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Managing Conflict Constructively 

THE REWARDS o f m a n a g i n g d i s -
a g r e e m e n t wel l a r e subs tan t i a l . 

Skillfully handl ing d i f fe rences boos ts 
p roduc t iv i ty , r e d u c e s s t ress , s p a r k s 
creativity, enhances work ing relation-
sh ips , o p e n s c a r e e r p a t h s , b e n e f i t s 
workp lace diversity, a n d builds com-
mitment to a shared vision. 

Managed poorly , d i f fe rences such 
as diverse backgrounds and conflicting 
ideas are a potential source of bicker-
ing, diverted energy, and bruised feel-
ings. Wi thout solid confl ict m a n a g e -
m e n t sk i l l s , t e a m b u i l d i n g , f o r 
example, can backfire into destructive 
rivalry and undermined morale. 

This m o n t h ' s "Training 101" p r e -
sents basic conceptual tools for man-
a g i n g d i s a g r e e m e n t cons t ruc t i ve ly ; 
practice, of course , he lps h o n e these 
tools. 

TOOLS FOR M A N A G I N G 
DISAGREEMENT 
BY HERBERT S. KINDI.FR 

THERE ARE T H R E E AREAS t o l e a r n 

and prac t ice if you wan t to im-
prove your batting average in deal ing 
w i t h d i s a g r e e m e n t a n d c o n f l i c t : 
k n o w i n g t h e g u i d i n g pr inc ip les , se-
lecting f rom a c o m p r e h e n s i v e reper-
t o i r e of s t r a t e g i c a p p r o a c h e s , a n d 
practicing a systematic process. 
I Value diverse views. A l t e r n a t i v e 
views a re d ie o re fields of rich ideas 
and creat ive possibil i t ies. Invite and 
encourage their expression. 
• Communicate with respect and 
empathy. Lis ten f o r w h a t is b e i n g 
s a i d — a n d not be ing said. Ask your -
self, " H o w can I d i s cus s o u r d i f f e r -
e n c e s in ways that a re respect fu l , s o 
that t h e o t h e r p e r s o n d o e s n ' t l e ave 
feeling put down?" 
Nine strategic approaches. The infor-
ma t ion in t h e a c c o m p a n y i n g f i gu re 
was deve loped in a research study on 
h o w managers skilled in conflict man-
a g e m e n t r e s o l v e d i f f e r e n c e s . It is 
b a s e d on manage r s ' b e h a v i o r ra ther 
t h a n thei r a t t i t udes a b o u t c o o p e r a -
tion, competi t ion, concern for self, or 
concern for others. 

Unlike the f ive-mode model , intro-
duced in the 1960s and 7 0 s by Blake 
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& M o u t o n a n d T h o m a s & Ki lmann , 
this s tudy 's conclus ion w a s that n ine 
a p p r o a c h e s to conflict resolut ion are 
useful. Just as golfers play best with a 
lull set of c lubs, you can h a n d l e the 
sand t raps of d i sag reemen t more ef-
fectively with a wider range of strate-
gic options. 

T o u n d e r s t a n d a c t u a l b e h a v i o r , 
p e o p l e in t h e r e s e a r c h s t u d y w e r e 
asked: '"When your views on a work-
related issue differ f rom the views of 
others w h o are also involved, h o w d o 
you p repa re for such situations?" Dur-
ing t h e i n t e r v i e w s , t w o b e h a v i o r s 
e m e r g e d as t h e m e s : c h o o s i n g how-
firm or f lexible to be w h e n assert ing 
o n e ' s v i e w p o i n t a n d c h o o s i n g h o w 
personal ly involved to be w h e n oth-
ers hold divergent views. After these 
t w o d imens ions—viewpoin t flexibili-
ty a n d i n t e r a c t i o n i n t e n s i t y — w e r e 
identified, a literature s tudy revealed 
the fol lowing nine strategies for man-
aging disagreement . 
» Maintain. Cont inue the status q u o 
by a v o i d i n g o r d e l a y i n g a c t i o n o n 
v i ews that d i f fer f r o m your o w n . As 
a n i n t e r i m s t r a t e g y , t h i s is u s e f u l 
w h e n you need time to collect infor-
mat ion , let e m o t i o n s cool , enlist al-
lies, deal with higher priorities, allow 
recent changes to stabilize, or let cir-
cumstances resolve the issue (such as 
the imminent retirement of an intran-
sigent person) . 

I Smooth. Sell your views by accentu-
ating data that supports die benefits of 
accepting them, while glossing over or 
omit t ing al ternat ives that would fue l 
opposit ion. Consider this fonii of per-
s u a s i o n w h e n a d e c i s i o n is n e e d e d 
and t ime isn't avai lable for full-scale 
discussion, o r the o ther pe rson lacks 
maturi ty or expe r i ence to apprec ia te 
the whole picture. 
I Dominate. Use directives, rewards, 
p u n i s h m e n t s , o r w h a t e v e r p r e s s u r e 
will gain compl iance with your views. 
Useful w h e n s p e e d is vital to h u m a n 
safety, w h e n confidentiality precludes 
divulging relevant information, w h e n 
c o n s e q u e n c e s a re t oo minor to war-
rant t ime-consuming involvement of 
others, or alter other approaches have 
resulted in a stalemate. 
I Decide by rule. Joint agreement to 
u s e a n o b j e c t i v e r u l e o r c r i t e r i o n 
(such as majority rule, lottery, seniori-
ty system, Robert's Rules of Order, test 
score, or arbi t rat ion) as the basis for 
c h o o s i n g a m o n g s p e c i f i e d a l t e rna -
tives. He lp fu l w h e n a n y a l te rna t ive 
u n d e r cons idera t ion is bet ter or less 
cost ly than inact ion. Effect ive w h e n 
you want to be seen as impartial and 
w h e n decisive action is needed . 
I Coexist. Joint determinat ion to fol-
l o w s e p a r a t e p a t h s f o r a mu tua l l y -
ag reed-upon period, a means to mon-
i to r t h e c o e x i s t e n c e a g r e e m e n t , 
a n d — w h e r e feas ib le—an agreement 
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on h o w to de t e rmine w h i c h path to 
fol low at the end of the trial per iod. 
Use w h e n bo th par t ies are a d a m a n t 
about die merit of their positions and 
a definit ive assessment can be m a d e 
only after additional testing. 
> Bargain. Offer someth ing the oth-
er party wants in exchange for some-
thing you want ; repea t the offer and 
counteroffer p rocedure until one par-
ty accepts . Useful w h e n both parties 
can ga in m o r e f r o m a c o m p r o m i s e 
agreement (including future reciproc-
ity or "log rolling") than by not reach-
ing any agreement at all. 
» Yield. After expressing where your 
views differ f rom the o the r person 's , 
you agree to d o what they want . Use-
ful w h e n the issue is minor to you but 
i m p o r t a n t t o t h e o t h e r p e r s o n , or 
w h e n y o u can ga in h e l p f u l expe r i -
e n c e by implement ing an unfamiliar 
course of action. 
I Release. Encourage the o ther per-
son to resolve t h e issue a n d speci fy 
limits or conditions. Use w h e n you are 
in a posi t ion to act as a mentor. That 
is. apply w h e n the other person is ca-
pable but lacks exper ience or self-as-
surance. Your aim is to foster initiative 
and commi tmen t in situations w h e r e 
the cost of failure isn't excessive. 
i Collaborate. This process requires 
all participants to state their important 
desires and concerns so that a respon-
sive resolution can be developed. At-
tentive listening is required and under-
lying assumpt ions must be p robed to 
explore creative possibilities. Useful in 
ga in ing commi tment , t eam building, 
and w h e n the issues are too vital to be 
compromised. Requires time, interper-
sonal competence, and trust. 

Y o u r c h a l l e n g e is t o c h o o s e t h e 
strategy, or blend, appropriate to each 
situation. Therefore, it's helpful to de-
termine if you tend to overuse one or 
two habitual styles and neglect others. 
Process for managing disagreement. 
As important as the guiding principles 
are and as helpful as a full repertoire 
of s t r a t e g i e s c a n b e , a s y s t e m a t i c 
process for dealing with disagreement 
is a l so vital t o p r o d u c i n g d e s i r a b l e 
outcomes. Three steps are suggested. 

1. Exploration. Monitor where dif-
f e r e n c e s a re s i m m e r i n g so that you 
c a n h a n d l e t h e s i t u a t i o n b e f o r e it 
boi ls over in to over t confl ict . T h e s e 
quest ions can guide your exploration: 
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N I N E APPROACHES TO M A N A G I N G 
CONFLICT A N D DISAGREEMENT 

"Do it my way." 
DOMINATE 

You direct, control, 
or resist. 

Try it. You 'II like it." 
SMOOTH 

You accentuate simi-
larities and downplay 

differences. 

"Wait." 

MAINTAIN 
You postpone 

confronting 
differences. 

"Let's make a deal." 
BARGAIN 

You trade, take turns, 
or split the difference. 

"Let's agree to 
disagree." 

COEXIST 
You pursue 
differences 

independently. 

"Let's be fair." 
DECIDE BY RULE 

Objective rules 
determine how 
differences will 

be handled. 

"Let's work together.' 
COLLABORATE 
You problem solve 
together to reach a 

win-win resolution. 

"It'syours to do." 
RELEASE 

You release control 
within agreed-upon 

limits. 

"I'll go along." 
YIELD 

You adapt, 
accommodate, give 

in, or agree. 

Firm 

l W h o has a s t ake in t h e d i sagree -
ment? 
> Are the key disputed issues a prior-
ity for them? 

• What is the d i sag reemen t source? 
(Is it contradictory assumpt ions , vio-
l a t ed b o u n d a r i e s , u n m e t e x p e c t a -
t ions , r i g h t - w r o n g p o w e r s t ruggles , 
i n c o m p a t i b l e goals , u n h e a l e d e m o -
tional scars, lack of trust, or informa-
t ion n o t s h a r e d or i n t e r p r e t e d d i f -
ferently?) 

I What obs tac les ( inne r a n d o u t e r ) 
block resolution? 
2. Planning and preparat ion. 
I Assess the time and energy you are 
willing to devote to the dispute. 
I Decide your preferred level of per-
s o n a l e n g a g e m e n t a n d v i e w p o i n t 
flexibility. 

I From the nine approaches , choose 
o n e or a combinat ion congruent with 
the s i tua t ion a n d indiv iduals , a l o n g 
with a b a c k u p plan. 
• I d e n t i f y w h a t you a r e wi l l ing to 
give. 

3. I m p l e m e n t a t i o n , f o l l o w - u p a n d 
learning. 
I Mutual ly ag ree on a t ime, p lace , 
and t ime to exp lore your differences. 
I Decide h o w to monitor and what 

Flexible 

should be the consequences of failure 
to live u p to the agreement . 
I W h e r e feas ib le , pu t y o u r a g r e e -
ment in writing. 
I Act. (No action is action.) 
I If the resolut ion works , re inforce 
it and capture wha t you learned. 
• If n o r e so lu t ion occur s , e x p l o r e 
w h y and correct it. Consider training 
p rog rams to he lp part icipants master 
conflict managemen t concepts . 

P r a c t i c i n g t h e p r i n c i p l e s , a p -
p roaches , and p rocess for manag ing 
d i s ag reemen t and conf l ic t cons t ruc -
tively will result in bet ter t eamwork , 
improved communicat ions , and more 
creative solutions to real concerns . 

Herbert S. Kindler is director of The Center 
for Management Effectiveness, P.O. Box 
1202. Pacific Palisades, CA 90272. Phone: 
310/459-6052: fax: J]0/459-9307. 

This month's Training 101 was edited 
by P a m e l a Leigh. Send short, "how-
to" articles on training basics to 
'•Training 101, "Training & Develop-
m e n t , ASTD, 1640 King Street, Box 
1443, Alexandria. VA 22301-2015. 
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