
raining to Manage 
Conflicts Today, good conflict management skills are neees-

sarv for all organization members—not just managers. 

By ROBERT CHASNOFF and PETER MUNIZ 

ronically, unless w e agree on t h e 

def in i t ions of confl ic t and con f ron -

JHLta t ion , t h e t e r m s t hemse lves can 

b e c o m e a sou rce of confl ic t . Conf l ic t oc-

curs b e t w e e n two or m o r e par t ies w h e n 

se l f - in teres ts clash, t h e act ions of in-

dividuals adverse ly affect p roduc t iv i ty 

and /or w o r k i n g re la t ionships , or unre-

solved con t rove r sy causes individuals to 

lash out at each o t h e r . 
P e o p l e usually s p e a k of confl ict and 

conf ronta t ion together . Images that c o m e 

to mind are one par ty "shout ing a n o t h e r 

par ty d o w n , " "telling the o the r par ty off," 

or "telling t h e o ther par ty that 'this is t h e 

last s t raw' and walking away." But, con-

f ron ta t ion m e a n s s o m e t h i n g d i f fe ren t . 

C o n f r o n t a t i o n is a sys t ema t i c p rocess or 

s e q u e n c e tha t is used by part ies w h o are 

in confl ic t and t oge the r are t rying to 

resolve t h e confl ic t . 

Principles and assumptions 
Several basic pr inciples and a s s u m p -

t ions should govern t h e c o n d u c t of c o n -

flict m a n a g e m e n t p rog rams : 
• Conf l ic t is inevi table b e c a u s e of t h e 

m a n y p r o b l e m s and ambigui t ies , as well 

as t he oppor tuni t ies for growth , advance-

m e n t and change in con tempora ry organ-

izat ions . T h e probabil i ty of conflict can 

increase with organizat ional size and 

complex i t y . 
• Organiza t ions func t ion as a sys tem of 

in terre la ted parts . 
• T o deal effect ively wi th confl ict , first 

ident i fy its under ly ing causes and d o n t 

react mere ly to s y m p t o m s . 

• All confl ic ts canno t be c o n f r o n t e d . 

P e o p l e at work do not have the luxury 

of unl imi ted t ime and ene rgy . Dec i s ions 

have to b e m a d e on h o w t o select and 

how to appor t ion t h e s e r e sources . In-

dividuals who go about conf ron t ing every 

issue w i thou t regard t o value or impor -

t a n c e of t h e issue may i m p e d e their own 

and others ' productivity and fail to resolve 

s o m e confl ic ts . 
• W h e n p e o p l e succeed in u n d e r s t a n d -

ing, c o n f r o n t i n g and resolving confl ic t , 

t hey may e n h a n c e bo th organizat ional 

p roduc t iv i ty and in terpersonal relat ion-

ships . 

the exper ient ia l app roach . 
• T h i r d par ty conflict in tervent ion skills 

may be jus t as impor tan t for s o m e par-

t ic ipants as a re confl ict reso lu t ion skills. 

T h e r e f o r e , par t ic ipants should b e given 

the o p p o r t u n i t y to deve lop or tes t such 

skills in a w o r k s h o p . 
• T h e t rainer(s) m u s t spontaneously-

m o d e l confl ic t con f ron ta t ion and resolu-

t ion skills dur ing the w o r k s h o p . 
• T w o k e y w o r d s — c o n f l i c t a n d 

c o n f r o n t a t i o n — m u s t be de f ined clearly 

and explicitly to explain h o w they are 

used within t h e p rog ram. 
• Conf l ic t con f ron ta t ion and resolut ion 
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• Whi le conflict resolut ion is usefu l , 

conflict prevention is m o r e p roduc t i ve and 

easier , and generally requi res less t i m e 

and ene rgy . For example , confl ic ts o f t e n 

arise w h e n the re is lack of def in i t ion or 

clarity about job roles a m o n g individuals, 

t h e r e b y calling for t he need to c o n f r o n t 

and resolve. In such a case, definition and 

clarification of responsibi l i ty , au thor i ty 

and accountabi l i ty before individuals start 

w o r k i n g toge the r could be t t e r p r e v e n t 

conf l i c t and inc rease o rgan iza t i ona l 

p roduc t iv i ty . 
• Conf l i c t s re la ted to work o u t c o m e s 

should b e t he target of a t t en t ion . 

• Experiential learning greatly e n h a n c e s 

the potential of the workshop . W h e n e v e r 

poss ib le , use at least o n e exerc i se or 

design that is "real life." An a t tendant risk, 

h o w e v e r , is tha t s o m e people ' s learning 

styles cause t h e m to h a v e difficulty wi th 

is c o m p l e x . G i m m i c k s , s implis t ic for-

mulas, catch phrases or training programs 

tha t do not t a k e into accoun t the c o m -

p lex i ty of o r g a n i z a t i o n s s h o u l d b e 

avo ided . 
• At certain t imes in s o m e organiza-

t ions t h e app roaches desc r ibed here can 

ac tua l ly be d y s f u n c t i o n a l . T h e ap-

p r o a c h e s canno t by t h e m s e l v e s easily 

solve , for e x a m p l e , p r o b l e m s relat ing to 

c o m p e t e n c e , power or wil l ingness to 

c h a n g e t h i n g s , or l o n g - e m b e d d e d 

prac t ices . 
• In all organizat ions t he issue of risk is 

significant and mus t be a d d r e s s e d . 

• T h e r e is m o r e than o n e approach to 

confl ict con f ron ta t ion and resolut ion. 

Components and objectives 
Conflict training programs must consist 

of at least t h r e e major c o m p o n e n t s . Par- 49 
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t ic ipants should leave a p rog ram with t he 

necessary concep t s a n d skill p rac t ice : 

• to de t e rmine the ef fec ts of unreso lved 

conflict on organizational product ivi ty and 

in te rpersonal / in te r -uni t re la t ionships ; 

• t o ident i fy t he causes of confl ic t ; 

• t o con f ron t and resolve conf l ic t . 

T h e program should be c o n d u c t e d in 

e i ther a t w o - or t h r e e - d a y w o r k s h o p . In 

t h e two-day p rogram, work toward t h e 

fol lowing object ives . 

Par t ic ipants will: 

• b e able to list at least 10 organiza-

t ional factors tha t cause or increase 

confl ic t ; 

• be able to list and def ine f ive m o d e s 

for handl ing conflict and at least two 

poss ib le results or c o n s e q u e n c e s of each 

m o d e ; 

• given a confl ict s i tuat ion ( such as a 

s imulat ion or a dec is ion-making task) , b e 

able to ident i fy their own conf l ic t -

h a n d l i n g m o d e a n d its e f f e c t o n 
o u t c o m e s ; 

• be able to s ta te t he four condi t ions for 

init iating a con f ron t a t i on ; 

• be able to desc r ibe five s t e p s of a 

confronta t ion sequence and the main task 

at each s tep in the s e q u e n c e ; 

• be able to state and de f ine at least 

f ive criteria for helpful f e e d b a c k ; 

• gain skill p rac t i ce in dea l ing with 

conf l ic t . 

A third day can focus ei ther on applica-

t ion of the c o n c e p t s and skills or th i rd-

par ty in te rvent ion skills. 

T h e w o r k s h o p cons i s t s of 11 uni ts . 

M o s t t ra iners are aware of, or h a v e their 

o w n m e t h o d for handling, w a r m - u p , con-

t rac t ing and results ver i f icat ion (Uni ts 

O n e , T w o and Eleven) , so w e won ' t 

descr ibe our approach here . Howeve r , w e 

usually try to c o n n e c t w a r m - u p activity 

wi th t he ma in thrus t of our w o r k s h o p s . 

Unit Three 
Unit T h r e e c o n c e r n s confl ict and its 

impac t on work o u t c o m e s (analysis and 

definit ions). W e open with a lec ture t te on 

dec i s ion -mak ing m o d e s used by groups : 

dec is ion by an individual, dec is ion by a 

minori ty, decision by a majori ty, decision 

b y c o n s e n s u s and decis ion by unan imi -

ty . W e s ta te that in t h e u p c o m i n g activi-

ty t h e par t ic ipants will have to apply 

unan imi ty or c o n s e n s u s . 

W e point out that in t h e activi ty t h e 

resul ts and the p rocess for achieving t h e 

resul ts may b e inf luenced by un re so lved 

conf l ic t . W h e n we c o n d u c t a publ ic 

w o r k s h o p , the activity is general ly a 

s imula t ion . H o w e v e r , w h e n w e do t h e 

w o r k s h o p within an organizat ion, we f re -

quen t l y design a s i tuat ion re levant to the 

organ iza t ion . 

After c o n d u c t i n g t h e exerc i se , analyze 

and de sc r i be h o w the g roup hand led the 

exerc i se—with special e m p h a s i s on the 

results achieved by the group and the pro-
cess f ac to r s tha t a f fec ted the group 's 

work . In connec t ion with this analysis and 

descr ip t ion we dis t r ibute a shee t contain-

ing our def in i t ions of confl ict and relate 

t h e def in i t ions to t he exerc i se jus t c o m -

p le ted and to organizat ional s i tuat ions . 

Unit Four 
Unit F o u r identifies role-related factors 

tha t cause confl ict . A classic e x a m p l e is 

c i ted: t h e conflict b e t w e e n line and staff 

g roups . T o in t roduce this work , par-

t ic ipants are divided into small g roups . 

Each g r o u p is given a card with the task 

p r in ted on it: " D e v e l o p a list of poss ib le 

causes of confl ict b e t w e e n or a m o n g the 

following. . . " O n e underl ined phrase, dif-

fering for each subgroup and governed by 

the composi t ion and size of the workshop 

group, is selected f rom a list that includes 

t h e individual and the organiza t ion , 

d e p a r t m e n t s or uni ts , pee r s , boss and 

subord ina t e , sexes , and cu l tu res . 

T h e subg roup lists are p r e s e n t e d and 

d i scussed . O u r key po in t for this unit : If 

you k n o w the poss ible causes of confl ic t 

in different situations or role relationships, 

you can m o r e easily p r e v e n t , ana lyze , 

c o n f r o n t and resolve confl ic t . 

Unit Five 
Unit F ive c o n c e r n s organizat ional fac-

tors t ha t in f luence confl ict . T h e in tent is 

to sharpen part icipants ' awareness of how 

the organizat ion itself can be t h e cause 

of conflict. T h e unit can be launched with 

a l ec tu re t t e or can be p r e s e n t e d in ques -

tion. H a n d i n g out a list of factors and ask-

ing for addi t ions is a n o t h e r usefu l 

in t roduc t ion . 

W h a t e v e r t he app roach , fac tors fre-

quen t ly ident if ied are: 

• organizat ional s t ruc ture ; 

• how, by w h o m , and w h e r e impor-

tant dec is ions are m a d e ; 

• m o d e s of deal ing with confl ict t ha t 

are encou raged or p u n i s h e d ; 

• p e r f o r m a n c e appraisal sy s t ems 

( those adver t i sed and t h o s e used) ; 

• level of an organizat ion 's 

d e v e l o p m e n t ; 

• t ypes and d is t r ibut ion of power ; 

• clarity of miss ion . 

T h e n e x t task is to cite specif ic ex-
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amples of how each factor may con-

t r ibute to confl ict and how, in turn , 

the organizat ion 's p roduc t iv i ty is 

in f luenced . 

Unit Six 
Unit Six conce rns t he impac t of in-

dividuals ' values on organizat ional con-

flict. Individuals ' values are t he criteria 

peop le use to m a k e dec is ions about 

t h e m s e l v e s , about their work and about 

o ther p e o p l e . W e dis t r ibute a list of 31 

values. T h e list includes i tems such as ac-

c e p t a n c e , accountabi l i ty for impor tan t 

resul ts , e n j o y m e n t , family and p o w e r . 

Par t ic ipants are ins t ructed to check 10 

of their d e e p e s t values. T h e next s tep is 

to ask t h e par t ic ipants to s tudy those 

se lec ted , dec ide on o n e item to e l iminate 

f rom t h e list, and then cross it off 
A s e c o n d , third and four th value are 

e l imina ted similarly. 
G r o u p reactions are now assessed. Par-

t ic ipants are a sked w h a t would h a p p e n if 

w e w e r e to con t inue asking t h e m to give 

up impor t an t individual values. T h e 

discussion generally highlights the follow-

ing po in t s : 
n D i f f e r e n t p e o p l e h a v e d i f f e r e n t 

values. Conf l ic t e m e r g e s w h e n di f ferent 

peop le s tr ive for d i f fe ren t priorit ies. 

• T h e r e a re p r o b l e m s w h e n an in-

dividual 's va lues are at var iance with t he 

values held by the organizat ion, t h e 

hierarchy or t he majori ty of p e o p l e in the 

organiza t ion w h o posses s p o w e r . 

• Individuals can c o m p r o m i s e on cer-

tain va lues but would "go d o w n fighting" 

soone r than give up any par t of o ther 

va lues . 

Unit Seven 
Uni t S e v e n c o n c e r n s conf ron ta t ion in 

organiza t ions . T h e focus until now has 

b e e n p l aced on assess ing t h e m a n y fac-

tors tha t may contr ibute to organizational 

conf l ic t . W e s u m m a r i z e t he previous 

units, relating inputs m a d e by trainers and 

par t i c ipan t s , and apply t h e s e to t he ex-

erc ise in Uni t T h r e e . N o w , we direct at-

ten t ion to doing s o m e t h i n g cons t ruc t ive 

about organizational conflict . T r a i n i n g in 

this uni t involves read ing mater ial , han-

dou t s , l ec tu re t t e s and g roup discuss ion. 

First we p r e s e n t t h e fol lowing addi-

tional f ac to r s that inf luence conflict and 

conf ron ta t ion : 

• a descript ion of defensive and suppor-

tive c o m m u n i c a t i o n c l imates ; 

• def in i t ion of f ive conf l i c t -hand l ing 

m o d e s available to par t ies in confl ict ; 

• guidel ines for confl ict m a n a g e m e n t ; 

• s o u r c e s of p o w e r a v a i l a b l e t o 

individuals; 

• nego t i a t i on s t ra teg ies u s e d by in-

dividuals in confl ic t ; 

• t h e def in i t ion of conf ron ta t ion ; 

• cond i t ions for initiating a con f ron -

ta t ion; 

• cri teria for helpful f e e d b a c k ; 

• an t ic ipa ted o u t c o m e s of success fu l 

and unsuccess fu l con f ron t a t i on . 

Part icipants are given a s tep-by-step ap-

p roach t o conf ron ta t ion (see F igure 1). 

T h i s formula t ion def ines a series of s teps 

to b e used by par t ies in te res ted in con-

f ron t ing confl ic t . ( T h e m o d e l appl ies to 

individuals and/or g roups so t h e t e r m 

"parties" in t h e figure may refer e i ther to 

individuals or groups. ) Basic to t he use 

of t he mode l is the a s se s smen t that t he r e 

is a confl ic t and t h e wil l ingness to u s e a 

problem-solving approach . Several po in t s 

are s t ressed in the presentat ion. First, o n e 

or b o t h par t ies may e lec t to re jec t t he 

conf ron ta t ion at any point along the way. 

For example , if par ty B r e fuses to par-

ticipate at the beginning (step 3), the con-

f ron ta t ion is unsuccess fu l . T h e s a m e ap-

plies to s tep 4 if t h e part ies c a n n o t agree 

on w h o o w n s the p r o b l e m . W e also n o t e 

tha t , even at the final s tep , o n e or b o t h 

part ies may decide not to resolve the con-

flict. W e emphas i ze this because we want 

to ensu re that par t ic ipants recognize tha t 

the sequence is merely a useful tool which 

does not guaran tee resolution unless b o t h 

par t ies a r e willing and able to carry t h e 

s e q u e n c e th rough all f ive s t eps and into 

reso lu t ion . W e also e m p h a s i z e that this 

s e q u e n c e p r e sen t s one of several poss i -

b l e c o n f r o n t a t i o n m o d e l s . T h o s e 

developed by Isgar1 and Filley2 may serve 

peop le be t t e r than ours. Ano the r po in t is 

tha t t h e s e q u e n c e can b e used by a th i rd 

par ty w h o is he lp ing two par t ies (A and 

B) conf ron t each other . In this case, third 

par t ies mus t remain just tha t —third 

pa r t i e s—wi thou t any ves t ed in teres t in 

t h e o u t c o m e (other than that the confl ict 

b e reso lved , if possible) . As soon as t h e 

th i rd par ty begins to s ide with one of t h e 

par t ies in confl ict , the third par ty has 

b e c o m e par t of t he confl ict and is no 

longer useful . After this unit , par t ic ipants 

are cha l lenged to apply t he c o n c e p t s in 

t h e remain ing uni ts . 

Unit Eight 
Uni t Eight c o n c e r n s m a k i n g and 

analyzing a g roup decis ion. Par t ic ipants 

n o w dec ide how they wan t to use t he 

t i m e available for Unit N i n e (usually o n e 
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Figure 1—A Confrontation Sequence 

52 

A w a r e n e s s 

NOTES: 
The interaction between 
Party " A " and Party " B " 
creates a reaction in Party 

aware that conflict exists. 

The Decision to Confront 

Party " A " decides to con-
front Party " B . " 

The Confrontation 

Party " A " initiates the 
confrontation. 

Determining the 
Problem/Conflict Locus 

Party " A " and Party " B " 
determine the locus of the 
problem/conflict. 

•v 

Determining the Outcome 
and Further Steps 

determine and implement 
the appropriate outcome of 
the confrontation and 
agree on further steps, if 
appropriate. 

YES • 

Party " A " reacts and 
becomes aware that 
conflict exists. 

interact (in an organiza-
tion. team, decisionmak-
ing group, etc.) 

Possible Solutions 
—Decision re: problems 
—New, changed behavior 
—contract for dealing 
with continuing behavior 

Implement alternatives to 
confrontation/resolution. 

Resolution Required? 
Do we wish to resolve? 

" B " asks questions, 
clarifies, states the 
issues, behaviors and 
feelings, reactions. 

asks questions. 

" B " becomes the con-
frontee and listens (must 
recognize own initial 
defensive feelings, and 

MY 
DETERMINES 

OUR YOUR 

" A " initiates the 
confrontation. 

MY 
DETERMINES 

OUR YOUR 

" B " listens. 
" A " states the issues, 
behaviors and feelings, 
reactions. 

Party " A " decides to 
confront Party " B . " Party 
" A " becomes the 
confronter. 

Finalized? 
No need to go any 
further; issue(s) settled, 
clarified; no need for 
change. 

" A " determines the 
issue(s), behaviors and 
feelings, reactions. 
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half day). T h e y m a k e t h e decis ion after 

we p r e s e n t s o m e poss ible a l te rnat ives . 

T h e y are told tha t they do no t have to 

limit t h e m s e l v e s to t h e s e a l te rnat ives . 

T h e y are also told tha t t he activi ty will 

help t hem apply the conflict and confron-

tation c o n c e p t s p r e s e n t e d so far. Af ter 

they m a k e the decis ion , they are given 

an oppor tun i ty to analyze the results and 

the p rocess , apply ing confl ict and con-

f ron ta t ion c o n c e p t s to t h e decis ion they 

just made . T h e decision m a d e in this unit 

is i m p l e m e n t e d in Uni t N ine . 

T h e opt ional th i rd day is Uni t T e n . 

W h e n w e c o n d u c t a third day, t he focus 

t hen is usually on prepar ing and pract ic-

ing for a b a c k - h o m e appl icat ion, and /or 

developing third-party in tervent ion skills 

for confl ict con f ron t a t i on . 

Discussion 
Focusing the program on organizational 

factors is m o r e useful than cons ider ing 

only individuals ' behav ior . T h e con f ron -

tat ion s e q u e n c e is also cited as a useful 

concep tua l iza t ion tha t lays out a pa t t e rn 

of specific actions for confront ing conflict. 

T h e se lec t ion of p r epa red s imula t ions 

versus the creat ion of p roper relevant ac-

tivities is an impor tant considerat ion. W e 

want activities that are helpful in creat ing 

p r o p e r a m o u n t s of conflict wi th in t he 

w o r k s h o p as a basis for cover ing the ma-

jor training c o m p o n e n t s . T h e r e are many 

good sources for s imula t ions and exer-

cises . 3 H o w e v e r , w h e n e v e r poss ib le , ex-

ercises should re la te as m u c h as poss ib le 

to t he t ype of work d o n e by par t ic ipants 

and their o rgan iza t ions . T h e m o r e 

realistic the confl ict exerc ise , t he more 

likely par t ic ipants will b e able to inter-

nalize t h e c o n c e p t s and skills dur ing the 

w o r k s h o p and use t h e m af te r t h e 

w o r k s h o p . 

A conflict con f ron t a t i on t ra in ing pro-

gram can at o n c e b e exci t ing, self-

revealing, self-confronting and frustrating. 

Conf l ic t t e n d s to be a focal po in t or 

l ightening rod for m a n y factors closely 

related to the work f low in an organiza-

t ion. Similarly, m a n y organiza t ions lack 

clear p r o c e d u r e s for conf ron t ing conflict . 

In s o m e cases a confl ic t w o r k s h o p helps 

par t ic ipants assess causes , c o n f r o n t and 

resolve conf l ic ts . Mak ing use of t he se 

m e a n s usually involves risk. F r e q u e n t l y , 

the r isk-taking is just i f ied by the an-

ticipated results or payoff. In o ther cases, 

s o m e par t ic ipants are f rus t ra ted by the 

p rospec t of r e tu rn ing to organizat ions 

where , no ma t t e r how m u c h risk they 

personal ly are willing to t ake , confl ic t 

resolut ion is imposs ib le , inpractical or, 

may lead to significant negat ive conse -

q u e n c e s . T h e par t ic ipants mus t judge for 

t h e m s e l v e s . 

References 
1. Isgar, T . (1977). Conflict resolution: A 

ten-step process. OD Practitioner, 1-3, 
14-15. 

2. Fillev, A.C. (1975). Interpersonal conflict 
resolution. Glenview, III.: Scott, 
Foresman and Co. 

3. Johnson, D.W. Hi/man relations and your 
career: /I guide to interpersonal skills. 
Glenview. 111.: Scott, Foresman and 
Co.; Johnson, D.W. , & Johnson, F.P. 
(1982). Joining together: Group theory ami 
group skills. (2nd edition). Fnglewood 
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall; Pfeiffer, VV.J. 
& Jones, J.E. (eds.) ) 1969-1984). A 
handbook of structured experiences for 
human relations training, l-XIII. San 
Diego, Calif.: University Associates. 

Introducing... 
THE NEW 
HARVARD 
BUSINESS 
REVIEW 
VIDEO 
SERIES 

Bringing to life the most popular 
articles of the Harvard Business Review 

Now Available: 
THE MIDDLE MANAGER 

AS INNOVATOR 
Featuring: 
Dr. ROSABETH MOSS KANTER. Authorofthe HBR article, management 
consultant. Professor of Organization and Management, she is the on-
camera guide. Against the background o! actual cases she formulates 3 
steps in the innovation process; distills 5 characteristics of effective in-

Bf novators; places innovation in its proper organizational framework. 

TOM WEST of Data Genera l Corporat ion. Exempl i f ies the superb 
innovation-team manager. Details how he got top performance from a 
handpicked team that developed Data General's breakthrough computer. 
Subject of the Pulitzer Prize book, the Soul of a New Machine. 

R O N R O U X o f N e w England Telephone. Shows how an innovator "does 
his homework—def ines his problem, sells his solution, builds a coalition 
of insiders to work on it. An excellent view of innovation in a tradition 
bound company. 

AN INVALUABLE 30-Minute EXPERIENCE 
Real people talking about the real world. Here's a concise, subslantive treatment of a subject that's 
vital to every business regardless of size, structure, culture or past history. Video gives it new 
dynamism! 

THE FUTURE BEGINS TODAY 

Those who don't understand innovation and the innovative process are inviting disaster. Top echelon 
officers, directors, and middle managers all have a stake in innovation. Among them this program 
deserves to be required viewing. The common understanding that it fosters is a necessary prelude 
to successful innovation. 

One-week rental $125 
Purchase $600 

Cassette comes complete with an excellent discussion guide. Provides background, discussion 
points, questions, bibliography. 

To order, call or write today. 

0/ V f T # T e / e p r o c / r a m s Inc. 
A Simon & Schuster Communicat ions Company 

108 Wilmot Road • Deerfield, IL 60015 
Company 

312-940-1260 • 800-255-0208 

Circle No. 135 on Reader Service Card 53 

Training and Development Journal, January 1985 


