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helps you better understand how you currently respond to
workplace conflict. It enables you to leverage areas of
strength and modify behaviors that don’t work well. The
instrument provides specific measures on fifteen different
constructive and destructive behaviors. It also looks at
conflict “hot buttons”—situations and behaviors in others
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In addition to an eight-page report and forty-page
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telephone session with an experienced consultant who will
review your results with you.

Link: www.conflictdynamics.org/special
Code word for discount: CCD3
Price: $150.00, a greater than 25% discount
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For all those challenged by confliict (pretty much everyone in
the world). May you find new ways to make the best out of
differences!



PREFACE

WHAT’S A HANDS-ON GUIDE AND WHY SHOULD
| BE INTERESTED?

Our first two books, Becoming a Conflict Competent
Leaderand Building Conflict Competent Teams,generated a
good deal of interest (Runde and Flanagan, 2007, 2008). We
were pleased with the reviews and the number of invitations
we received to speak and present. We were also intrigued
by the volume of inquiries from readers regarding how they
could put the principles of conflict competence into action.

We had designed Building Conflict Competent Teamsto be
user friendly. Our intent was that teams could use portions
of it as a handbook as they developed norms for interaction
and encountered the challenges of conflict. We discovered
that team leaders, coaches, consultants, and trainers loved
this notion. We also found that they wanted even more.
Thus, the concept for this book, Developing Your Confliict
Competence,is unquestioningly one of practicality and
usability for individuals, teams, trainers, facilitators, and
coaches.

We didn’t enter into this third book in the series lightly. For
us, tackling a hands-on guide means covering the concepts
we presented in the first two books without pure (boring)
replication. At the same time, our intent isn’t to break much



new ground. Rather, we are committed to providing
examples, suggestions, and tools for embracing the
opportunities and meeting the challenges of conflict. Our
goal is to provide a resource that makes it easier to address
conflict when it occurs. After all, conflict is not only
inevitable, it also contains elements of diversity, innovation,
and creativity that can result in more satisfying interactions
and better solutions.

What this guide is notis an exhaustive review of every
step you could take for every aspect of conflict possible. We
believe it is critical to help you make the most of your time.
Therefore, we decided to err on the side of “less is more.”
Our focus, as always, is on actions, behaviors, and steps.

We are indebted to our many friends and colleagues who
have contributed to this book. They are cited specifically in
the text for their stories and suggestions. Without them, this
guide could not exist. We also want to thank our editors and
marketers at Jossey-Bass, without whom this book would
never have been published. Kathe Sweeney, Brian Grimm,
Mary Garrett, and Dani Scoville are a wonderful team who
make our job much easier and more pleasant. We'd also like
to thank Kathy Runde and “Mac” Flanagan for their help in
proofing the manuscript.

In short, our hope is that you will find Developing Your
Conflict Competence both engaging and useful. The stories
and examples come from our own experiences and from
practitioners in the field. The tips, suggestions, and tools
have been developed over time and used in a variety of
settings. We welcome your feedback and wish you the very
best.

St. Petersburg, Florida
December 2009



Craig E. Runde
Tim A. Flanagan



chapter ONE

Introduction

When we talk with leaders, team members, and individual
contributors, we find universal agreement that conflict is an
inevitable part of organizational life. Survey after survey
supports the notion that conflict is all around us. In fact, a
recent study by the Center for Creative Leadership found
that 85 percent of | eaders experience conflict on a regular
or continual basis (Center for Creative Leadership, 2009). So
the question isn’t one of whether or not you’ll experience
conflict or how to reduce or avoid it. Instead, the question is
what will you get out of conflict when it does occur.
Depending on how you respond, that something can be
good or bad, constructive or destructive, invigorating or
debilitating.

During nearly all of our presentations, we ask participants
what words come to mind when they think of conflict. In just
a few moments, we collect dozens of words. Next, we ask
the audience how they would characterize most of the
words they shared. The response is always the same: most
of the words are negative. A few of the words, though, such
as opportunityor interesting,are positive. This tells us a
couple of things. First, the vast majority of people
experience conflict as negative. Second, there is also a



natural, albeit infrequent, response to conflict that is
favorable. Next, we ask the audience how they learned to
deal with conflict. Many say they followed the lead of
models (most of them poor models). Others say that they
just tried to avoid or minimize conflict when it happened.
Finally, when we ask how their “conflict education” has
worked out, we usually hear a smattering of nervous
laughter.

We can virtually gquarantee that using traditional
approaches to dealing with conflict (avoidance, minimizing,
“eye for an eye,” and so on) will result in the same poor
outcomes that generate the negative words most associate
with conflict. It simply doesn’t have to be this way. Rather, it
is possible to prepare for and respond to conflict in ways
that reduce the negative or harmful aspects and promote
positive, mutually satisfying outcomes. This field guide
provides simple, focused tools and suggestions for doing
just that.

DEFINING CONFLICT COMPETENCE

Conflict competenceis the ability to develop and use
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral skills that enhance
productive outcomes of conflict while reducing the likelihood
of escalation or harm. The results of conflict competence
include improved quality of relationships, creative solutions,
and lasting agreements for addressing challenges and
opportunities in the future. As with all competencies, people
can learn ways to improve, change, and develop.

We believe that those individuals who possess a keen
sense of self-awareness are well positioned to develop
conflict competence. This requires honesty and objectivity. It



requires seeking feedback from others. We recommend
using assessment instruments for a thorough analysis.

It is also helpful to understand how conflict begins and
unfolds. Cognitive understanding of the “mechanics” of
conflict helps to demystify the impact of conflict. In addition,
preparation for conflict is critical. In nearly all cases, we find
that those who are best prepared for conflict have the best
outcomes, the fewest issues, and the most satisfying
relationships with their conflict partners.

Most important, we believe that developing skills, learning
mental models, and applying basic principles are the keys to
developing conflict competence. Our model is simple and
involves three key steps: cooling down, slowing down, and
engaging constructively. We address the components of the
model fully in the pages to follow. In short, though, the
model suggests that those who deal well with emotions, are
mindful of the ramifications of conflict, and use effective
skills during conflict have the best chance of productive
outcomes.

Ten Principles of Conflict Competence for Individuals,
Teams, and Organizations

Conflict competence applies to individuals, teams, and
organizations. It is relevant at work, home, and in
community settings. The following principles capture the
key elements of conflict competence and can be used to
frame effective training efforts.

1. Conflict is inevitable and can lead to positive or
negative results depending on how it is handled.

When we talk with people, they readily admit that
conflict is inevitable. Their life experience has
confirmed that when people interact with one another



their different perspectives and needs lead to
conflicts. They are keenly aware of the negative
aspects of conflict but less so about its potential
benefits.

2. While people generally see conflict as negative and
prefer to avoid it, better results can emerge from
engaging it constructively:.

Research in organizational conflict has identified
various types of conflict that lead to different
outcomes. Two important types include taskconflict,
which focuses on resolving the issues that stem from
differences, and relationshipconflict, which emerges
when people are more interested in placing blame
than they are solving problems. Task conflict can lead
to creative solutions and improved decisions, whereas
relationship  conflict nearly always Ileads to
interpersonal tension and poorer performance. People
have more experience with relationship conflict and as
a consequence see conflict as a negative to be
avoided. This often Ileads them to respond
ineffectively and guarantees that they experience the
dysfunctions that come with that type of conflict.
When they are able to engage conflict effectively,
though, they are more likely to attain the benefits that
can come from task conflict.

3. In order to overcome reluctance to address conflict,
people need to believe it is important to do so—thus
recognizing the tremendous value of managing
conflict effectively.

Motivation is as important as knowledge in developing
conflict competence. Changing established beliefs and
patterns of behavior is difficult, and unless people see
value in doing so, it won’t happen. Helping them
understand the benefits that emerge from managing



conflict effectively is critical in providing the rationale
and impetus to undertake this work.

4. Individual conflict competence involves developing
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral skills that enable
one to cool down, slow down, and engage conflict
constructively.

When faced with conflict, people respond in a variety
of ways. They think about what is happening. They
experience emotional reactions that are influenced by
the ways they view and interpret the conflict. They
also take action to address the concerns that the
conflict raises. In order for people to be able to deal
effectively with conflict, they need to be able to
improve their cognitive, emotional, and behavioral
skills so they can cool down, slow down, and engage
the matter constructively.

5. Cognitive skills include developing self-awareness
about one’s current attitudes and responses to conflict
and an understanding of conflict’s basic dynamics.

As with most leadership skills, self-awareness plays an
important role in dealing with conflict more effectively.
This includes an understanding of how people
currently view conflict, because their attitudes can
affect their responses to it. Self-awareness also
involves understanding what triggers a person in the
first place as well as how he responds when conflict
emerges. This awareness allows him to leverage
effective responses and at the same time work on
improving areas where he is wusing ineffective
behaviors. This development work plays out better
when people recognize some of the fundamental
dynamics of the conflict process.



6. Emotional skills include understanding one’s
emotional responses to conflict, requlating those
responses to attain and maintain emotional balance,
understanding and responding to the emotions of
one’s conflict partners, and when necessary slowing
down to allow extra time to cool down.

In order to use constructive behavioral responses to
conflict, a person first needs to be able to manage his
emotional responses. This allows him to become
curious, and curiosity is a key factor in engaging one’s
conflict partner constructively. Conflict is all about
emotion. Being able to manage one’'s emotions
provides a foundation from which to choose and use
constructive behavioral responses.

7. Behavioral skills include engaging constructively by
understanding others’ perspectives, emotions, and
needs,; sharing one’s own thoughts, feelings, and
interests; collaborating to develop creative solutions
to issues,; and reaching out to get communications
restarted when they have stalled.

Considerable research and publishing have been done
in the field of conflict, and there is considerable
agreement about the kinds of behaviors that work well
to resolve conflicts. These include Ilistening to
understandhow other people see an issue,
sharingone’s own perspectives, working togetherto
develop effective solutions to problems, and keeping
communications going.When these behaviors are
used, conflict can move in more productive directions.
Of course, it can be a challenge to use these
behaviors. If it were simple, people would already
handle conflicts better.

8. Engaging constructively also involves reducing or
eliminating the use of destructive behaviors



characterized by fight-or-flight responses to conflict.

One of the reasons that responding constructively can
be a challenge is that people are more likely to default
to destructive fight-or-flight behaviors, either because
these are the kinds of responses they have learned to
use or because they are upset and turn to reactive
behaviors in order to protect themselves. Reducing
the use of these kinds of responses depends in large
part on developing and practicing new, more
constructive approaches and on regulating emotional
reactions to conflict.

9. In team settings, conflict competence includes
creating the right climate to support the use of the
“cool down, slow down, and engage constructively”
model among teammates so they can have open and
honest discussions of issues. Creating the right
climate includes developing trust and safety,
promoting collaboration, and enhancing team
emotional intelligence.

In order to manage conflict effectively, team members
need to be able to discuss issues openly and honestly.
When they can robustly debate issues without turning
a taskfo cused conflict into one involving relationship
conflict, they can develop better, more creative
solutions. This is not easy to do and requires
developing norms that produce the right climate for
managing conflict constructively. This includes
changing attitudes about conflict so that it is not just
something to avoid. It also means creating a safe
environment in which team members trust that what
they say won’t be used against them. Working
together with team spirit produces collaborative effort
that can enable people to give others the benefit of
the doubt when conflict emerges. Managing emotions



is important in team settings as well as in individual
contexts, because emotions are contagious and if not
addressed can spread tension throughout the team.
Team members also need to use constructive
behaviors when addressing conflicts in order to keep a
solution-oriented focus to their discussions.

10. /In organizational contexts, conflict competence
involves creating a culture that supports the “cool
down, slow down, and engage constructively” model.
This includes aligning mission, policies, training
programs, performance standards, and reward
structures to reinforce the conflict competence model.
It also includes creating integrated confliict
management systems to support these cultural
changes.

In order to be conflict competent, an organization
needs its leaders, managers, supervisors, and
employees to be individually conflict competent. At
the same time, it needs to align its conflict
management processes with its mission, values,
policies, performance standards, and reward
structures in order to reinforce the kind of conflict
behaviors it wants its personnel to use with each other
and with its vendors and customers. This involves
creating systems to reinforce its conflict model and to
provide multiple avenues for employees to address
conflicts, preferably at the lowest possible level at the
earliest possible time.

Individual Conflict Competence Model

Our model of individual conflict competence looks at
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral aspects of how people



respond to conflict. Key elements of the model are shown in
Figure 1.1.

Cool downrelates to strategies to help regulate emotions
so that a person can maintain or regain emotional balance
before proceeding further. If you are upset, your cognitive
faculties are impaired and it is easy to slip into use of
destructive behaviors. So a key first step is to make sure
that your emotions are managed effectively. Since emotions
can come and go rather quickly, it may be necessary to cool
down several times during a conflict.

Slow downinvolves developing a strategy for what to do
when cooling down is not working. Strong emotions can be
challenging, and despite our best intents, there will be times
when our efforts to calm down will not be entirely effective.
In these cases, it is important to have ways to slow things
down. Taking a time-out to enable your emotions to calm
down is much better than going too far and saying
something you will later regret. These foot-in-your-mouth
comments usually escalate the conflict and prove very hard
to undo.

Once you have used cool down and slow down to allow
you time to gain a more balanced state, you can then move
on to engage the other person using constructive behaviors.

Figure 1.1
Individual Conflict Competence Model
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Engage Constructively The key behaviors associated with
the engage constructively part of the Individual Conflict
Competence Model are reaching out, perspective taking and
listening for understanding, sharing thoughts and feelings,
and collaborating to create solutions. Figure 1.2 provides a
graphic view of these behaviors.

Reaching outis a behavior that involves working with the
other person either at the very start of conflict to get
communications moving or later on to get things back on
track.

Perspective taking and listening for understandinginvolve
listening for how the other person sees the situation, using
empathy to understand how the other person is feeling, and
asking about what he or she wants. Through this process
you can develop new insights about the conflict and help
lower tensions.

Sharing your thoughts and feelingsinvolves telling the
other person how you see the situation, how you feel about



it, and what you want for yourself and the other person.

Figure 1.2
Engage Constructively Model
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Collaborating to create solutionsinvolves trying to find
answers to the issues raised by the conflict that will work for
both parties. It includes reflecting on the merits of
alternative solutions, brainstorming with the other person to
develop new approaches, and remaining flexible so you can
make the best out of whatever solution is devised.

Team Conflict Competence Model

Team conflict competence includes creating the right
climate to enable open, honest discussion as well as using
constructive communications techniques to discuss issues.
Team members know that conflict is an integral part of team
life. Yet, most teams don’t take the time to figure out how



they want to deal with it when it emerges. The team model
in Figure 1.3 shows some of the important elements that
teams must address to manage conflict effectively.

Figure 1.3
Team Conflict Competence Model
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The right climateincludes five elements that teams can
use to help support open discussion. The first involves
changing attitudes toward conflict so it isn't looked upon
only as negative. The second and third deal with creating
and preserving a sense of trustand safetyamong members
of the team. The fourth component involves creating a
collaborative spirit in the team. The final element concerns
improving the team’s emotional intelligence.

Once the right climate is set, then team members can use
constructive  communications  techniques to keep



discussions focused on solutions and away from finger
pointing. These constructive techniques include reflective
thinking and delayed responding, listening  for
understanding and perspective taking, and expressing
emotions as well as thoughts.

Figure 1.4
Organizational Conflict Competence

Source: Adapted from a model developed by Jennifer Lynch,
QC (Lynch, 2005).

Organizational Updated Alternative _ Integrated Conflict

Support Dispute Resolution Management System

A special set of techniques help teams stay on trackwhen
communications become challenged and begin to turn
destructive.

Organizational Conflict Competence Model

Expanding conflict competence from teams to entire
organizations presents more complex challenges, but there
are some fundamental similarities. Perhaps the most
important one is developing and supporting a culture in
which people can raise issues and discuss them in
constructive ways. Our view of organizational conflict
competence is influenced by our colleague, Jennifer Lynch,
QC, and others who have evolved the concept of integrated
conflict management systems (ICMS). These systems help
organizations align their values and mission as well as
policies and procedures with the kinds of conflict
management approaches they want used by their



employees. Figure 1.4 is an adaptation of Jennifer's model
for an ICMS (Lynch, 2005).

In this model, organizational supportrefers to the skill
development that enables individuals to develop individual
conflict competence together with the leadership,
coordination, communication, and evaluation required to
create an ICMS.

An updated alternative dispute resolutionsystem involves
elements such as mediation, fact finding, arbitration, and
other processes that can be used to deal with conflict that
has reached a point where the individuals themselves are
unlikely to resolve it without the involvement of third
parties.

Together, the organizational support and the updated
alternative dispute resolution components create and
sustain the ICMS that in turn helps transform an
organization’s culture into one that supports conflict
competence.



chapter TWO

Cognitive Aspects of Conflict

The first element of individual conflict competence deals
with the cognitive aspects of conflict, including improving
current attitudes about conflict, appreciating the value of
managing conflict effectively, and understanding how you
currently respond to conflict. This chapter explores ways of
improving cognitive skills in these areas.

CONFLICT ATTITUDES

In our programs and presentations, we often ask questions
of participants to get them thinking about their current
attitudes toward conflict. People clearly have thoughts and
feelings about conflict, but these often go unexamined. Yet,
these attitudes affect the ways that people act when conflict
arises even if individuals have not thought about them. We
find it helpful to get people thinking about their relationship
with conflict, and one way is by having them explore their
attitudes.

Exploring Current Conflict Attitudes



It would be helpful to consider your own attitudes about
conflict. Do you think it is something bad, to be avoided?
Are there positive aspects of conflict? What has affected
your understanding and approach to conflict? When we run
programs, we ask people a number of questions about
conflict to help them reflect on their attitudes. We share
them next as if you were conducting a program with others.
If you are doing this exercise by yourself, answer the
questions based on your own thoughts and feelings toward
conflict. In either case, we believe you will discover some
interesting answers!

1. We suggest you begin by having people first think
about conflict and then share words that come to
mind to describe it. You will probably hear lots of
words like stress,frustration, anger,and fear.Less
frequently you may hear words like opportunity and
resolution.Once you have solicited a number of terms,
ask your participants how they would characterize
most of the words they’ ve just heard. If your group is
like the hundreds that we have asked, they will
describe the words as negative.

2. At this point, shift your inquiry to how people deal
with conflict. You could ask a question such as, “How
do you or most of your colleagues respond to conflict
at work?” While a few people may say they react to it
aggressively or move to resolve it, most of the
answers will be something like, “We avoid it.”

3. You may ask at this point, “How well does the
combination of viewing conflict as negative and
avoiding it work out? ” People usually chuckle at this
point, as they begin to see how ineffective this
approach is.

4. We also suggest asking people, “Why do you think
conflict seems to be so difficult to manage?” You will
likely hear a variety of responses. “It is emotionally
distressing.” “I'm afraid | might hurt the other person”



(or its converse—“I'm afraid they might hurt me”).
Eventually, someone will probably suggest, “lI've
never learned how to deal with conflict.” You'll see a
lot of others nod in agreement with this statement. It
is easy to follow up with, “How many of you learned
how to deal with conflict in school?” Rarely will you
see more than 1 percent of hands raised. Some
people may joke that they learned how to deal with
conflict on the playground. School conflict
management programs have improved in recent
years, so eventually we will see more people who did
learn effective ways of dealing with conflict in school.
We also ask our participants, “How many of you
learned to deal with conflict at work?” A few more
hands will go up but rarely more than 10 percent.

5. We suggest one more preliminary question: “How
many of you believe that conflict is something that
inevitably arises in the workplace?” Nearly everyone
usually agrees with this, largely because of their
personal experiences. This point can be further
emphasized by referring to the Center for Creative
Leadership study we mentioned earlier that found that
85 percent of leaders encounter conflict on a regular
or continual basis (Center for Creative Leadership,
2009).

6. At this point it may be helpful to recap: Conflict is
inevitable. We generally use negative words to
describe it (but there are a few positive words as
well).

We generally use avoidance techniques when it arises. It
can be emotionally distressing, and we’'ve never learned
how to address it effectively. With all of that, participants
readily agree that there is little doubt why conflict is such a
vexing problem.



