
embarked at Trenton Station and began walking through the park-
ing lot looking for our car. I believe it was raining. It was dark and
dreary, and I was exhausted. I spotted our compact station wagon
and trudged toward it in anticipation of a warm welcome by my
family. I noticed the sounds of rock music coming from inside the
car as I approached. Then I saw Lindsay and Kyle jumping up and
down on the rear seat to the beat of the music. Lindsay was holding
her My First Sony tape player in one hand and Kyle’s hair in the
other. She was loudly counting repetitions of jumping jacks while
Kyle was shouting and playing with a toy dumbbell. My children
were gloriously involved in an aerobic workout to the beat of a rock
song with a throbbing bass in the back seat of our car! I opened the
door to the delighted squeals of my kids and tossed in my briefcase.
I glanced to the front seat and noticed Mac sitting behind the steer-
ing wheel with her head resting on the driver’s side window. I
crawled into the front passenger seat, mustered a smile, and said,
“Hello, honey.” Mac looked at me with weary eyes and said, “Hi,
dear. What a day I’ve had.”

Now this is one of those defining moments in the lives of hus-
bands and wives. For the record, this was not a conflict situation
(yet). We were just two tired souls longing for the comfort of some
peace and quiet at the end of a long day. Mac had just indicated
that she had had a trying day (“What a day I’ve had”). In my con-
sulting job, I conducted training classes in which we focused on in-
terpersonal skills. One of the many interpersonal skills addressed
was empathy. I was an expert, or so I thought. And at this defining
moment, I responded, with all good intentions, “I know exactly
how you feel, honey.”

Without getting into specifics, suffice it to say that my response
missed the mark of empathy by, oh say, thirty or forty light-years.
How could I have possibly known exactly how Mac felt? I had been
in New York City all day and then sitting peacefully on the train on
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the way home. Meanwhile, her day included deadline issues at her
job in Princeton, managing children on sugar highs from cake and
ice cream at a school birthday party, dodging idiot drivers encoun-
tered on the way to the train station, spending an extra twenty min-
utes waiting for my late train, and enduring a pounding headache
as our children “worked out” to the sounds of rock music in the
back seat. “I know exactly how you feel, honey” was not exactly
what she needed to hear, and it most certainly didn’t convey any
sense of empathy, even though in my mind, I really meant well.

An empathetic response with a bit of Perspective Taking in this
situation might have been something like, “Gee, honey, it sounds
as if you’ve had an incredibly tough day. Want to tell me about it?”
The key factor is labeling the suspected feeling—in this case,
“tough.” For all I know, “tough” might not have been descriptive
enough for Mac’s situation. She may have said, “Tough doesn’t
begin to describe the day I’ve had. I’m wasted.” Even so, I would
have been in the right ballpark. The distance between tough and
wasted is reasonable, and more important, I would have communi-
cated that I understood what she might be feeling. My statement
that “I know exactly how you feel” communicated only that I was
completely out of touch with her and interested more in comparing
how I felt to how she felt. It was not a smart move and absolutely
not an example of empathy!

The essence of Perspective Taking is demonstrating under-
standing. In conflict, conveying an understanding of another’s
point of view or feelings begins to loosen the jam of opposing po-
sitions. It shows a respect for the other’s comprehension of a situa-
tion or response to it. When we are asked to work with those who
are in conflict, we coach them to focus on Perspective Taking to
the satisfaction of their opponent. In other words, the goal of Per-
spective Taking becomes the conveyance of the conflict partner’s
position or emotions so well that the parties are convinced that
there is a shared understanding. When this occurs, the chance that
the conflict can result in a constructive outcome, though not as-
sured, is extraordinarily improved.
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Effective Perspective Taking contains both the ability to accu-
rately understand the content of another person’s view and the abil-
ity to accurately understand the emotions connected with that
view. Done well, Perspective Taking communicates these under-
standings clearly to the conflict partner. Perspective Taking paves
the way for cooperation rather than Polarization. It demonstrates a
desire to really hear and comprehend the other person’s ideas, posi-
tions, views, and feelings. When in conflict, knowing that one’s
conflict partner wishes to fully understand the other can literally
transform the nature of the interaction. It’s disarming. It turns de-
bate and Disagreement into a search for understanding. It enables
those in Discord to pause and consider the possibility of resolution.
It creates the potential for even those polarized or entrenched in
conflict to find ways to comprehend their differences. It sets the
stage for solutions and outcomes that may not have been thought
possible. Perspective Taking is not a panacea for conflict. It is,
though, the most powerful behavior associated with conflict com-
petence and a tool all successful leaders must employ.

Perspective Taking encompasses:

• Listening to the conflict partner with the intent of under-
standing rather than debating

• Summarizing the conflict partner’s point of view about the
conflict to his or her satisfaction

• Expressing empathy by identifying the conflict partner’s emo-
tions and demonstrating understanding

Creating Solutions. One of the single biggest challenges reported
to us by managers, especially young managers, is their ability to
coach others effectively. Many managers become managers after
proving their worth to their organizations in a variety of ways. They
are promoted after successful mastery of technical or specialized
functions. They are asked to take over as a team leader after being
a valuable team member. In other words, their effectiveness as an
individual contributor or team member is so great that they are in-
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vited to assume a leadership role. A common denominator in many
of these cases is their demonstrated ability as a problem solver. Or-
ganizations love those who are not only adept at solving problems,
but are able to do so quickly and repeatedly. But this same skill, so
valuable when addressing conflict, can actually impede the explo-
ration of multiple options that is often necessary to reach the best,
mutually agreeable, and complete outcomes desired. When creat-
ing solutions successfully, conflict competent leaders not only find
workable solutions; they also identify and explore multiple possi-
bilities in ways that enable the selection of the best solutions.

There are many ways to create solutions. Brainstorming to gen-
erate new ideas is a tried-and-true method in problem solving. En-
gaging others in the search for solutions often reaps unforeseen
possibilities. Considering historical solutions to similar problems or
conflicts can be valuable. However, seeking out innovative or dif-
ferent approaches to conflicts may result in new methods of resolu-
tion. The key to creating solutions is not stopping after finding a
viable solution. Finding the first solution is nothing more than ordi-
nary. It’s just doing one’s job. Seeking multiple possibilities for solu-
tions is the recipe for success. Once multiple solutions are available,
conflict competent leaders consider all the possibilities. They ana-
lyze the potential of several solutions for maximizing their satisfac-
tion with an outcome. In short, the more potential solutions that
are generated, the more likely it is that an agreement can be
reached. Creating Solutions is a critical Constructive Behavior that
the most effective conflict competent leaders practice.

Earlier, we described a long-term conflict between JT and Vin-
cent. JT was the team leader of a marketing group. He was an “old
school” leader who demanded loyalty, hard work, and utmost regard
for the good of the team. Flash and self-promotion were deadly sins
in JT’s book, even though he was in the marketing business. Vin-
cent, a relatively new team member, was regarded by some as a cre-
ative genius. He often came up with ideas and suggestions when
even the most experienced members of the team were stuck. He
loved creative thinking and reveled in the appreciation heaped on
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him for his innovative style and ideas. But Vincent withered from
any sign of criticism or confrontation. Whenever JT even men-
tioned an issue with his work or ideas, Vincent immediately shrank
from view. Over time, Vincent simmered in frustration as JT’s meth-
ods sapped his creativity and his energy. Finally, at the urging of his
friends, he met privately with JT. Soon after, other members of
management got involved, and a resolution was found. One mem-
ber of management, Fay, was especially instrumental in helping JT
and Vincent create solutions that ultimately led to a lasting resolu-
tion. During one of their three-way meetings, the conversation
went like this:

Fay: We’ve spent quite a bit of time exploring how you both per-
ceive the situation that’s emerged. I think you both have a
better appreciation of how the other sees the conflict. That’s a
great step. Now I’d like to see if we can spend some time iden-
tifying ways we can resolve the current problem and prevent it
from reoccurring. What do you say?

JT: Fine with me.
Vincent: Okay with me, too.
Fay: Let’s start by throwing out some ideas that each of you thinks

can repair the problem we’re facing. What can you each do
differently?

Vincent: (after a long pause) Well, I can let JT know when I’m
feeling frustrated before it gets so bad. Keeping the frustration
bottled up doesn’t do either of us any good.

Fay: Okay, good. That’s a start. What else?
Vincent: When I have an idea that’s a little out of the norm, it

would be nice if JT would at least hear me out. I know that
some of my ideas are really crazy and won’t work. But I think
that others are good ones, and if they never even get consid-
ered, we’ll never know.

Fay: What do you think, JT?
JT: I’m not sure.
Fay: Not sure about . . . what?
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JT: It’s just that Vincent seems to have lots of ideas, and I don’t
know how feasible it is to consider every one he has. I know
being creative is his strong suit, but we’ve got a business to run
here. We just can’t afford to chase every idea he has. I don’t
mean to be difficult.

Fay: Vincent, what do you think?
Vincent: I’m not saying we have to discuss every single idea I have.
Fay: Vincent, talk to JT.
Vincent: Right. JT, I’m not saying we have to discuss every crazy

idea I have. I just want to know that my ideas are appreciated.
And sometimes I think we’ve missed opportunities because we
didn’t discuss them.

JT: I know I’ve frustrated you with my hard-line style. I agree that
we need creative approaches in some of our challenging proj-
ects. What if I more openly seek you out for those challenging
projects that need a dose of innovation?

Vincent: Now you’re talking! That would be great.
Fay: Good. Let’s not stop there. What else?
JT: I think that we could designate a segment of our staff meeting

that would focus only on new ideas. That would maintain
focus on our project management needs and create a time in
our agenda for new ideas. I’d feel better if we could structure
how we pursue new ideas.

Vincent: You want to structure creativity? I don’t know if that can
work. Creativity just happens.

JT: No, I don’t mean structure creativity itself. I mean we structure
how and when we address new ideas. I’m concerned that we’ll
lose focus if we just take a “let’s go for it” attitude. I promise
that I’ll be more open to your ideas. I’d just like to agree on
some guidelines to help us make the most of them.

Vincent: Hmmmm. It seems a little inhibiting to me.
Fay: What about it concerns you, Vincent?
Vincent: My ideas are free flowing. I don’t know how I can be cre-

ative if we’re so structured.
Fay: Okay. Maybe we’ll need to revisit this idea. For now, can we
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hold it as a possibility and keep discussing other potential
solutions?

Vincent: Sure, we can do that. Okay with you, JT?
JT: Yep. I don’t want to lose this idea, though.
Fay: I promise we’ll come back to it. So far, we’ve talked about

Vincent not keeping his frustration so bottled up and JT ap-
proaching Vincent for ideas for specifically challenging proj-
ects. And we need to revisit the idea of creating an agenda
item during meetings to discuss new ideas. Let’s keep talking
and see if we can come up with some more potential solutions.

This conversation continued for almost another hour during
which a number of additional ideas were suggested and recorded. Not
all the ideas were mutually agreeable immediately; some needed addi-
tional discussion. As the third party, Fay demonstrated a keen ability
to lead JT and Vincent in a discussion focused on creating solutions.
Specifically, she helped JT and Vincent identify numerous potential
solutions by asking questions and encouraging more ideas. She also as-
sured both that ideas they didn’t fully agree on would be addressed
later. This kept the process focused on generating ideas rather than de-
ciding on solutions. An effective conflict competent leader never stops
with one or two potential solutions. Finally, Fay summarized the
progress they had made and encouraged more discussion. This let JT
and Vincent know that their ideas were being heard and appreci-
ated while emphasizing the need to identify as many potential so-
lutions as possible. Later in the process, Fay would assist JT and
Vincent in prioritizing and agreeing on the most viable ideas.

Conflict competent leaders are called on not only to mediate in
conflict as demonstrated by Fay, but also to use this skill themselves
when they are in a conflict. Had Fay not been involved, either JT
or Vincent could have stepped into her role during their conflict
discussions. The skill of Creating Solutions requires not only com-
ing up with ideas but showing appreciation for potential solutions
suggested by a conflict partner. This can be a challenging process,
especially in conflicts that are severe.
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Creating Solutions has these components:

• Identifying multiple potential solutions with your conflict
partners (never stop with just one potential solution)

• Discussing the viability of potential solutions with your con-
flict partners

• Agreeing on solutions to try

Expressing Emotions. When confronted with conflict, most peo-
ple feel their emotions rising almost immediately. I (Tim), for in-
stance, almost always feel a momentary sense of surprise followed by
anxiety over having to deal with my conflict partner in what might
be an unpleasant conversation. After that, my emotions, feelings,
and thoughts are guided by the nature of the conflict and the rela-
tionship I have with the other person. The notion that expressing
these emotions, feelings, and thoughts is constructive might seem a
little odd. In fact, for some people, it may seem quite contrary to
much of what they have learned or been told about appropriate
conflict behavior: Remain calm. Don’t escalate the conflict by showing
emotion. Lower your voice. Avoid direct eye contact. It sounds a little
like advice from a park ranger on how to react when confronted by
a grizzly bear on a trail.

The truth is that remaining calm and not doing things to esca-
late the conflict is good advice. Lowering one’s voice might be a
helpful tactic in some circumstances. And avoiding direct eye con-
tact is, in some cultural contexts, appropriate behavior. But what
we advocate in Expressing Emotions is much deeper than the
demonstration of a calm, controlled demeanor. It goes to the po-
tential negative consequences of attempting to conceal emotions
or misusing emotions by directing them in negative ways toward
the conflict partner. An individual who expresses emotions effec-
tively identifies and discloses feelings in a manner that demon-
strates trust. When communicating honestly, the individual openly
discusses issues, thoughts, and feelings in a manner that conveys un-
derstanding and builds a foundation for direct dialogue.
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Conflict competent leaders practice Expressing Emotions rou-
tinely. They do not wait for a conflict to occur. They engage in direct,
honest communication about emotions whenever the emotions
arise. This can head off potential conflicts before they heat up. And
just as important, leaders encourage and coach others to practice
the same. Conflict competent leaders recognize the unparalleled
value of honest communication and attention to emotions as the
basis for effective working relationships.

In Chapter Four we discussed the problems inherent in Hiding
Emotions, one of the eight Destructive Behaviors. Among the issues
are the likelihood that concealed emotions will leak out at unex-
pected or inopportune times, the misinterpretation of poorly con-
cealed emotions, the failure to identify or disclose helpful thoughts
or feelings, the missed opportunity to build trust through honest dis-
closure, and the potential personal health issues and stress associ-
ated with the suppression of emotions. Given the problematic
potential of Hiding Emotions, we suggest doing exactly the oppo-
site. In this case, communicating honestly and openly via Express-
ing Emotions is just what the doctor ordered.

Earlier we met Virginia, the straight-shooting COO of a public
power company, and Ann, the “cool under fire” vice president of
communications and public relations. The company had recently
requested a rate increase. During Ann’s presentation to the execu-
tive staff regarding a press conference and interviews about the re-
quest, Virginia grew irritated with Ann’s deflection of her questions
and apparent avoidance of some issues. Both parties were guilty of
hiding emotions during the interchange. Later, the two of them met
privately to discuss the situation. In the exchange that follows, see
if you can spot the key moments when each party took steps toward
effectively Expressing Emotions:

Virginia: Ann, thanks for coming by. I am glad we could meet so
soon after the staff meeting.

Ann: No trouble at all. I always have time for you.
Virginia: You are probably wondering why I wanted to meet with

you. I wanted to talk about your presentation in the staff meet-
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ing. Specifically, I wanted to apologize because I know I put you
on the spot with all my questions. And, true to form, I want to
ask you some more questions about the press conference.

Ann: No need to apologize. I’m put on the spot all the time in my
line of work. It was clear, though, that either I wasn’t respond-
ing well to your questions or that there’s something bothering
you about the press conference.

Virginia: Yes, there is something bothering me. But it goes beyond
your presentation about the press conference.

Ann: This sounds serious. What do you mean?
Virginia: Ann, I know I’ve got a reputation for being tough and

mean and tenacious. And I have never been one to beat
around the bush, so let me get right to it. Sometimes I’m not
sure you’re telling us the whole story when you make your pre-
sentations to the executive staff.

Ann: (interrupting) What . . .
Virginia (raising her hand) Please hear me out, okay? You’ve been

in the PR business a long time, and you’re very good at what
you do. There are times when we need you to put the right
spin on issues and events. I believe you’re as good as anyone
I’ve ever known for doing that. But there are times, like in
staff meetings, when we don’t want or need any spin to your
information. In fact, I want to hear more than just the facts. I
want to know how you feel, what you think, and your opin-
ions. I’m not sure that we always get that. In fact, I’m pretty
certain we get “spun” sometimes.

Ann: Can you give me an example?
Virginia: Why do you think I was grilling you so hard in the staff

meeting about the press conference? I believe there’s some-
thing that you haven’t told us about it. Am I right?

Ann: What did I do to make you believe that?
Virginia: It’s a little hard to explain. I think I’ve developed a pretty

good sense for people in my career. Sometimes I detect
some—oh, I don’t know—variances in how a person is deliv-
ering a message or answering a question. I’m a good observer
of demeanor. During the staff meeting, I noticed that you
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emphasized the interviews much more than the press confer-
ence. And when I started asking questions about the press
conference, you reiterated that it went well but didn’t offer
any specifics. I pressed you for more, and I’m pretty sure you
grew annoyed with me. Your tone changed, and you stopped
making eye contact with me. So is there something you
haven’t told me?

Ann: You picked up all that during the staff meeting? Wow. Well, I
have to admit, I was feeling annoyed with you. And since
we’re being honest and up front here, it’s not the first time I’ve
felt that way during meetings with you. You have a way of ask-
ing tough questions that make me feel pressured. I bet I’m not
the only one who feels this way.

Virginia: (smiling) I bet you’re right. I’m not ashamed of asking
tough questions. I wish more people would ask them. I assure
you that when I ask the first tough question, it’s not personal. I
ask because we need to know. But when I think someone is
giving me the runaround, my questions do get a little more
pointed. And I’m sure they feel pressuring, even intimidating.

Ann: I have to say, you are good at asking the tough questions. But
why do you have to make them so provocative?

Virginia: (pausing) Hmmm. It seems to me that we’re both inter-
ested in finding out just a little more about each other than
either of us has been willing to give. So I’ll admit that I was
irritated at you during the meeting. I thought you weren’t
being totally honest about the press conference. I may be
wrong about that. But when I suspect there’s more to the story
than is being told, it becomes a huge trust issue for me. In my
position, I need to trust my colleagues completely. When I
can’t, or don’t, it is a big problem. That irritates me. And I
suppose my irritation is pretty obvious, especially to the object
of my irritation.

Ann: Thanks for saying that, Virginia. Not thanks for being irri-
tated at me; thanks for telling me why. I was pretty sure you
were angry, and I was convinced that you were putting me on
the spot with your questions.
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Virginia: And what about you, Ann? What were you feeling or
thinking? And is there something else you haven’t said?

Ann: I was thinking that you were being unfair and too tough.
(pausing again) And I was wondering how in the world you
decided to enter into the line of questioning about the press
conference. The truth is that the report I distributed during
the press conference seemed to overstate the costs we incurred
during the hurricane cleanup. I was afraid that it might raise
some eyebrows among the media. It didn’t, and I didn’t bring
it up, so it didn’t become an issue. I didn’t think it was worth
mentioning during the staff meeting.

Virginia: So you actually thought about that when you were mak-
ing your presentation to us?

Ann: Yes, I did. You would have wanted me to bring it up, right?
Virginia: Absolutely. If you had a concern about our cost estimates,

we needed to know. Why didn’t you tell us?
Ann: It just didn’t seem like the right time or place. The press con-

ference and interviews went so well. And everyone in the staff
meeting was feeling so good about it. I didn’t want to spoil the
moment.

The conversation continued for another fifteen minutes. Both
Ann and Virginia found that the disclosures about their thoughts
and feelings were instrumental in forging an improved relationship.
They also agreed to be more up front with one another in future
communications. When Virginia admitted to Ann that she had
been irritated, Ann understood why Virginia’s questions felt so per-
sonal. Ann also respected the risk Virginia took in admitting her ir-
ritation. When Ann admitted that she had concealed her concern
about the costs, Virginia verified that her intuition had been cor-
rect. This also enabled Ann to understand the importance of hon-
est, open communication in maintaining trusting relationships.

Were you able to spot the key moments during the conversation
that led to effective expressions of emotion? There were several, to
be sure. One pivotal moment was the risk Virginia took to state,
“Sometimes I’m not sure that you’re telling us the whole story . . .”
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This could have been misinterpreted as an accusation. Virginia
leveraged her reputation as a straight-shooter here to say plainly
what she thought. This signaled Virginia’s intent to be honest and
direct during the discussion. Later Ann took a risk when she dis-
closed that she had been annoyed with Virginia. This was critical be-
cause it was the first time either party clearly described an emotion
she felt. Often the identification of an emotion is the most difficult
part of these conversations. The third pivotal moment occurred
when Virginia described how critical trust is in working relation-
ships. This enabled both parties to understand the importance of
communicating honestly about both content and emotions.

Not every conversation will be this successful on the first try.
Virginia and Ann experienced several years of peaks and valleys in
their relationship until this conversation. Earlier attempts at clear-
ing the air had failed because they had focused only on content is-
sues. It wasn’t until Ann and Virginia moved beyond content alone
and into the realm of Expressing Emotions that they were able to
understand each other and truly make progress in their working
relationship.

Finally, remember that the purpose of direct, open communica-
tion and Expressing Emotions is to foster improved working rela-
tionships, especially in the case of conflict. Leaders do not want to
encourage complaining or whining in the workplace. The goal is to
express emotions in a manner that is conducive to the work envi-
ronment. Leaders must encourage professional, specific, clear com-
munication regarding emotions and feelings. For instance, saying, “I
am frustrated about this conversation,” rather than, “You frustrate
me,” is much more specific and clear, and it doesn’t place blame. The
key is expressing thoughts and feelings that are most relevant to the
conflict situation and doing so directly, honestly, and carefully.

Expressing Emotions has these components:

• Identifying and disclosing emotions to your conflict partner

• Open discussion about thoughts and feelings and their impact
on the situation

• Casting no blame
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Reaching Out. The act of Reaching Out may seem as simple as of-
fering an apology. When you have harmed someone in any way,
there is no substitute for a heartfelt, sincere apology. Leaders make
mistakes. When those mistakes cause injury, damage, or hardship to
others, they apologize quickly, directly, and with conviction. An
apology during a conflict can be equally powerful. When a person
has hurt his or her conflict partner’s feelings, displayed anger, con-
cealed information, withheld emotions, raised his or her voice, re-
taliated, or otherwise behaved poorly, an apology is most certainly
warranted. Reaching Out includes this important, widely accepted
practice, but it is much more.

The act of Reaching Out is intended to address the emotional
harm caused during conflict, reduce tension between the parties in
conflict, and enable the parties to fully engage in the conflict reso-
lution process. Some people may think of Reaching Out as a sign of
weakness or defeat. The very notion of apologizing in the workplace
may seem foreign in today’s highly competitive, results-oriented
marketplace. Indeed, leaders who encourage others to reach out or
reach out themselves may be viewed by some as soft or weak. We
suggest that such perceptions are held primarily by those who prac-
tice Winning at All Costs with enthusiasm. On the contrary,
Reaching Out may be among the most difficult behaviors to prac-
tice effectively. It is not easy to admit our own shortcomings or mis-
takes. It takes strength and courage to own up to an act that harmed
someone. It takes fortitude to cope with emotional distress and em-
pathy to handle the myriad of expressions of such distress (tears,
shouting, scornful looks). The conflict competent leader knows that
such strength, courage, fortitude, and empathy are necessary for ad-
dressing the discomfort that can accompany conflict. Reaching Out
is often the mechanism for doing so.

Reaching Out can take many different forms. In some cases, the
simple act of listening may be the best way to demonstrate concern.
In others, engaging in a discussion about the needs of the person
may lead to more active steps. An apology may be appropriate.
When delivering an apology, depending on the circumstances, find-
ing ways to make amends may also be necessary. Sometimes we
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reach out to those in distress. In this case, acknowledging the per-
son’s emotions is critical. Demonstrating empathy is often one of
the first and most powerful acts associated with Reaching Out. The
necessity of Reaching Out is simple: during conflicts, especially
high-intensity conflicts, someone must take the first step in chang-
ing the direction of the conflict. Reaching Out in its various forms
is often the expression of that first step.

We’ve been working with the business manager of a large man-
ufacturing firm. Gary attended a five-day leadership development
class with us that included various assessment instruments and feed-
back from others in his workplace. In general, and of no surprise to
Gary, he is seen as highly competent although not especially open
with those with whom he works. He acknowledged that this was a
bona-fide area for improvement and identified several specific ways
he could begin. One of his peers, Douglas, is the chief designer for
his firm’s products. Douglas is a brilliant engineer who produces re-
sults of the highest quality and routinely solves seemingly impossi-
ble problems for clients. He does most of his work in isolation and
seldom seeks the advice or perspectives of others. He also manages
the design department.

Just a few months before Gary attended the leadership program,
he and Douglas had become embroiled in a disagreement about
how the design department could best respond to the mounting
volume of business. During a meeting, tempers flared. Gary sug-
gested that Douglas was incapable of managing the design depart-
ment effectively during these booming times. Douglas asserted that
the design group deserved all the credit for the recent surge in busi-
ness and that others in the company had no idea how to engineer
designs that work. The meeting ended abruptly and badly.

In the weeks that followed the failed meeting, Gary attempted
to engage Douglas in discussions about new projects. Douglas re-
sponded only to the work requests and avoided virtually all contact
with Gary. Projects were launched and completed, but no progress
was made on resolving the conflict. Gary knew that Douglas de-
served much of the credit for the success of the firm. He also knew
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that the continued success of the firm depended on a reasonable
level of communication and cooperation. But he also continued to
see Douglas as reclusive and unwilling to engage in meaningful di-
alogue. He grew frustrated with Douglas’s unresponsiveness to his
efforts and resigned himself to business as usual with little hope of
improvement.

As a result of his experience in the leadership program, Gary
identified his failing relationship with Douglas as a target for im-
provement. He decided that his personal lack of openness may have
contributed to their issues. As we talked, Gary slowly warmed to the
idea that there was more he could do to resolve the conflict and
eventually revive the important working relationship with Douglas.
The primary tactic he decided to employ was Reaching Out. We
discussed how he envisioned Reaching Out to Douglas, what he
would say, and how he expected Douglas might respond. Gary felt
committed to his plan but not completely confident that it would
work. Nearly six weeks passed before we heard from Gary about his
progress.

When we finally talked to Gary again, it became apparent that
the situation was more challenging than any of us had imagined.
Immediately on his return from the leadership program, Gary tried
to reach Douglas to set up a meeting. Unfortunately, his phone calls
met with voice mail messages that Douglas was not available. Gary
left both voice and e-mail messages—more than half a dozen over the
next several weeks. In his messages he referenced his disappoint-
ment in how their relationship was strained. He offered his uncon-
ditional apology to Douglas regarding his behavior during the failed
meeting several months earlier and asked for a meeting time to de-
liver his apology personally. He knew Douglas was at work, al-
though their offices were in different locations. As the time passed,
it became painfully obvious to Gary that Douglas was ignoring him.
Gary’s frustration grew. In his estimation, he had reached out well
beyond any reasonable person’s concept of fairness. Douglas was
clearly not interested in talking. Gary saw no purpose in making
continued attempts. He had all but decided to cease his efforts

FOSTERING CONSTRUCTIVE RESPONSES TO CONFLICT 151

Runde.c05  8/31/06  9:00 AM  Page 151



when he recalled a classroom discussion about resolving conflict in
extremely difficult circumstances. The point he remembered most
was having nothing to lose in Reaching Out to a person with whom
conflict is polarized. So he sent another e-mail message to Douglas.
To his surprise, he received an e-mail reply before the end of the
day. Douglas acknowledged receipt of his messages and said that as
far as he was concerned, the issues of the past were behind them.
Gary was both surprised and pleased. Having nearly given up on the
prospect of ever making progress, this was the proverbial candle in
a pitch-dark room. Maybe there was something to the concept of
Reaching Out after all.

Within the next week, Douglas and Gary met together with a
client. Both the meeting and their interaction seemed to go quite
well. Because the meeting involved a client, Gary did not have the
opportunity to speak individually with Douglas. Gary thought it
was important that they communicate face-to-face to ensure that
their difficulties were truly in the past. When Gary approached
Douglas after the meeting to agree on a time, Douglas said he was
very busy and didn’t think a meeting was necessary. Gary, surprised
again, didn’t push the issue. The two of them had interacted in a
productive and useful way for the first time in months. This was a
start. It wasn’t a storybook ending to a conflict by any stretch of the
imagination. Most conflicts don’t end that way. But Gary decided
to be satisfied with the progress and to proceed carefully with Dou-
glas. He would rather build on the small success they had experi-
enced than put stress on the fragile relationship they had begun to
construct.

Reaching Out is far more complex than making a statement of
apology. Conflict competent leaders, whether involved directly in
conflicts or supporting, mediating, and coaching others in conflict,
understand the concept of slow, steady progress when dealing with
relationships. As illustrated in the situation with Gary and Douglas,
it may take multiple attempts to connect with a conflict partner.
Once productive communication ensues, the relationship will
likely ebb and flow in ways that require one party or the other to
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reach out again. In addition, conflict competent leaders recognize
that interpersonal conflict creates distance between the conflicted
parties. That distance, left unaddressed, will not close. A conflict has
no chance at resolution if the conflict partners do not communicate
or interact. Active attempts to initiate contact by Reaching Out are
among the most powerful tactics to use in resolving conflict.

Finally, here is a word of advice for those who wait for their con-
flict partner to initiate contact. When you are involved in a conflict
with someone and you are certain you are the more damaged or dis-
tressed party, consider the value of maintaining that relationship.
When you have been hurt or embarrassed by someone and prefer
not even to see that person from across the room, think about the
price of ending that relationship. When you believe you are “owed”
an apology by someone with whom you have had conflict, ponder
the potential of working together on future endeavors. If you can
see, or even just imagine, that potential, Reaching Out to the con-
flict partner might be the catalyst that not only helps resolve the
current issue but leads to meaningful collaboration and a renewed
relationship in the future. The best time to reach out is often when
you feel least inclined to do so.

Reaching Out includes these components:

• Making the first move to resume communicating with a con-
flict partner

• Attempting to repair emotional damage caused during the
conflict

• Offering an apology or making amends when warranted

Passive Constructive Behaviors

Passive Constructive Behaviors are those that require very little
overt effort. In contrast to Active Constructive Behaviors, these
often are characterized by withholding comments or refraining from
some action. These behaviors usually result in the reduction of ten-
sions associated with the conflict. In general, Passive Constructive
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Behaviors are less noticeable than their active counterparts. However,
when practiced wisely, these behaviors can lead to satisfying reduc-
tions in the harmful effects of conflict and maximization of opportu-
nities for creative or innovative solutions in trying circumstances.

Reflective Thinking. Our clients often seek our help and advice
for encouraging employees to provide open, honest feedback to one
another in the workplace. As we discussed in Chapter Four, for
many people, avoiding uncomfortable situations and withholding
ideas, information, and feelings seem to come naturally. When
these practices permeate the workplace, everyone suffers. The po-
tential for improvements, changes, and innovation may go unreal-
ized when people aren’t communicating fully with one another.

A common process we use in encouraging more open, honest
feedback during our interventions is to engage participants in
highly interactive activities and then discuss their effectiveness in
working together. Part of the discussion focuses on facilitating peer
feedback, a process in which members of the group have the op-
portunity to give and receive feedback related to interactions dur-
ing the activities. One of our favorite methods of facilitating the
peer feedback uses a list of descriptive adjectives. We ask each par-
ticipant to write the name of each group member on a note card.
Then they review the list of adjectives for each colleague and list
adjectives that best describe that person on the note cards. Typi-
cally we ask for two categories: what adjectives describe each par-
ticipant when he or she was at his or her best during the exercise
and what adjectives describe each participant when not at his or
her best during the exercise. We find that this method enables par-
ticipants to examine what they have perceived about others in a
logical, reflective way. They focus not only on their own percep-
tions, but consider how they will deliver their feedback in open,
honest, and helpful ways.

This peer feedback exercise demonstrates the essence of Re-
flective Thinking effectively. Several key components of Reflective
Thinking are practiced. First, we ask participants to notice their re-
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actions to one another during the activity. Then we invite participants
to reflect on the impact they had on each other during their interac-
tions. Finally, we provide time for participants to think about the most
appropriate ways to proceed in delivering feedback to their colleagues.

When handling challenges in the workplace, even the most de-
cisive leaders often take some time to reflect on the entirety of the
situation. They know that circumstances sometimes call for swift,
assertive action and decisions. They also know that the highest-
quality decisions often result from careful analysis and considera-
tion. When dealing with conflict, careful analysis and consideration
can lead to more effectiveness at Perspective Taking and Creating
Solutions. Conflict competent leaders practice Reflective Thinking
when engaged in personal conflicts and when coaching others in
conflict.

Earlier we met Teri and Brad, directors in an organization called
Best Solutions. Brad had invited a highly prized potential client to
a lunch meeting with his boss. He did not invite Teri because he
saw it as a very preliminary meeting and didn’t want to waste her
time. Teri, though, took the noninvitation as a purposeful over-
sight. In the days after the meeting, her resentment grew so much
so that she decided to pay back Brad by leaving him off the distrib-
ution list of her recent trip report, a valuable tool in their company
for identifying potential business opportunities. Predictably, Brad
noticed the oversight. No one else had been left off the standard
distribution list, so he knew the omission of his name was inten-
tional. He also noted that Teri had not responded to several e-mails
and phone messages he had sent. His competitive nature and irri-
tation led him to conclude that Teri was looking for a conflict.

Luckily, Brad decided not to trust his first conclusion. Instead
he pondered the sequence of recent events and reflected on the
overall positive relationship he had with Teri. Let’s take a trip in-
side Brad’s head and see how Reflective Thinking works.

“Why in the world would Teri intentionally leave me off the dis-
tribution list for her report?” Brad wondered. “And why hasn’t she re-
turned any of my messages?” Each of these was a curious circumstance
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on its own, but perhaps they were connected in some way. “But
how?” he thought. “What else had happened recently?”

The last time Brad remembered interacting with Teri was during
a hallway conversation about a week earlier. The two had chatted
with another colleague about a movie they had all seen over the
weekend and laughed about how the characters reminded them of
the staff from the production department. There was nothing about
that interaction that seemed at all out of place. In fact, they seemed
to be getting along famously. The next thing he knew, Teri had
stopped responding to his messages. In the meantime, his schedule
had been fairly routine except for the meeting with the vice president
of World Wide Shipping. “Maybe Teri is angry that I didn’t invite her
to the meeting!” he thought. “What if she had set up the meeting and
not invited me? That would make me wonder what’s going on and
probably get under my skin a little.” Now it all began to make some
sense. If Teri was unhappy, perhaps even hurt, about not being invited
to the meeting, it seemed possible that she would not respond to his
messages. And if she were really upset, she may have sent him a mes-
sage by deleting him from the distribution list. It all seemed a little
petty to Brad, but he had to admit that his first reaction to being left
off the list was to fight back. So what should he do now?

Brad thought the best course of action was to seek Teri out and
apologize for not inviting her to the meeting with World Wide
Shipping. He would tell her he would have been surprised and
probably hurt if the tables had been turned. Then he would ask if
they could talk about what had happened and find a way to prevent
such misunderstandings in the future.

The next morning, Brad went straight to Teri’s office. He of-
fered his apology, and they talked for nearly half an hour. Both re-
gretted that they had allowed themselves to make assumptions
about the other. They promised to communicate more openly in
the future and not let misunderstandings spiral out of control.

Brad’s reflection on the situation enabled him to choose a bet-
ter course of action than retaliation. He took time to think through
the conflict on several different levels. First, he reflected on his most
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recent interactions with Teri. He remembered the stark change in
Teri’s demeanor between the hallway conversation and his phone
messages. This enabled him to pinpoint the time frame during
which the seed of conflict was planted. Second, he thought through
the impact of their behaviors on each other. It was evident that Teri
was disturbed by something that had happened between them. It
was equally evident that Brad was ready to react poorly toward Teri.
This analysis resulted in the discovery of the likely original cause of
the conflict: not inviting Teri to the lunch meeting with the client.
Third, Brad contemplated the best course of action for responding
to the conflict. His decision to meet with Teri, offer an apology, and
discuss the Misunderstanding led to a satisfying resolution.

For leaders such as Teri and Brad, directors in their organiza-
tions, Reflective Thinking is a critical tactic for confronting con-
flict. Leaders are extraordinarily visible to others. During times of
challenge and pressure, their behavior is magnified and scrutinized.
When they react without reflection, their behavior may be per-
ceived as more significant than they had intended. When their re-
actions are less than exemplary, they are providing an example of
behavior that demonstrates to others the wrong way to handle con-
flict. When practicing Reflective Thinking, conflict competent
leaders are models of effective conflict behavior. Others in the or-
ganization see the importance of resisting first impulses. They see
instead the value of taking time to consider the causes, impact, and
consequences of conflict and potential avenues toward resolution.
In addition, practicing Reflective Thinking positions leaders as
credible resources for those experiencing conflict. When needing
assistance for conflict challenges, people seek out those who are
known for handling conflict effectively.

Reflective Thinking has these components:

• Taking the time to notice and analyze one’s own and others’
reactions during conflict

• Reviewing the immediate and potential ongoing impact of
the conflict
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• Thinking through alternatives for effectively responding to
the conflict

Delay Responding. What comes to mind when you hear the word
time-out? If you are a parent of a young child, you may immediately
think of the common reprimand used with children. When a child
is not minding, behaving too rambunctiously, or otherwise creating
a bit of havoc, parents often place the child in a temporary time-
out. The time-out is designed to remove the child from the envi-
ronment that is enabling the poor behavior and provide a few
moments for the child to rethink his or her choices. If you are a
sports fan, even a casual one, you may think of the time-outs that
teams, players, officials, or coaches call during a game. Time-outs are
called for a variety of reasons. The most common are these:

• Provide attention to or recovery time for an injured player.

• Refocus the team on a particular play, tactic, or approach.

• Give players a rest.

• Interrupt the flow of the game when the opponent is gaining
momentum.

• Review an important play, rule, or event.

• Assess progress and plans at crucial times during the game.

Both of these common uses of time-outs provide good analogies
to the concept of time-outs applied to conflict situations. We call
the use of conflict related time-outs Delay Responding.

The most important facet of Delay Responding is its utility in
providing some distance, psychological or physical, from the con-
flict. As we described earlier, almost everyone experiences the fight-
or-flight syndrome as conflict arises. Our emotions kick in at some
level regardless of how adept we are at concealing them. When the
conflict begins to cause serious emotional reactions or responses, a
time-out, or delay in responding, may provide a respite that lets the
strife settle down. Sometimes the delay is requested by one of the
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conflict partners as a way of pausing the communication for just a
few moments. Sometimes the delay is longer: the parties end the
current interaction but agree to get back together a bit later.

How do you know the time is right to engage in Delay Re-
sponding? Let’s return to the analogies we previously described as a
guide.

We noted that parents place a child in a time-out in part to re-
move him or her from the environment that is enabling the poor
behavior. At sporting events, time-outs are called when a player is
injured or winded. During a conflict, it is not uncommon for one of
the parties to begin behaving poorly or to feel injured. When one
of the partners feels hurt or demeaned by the other, it may be time
to Delay Responding. A conflict partner who recognizes that his or
her behavior is out of line may wish to Delay Responding to gather
his or her thoughts. A leader who is helping others resolve a con-
flict and observes sustained poor behavior or sees that one or both
of the parties are hurting may wish to call a time-out. At any of
these times, removing one or both parties temporarily from the con-
flict environment may be an effective course of action.

We know that coaches often employ the tactic of calling a time-
out to interrupt the momentum of the opposing team or to change
the flow of the game. Many people describe their most frustrating
conflicts as times when “the conflict just seemed to take on a mind
of its own.” They report that their worst conflicts just “spiraled out
of control.” These situations are often characterized by sarcasm and
insults or shouting and anger. Or they involve repeated blaming of
the other party. Or they careen into deadly silence. When a conflict
reaches any of these points, it’s time to change the flow. Delay Re-
sponding can provide the impetus for changing the flow.

Finally, a time-out can be called to review a crucial play or re-
think a previous decision. For professional football and hockey fans,
we have come to know these agonizing moments as “video reviews.”
Game officials or referees review video of crucial plays to ascertain
that the play was legal, a goal was scored, or an infraction was cor-
rectly identified. In the workplace, everyone knows that tensions
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can run high during conflict. When the stakes are at their highest,
every move, every behavior, every statement becomes crucial. At
these most crucial moments, the tensions may be relieved if the par-
ties agree to delay their communication with each other temporarily.
During the delay, the parties can seek relief from the stress of the con-
flict and calm themselves down. (This part of the analogy works best
if the parties also practice Perspective Taking, Creating Solutions, or
Reflective Thinking during the delay. Engaging in these other Con-
structive Behaviors is not, however, part of Delay Responding.)

Reflective Thinking and Delay Responding may have the out-
ward appearance of being the same behavior, but there are key dif-
ferences between the two. Both are associated with time-outs or
temporary removal from the conflict. During Reflective Thinking,
the time away from the conflict is spent specifically focusing on the
conflict, reviewing what has happened, and determining how best
to proceed when reengaged in the communication. During Delay
Responding, the time away from the conflict is spent specifically not
focusing on the conflict but calming down by virtue of disengaging
from the tension and stress. It is a behavior practiced for the sole in-
tent of allowing the tension and stress of a conflict to dissipate.

Finally, it is critical to understand how overreliance on Delay
Responding may lead to the perception of others that one is Avoid-
ing, a Destructive Behavior. In reality, the practice of Delay Re-
sponding occurs only during conflicts; someone who is practicing
Avoiding never actually engages in the conflict long enough to try
Delay Responding. Most avoiders live in fear. They fear that they
will lose face, lose their temper, lose the argument, or damage their
reputation if they become engaged in a conflict, so they decide not
to get into the conflict in the first place. They refuse to engage. A
person who practices Delay Responding on a chronic basis may in-
deed exhibit some of the same characteristics of an Avoider. Our
advice is to use Delay Responding as a tactic judiciously. When it is
used to calm tension, change the damaging momentum of a con-
flict, or disengage temporarily from a highly stressful conflict, those
practicing Delay Responding will be seen as effective. As with the
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Constructive Behaviors described earlier, conflict competent lead-
ers not only use Delay Responding when engaged in conflict them-
selves, they encourage others to do so when dealing with conflicts
in the workplace.

Delay Responding has these components:

• Calling a time-out when one or both parties feel injured or
demeaned

• Suggesting a temporary disengagement from the conflict
conversation to interrupt the flow of a downward-spiraling
conflict

• Creating a pause during the conflict when tensions are so high
that the interaction becomes ineffective

Adapting. How many times in our lives have we heard that ulti-
mate happiness, success, or fulfillment is all about attitude? Who
hasn’t been reminded that the basic difference between an optimist
and a pessimist is attitude? When was the last time you decided that
you needed an attitude adjustment regarding some person or event?
The final Constructive Behavior we describe, Adapting, is in many
ways associated with attitude. In this case, it’s specifically associated
with a person’s attitude and outlook regarding conflict.

As a case in point, let’s revisit the conflict between Kathleen and
Pat. You’ll recall that Kathleen recently made her first ever presen-
tation to the executive team. Pat, a peer, attended the presentation.
During her presentation, he made several gestures and exhibited
body language that led Kathleen to believe her presentation was
not going well. Later he gave Kathleen some rather demeaning and
unsolicited feedback. Among other things, he accused Kathleen of
“thinking too much,” insinuating that she was not intelligent.

Kathleen was surprised not only at his perspective but that he
delivered his message with such a condescending and harsh edge.
Kathleen remained angry at Pat for several days after their discus-
sion. During that time, she heard that Pat had told others in the de-
partment that her presentation was awful and poorly received. She
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called Pat once to set up a time to talk, but he had not returned
her call. Her anger grew. He had been so unkind to her. She decided
to wait for him to make the next move. After a few more days, Kath-
leen’s anger began to concern her. She considered herself a gener-
ally optimistic person. Why let this one incident color her outlook
so? She began to rethink her position. Since she seldom had reason
to interact with Pat, she decided to focus less on what Pat had said
and done and concentrate more on her own well-being. Perhaps
there might be a time in the future to reengage with Pat. She would
watch for a signal from him but would no longer dwell on the issue.

Pat certainly could have handled the situation better. There is
no question about that. Kathleen genuinely felt hurt. Pat clearly had
been abrasive and rude. Immediately after the incident, Kathleen fo-
cused on her negative feelings and her sense of dread about future in-
teractions with Pat. Her ability to adapt in the face of the conflict,
though, enabled her to refocus and recover. Her decision to remain
upbeat and optimistic about the other parts of her life carried her
through a difficult, even unfair, time. Although she held no unreal-
istic belief that the issue with Pat would be resolved quickly, she did
maintain an outlook that included the possibility of reconciliation
at some point in the future. She decided, for her own sake, to re-
main hopeful rather than cynical.

Adapting refers to a mind-set of optimism and flexibility. It in-
cludes a willingness to consider new alternatives when circumstances
might enable a new beginning to the conflict resolution process. An
optimistic mind-set is one that enables a person to view a conflict
as a problem to be solved. Conflict competent leaders no doubt en-
counter conflicts that are disturbing and painful during their ca-
reers. Their ability to seize the opportunities that such hardships
provide and to learn from these difficulties suggests an attitude of
optimism that buffers them from angst and despair. A basic premise
of leadership development is that leaders learn from experience. In
fact, many leaders report learning most from their experiences with
challenging assignments or resulting from personal or professional
hardships. Those who have an outlook of optimism before, during,
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and after conflict may have a decided advantage in at least learning
from the situation, if not ultimately reaching a resolution. Those
who have a pessimistic outlook are more likely to extend their suf-
fering and learn little from such challenging situations.

Adapting also refers to an outlook of flexibility regarding con-
flict. For instance, people who are willing to consider many alter-
natives may have more successful outcomes and resolutions. Those
who engage in conflict with a preconceived notion of “the only way
I’ll work with that person again is when hell freezes over!” set them-
selves and their conflict partners on a path to no resolution. Con-
flict competent leaders encourage brainstorming and discussion of
multiple alternatives during resolution conversations. They are
willing to consider various methods, processes, and tactics for solv-
ing the issue. This willingness translates into more opportunities
and more potential for resolving conflicts that may seem irrecon-
cilable to others. Flexibility supports optimism, and optimism en-
ables positive approaches to tough conflicts.

Finally, Adapting encompasses an element of awareness or
watchfulness regarding the conflict climate. Those who become
consumed by the negative consequences of conflict consistently
miss cues that may lead to renewed opportunities to resolve the
problem. Instead, they mire themselves in the gloom and dismay
of their misery, blaming others for their plight. They focus only on
their sad story of unfairness and misfortune as they relive the con-
flict over and over. The alternative is to choose an outlook that ac-
knowledges the inevitability of conflict. In this scenario, conflict is
not a circumstance that happens to someone; it is a naturally oc-
curring difference in opinion or perspective. It is a chance to see an
issue from another perspective. Even in the most volatile of dis-
agreements and conflicts, the Adapting choice holds out hope that
a resolution is possible. Kathleen demonstrated this in the aftermath
of her incident with Pat. It is this outlook of hope and optimism that
enables conflict competent leaders to stay alert for subtle changes
in their relationship with conflict partners that may signal an op-
portunity for renewed dialogue. By staying aware of the evolving
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landscape of workplace relationships, Adapting leaders are attuned
to the behavior of their conflict partners, changes in the organiza-
tional climate, and emerging opportunities that may lead to new at-
tempts at resolution.

In the case of Pat and Kathleen, both parties could have chosen
a more Adapting approach. Kathleen did. Despite her annoyance
with Pat, she chose to maintain optimism and watch for small cues,
such as eye contact, to provide her with an opportunity to reengage
with him. Pat has not chosen to adapt. As a self-appointed coach
for Kathleen, Pat considers his greater degree of experience in mak-
ing presentations a significant factor in his “right” to provide feed-
back to Kathleen. From his perspective, he’s providing valuable
insights to her. He is virtually unable to see any reason to adapt. An
Adapting approach from Pat might begin with an acknowledgment
of Kathleen’s effort. This would send a signal of contrition that
Kathleen may notice. An optimist, an adapter, believes such events
are possible. This is the subtle nature of an Adapting approach to
conflict. Conflict competent leaders stay vigilant for signals and
hopeful for opportunities to resolve their conflicts.

Adapting includes these components:

• An optimistic mind-set that views conflict as inevitable and
resolvable

• A willingness for flexibility by entertaining alternatives for
resolution

• Being alert for changes that may signal new opportunities for
engaging in resolution dialogue

Summary

Personal conflict competency is achieved by demonstrating the
consistent ability to behave constructively when faced with con-
flict. We have suggested seven distinct sets of behavior that enable
leaders to handle conflict constructively. Every conflict is different.
That is why conflict competent leaders cannot, and do not, follow

164 BECOMING A  CONFLICT  COMPETENT LEADER

Runde.c05  8/31/06  9:00 AM  Page 164



a script. Their effectiveness comes from an array of behaviors, tech-
niques, analysis, timing, and attitude. If the formula was simple and
required just a few steps, we would not write a book about it. Instead
we would print six billion laminated cards describing the formula
for distribution to every person on earth.

Responding effectively to conflict is hard work. It often requires
a healthy dose of humility. It requires perspective for considering
the possibility that “my way is not the only way.” It requires over-
coming the urge for fight or flight. It requires tenacity for staying en-
gaged in dialogue even when frustrated. It requires vulnerability
when revealing emotions or offering an apology. It requires creativ-
ity for identifying and considering options. It requires restraint for
initiating a pause in the conversation when tensions are high. It re-
quires thoughtfulness when contemplating new possibilities. And
finally, it requires optimism that solutions can, and will, be found.

No one can be perfectly conflict competent 100 percent of the
time. But we all can strive to be consistently effective by practicing
the behaviors we have described. When leaders embrace conflict as
an opportunity to expand their vision rather than reacting to it as
a source of negativity and frustration, they give themselves and
their conflict partners a chance to discover satisfying, even invigo-
rating options and solutions. It all begins with the choices leaders
make when conflict occurs. Choose wisely, and conflict evolves into
opportunity.
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6

BUILDING CONFLICT
COMPETENT ORGANIZATIONS

The aim of argument and of discussion, should not

be victory, but progress.

—Joseph Joubert

Building personal conflict competence is an important step for a
leader, but it is not the only one. In order to enjoy the full benefits
that come from handling conflict effectively, leaders also champion
the development of conflict competence throughout their organi-
zations. In this chapter, we review the changes that leaders must
make to ensure that their organization becomes conflict competent.
Some of the changes deal with structures and processes. Others re-
quire the proper alignment of corporate culture and incentives to
support the types of behavioral changes needed for success.

Benefits of Organizational
Conflict Competence

In Chapter One, we discussed some of the costs associated with
poorly managed conflict: wasted management time, absenteeism,
retention problems, and time and money spent on grievances and
lawsuits. Beyond these out-of-pocket costs, we also looked at re-
duced productivity, poorer decision quality, lower morale, and

We thank Jennifer Lynch of People Development Global for her suggestions and materi-
als about integrated conflict management systems and Cinnie Noble of CINERGY Con-
flict Coaching for her thoughts and examples regarding conflict coaching and mentoring.
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workplace violence. While these reasons alone are enough for a
leader to champion conflict competence, there are more. Some-
times an organization will be forced to improve its handling of con-
flict as a result of new laws or governmental policies. Other times
the need to change will come from a crisis: a strike or class action
suit by disgruntled employees, unfavorable media attention stem-
ming from harassment or discrimination, or even a single violent
incident, for example.

These crises do not magically appear. They are frequently the
result of pressures that build because conflict is either ignored or
handled poorly. Eventually the pressure reaches an explosive level,
and the crisis emerges. Dealing with conflict effectively can help
eliminate or at least mitigate some of the costs associated with these
crises. It can prevent or lessen the chances of crises that absorb
enormous amounts of time, energy, and money.

Conflict competence can ensure that issues are discussed more
effectively to enable better decision making. It can also help create
a more satisfying work environment where morale and relationship
quality improve. This harmonious professional atmosphere can be-
come a competitive advantage in recruitment and retention be-
cause most people prefer to work in settings where they can be
effective and enjoy positive working relationships. In effect, devel-
oping conflict competence becomes part of talent management.

One of the most important long-term benefits is the ability of
an organization to align its internal culture for dealing with conflict
to the approach it wants to take in resolving conflict with customers
and vendors (Lynch, 2001). Consider a company that seeks to re-
solve problems with its customers so that they believe they have
been heard. If that same company ignores employees’ right to be
heard, the disconnect between its internal culture and its professed
external policy will hamper effective implementation of its cus-
tomer service effort. In such a case, the links among conflict man-
agement, organizational culture, and service quality are very close.
Therefore, if the values that are used to deal with one another in-
ternally are at odds with the way the organization wishes to treat its

Runde.c06  8/31/06  9:00 AM  Page 168



customers, the probability of long-term organizational effectiveness
and success drop precipitously.

Paths to Conflict Competence

If you accept the idea that conflict competence is an important goal,
what next? As a starting point you will need to develop a basic un-
derstanding of how systems can be used to improve the ways organi-
zations handle conflict. In particular, we will explore the concept of
integrated conflict management systems. These can help prevent or
lessen destructive conflict in the first place while at the same time
provide mechanisms to resolve conflict when it becomes a problem.

Conflict Management Strategies

Research has demonstrated a relationship between the way leaders
view conflict and the strategies their organizations use to address it
(Lipsky, Seeber, and Fincher, 2003). When leaders have a zero-sum
perspective on conflict, their organizations are more likely to adopt
an adversarial approach to its resolution. If leaders see conflict as an
opportunity for both sides to gain, then their organizations are more
likely to adopt approaches that favor collaborative efforts at resolv-
ing conflict. Most leaders incorporate some of each perspective and
adjust their approach based on the particulars of the conflict in
question. In addition to a leader’s perspective, other factors, such as
government regulation and competitive pressures, can influence an
organization’s conflict strategy.

As first described by Lynch (personal communication with the
authors, Dec. 12, 2005), an organization’s conflict management
strategy is actually part of its overall risk management strategy. It
has been said that conflict represents the largest controllable cost in
organizations (Dana, 2005). We believe that conflict competent
leaders recognize the strategic importance of effective conflict man-
agement and champion their organization’s use of constructive con-
flict responses as part of building a conflict competent organization.
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Conflict Management Systems

The first mention of conflict management systems was in the 1980s
(Rowe and Baker, 1984). Early approaches to organizational conflict
management focused primarily on the use of alternative dispute res-
olution (ADR) processes to cut the costs associated with litigation
and secondarily on conflict and dispute prevention efforts (Ury,
Brett, and Goldberg, 1988; Costantino and Merchant, 1996). These
considered different approaches of characterizing the nature of the
disputes: one type dealing with the interests of the parties, a second
addressing their rights, and a third focusing on who had the most
power. They advocated expanding the use of the interest-based ap-
proach because it lowered costs and improved working relationships.

More recent work has focused on integrated conflict manage-
ment systems (ICMS), which embrace ADR practices such as me-
diation and arbitration but go beyond them. An ICMS incorporates
features that focus on the “front end” of conflict to prevent in-
evitable differences from turning into destructive conflicts. An
ICMS permits an organizational “shift to a systematic focus on re-
lationship management through the prevention, management, and
early resolution of conflict at the lowest possible level” (Lynch,
2005).

Characteristics and Components of an
Integrated Conflict Management System

Conflict competent leaders learn enough about an ICMS to enable
them to be effective champions for the right kind of system imple-
mentation in their organization. We will present the basic elements
of an ICMS together with issues that will need to be addressed to
bring it to life in your organization. There is not one cookie-cutter
approach for an ICMS; rather, there are guiding principles to adapt
to each unique organizational setting (Gosline and others, 2000,
section 3):
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• Provide options for preventing, identifying, and resolving all
types of problems, including nonhierarchical disputes between
employees and managers, that are available to everyone in the
workplace: workers, managers, professionals, groups, teams in-
volved in disputes, and those close by (bystanders) who are
affected.

• Foster a culture that welcomes good-faith dissent and encour-
ages resolution of conflict at the lowest level through direct
negotiation.

• Provide multiple access points. Employees can readily identify
and access a knowledgeable person whom they trust for advice
about the conflict management system.

• Provide multiple options for addressing conflict, giving employ-
ees the opportunity to choose a problem-solving approach to
conflict resolution, to seek determination and enforcement of
rights, or to do both.

• Provide necessary systemic support and structures that coordi-
nate access to multiple options and promote competence in
dealing with conflict throughout the organization.

It is clear from these guidelines that an ICMS is flexible with
multiple access points and multiple options and inclusive in that it
is available to all persons. It also depends on strong organizational
support to be effective (systemic support and structures). As can be
seen in Figure 6.1 an ICMS contains both components to resolve
disputes, known as an enhanced dispute resolution structure, and
organizationwide processes designed to promote conflict compe-
tence, termed organizational support (Lynch, 2005).

Until recently, most organizational focus has been aimed at de-
veloping and improving dispute resolution structures, including ele-
ments such as mediation, investigation and fact finding, and
arbitration. Indeed, part of developing an effective ICMS includes
updating or enhancing an organization’s dispute resolution structure.
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This will include ensuring multiple options for resolving disputes as
well as multiple access points for entering the system. The structure
also necessitates incorporating safeguards such as confidentiality,
impartiality, and timeliness, which encourage people to use the sys-
tem. This prevents people from giving up because they know they
will be heard and they need not worry that someone will retaliate
against them or think them disloyal.

While an ICMS includes dispute resolution, it also goes far be-
yond. Conflict management systems expert Jennifer Lynch (per-
sonal conversation with C. Runde, Dec. 12, 2005) suggests that 95
percent of the value of an ICMS derives from its organizational
support component. When proactive approaches are taken within
the organization, fewer disputes will arise. To paraphrase Benjamin
Franklin, “An ounce of dispute prevention is worth a pound of dis-
pute resolution.” Conflict will never disappear, but it will become
easier to manage so that its upsides are realized while its harmful ef-
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fects are lessened. In the ICMS model Lynch (2005) developed, or-
ganizational support includes effective leadership, coordination, in-
ternal capacity building and skill development, communication,
and evaluation.

Conflict competent leadership requires championing a compa-
nywide policy on conflict management. It also means aligning the
organization’s mission and corporate culture with its conflict man-
agement goals, including the commitment of resources to achieve
needed changes and the incorporation of desired conflict behaviors
into performance criteria and structuring incentives to support the
desired conflict culture.

The leader also becomes a model of effective conflict behaviors,
which have been described in previous chapters. It is essential for
the leader to lead by example if trust in the new system is to be de-
veloped. In addition to being a model, the leader can serve as a
mentor or coach to other leaders in the organization to help them
respond more effectively to conflict.

While the leader may not be personally involved in the details of
the coordination, communication, skills building, and evaluation of
an ICMS, it pays to understand his or her importance to successful
implementation and ensure that these details are being given ade-
quate attention. Coordination starts by making sure that stakehold-
ers participate in the development of the ICMS. While an internal
team or external consultants may coordinate the implementation,
widespread participation by managers, employees, and others is im-
portant because it clarifies concerns, provides a range of recom-
mendations, overcomes potential resistance, and establishes trust.
Coordination also includes the recognition that an ICMS is a sys-
tem with goals that need to be aligned with other organizational
policies and practices in order for it to become an integral part of
the institution.

Good communication goes hand in hand with coordination.
The implementation of an ICMS will face many of the same kinds
of resistance that other new ideas usually encounter. Conflict and
change are two of the most challenging forces in organizations.
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Their appearance together doubles the need for ensuring that a
communications plan is put in place to explain the goals of the
ICMS as well as the rationale for developing it. There is also an on-
going need for seeking input from and sharing progress reports with
stakeholders.

Skill development is another important part of organization
support. This involves developing internal capacity to support the
recognition and response to conflict early and at the lowest possible
level and to help people improve their communication and conflict
management skills. While it applies to all members of an organiza-
tion, it is particularly important for leaders to improve their skills so
they can model new standards. Our experience suggests that the use
of conflict assessments helps people understand their own areas of
strength that they can leverage as well as opportunities for im-
provement. This enhanced awareness can be coupled with training
opportunities for practicing new skills in a safe environment. We
have found that the use of simulations in training contexts can be
especially helpful in making the jump from cognitive awareness to
incorporating behavioral changes that improve conflict effective-
ness. Such changes do not happen overnight. Many people need on-
going training, support, or coaching to sustain their improvements
and a willingness to engage in new conflict resolution practices.

From a business standpoint, an ICMS needs to be evaluated to
see if the goals established for it are being met. The evaluation will
identify areas for improvement and provide a cost-benefit analysis
of the system.

Creating an ICMS for Your Organization

An effectively planned and implemented ICMS can help organiza-
tions resolve problems earlier and at lower cost. The heart of the ef-
fort is to foster changes that move conflict from an adversarial
process to a more cooperative, problem-solving orientation. The
creation of an ICMS typically has a number of phases: assessment,
planning and start-up, system design, implementation, and institu-
tionalization (Gosline and others, 2000; Lynch, 2005).
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Assessment

The first step in developing an ICMS is assessing your organization’s
needs and readiness for change. Part of this effort requires discern-
ing how conflict is currently managed to determine what is working
well and what is not. It is critical to investigate where and how con-
flict arises and what types of responses and interventions are cur-
rently used to address it. Find out if there are particular areas where
conflict is more problematic and determine why this is the case.

In addition, you will need to gain an understanding of how re-
ceptive key stakeholders are to the idea of changing the way con-
flict is managed. Even when conflict is a clear problem, people can
still be resistant to change, which can threaten existing roles and
power relationships. Part of the assessment process is to build sup-
port and secure buy-in for change. This requires affording people a
chance to participate and be heard. It is important to share the ra-
tionales for pursuing change with stakeholders: cost savings, avoid-
ing crises, improving communication, and improving decision
making, among others.

Project Planning and Start-Up

Once the organization is ready, the next step is creating a project
management team to oversee the development of the ICMS. With
input from key stakeholder groups, this team will help formulate the
scope of the program, develop a budget and time lines, and work on
creating a plan for the initial design as well as ongoing evaluation
and improvement. The project team will ensure ongoing commit-
ment to the plan and alignment with the organizational mission
and its policies.

System Design

The project team will recruit others in the organization to help with
the design of the system. Some of the most critical feedback will
come from people who work in areas where conflict is experienced
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most directly. In addition to inside help, the project team may use
external conflict system design consultants who are familiar with
best practices in the field.

After first educating themselves in conflict system design prin-
ciples, the team should focus on upgrading the organization’s exist-
ing dispute resolution structure. This may mean improving current
alternatives, adding new ones, and creating a method by which
everyone in the organization will know what their options are and
how to go about making use of them.

Next, the project team will focus on the most important element:
building organizational conflict competence by creating support and
skill-building structures such as training programs and communica-
tion processes. Pilot projects provide an excellent method for test-
ing new programs and can help shape the creation of an evaluation
process that includes identification of appropriate performance
measures.

An ICMS should be adapted to the needs of each organization;
however, certain components are important in all systems to ensure
fairness and acceptance. In particular, an ICMS must protect con-
fidentiality and the privacy of the participants and provide guaran-
tees against reprisals for using it. Third-party participants such as
mediators and arbitrators should be well trained and impartial. Par-
ticipation in the system should be voluntary, and it should not un-
dermine legal or contractual rights of the parties (Gosline and
others, 2000).

Implementation

When the initial design is complete and pilot testing has been con-
ducted, the system will be ready for implementation. Three key el-
ements comprise the implementation stage: widespread training,
continued communication about the program, and increased ser-
vice delivery from the dispute resolution structure.

Training should be widespread with an initial emphasis on lead-
ers, since they set the tone and serve as models. The training can
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include many of the elements described in previous chapters: better
understanding of the dynamics of conflict, increased self-awareness
about individuals’ conflict styles and behaviors, and practice using
constructive responses to conflict while reducing destructive ones.
Special applications related to negotiation and mediation tech-
niques can also prove helpful. Training should not be a one-time
event; rather, it should be a progressive, ongoing effort to enhance
people’s skills. It can be complemented by individual mentoring and
conflict coaching to help people put skills into practice during ac-
tual conflict situations.

Good communication remains important throughout the im-
plementation phase. In the early stages of plan design, communi-
cation serves to explain the rationale for the systems and foster
buy-in for it. While these elements remain in the implementation
phase, they are joined by the need for explaining the system more
completely, sharing success stories (while respecting confidential-
ity), and informing people how they can use the system to improve
their own skills and seek additional help when necessary.

When people have difficulty resolving conflict by themselves,
an ICMS provides choices from a variety of alternative dispute res-
olution processes. In the implementation phase, the project team
ensures a sufficient supply of well-trained internal or external prac-
titioners to fulfill the roles of mediator, ombudsman, arbitrator, and
other third-party roles required for effective delivery of these ser-
vices. Once this structure is in place, we recommend using it to ad-
dress cases that have proven difficult in order to see how well the
new system works.

Institutionalization

The final phase in the creation of an ICMS is its growth from a proj-
ect to being fully incorporated into the fabric of the organization.
To foster this evolution, leaders need to make sure that other orga-
nizational policies are aligned with the ICMS goals and that perfor-
mance measures and incentives are used to reward the constructive
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behaviors that underlie effective conflict management. If the orga-
nization ignores the use of constructive behaviors or tolerates those
who use destructive behaviors, the disconnect will put the ICMS
goals and process in jeopardy.

In addition to maintaining alignment, there must be ongoing
monitoring and evaluating of the system to determine if it is meet-
ing its goals. This can involve initial benchmarking of costs and
other measures of conflict competence. Coupled with this is the cre-
ation of data tracking systems to aid in assessing progress and deter-
mining needed course corrections. Ongoing monitoring can also
help pick up signs of resistance, which can then be explored. Resis-
tance can often be turned to support by living the model—being
curious and seeking to understand the reasons and interests behind
the problems people have with the system. This interest-based in-
quiry, which itself is aligned with the spirit of the ICMS, can enable
appropriate adjustment of programs and delivery systems to address
all relevant issues.

Leader Roles in Building Organizational
Conflict Competence

Leaders have a number of roles to play in engaging their organiza-
tion in conflict competence. They champion the process and excite
and encourage people to move forward in the implementation of an
ICMS. Simultaneously they serve as models for the conflict man-
agement skills that others in the organization will need to use to re-
alize the benefits of the new system. Finally, they can serve as
mentors and coaches to others in the organization to ensure that
the entire team models constructive approaches to conflict.

Champion

The first and foremost role of the leader is to champion the process
of creating a conflict competent organization. This includes getting
buy-in from key stakeholders, ensuring effective coordination and
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communication about the new system, securing adequate resources
and funds to implement the plan and the training required to en-
hance people’s skills, and aligning the organization’s mission, cul-
ture, performance standards, and incentives with its new conflict
management approach.

The president of one of our client organizations recognized that
his firm was avoiding conflict at all costs. As a result, most conflict
went underground, occasionally flaring up in dysfunctional ways. Fi-
nally, the president held a meeting with his senior team to discuss
his concerns. The team agreed to work on improving the issue, and
training was arranged. The president attended the training and sub-
sequently pushed for the creation of a new set of norms for handling
organizational conflict (Capobianco, Davis, and Kraus, 2005). The
president’s active and visible championing of the process helped
make it a success.

Model

Chapters Two through Five focused on the knowledge and skills
necessary to develop leaders who are personally competent in deal-
ing with conflict. This conflict competence becomes essential to
leaders when they serve as champions. If leaders advocate change
but do not model it in their own behaviors, there is little chance
that the change efforts will be successful. But when they make ef-
forts to respond to conflict constructively, they become an inspira-
tion to others.

Leaders must show others that it is possible to debate issues vig-
orously while avoiding personal attacks or defensiveness. They create
a safe environment in which there is openness to debate and a sense
of shared responsibility. The openness will stimulate cognitive con-
flict and encourage the creative and improved decision making asso-
ciated with it. The sense of mutual accountability will help reduce
the harmful effects of affective conflict (Amason and Schweiger,
1997). Without the active encouragement of leaders, it will be all
too easy for intolerance of differences to stifle debate. Information
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sharing will decrease, people will become afraid to take risks and
challenge ideas, and decision quality will plunge. Leaders need to
engage in behaviors like Reaching Out and Perspective Taking as
part of the process. If others see them using these constructive types
of behaviors, it will make it easier for them to do so as well. This
will be particularly true if leaders incorporate these constructive re-
sponses as part of their organization’s conflict management policy
and norms (Capobianco, Davis, and Kraus, 2005; Druskat and
Wolff, 2001).

Mentor and Coach

Conflict competent leaders not only serve as models. They also help
others directly by providing one-on-one mentoring and coaching to
help improve the conflict management skills of others. In their roles
as mentors, leaders use their experience to advise and give sugges-
tions to others about how to handle specific conflict situations. Lead-
ers might recommend particular actions to take or specific behaviors
to use that they personally have found helpful in similar situations.

The leader’s role as conflict coach is distinctly different. Con-
flict coaching expert Cinnie Noble (e-mail to C. Runde, Dec. 7,
2005) characterizes the skill as one where a leader helps others dis-
cover for themselves how to engage in conflict effectively. The
leader as coach helps colleagues not by advising but rather by help-
ing them explore or reflect on what they want to accomplish in the
conflict and how they can best pursue that end. This is often done
by the use of what are known as powerful questions (Noble, e-mail
to C. Runde, Dec. 19, 2005). These questions encourage self-dis-
covery, increase insights, and help people reflect on what they want
out of the conflict. They also help the individual consider what the
other person’s interests may be and what options may be available
to satisfy both party’s needs. Here is an example of the use of pow-
erful questions:

Fred works in the customer service department. One day he went in
to see his manager and said: “I would like to be transferred to an-

180 BECOMING A  CONFLICT  COMPETENT LEADER

Runde.c06  8/31/06  9:01 AM  Page 180



other office, where I don’t have to listen to Margaret. She speaks so
loud and I can’t concentrate. I keep telling her to keep her voice
down, and she doesn’t listen to me.”

The manager has many choices here. For instance, she could
talk to Margaret directly about the situation; she could facilitate a
discussion with Fred and Margaret about the situation or have a me-
diator do so; she could give Fred some advice about other ways of
handling the situation; she could ignore the situation; she could
change Margaret’s or Fred’s office; or she could coach Fred about the
situation. At different times and for different reasons, managers may
choose any of these techniques to manage conflict. What coaching
aims to achieve that other methods are not typically geared to ac-
complish is empowerment of the coachee to learn how to manage
the situation and interrelationship himself. Using powerful ques-
tions, the manager may help the staff member figure this situation
out on his own.

Consider this dialogue:

Manager: Fred, you sound frustrated. Tell me more about
what’s going on for you.

Fred: Well, it’s not actually all the time, but every day at lunch
Margaret calls her mother, who is apparently hard of hear-
ing. She talks to her for a good thirty to forty-five minutes
and totally disturbs my lunchtime.

Manager: I’m not sure what you want me to do here. (The
manager could then describe the options to Fred.)

Fred: If you could move my office, that would be great, al-
though I guess I’d hear her anywhere with the open space
workplace. I have to work with her, and knowing Mar-
garet, she might be angry that I came to you about this.
So, yeah maybe, coaching me to manage this would be ap-
preciated. I don’t mean to be petty here. I just don’t know
what to do and thought you may have some ideas.

Manager: I am sure I have some ideas. If you want me to coach
you, though, I will do so without suggesting anything just
now and see if you are able to come up with something
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that may work. Fred, what is it about this situation that
bothers you most?

Fred: It’s her loud voice. She interrupts most of my lunchtime
that I like to spend at my desk reading. I don’t want to go
to a restaurant, the library is too far, and the lunchroom is
always full of people talking.

Manager: What is it you need most from Margaret, Fred?
Fred: Respect for my quiet time.
Manager: What is important to you about your quiet time?
Fred: It’s important that I get to regenerate. Listening to com-

plaining customers gets to me sometimes, and I like to be
off the phone and sitting quietly at lunch. That’s all.

Manager: I asked you earlier what you need most from Mar-
garet, and you said, “respect for my quiet time.” What do
you suppose Margaret seems to need most from you?

Fred: I guess she needs my understanding of her need to talk to
her mother.

Manager: And what may be important to her about that need?
Fred: Her father died a few months ago, and Margaret wants to

check up on her mother a few times every day. But she
doesn’t need to spend so long doing so!

Manager: You mentioned that you have told Margaret to keep
her voice down and that she doesn’t listen to you. What’s
that about?

Fred: Well, I ask her, and she keeps on talking loudly. She says
her mother can only hear when she talks loudly.

Manager: And you told me that Margaret said her mother is
hard of hearing. Given that you want to be in the office at
the same time Margaret does over your lunch hour, how
do you suppose you and Margaret can work out a way to
get what you both need?

Fred: She could go somewhere else to make her call.
Manager: What else?
Fred: I’ve already said the library is far away, and I don’t want

to have to go to a restaurant or the lunchroom. They’re
both busy and noisy.
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Manager: What else?
Fred: I don’t know.
Manager: What might Margaret suggest?
Fred: That I find another place to go for thirty minutes, be-

cause she doesn’t want to go to a pay phone in a public
place.

Manager: Fred, for a minute, put yourself in my shoes as a
manager. If you were to make a fair determination of what
solutions could work for Fred and Margaret, what might
you say?

Fred: Hmm . . . I don’t know if you’d say this, but I might tell
them to respect one another’s wishes for half of the lunch
hour. That is, Margaret to be quiet for thirty minutes
maximum and Fred to shorten his expectation of quiet
time to thirty minutes. Or for both of us to find other
places to be. I don’t know. It sounds silly when I say this
because it’s like the classic compromise, and it sounds fair,
but I’m sorry Margaret doesn’t seem to get my need for
quiet and often goes on and on, not paying any attention
to my repeated requests. So what would you say?

Manager: I’m not sure right now, but there’s a chance that one
or both of you may not like what I suggest.

Fred: Maybe I need to talk this out with Margaret. It hasn’t
worked before, but I’ll try again.

Manager: What will you do differently this time in your efforts
to talk to Margaret?

Fred: Well, I’ve just asked her to lower her voice, but I know
she hears my frustration. I was a little abrupt the other
day.

Manager: What else do you know from your past efforts to dis-
cuss this with Margaret that did not work besides express-
ing your frustration?

Fred: That she may put me down for being a loner. She’s al-
ways saying that, and I react to that.

Manager: Putting you down?
Fred: Well, maybe she doesn’t mean to, but it does feel like
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that. Many people joke about me wanting to be left alone
at lunch.

Manager: How could you respond in a way that will help this
conversation go the way you want?

Fred: I think I might as well tell her that I really need time to
regenerate and that’s why I sit quietly and read, and I find
being a loner at lunch helps me to do my job better. She
probably doesn’t really know this and just thinks I’m
antisocial.

Manager: So where are you at now, Fred?
Fred: I think I’ll tell her what’s going on with me and ask her

to work with me on a way to figure out how we can both
use the office space at lunchtime. Maybe we can come up
with something. If it doesn’t work, I’ll be back.

Manager: That’s fine. I would like to acknowledge your effort
here to manage this situation. I hear that it has caused you
some frustration. What did you learn that you will apply
in other situations, Fred?

Fred: Mostly that I need to be able to hear myself out—silly or
not—and I hope you understand where I’m coming from.
I like working with Margaret and don’t want to disrupt
that relationship. I do have to figure out a way that we
both get something rather than risking that we don’t get
anything.

Manager: Good work, Fred. I’m here if you want to discuss this
further, and I’ll leave it up to you if you and Margaret
want to discuss your options with me, if your one-on-one
doesn’t work for you [C. Noble, e-mail to C. Runde, Dec.
19, 2005].

Coaching also involves providing encouragement and support
for the person’s ongoing efforts. Dealing with conflict is not easy, but
it can be managed successfully. Coaching and encouragement from
a leader can provide just the inspiration needed to sustain an indi-
vidual’s efforts.
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Summary

Conflict competent leaders work to make sure their organization
engages conflict constructively. This includes championing the de-
velopment of systems to ensure that people manage conflict more
effectively. Creating these systems requires participation from a
wide range of stakeholders and may involve the use of external in-
tegrated conflict management system design experts. The systems
address both dispute prevention and resolution and incorporate
training to develop the conflict management skills of managers and
employees. These systems cannot be successful without the active
support and encouragement of an organization’s leaders, specifically
leaders who show the way by modeling effective behaviors them-
selves. The leaders also champion organizational transformation so
that a new culture emerges where conflict competence is valued
and pursued at all levels. When this happens, constructive re-
sponses are reinforced and the opportunities inherent within con-
flict are realized. At the same time, the pain, alienation, and
frustration that come from destructive behaviors are prevented.
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Epilogue

Out of all conflict, rebirth and rejuvenation come.

—Judy Collins

We began this book by issuing a call to action to leaders: become a
more effective leader in your organization by becoming competent
with conflict.

We have outlined some of the heavy organizational costs asso-
ciated with poorly managed conflict. Wasted time, lowered morale,
increased turnover, higher absenteeism, grievances, and lawsuits are
just some of the outcomes that can stem from mismanaged conflict.
We also explored the benefits of constructively managed conflict. Im-
proved communication, open information sharing, vigorous cre-
ation of ideas, higher-quality decision making, improved working
relationships, and innovative solutions can be expected for those
who embrace the potential of effectively managed conflict.

The first step is for leaders to become personally competent in
dealing with conflict. Understanding some of the basic dynamics of
conflict is an important beginning. Becoming aware of their re-
sponses to conflict and the perceptions of others when dealing with
conflict is critical for improving self-awareness. With self-awareness
comes the leader’s need to understand his or her motivations, val-
ues, and attitudes that may underlie his or her conflict triggers or
hot buttons. Learning how to control emotional responses and
choose actions that contribute to resolving conflict round out the
leader’s personal journey to conflict competence.
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Along the way, leaders learn both the language and the behaviors
of conflict competence. Constructive Behaviors enable leaders to
reach out to their conflict partners, engaging them in dialogue rich
with perspective. New solutions are created and explored through
honest communication. Emotions are handled with respect and care.
An optimistic outlook emerges that underscores the value of con-
structive conflict. Likewise, Destructive Behaviors are identified and
replaced with Constructive Behaviors. Old habits and approaches
such as Displaying Anger, Winning at All Costs, Avoiding, and
Yielding are reworked, revised, and reconstructed as Perspective
Taking, Creating Solutions, Reflective Thinking, and Adapting.

As leaders gain competence personally, the stage is set for en-
couraging organizational improvement. Leaders become champions,
models, and coaches. Champions take the initiative to set organiza-
tional wheels of action into motion. They encourage the review of
current practices and develop plans for systematic improvements in
conflict resolution. Leaders maintain credibility as champions by
“walking the talk” as they model constructive approaches to conflict.
They support others by coaching and encouraging effective responses
to conflict. They also consistently remind all associates of the po-
tential gains when conflict is handled effectively.

Your journey has started. By reading this book, you have taken a
step. But it is just a single step on the road to conflict competence.
We hope we have provided some incentives for you to continue your
journey. Your next steps may include talking with others in your or-
ganization about how conflict is addressed or seeking to develop your
own skills in specific ways. Personally participating in training pro-
grams, taking assessment instruments, working with an executive
coach, doing additional reading, and consulting with experts about
conflict management systems are all steps to consider.

Your journey will likely be fraught with challenges. It may be
long and sometimes wearisome. We assure you, though, that it will
be one of the most worthwhile journeys of your life, and we guar-
antee that you can complete it. The journey requires an extension
of the attributes you already have as a leader. Your desire to im-
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prove, your courage to change, and your wisdom to choose will guide
you. The benefits you reap along the way will encourage you to con-
tinue. Remember that conflict competence does not require conflict
expertise. You will become a conflict competent leader by under-
standing a few basic conflict premises, practicing effective conflict
behaviors, encouraging others to do the same, and initiating organi-
zational commitment to constructive conflict management.

We believe the personal, business, and organizational ratio-
nales for becoming a conflict competent leader are profound and
compelling. If you find yourself still on the fence, consider this one
final point: the same practices and behaviors that lead to more ef-
fective conflict management at work can also improve the way
you handle conflict away from work. Engaging in Perspective Tak-
ing with your spouse, children, or friends can defuse tension and set
the stage for more meaningful relationships. Reaching Out to es-
tranged family members can renew lost connections. A Delayed
Response or Reflective Thinking with a grocery store clerk or waiter
may preserve everyone’s sanity and enjoyment while shopping or
dining. By engaging in Constructive Behaviors consistently, you
improve your ability to handle conflict anywhere and with anyone.

The sooner you choose to continue your journey, the sooner
you’ll realize the potential and the rewards of embracing conflict
competently. Fights and flights will be replaced with discussion and
engagement. You will experience confidence in your new ability to
transform differences into innovation, discord into dialogue, and
polarization into civility. All in all, your life as a conflict compe-
tent leader, and the lives of those around you, will be enhanced
forevermore.

Good luck on your journey. We’ll see you down the road.
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Resources

This book gives an overview of the reasons to become a conflict
competent leader as well as the types of knowledge and skills that
are needed to do so. Here we list some additional resources you can
use to develop your personal conflict competence as well as that of
your organization.

Books

We have cited a number of helpful books in the References. Here
are some you may wish to read on your own:

Capobianco, S., Davis M., and Kraus, L. Managing Conflict Dynamics: A Practical
Approach. St. Petersburg, Fla.: Eckerd College Leadership Development
Institute, 1999. Provides specific recommendations for improving con-
structive conflict behaviors and lessening destructive ones.

Dana, D. Managing Differences. Prairie Mission, Kans.: Dana Mediation Institute,
2005. Looks at how managers can use simplified mediation techniques
to resolve disputes.

Fisher, R., and Shapiro, D. Beyond Reason. New York: Viking Press, 2005. Pre-
sents practical suggestions for managing your emotions in negotiation
and conflict contexts.

Fisher, R., Ury, W., and Patton, B. Getting to Yes. (2nd ed.) New York: Penguin,
1991. Classic primer on dealing with conflict using interest-based ne-
gotiation techniques.

Mayer, B. The Dynamics of Conflict Resolution. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2000.
Excellent introduction to the dynamics underlying conflict and its res-
olution.

Patterson, K., Grenny, J., McMillan, R., and Switzler, A. Crucial Conversations.
New York: McGraw-Hill, 2002. Best seller that presents a practical
method for addressing conflict.
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Roberto, M. Why Great Leaders Don’t Take Yes for an Answer. Philadelphia:
Wharton School Publishing, 2005. Presents a powerful rationale for im-
proving decision making by cultivating constructive conflict while
avoiding the pitfalls of destructive conflict.

Stone, D., Patton, B., and Heen, S. Difficult Conversations. New York: Penguin
Books, 1999. Helps clarify the complexity of conflict interactions and
how to shift them toward more productive outcomes.

Programs

A large number of conflict management training programs are
available. Here are some groups that offer programs we have found
to be helpful:

The authors serve as instructors in programs about leadership and
conflict management at

Leadership Development Institute at Eckerd College
4200 Fifty-Fourth Avenue South
St. Petersburg, FL 33711
800-753-0444;
www.eckerd.edu/ldi

Other organizations that offer programs which address conflict
management and leadership issues include

Center for Creative Leadership
P.O. Box 26300
Greensboro, NC 27438-6300
336-545-2810;
www.ccl.org

CINERGY Conflict Coaching
10 Buller Avenue, #12
Toronto, Ontario,
Canada
416-686-4247;
http://www.cinergycoaching.com
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Mediation Training Institute International
5800 Foxridge Drive, Suite 412
Mission, KS 66202-2333
913-432-2888;
http://www.mediationworks.com

Program on Negotiation at Harvard Law School
513 Pound Hall
Cambridge, MA 02138
617-495-1684;
www.pon.harvard.edu

Organizational Conflict Management
System Design Resources

For help in developing an integrated conflict management system
for your organization, we recommend the following resources:

Association for Conflict Resolution
Organizational Conflict Management Section
1015 Eighteenth Street, NW, #1150
Washington, DC 20036
202-464-9700;
http://www.mediate.com/acrocm

PDG People Development Global
50 O’Connor Street, Suite 300
Ottawa, Ontario, Canada K1P 6L2
613-747-2005;
http://www.pdggroup.com
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Abrasive behavior: described, 42; hot but-
ton related to, handling, 61–62; mea-
sures of, 43

Absenteeism, costs of, 12, 13, 14
Accelerated assumptions, 71
Accommodating style, awareness of, 44, 46
Accountability, 62, 179
Accuser bias, 57
ACS (Assessment, Challenge, and Sup-

port) model, 37
Acting out phase, 32, 33, 83. See also

Behavioral responses
Active constructive responses, 30, 46,

47–49, 77, 131–153
Active destructive responses, 30–31, 46,

47, 50–51, 77–78, 84–100, 107–108
Adapting, 47, 49–50, 54, 161–164
Adaptors, 40–41
Adrenal glands, 81
Adversarial approach: moving from an,

174; organizations adopting, 169
Affective conflict, understanding, 26–27
Affective responses. See Emotional responses
Affiliation, addressing, 60
African Americans, 46
African culture, 36, 46
Agreement: complete, lack of, leaders fac-

ing, 4–5; reaching, on solutions to try,
139, 142, 143

Alda, A., 93, 94
Alignment: ensuring, 179; importance of,

168, 173, 175; maintaining, 177–178
Allred, K., 57
Aloof behavior, 42, 43
Alternative dispute resolution (ADR)

processes, use of, 170, 177

Alternative motivations, exploring,
62–63

Alternative responses, thinking through,
155, 157, 158

Alternatives, new, willingness to consider,
162, 163, 164

Amason, A., 15, 26, 179
Anger, as a response. See Displaying

Anger; Emotions; Fight response;
Fight-or-flight response. See also Emo-
tional responses

Apologizing, 48, 149, 153, 156, 157
Appreciation, addressing, 60
Arbitration, 170, 171
Arbitrators, 176, 177
Asian culture, 36, 46
Assessment, Challenge, and Support

(ACS) model, 37
Assessment phase, 175
Assessments, 4, 37, 42–43, 53–56, 84, 88,

174
Assignments, lessons learned as a result of, 6
Association for Conflict Resolution, 193
Assumptions, misunderstandings due to,

70–71, 99. See also Perception and
attribution

Attitude, importance of, 161
Attributing motives. See Perception and

attribution
Auto-appraisers, 58–59, 61
Autonomy, addressing, 60
Available options, providing, 171
Avoidance: chronic, 93, 103; and culture,

36; and debate, 130; and the inevitabil-
ity of conflict, 24; as most common, 1,
2; organizational costs associated with,
15, 27; root of, 102; understanding,
29–30
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Avoiding, 47, 52–53, 55, 87, 100–104,
107, 160

Avoiding style, awareness of, 44–45
Awareness and watchfulness, of conflict cli-

mate, 163–164. See also Self-awareness

B

Baker, M., 170
Behavioral responses: awareness of,

43–56; in the Dynamic Conflict
Model, 25, 26; identifying, 10; manag-
ing, 63–64; in the retaliatory cycle,
32–34; understanding, 29–32. See also
Constructive responses; Destructive
responses

Behaviors: categories of, awareness of,
46–53; disturbing, in the workplace,
described, 42; measuring, 42, 43,
53–56. See also specific behavioral
responses

Benchmarking, use of, 178
Benefits of conflict competency, 27
Bias of the accused, 57
Biblical adage, 97
Blame, avoiding, 148
Brain structure, 59–60, 81–82
Brainstorming, 139, 163
Breathing techniques, employing, 63
Brett, J., 170
Buy-in: complete, lack of, leaders facing,

4–5; greater, ensuring, 35; securing, for
change, 175, 178

C

Calm, staying, 116–119, 143
Capobianco, S., 4, 10, 19, 25, 27, 42, 43,

46, 48, 62, 63, 84, 88, 108, 111, 131,
179, 180, 191

Category Five storm, 66
Category One storm, 66
Center for Creative Leadership (CCL), 3,

12, 37, 192
Centering techniques, employing, 63
Championing, 173, 178–179
Channing, W. E., 1
Child abuse case, disagreement over, sce-

narios involving, 73–75, 126–127
Choices and tactics: constructive, 83, 84,

165; destructive, 82–83, 84. See also
Constructive responses; Destructive
responses

Choices, personal, importance of, 66
Chronic avoiders, 93, 103
Chronic delay in responding, 160
Chronic yielding, 106
Churchill, W., 116
CINERGY Conflict Coaching, 192
Civility, fairness, and safety, encouraging,

119–121
Clients: interactions with, 16; relation-

ship with, 17
Closed-ended questions, using, construc-

tively, 134
Clues, ability to detect and monitor, 8–9
Coaching: being able and willing for, im-

portance of, 83; effective, one of the
biggest challenges reported by man-
agers, 138–139; for improved self-
awareness, 56; ongoing, need for, 174;
for others to practice honest commu-
nication, 144; as part of conflict man-
agement system, 173, 177, 178, 180;
people with temper issues benefiting
from, 102; practice in managing be-
haviors through, 64; providing, and
teaching of effective responses, 121–
125; supporting, 10; use of powerful
questions in, example of, 180–184

Cognitive conflict: stimulating, 179; un-
derstanding, 26

Cognitive responses: in the conflict
process, 25; in the retaliatory cycle,
32, 33; self-awareness of, 9. See also
Constructive responses

Coleman, P., 21, 35, 130
Collaborating style, awareness of, 44
Collaboration: across organizational

boundaries, 2; organizations adopting,
169; skills in, using, 130–131; stimulat-
ing, key to, 16

Collectivist cultures, 36, 45
Collins, J., 187
Commitment, questionable, to the orga-

nization, perception of, 108
Communication: good, as part of conflict

management systems, 173, 177; hon-
est, importance of, 108, 143, 144, 147,
148; open, lack of, 16; resuming, mak-
ing the first move at, 150, 152, 153

Communication processes, creating, 176
Communication styles, 45, 46
Communications plan, ensuring, 174, 179
Competency in dealing with conflict. See
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Conflict competency skill sets; Con-
flict competent leaders; Conflict com-
petent organizations, building

Competing style, awareness of, 44
Competition, relationship based on, 21,

34
Complaints, costs of, 13, 14
Composure and self-control, 118–119
Compromise, quick, reaching, issue with,

130
Compromising style, awareness of, 44
Conclusions, jumping to, avoiding, 118
Concurrence seeking, defined, 130
Conflict: analogy of, 28; approachability

of, 80; and culture, 35–36; defining, 4,
19–22; embracing, 2, 103, 115, 127–
129, 165; evolution of, 31–32, 66, 67,
73; and how people think about it, un-
derstanding, 22–32; inevitability of, in
the workplace, 1, 2, 24, 163; intriguing
aspects of, seeing the, 80–81; meta-
phor for, 10; opportunities in, 3–4, 5,
15, 80, 103, 115, 165; potential conse-
quences of, 27; power of, harnessing, 2;
as a process, 25–26; risk and reward
nature of, respecting, 69; role of power
in, 35; types of, 26–27; weathering the
storm of, 116–129; words describing,
list of, 22, 23

Conflict climate, awareness of, 163–164
Conflict competency skill sets, 5, 7–11.

See also specific competency skill sets
Conflict competent leaders: development

of, factors in, 5–7; and leadership, 3–5,
173; need for, reasons behind, 11–17;
reasons for becoming, 1–2, 187, 189;
requisite skills of, 5, 7–11; steps to be-
coming, review of, 187–188
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ing: benefits from, 167–169; by creat-
ing an integrated conflict management
system, 174–178; importance of, 5;
leader roles in, 178–184; overview of,
167; paths in, 169–170; reasons for,
167–168; as requisite for leader con-
flict competency, 10–11; summary on,
185; ultimate task of, 83; and under-
standing integrated conflict manage-
ment systems, 170–174

Conflict Dynamics Profile (CDP), 4,
42–43, 53–56, 84, 88

Conflict dynamics, understanding: and

definitions, 19–22; and how people
think about conflict, 22–32; importance
of, 5; as requisite for leader conflict
competency, 8–9; of the retaliatory
cycle, 32–34; of roles and outcomes,
34–36

Conflict incompetency, organizational
costs of, 11, 12–14, 27, 167–168, 170,
178

Conflict management: addressing core
concerns in, 60; companywide policy
on, championing, 173; effective,
16–17; and emotional intelligence, 11;
giving hope to the outcome of, 24;
strategies of, 170

Conflict management goals, alignment
with, 173, 175, 177–178, 179

Conflict management programs, 56, 125,
192–193

Conflict management skills, 130–131
Conflict management systems: design re-

sources, 193; integrated, 170–174,
174–178; overview of, 170; using,
10–11; viable, maintaining, 125

Conflict resolution: constructive methods
of, issue of, 130; early, focus on, 170;
effective, 16, 17; giving hope to the
idea of, 24. See also Dispute resolution
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Conflict styles, awareness of, 44–46
Conflict theory, 15
Conflict-induced bad behavior syndrome

(CIBBS), 77
Constructive controversy, 130–131
Constructive criticism, 90, 91
Constructive responses: active, 30, 46,

47–49, 77, 131–153; awareness of, 46;
choosing, 84; in the conflict process,
25; and conflict styles, 45; consistently
replacing destructive behaviors with,
113, 121; and the evolution of conflict,
31, 32; impact of, learning from, 6; and
leader effectiveness, 11; measuring, 53,
54; passive, 30, 46, 47, 49–50, 153–164;
refusal to engage in, 77; and the retal-
iatory cycle, 33; and roles and out-
comes, 34–35; and self-control, 62, 63,
64; types of, 10; understanding, 30
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tance of, 5; overview of, 115–116; as
requisite for leader conflict compe-
tency, 9–10; summary on, 164–165; by
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understanding choices and tactics of
constructive behavior, 130–164; by
weathering the storm of conflict,
116–129

Consultants, external, use of, 176
Content issues, moving beyond, 148
Content, perspective taking regarding,

132, 134–135, 138
Continuum, lengthy, from fight to flight,

83
Controllable cost, largest, 169
Cooperation: moving toward, 174; paving

the way for, 138
Coordination, ensuring, 173, 178
Cost, controllable, largest, 169
Cost savings, reasons beyond, for needing

conflict competent leaders, 14–17
Costantino, C., 170
Cost-benefit analysis, providing, of con-

flict management system, 174
Costs of conflict incompetency, 11,

12–14, 27, 167–168, 170, 178
Counting to ten, tactic of, 117
Courage, 149
Creating Solutions, 47–48, 54, 77,

138–143, 155, 160
Creative decision making, encouraging,

179
Creative solutions: catalyst for, 2, 5, 128;

focus on, 130; hope for, 24; type of
conflict leading to, 26. See also Creat-
ing Solutions; Problem solving

Creativity: as requisite, 165; source of,
113, 115

Credibility: building, 45; establishing,
need for, 83

Crises, organizational, 168
Criticism, perception of, 90, 91, 95, 108
Cruise control, misunderstandings due to,

70–71
Crum, T., 63
Cultural differences: awareness of, in con-

flict styles, 45–46; understanding, 20
Culture: conflict and, 35–36; and conflict

styles, 45, 46. See also Organizational
culture

D

Dana, D., 12, 14, 32, 82, 170, 191
Dana Measure of Financial Cost of Orga-

nizational Conflict survey, 14

Data tracking systems, creation of, 178
Davis, M., 4, 10, 19, 25, 27, 42, 43, 46, 48,

62, 63, 84, 88, 108, 111, 131, 179, 180,
191

Debate: cultures avoiding, 36; defined,
130; healthy, encouraging, 106; mean-
ingful, need for, 15–16; openness to,
179; and Perspective Taking, 138; type
of conflict occurring in, 26

Decision making: improved, encouraging,
179; issue of, 155; poor, 12, 14, 15

Decisiveness, issue of, 85
Defending positions, level characterized

by, 77
Delay Responding, 47, 49, 50, 54, 62, 64,

158–161
Delay tactics, 117
Deliberate discussions, 130
Demeaning Others: awareness of, 51, 55,

56; choices and tactics of, 90–97; for-
bidding, 120; frequency of, 100; and
Hiding Emotions, 107, 108; and Polar-
ization, 77–78; in relation to other re-
sponses, 47; and self-control, 62; with
uninvited feedback, 91–93, 95, 96,
161–162

Destructive responses: active, 30–31, 46,
47, 50–51, 77–78, 84–100, 107–108;
awareness of, 46; in the conflict
process, 25; and conflict styles, 45;
consistently replacing, with construc-
tive behaviors, 113, 121; and the evo-
lution of conflict, 31, 32; impact of,
learning from, 6; and leader effective-
ness, 11; measuring, 53, 55; passive,
31, 46, 47, 51–53, 100–112; rejecting,
84; in the retaliatory cycle, 33; roles
and outcomes of, 34; and self-control,
63–64; types of, 10; understanding,
29–30

Destructive responses, preventing: by con-
sidering intensity levels, 66–80; im-
portance of, 5; with knowledge of
reactions and reflexes, 81–82; over-
view of, 65–66; as requisite for leader
conflict competency, 9–10; by seeing
the intriguing aspects of conflict,
80–81; summary on, 112–113; by un-
derstanding the choices and tactics of
destructive behavior, 82–112

Deutsch, M., 21, 130
Differences: and avoidance, 102; dealing

204 INDEX
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with, 24; defined, 68; versus disagree-
ments, 73, 75; effect of retaliation on,
98; intensity level of, 67–69, 80; issue
of, understanding, 19–20; in percep-
tion, 89, 90; potential, sense of, re-
sponse following, 22; self-awareness of,
38–41; severe, 78. See also Viewpoints,
differing

Direct communication style, 45
Direct engagement, 29
Disagreements: and avoidance, 102; de-

fined, 73; intensity level of, 73–75, 80;
and Perspective Taking, 138

Disapproval, nonverbal cues displaying,
95–96

Discomfort, degree of, level characterized
by, 73

Discord: and conducting a coaching con-
versation, 124; defined, 76; intensity
level of, 76–77; and likeliness of fair-
ness and safety concerns, 119; and Per-
spective Taking, 138; retaliation
leading to, 98, 99

Discussion style, awareness of, 45
Discussions: of alternatives, encouraging,

163; deliberate, 130; of a Misunder-
standing, 156, 157; open, about
thoughts and feelings, 143, 147, 148

Disdain, nonverbal cue displaying, 96–97
Displaying Anger, 47, 50–51, 55, 77–78,

87–90, 100, 108. See also Emotions;
Fight-or-flight response; Fight response

Dispute resolution structures, 170,
171–172, 176, 177

Distance, creation of, 153
Disturbing behaviors, in the workplace,

described, 42
Diversity, appreciating, 41
Dragnet, 118
Druskat, V., 180
Dynamic approach, awareness of, as a

conflict style, 46
Dynamic Conflict Model, 25–26, 28, 29,

30, 31–32, 34, 41, 42, 45, 46, 61, 63
Dynamics of conflict. See Conflict dynam-

ics, understanding

E

Eckerd College, Leadership Development
Institute at. See Leadership Develop-
ment Institute (LDI)

Effective conflict management, 16
Effective leaders, 11, 30, 41, 48, 50, 115,

118–119, 121, 173; behaviors nega-
tively correlated with, 51, 52–53

Effective organizational functioning, dis-
ruption in, 14–15

Effective strategic planning, 15
Ekman, P., 58, 59, 61, 63
Emotional consciousness, developing,

need for, 63
Emotional damage, attempting to repair,

149, 153
Emotional intelligence, 11, 64
Emotional responses: to conflict, 24,

102–103; in the conflict process, 25;
learning how to temper, 62; to a per-
ceived threat, 32–33, 58–59, 83; self-
awareness of, 9; to sensing potential
differences, 22. See also Fight-or-flight
response

Emotionally expressive approach, 45, 46.
See also Expressing Emotions

Emotionally restrained approach, 45, 46.
See also Hiding Emotions

Emotions: built-up, issue of, 51, 75,
97–98, 103, 107–108; in disagree-
ments, 73; identifying and disclosing,
143, 148; individually experiencing, 9;
managing, 30; at the onset of conflict,
32; perspective taking regarding, 132,
135, 138; and the retaliatory cycle,
32–33, 58–61; strong, 8. See also Hot
buttons; Triggers

Empathy, 132, 135–137, 138, 149, 150.
See also Perspective Taking

Employee retention and turnover, prob-
lems with, 12–13, 14

Employee time, wasted, costs of, 14
Encouragement, providing, 184
Engagement: awareness of, as a conflict

style, 45–46, 53; direct and indirect,
29; and potential benefits of conflict,
27

Enhanced dispute resolution structures,
171–172, 176

Escalation, types of, 33. See also Retalia-
tory cycle

Ethnic differences, understanding, 20
European culture: northern, 35–36, 45;

southern, 46
Evaluation, of integrated conflict manage-

ment system, 174, 175, 176, 178
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Executive coach, working with an, 56
Experience: learning from, 6–7, 126,

162–163; using, to advise and give sug-
gestions, 180

Expressing Emotions, 47, 48, 52, 54, 56,
77, 102–103, 143–148

External conflict system design consul-
tants, use of, 176

External policy, aligning internal conflict
culture with, 168

Extroversion-Introversion, 39

F

Facial expressions, demeaning behavior
exhibited through, 95–97

Fact finding, improving, 171
Facts, focusing on, tactic of, 118
Fairness and safety, encouraging, with ci-

vility, 119–121
Fear, forms of, 102–103, 104, 107. See also

Emotional responses; Emotions; Fight-
or-flight response; Flight response

Feedback: open and honest, encouraging,
154; providing, during intervention,
120; for system design, 175–176; unin-
vited, demeaning others by, scenario
involving, 91–93, 95, 96, 161–162;
well-intended, 90

Feedback instruments, 4, 37, 53, 88, 161
Feeling preference, 39. See also Expressing

Emotions
Fight response: classic, 87; described, 8;

lengthy continuum from, to flight re-
sponse, 83; understanding, 30–31

Fight-or-flight response: and calling for
time-outs, 158–159; as a hard-wired
reaction and reflex, 81–82, 101; over-
coming the urge for, 165; and safety is-
sues, 119; and self-awareness, 51–52;
and self-control, 63; understanding, 8,
29–30, 30–31; to win-or-lose struggle,
34

Fincher, R., 170
Fire analogy, 28
Fire metaphor, 10
Fisher, R., 34, 60, 128, 191
Flexibility, 162, 163, 164
Flight response: described, 8; lengthy con-

tinuum from fight response to, 83; and
self-awareness, 52; understanding, 31

Flow, interrupting the, time-outs for, 158,
159, 161

Focus, 69
Fonda, H., 116–117
Football game, differences over, scenario

involving, 67–69
Football team attitude, 85
Fortitude, 149
Franklin, B., 172

G

Gandhi, M., 128
Getting to Yes (Fisher, Ury, and Patton), 128
Goals: conflict management, alignment

with, 173, 175, 177–178, 179; per-
sonal, setting unrealistic, issue with,
111–112

Goldberg, S., 170
Goleman, D., 11, 59, 60
Good communication, as part of conflict

management systems, 173, 177
Gosline, A., 170, 174, 176
Gottman, J., 51
Green Bay Packers, 85
Grenny, J., 11, 62, 119, 191
Grievances, costs of, 13
Groupthink, trap of, 15
Gut responses, 31

H

Hammer, M., 45
Hardships, lessons learned as a result of,

6–7
Hard-wired responses, 81–82, 101. See also

Fight-or-flight response
Harvard Law School, Program on Negoti-

ation at, 193
Harvard Negotiation Project, 34–35
Hawkeye Pierce (character), 93
Health care costs, 13, 14. See also Stress in

the workplace
Hearing. See Listening
Heen, S., 30, 58, 192
Hiam, A., 44
Hiding Emotions, 47, 52, 55, 103,

107–110, 144
Historical solutions, 139
Hocker, J., 33
Hoffman, R., 12
Honest communication: doubts about,

110; importance of, 108, 143, 144,
147, 148

Honest feedback, encouraging, 154

206 INDEX
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Hope, 24, 163, 164
Hostile behavior, 42, 43
Hot buttons: awareness of, 41–42, 43;

cooling, 61–63; making a list of, tactic
of, 117; understanding, 25, 28

Hughes, J., 2, 16
Human nature, 1
Humility, as requisite, 165
Humor, attempts at, that backfire, 90, 93,

94
Hurrell, J., 13
Hurricane intensity categories, 66
Husband and wife scenario, involving em-

pathy, 135–137

I

Identity, sense of, 20
Impact: immediate and ongoing, review-

ing the, 155, 157; of others, lessons
learned as a result of the, 6

Implementation phase, 176–177, 179
Incentives, aligning, with conflict man-

agement goals, 177–178, 179
Incompatibility: issue of, understanding,

20–21; perceived, 21, 28, 29
Independence Day, 85
Indirect communication style, 45, 46
Indirect engagement, 29
Individualistic cultures, 35–36, 45
Individuality, 9
Inevitability of conflict, understanding, 1,

2, 24, 163
Influence, 83, 129
Information sharing, diminished, 14, 15
Initial perceptions, 21, 32
Injury, attending to, time-outs for, 158,

159, 161
Innovators, 40–41
Instinctive responses, 81–82, 101. See also

Fight-or-flight response
Institutionalization phase, 177–178
Integrated conflict management systems

(ICMS): characteristics and compo-
nents of, 170–174; creating, 174–178

Intensity levels, consideration of, 66–80
Intention invention, 71
Interaction cues, ability to observe and

detect, 8–9
Interactions, ongoing, situations involv-

ing, issue of, 21–22
Intercultural Conflict Style Inventory

(ICSI), 45

Intercultural conflict styles, 45–46
Interdependent relationships, understand-

ing, 21–22, 30
Interest-based approach, expanding, 170
Interest-based inquiry, 178
Interest-based negotiation, 34
Interests, focusing on, instead of positions,

128
Internal capacity building, as part of con-

flict management system, 174
Intervention, being able and willing for:

example of, 120; importance of, 83, 121
Introspection, taking time for, 61–62
Introversion preference, 39
Intuitive preference, 39, 40
Investigation: as critical, 175; improving,

171
Issue-focused conflict, 69

J

Joubert, J., 167
Judging-Perceiving, 39

K

Kennedy, J., 128
Key stakeholders, assessment of, 175
Kilmann, R., 44
King, M. L., Jr., 65, 116, 128
Kirton Adaption Innovation Inventory,

40
Kirton, M., 40
Kraus, L., 4, 10, 19, 25, 27, 42, 43, 46, 48,

62, 63, 84, 88, 108, 111, 131, 179, 180,
191

L

Latin American culture, 36
Lawsuits: costs of, 12, 13; neglected con-

flict resulting in, 53
LDI. See Leadership Development Insti-

tute (LDI)
Leaders, broad definition of, identifying, 3
Leaders, conflict competent. See Conflict

competent leaders
Leadership, 2, 3–5, 173
Leadership development: best opportuni-

ties for, 126; for conflict competency,
5–7; defined, 3; programs for, issue
with, 125–126

Leadership Development Institute (LDI),
1, 11, 12, 15–16, 125, 192
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Leading by example. See Modeling appro-
priate behaviors

Learning: about other cultures, 36; from
experience, 6–7, 126, 162–163; from
mistakes and being wrong, 103; new
responses, 31; opportunities for, pro-
viding, 125–127

LeBaron, M., 36
Lessons learned, 6–7
Lessons of Experience, The (McCall, Lom-

bardo, and Morrison), 6
Levenson, R., 51
Lincoln, A., 116
Lipsky, D., 170
Listening: to demonstrate concern, 149;

with intent to understand, 134, 135,
138

Lists, making, of triggers or hot buttons,
tactic of, 117

Litigation, 13, 170
Lombardi, V., 85
Lombardo, M., 6
Lucado, M., 19
Lucas, G., 118
Luke Skywalker (character), 118
Lynch, J., 16, 168, 170, 171, 172, 173, 174

M

Magnification of intent, 90
Management, study of, 2
Management time, wasted, costs of, 12, 14
Managers, one of the biggest challenges

reported by, 138–139
Managing Differences (Dana), 82
Manufacturing business manager, reaching

out by, scenario involving, 150–152
Marketing consultant, yielding by, scenar-

ios involving, 104–106, 139–142
Martial arts techniques, employing, 63
M.A.S.H., 93
Mayer, B., 24, 191
McCall, M., 6
McCauley, C., 3, 37
McMillan, R., 11, 62, 119, 191
Mediation, 13, 170, 171, 177
Mediation Training Institute International,

193
Mediators, 176, 177
Meeting time, misunderstanding over,

scenarios involving, 69–72, 132–135
Mentoring, 10, 173, 177, 178, 180
Merchant, C., 170

Meyers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI), 39
Micro-managing behavior, 42, 43
Middle Eastern culture, 36, 46
Missed meeting, misunderstanding over,

scenarios involving, 69–72, 132–135
Mission, alignment of, with conflict man-

agement goals, 173, 175, 179
Mistakes, learning from, 103
Misunderstandings: defined, 71; versus

disagreements, 73; discussion of, 156,
157; effect of retaliation on, 98,
99–100; followed by Perspective tak-
ing, 132–135; intensity level of,
69–72, 80

Modeling appropriate behaviors: and
building organizational conflict com-
petence, 173, 178, 179–180; impor-
tance of, 5, 9, 83, 121, 128, 129, 157.
See also Self-control

Models, positive and negative, learning
from, 6

Monitoring, ongoing, of conflict manage-
ment system, 178

Morale, improved, 168
Morrison, A., 6
Motives, attributing. See Perception and

attribution
Moxley, R., 3, 37
Multiple access points, providing, 171,

172
Multiple options, providing, 171, 172
Multiple solutions, seeking and arriving

at, 139, 142, 143, 158, 163
Multirater leadership assessment instru-

ment, 88
Murphy’s Law, 65

N

National Football League, 85
National Institute of Occupational Safety

and Health, 13
Needs, differing, issue of, 21
Negative models, impact of, learning

from, 6
Negative words describing conflict, 22,

23, 26
Negotiation, 34, 60, 171, 177
Negotiation training program, 193
Nelson, D., 13
New ideas and solutions. See Creative

solutions
New responses, learning, 31
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Noble, C., 180, 184
Nonverbal demeaning behavior, 90,

94–97, 107
North American culture, 35–36, 45

O

Oakland Raiders, 67
Observers, expert, importance of being,

83
Oetzel, J., 36
Ombudsman role, 177
Ongoing interactions, situations involv-

ing, issue of, 21–22
Open communication, lack of, 16
Open discussions, about thoughts and

feelings, 143, 147, 148
Open feedback, encouraging, 154
Open-ended questions, using, construc-

tively, 134
Opportunities: in conflict, 3–4, 5, 15, 80,

103, 115, 165; emerging, awareness
of, 163–164; for learning, providing,
125–127; lost, 12; seizing, from hard-
ship, 162; for training, providing,
125–126, 174

Optimism: increased, 132; inspiring, 128,
129, 165; mind-set of, 162–163, 164

Organizational assessment, 175
Organizational benefits, 27
Organizational boundaries, collaboration

across, 2
Organizational commitment, question-

able, perception of, 108
Organizational costs, of conflict incompe-

tency, 11, 12–14, 27, 167–168, 170,
178

Organizational crises, 168
Organizational culture, 10, 16, 168, 171,

173, 179
Organizational functioning, effective, dis-

ruption in, 14–15
Organizational productivity: costs directly

affecting, 14, 27; type of conflict lead-
ing to, 26

Organizational success, 11, 113, 169
Organizational support: aspects of,

173–174; providing, 171, 172, 176
Organizations, conflict competent, build-

ing. See Conflict competent organiza-
tions, building

Outcomes: better, likelihood of, 130, 132;
giving hope to, 24; never being happy

with, 112; potential, of conflict, 27;
roles and, 34–36

Overly analytical behavior, 42, 43

P

Passive constructive responses, 30, 46, 47,
49–50, 153–164

Passive destructive responses, 31, 46, 47,
51–53, 100–112

Patterson, K., 11, 62, 119, 191
Patton, B., 30, 34, 58, 128, 191, 192
PDG People Development Global, 193
Peer feedback, 154
People, separating, from problems, 128
Perceived incompatibility, 21, 28, 29
Perceived power, yielding due to, scenario

involving, 104–106
Perceiving preference, 39
Perception and attribution: as a choice,

82–83; and Demeaning Others, 90;
and Displaying Anger, 88–89, 90; and
Hiding Emotions, 108–109; and Polar-
ization, 78; and Reflective Thinking,
154; and self-control, 56–58, 62–63,
64; understanding, 32; and Yielding,
104–105

Performance standards, aligning, with
conflict management goals, 177–178,
179

Perseverance, issue of, 85
Personal choices, importance of, 66
Personal goals and standards, setting unre-

alistic, issue with, 111–112
Personal health issues. See Health care

costs; Stress in the workplace
Personal preferences, differences in: self-

awareness of, 38, 39–40; understand-
ing, 20

Personality traits, differences in: self-
awareness of, 38, 39; understanding,
20

Person-focused conflict, 25, 69
Perspective Taking, 47, 48–49, 54, 77,

128, 132–138, 155, 160, 180
Pessimism, 163
Pfeffer, J., 2
Pharmaceutical sales team, polarization

of, scenarios involving: described,
78–79; and intervening to ensure civil-
ity, 119–120; and use of coaching to
help resolve, 122–124; and Winning at
All Costs, 85–86
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Pilot projects, use of, 176
Polarization: and conducting a coaching

conversation, 124; and debate, 130;
defined, 78; intensity level of, 77–79;
and likeliness of fairness and safety
concerns, 119; and Perspective Taking,
138; questioning how to minimize, 5;
retaliation leading to, 98, 99

Positions, focusing on interests instead of,
128

Positive attitude, 50
Positive models, impact of, learning from,

6
Positive outcomes, hope of, 24
Positive words describing conflict, 22, 23,

24, 26
Potential solutions, discussing viability of,

139, 142, 143
Power: of conflict, harnessing, 2; per-

ceived, yielding due to, scenario in-
volving, 104–106; use of, 34, 35

Powerful questions, use of, example of,
180–184

Pratkanis, A., 15
Precipitating events, 25, 28, 32, 82
Prefrontal cortex, 59–60
Presentation feedback, uninvited, de-

meaning others by, scenarios involv-
ing, 91–93, 95, 96, 161–162

Prevention efforts: focus on, 170; use of, 172
Problem solving: alternative approaches

to, exploring, 24; cooperative, 35; cre-
ative, 130; style of, differences in, un-
derstanding, 20; valuable source of,
113. See also Creative solutions

Problems: seeking to understand and re-
frame, 30, 34–35; separating people
from, 128

Problem-solving ability, issue of, 139
Problem-solving capacity, 40
Problem-solving style, 40–41
Project management team: creating, 175;

and implementation phase, 177; and
system design, 176

Public power company executives, scenar-
ios involving, 108–110, 144–147

Pullman, B., 85

Q

Questions: open-ended and closed-ended,
constructive use of, 134; powerful, use
of, in coaching, example of, 180–184

Quick, J., 13

R
Rapid solutions or responses, problem

with, 65
Reaching Out, 47, 48, 54, 77, 149–153,

180
Reactions and reflexes: destructive, under-

standing, 81–82, 101; taking time to
notice and analyze, 154–155, 157

Reasoning: center of, bodies programmed
to handicap, 82; individually experi-
encing, 9. See also Cognitive responses

Recruiting others, level characterized by,
77, 78, 79

Recruitment of employees, 168
Reference materials, 191–192
Reflective Thinking, 47, 49, 54, 56,

154–158, 160
Refocus and recover, enabling, 162
Refractory period, 59, 60
Reframing conflict, 30, 34–35
Relationship management, focus on, shift

to, 170
Relationships: backbone of, 108; competi-

tive, 21, 34; damaging, 50, 51, 87; de-
teriorating, 76, 77, 87, 93; diminished
quality of, in the workplace, 12, 14;
dissolved, 112; ebb and flow of,
152–153; effective, basis for, 144; im-
proved, 132, 148, 168; interdependent,
understanding, 21–22, 30; less trusting,
108; maintaining, 147; renewed, 153;
strong, emphasis on, 17, 24, 26, 36

Relaxation techniques, employing, 63
Repetition, 32
Reputation, 103
Resistance, 34, 178
Resources on conflict, 191–193
Responses. See Behavioral responses; Cog-

nitive responses; Emotional responses
Responsibility: leadership, 2; shared, sense

of, 179
Restraint, as requisite, 165
Retaliating, 29, 47, 51, 55, 78, 97–100,

108
Retaliatory cycle: described, 8; responses

fueling the, understanding, importance
of, 82–83; scenario involving, 99–100;
and self-control, 56, 57, 58, 59, 61, 63;
understanding the process of the,
32–34

Retention of employees: competitive ad-
vantage in, 168; costs of, problem
with, 12–13, 14
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Rickles, D., 93, 94
Risk management strategy, 169
Roberto, M., 15, 192
Role assignment, addressing, 60
Roles: in building organizational conflict

competence, 178–184; of leaders, 3;
and outcomes, 34–36

Rowe, M., 170
Runde, C., 12, 16, 22, 172, 180, 184

S

Safeguards, incorporating, 172, 176
Safety: encouraging civility, fairness and,

119–121; types of, in the workplace,
119

Sales directors, retaliation between, sce-
narios involving, 98–100, 155–157

Sales team, pharmaceutical. See Pharma-
ceutical sales team, polarization of,
scenarios involving

Sarcasm, 93, 94, 108
Schmidt, W., 12
Schweiger, D., 15, 179
Seeber, R., 170
Self-appraisal, issue of, 111
Self-assessments, undertaking, importance

of, 56
Self-awareness: building, 64; of differ-

ences, 38–41; high degree of, need for,
83, 112; importance of, 5, 37; increas-
ing, efforts at, 56; and intensity levels,
80; for learning new responses, 31;
as requisite for leader conflict compe-
tency, 9; of responses to conflict,
43–56; and self-control, 38, 56–64; of
triggers, 41–43

Self-centered behavior, 42, 43
Self-confidence: added degree of, adding

an, 119; lack of, 102, 104, 107
Self-control: composure and, of effective

leaders, 118–119; and intensity levels,
80; reasons for using, 45; self-awareness
and, 38, 56–64. See also Modeling ap-
propriate behaviors

Self-Criticizing, 47, 52, 55, 111–112
Self-diagnosis, importance of, 83
Sensing-Intuition, 39, 40
Sergeant Joe Friday (character), 118
Setbacks, personal or career, lessons

learned as a result of, 7
Shapiro, D., 60, 191
Sharing emotions. See Expressing Emotions
Simulations, use of, 174

Skill development: as part of conflict
management system, 174; securing re-
sources for, 179

Skill-building structures, creating, 176
Skills: and experience, acquiring, 5–7;

requisite, of conflict competent lead-
ers, 5, 7–11. See also specific competency
skill sets

Solutions. See Creating Solutions; Cre-
ative solutions

Speed, issue with, 65
Spielberg, S., 118
Spiraling conflict, 33
Spouses, scenario involving empathy be-

tween, 135–137
Standards, setting unrealistic, issue with,

111–112
Star Wars, 118
Start-up phase, 175
Static organizations, 15
Status, addressing, 60
Stone, D., 30, 58, 192
Strategic planning, 15–16
Strength, 149
Stress in the workplace: health costs re-

lated to, 13; from Hiding Emotions,
108; relief from, with time-outs, 160;
from Self-Criticizing, 111; and staying
calm, 117, 118; type of conflict leading
to, 27

Strong relationships: building, 17, 24, 26;
maintaining, cultures emphasizing, 36

Success, organizational, 11, 113
Successful leaders, 3
Summarizing, 138
Super Bowl game, differences over, sce-

nario involving, 67
Suppression, 15
Swiss watchmakers, 15
Switzler, A., 11, 62, 119, 191
System design phase, 175–176
Systemic support and structures. See Orga-

nizational support
Systems approach, espousing a, 10. See

also Conflict management systems

T

Talent management, 168
Tampa Bay Buccaneers, 67
Task-focused conflict, 25
Teaching effective responses, 121–125.

See also Coaching
Temper issues, 102
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Tenacity, issue of, 85, 165
Tensions, providing relief from, time-outs

for, 159–160, 161
Thinking-Feeling, 39
Thomas, K., 12, 44
Thomas à Kempis, 37
Thoreau, H. D., 115
Thoughtfulness, as requisite, 165
360-degree assessment instrument, 4, 42,

53, 84
Time-outs, calling for, reasons for, 158,

159–160, 161. See also Delay
Responding

Ting-Toomey, S., 36
Training: ongoing, need for, 174, 177;

practice through, 64; providing oppor-
tunities for, 125–126, 174; supporting,
10; widespread, providing, 176–177,
179

Training programs, 56, 125–126, 176,
192–193

Trends and patterns, programmed to spot,
73

Triggers, 25, 28–29, 32, 41–43, 58–59,
61–63, 82–83, 117

Trust: backbone of, 108; building, 45;
demonstrating, 143; earning, 135; im-
portance of, 148; inspiring, 128; main-
taining, 147; undermined, 34, 108, 110

Turner, M., 15
Turnover of employees, problem with,

12–13
Twelve Angry Men, 116–117

U

Unappreciative behavior, 42, 43
Understanding: checking for, 134;

demonstrating, 135, 137, 138; seeking,
before concluding, 118, 138

Understanding conflict dynamics. See
Conflict dynamics, understanding

Unrealistic goals or standards, setting,
issue with, 111–112

Unreliable behavior, 42, 43
Unresolved conflict, 77, 87, 97, 102
Untrustworthy behavior: described, 42;

hot button related to, handling, 62;
measures of, 43

Ury, W., 34, 128, 170, 191

V

Value differences, understanding, 20
Van Sant, S., 39
Van Velsor, E., 3, 37
Vendors: interactions with, 16; relation-

ship with, 17
Viewpoints, differing: level characterized

by, 67; respecting, agreement for, be-
ginning with, 120; showing enthusi-
asm for, 128. See also Differences

Viewpoints, other, seeing conflict from,
132, 134–135, 137, 138. See also Per-
spective Taking

Violence in the workplace, 13–14
Vision, leaders having, 128
Vulnerability, as requisite, 165

W

Watson, C., 12
Weiss, J., 2, 16
Wiersma, B., 57
Wilmot, W., 33
Winning at All Costs, 35, 47, 50, 55,

84–87, 100, 106, 149
Win-or-lose struggle, 34, 87
Win-win scenarios, 34, 35
Wise leaders, 2
Withholding feelings, thoughts, and ideas.

See Avoiding; Hiding Emotions;
Yielding

Wolff, S., 180
Woman line drawing, unclear, point in

using, 80–81
Working environment: safe, creating a,

179; satisfying, creating a more, 168
Workplace behaviors, disturbing, described,

42
Workplace stress. See Stress in the

workplace
Workplace violence, 13–14
World Series, 85

Y

Yandrick, R., 13
Yielding, 47, 52, 55, 87, 104–107
Yoda (character), 118

Z

Zero-sum game, 21, 34, 170
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About the Center for
Creative Leadership

The Center for Creative Leadership (CCL) is a nonprofit, educa-
tional institution with international reach. Since the Center’s
founding in 1970, its mission has been to advance the understand-
ing, practice, and development of leadership for the benefit of soci-
ety worldwide.

Devoted to leadership education and research, CCL works an-
nually with more than two thousand organizations and twenty
thousand individuals from the private, public, education, and non-
profit sectors. The Center’s five campuses span three continents:
Greensboro, North Carolina; Colorado Springs, Colorado; and San
Diego, California, in North America; Brussels, Belgium, in Europe;
and Singapore in Asia. In addition, sixteen Network Associates
around the world offer selected CCL programs and assessments.

CCL draws strength from its nonprofit status and educational
mission, which provide unusual flexibility in a world where quar-
terly profits often drive thinking and direction. It has the freedom
to be objective, wary of short-term trends, and motivated foremost
by its mission—hence our substantial and sustained investment in
leadership research. Although CCL’s work is always grounded in a
strong foundation of research, it focuses on achieving a beneficial
impact in the real world. Its efforts are geared to be practical and ac-
tion oriented, helping leaders and their organizations more effec-
tively achieve their goals and vision. The desire to transform
learning and ideas into action provides the impetus for CCL’s pro-
grams, assessments, publications, and services.
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Capabilities

CCL’s activities encompass leadership education, knowledge gen-
eration and dissemination, and building a community centered on
leadership. CCL is broadly recognized for excellence in executive
education, leadership development, and innovation by sources such
as BusinessWeek, the Financial Times, the New York Times, and the
Wall Street Journal.

Open-Enrollment Programs

Fourteen open-enrollment courses are designed for leaders at all
levels, as well as people responsible for leadership development and
training at their organizations. This portfolio offers distinct choices
for participants seeking a particular learning environment or type
of experience. Some programs are structured specifically around
small group activities, discussion, and personal reflection, while oth-
ers offer hands-on opportunities through business simulations, artis-
tic exploration, team-building exercises, and new-skills practice.
Many of these programs offer private one-on-one sessions with a
feedback coach.

For a complete listing of programs, visit http://www.ccl.org/
programs.

Customized Programs

CCL develops tailored educational solutions for more than one
hundred client organizations around the world each year. Through
this applied practice, CCL structures and delivers programs focused
on specific leadership development needs within the context of de-
fined organizational challenges, including innovation, the merging
of cultures, and the development of a broader pool of leaders. The
objective is to help organizations develop, within their own cul-
tures, the leadership capacity they need to address challenges as
they emerge.
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Program details are available online at http://www.ccl.org/custom.

Coaching

CCL’s suite of coaching services is designed to help leaders main-
tain a sustained focus and generate increased momentum toward
achieving their goals. These coaching alternatives vary in depth
and duration and serve a variety of needs, from helping an execu-
tive sort through career and life issues to working with an organiza-
tion to integrate coaching into its internal development process.
Our coaching offerings, which can supplement program attendance
or be customized for specific individual or team needs, are based on
our ACS model of assessment, challenge, and support.

Learn more about CCL’s coaching services at http://www.ccl.
org/coaching.

Assessment and Development Resources

CCL pioneered 360-degree feedback and believes that assessment
provides a solid foundation for learning, growth, and transformation
and that development truly happens when an individual recognizes
the need to change. CCL offers a broad selection of assessment
tools, online resources, and simulations that can help individuals,
teams, and organizations increase their self-awareness, facilitate
their own learning, enable their development, and enhance their
effectiveness.

CCL’s assessments are profiled at http://www.ccl.org/assessments.

Publications

The theoretical foundation for many of our programs, as well as the
results of CCL’s extensive and often groundbreaking research, can be
found in the scores of publications issued by CCL Press and through
the Center’s alliance with Jossey-Bass, a Wiley imprint. Among
these are landmark works, such as Breaking the Glass Ceiling, The
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Lessons of Experience, and The Center for Creative Leadership Hand-
book of Leadership Development, as well as quick-read guidebooks fo-
cused on core aspects of leadership. CCL publications provide
insights and practical advice to help individuals become more ef-
fective leaders, develop leadership training within organizations,
address issues of change and diversity, and build the systems and
strategies that advance leadership collectively at the institutional
level.

A complete listing of CCL publications is available at http://
www.ccl.org/publications.

Leadership Community

To ensure that the Center’s work remains focused, relevant, and
important to the individuals and organizations it serves, CCL main-
tains a host of networks, councils, and learning and virtual com-
munities that bring together alumni, donors, faculty, practicing
leaders, and thought leaders from around the globe. CCL also forges
relationships and alliances with individuals, organizations, and as-
sociations that share its values and mission. The energy, insights,
and support from these relationships help shape and sustain CCL’s
educational and research practices and provide its clients with an
added measure of motivation and inspiration as they continue their
lifelong commitment to leadership and learning.

To learn more, visit http://www.ccl.org/connected.

Research

CCL’s portfolio of programs, products, and services is built on a solid
foundation of behavioral science research. The role of research at
CCL is to advance the understanding of leadership and to trans-
form learning into practical tools for participants and clients. CCL’s
research is the hub of a cycle that transforms knowledge into appli-
cations and applications into knowledge, thereby illuminating the
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way organizations think about and enact leadership and leader
development.

Find out more about current research initiatives at http://www.
ccl.org/research.

For additional information about CCL, please visit http://www.
ccl.org or call Client Services at 336-545-2810.
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