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Praise for the First Edition

“Drawing on his wide-ranging experience as one of the founders
and leaders of our field, Mayer has given us a brilliant mosaic of
conflict, itsmanagement, and resolution. This book is must reading
for anyone who thinks deeply about the nature and origins of
conflict and believes that a deeper appreciation for its complexity
will enable us to transform our culture.”
—Daniel Bowling, executive director,
Society of Professionals in Dispute Resolution

“Bernie Mayer is a natural teacher. His conceptual framework

of conflict and resolution will challenge the most experienced

professional to evaluate their own understandings. This is a must-
read for both beginning and experienced professionals.”

—Arnold Shienvold, president,

Academy of Family Mediators

“This is a great book. Mayer has delivered our field a gift—a
reflective practitioner’s handbook, complete with theoretical
understandings and practical suggestions. Rooted in his marvelous
intuition, shaped and authenticated from years of experience,
and presented in a straightforward style true to his mediator and
educator vocations, The Dynamics of Conflict Resolution should be
on every conflict resolver’s and trainer’s bookshelf.”
—]John Paul Lederach, author,
Journey to Reconciliation and Preparing for Peace

“This book is high on my ‘required reading’ list! An outstanding
contribution to the literature in the field.”

—Katherine Hale, professor and chair,

Conflict Resolution Program, Antioch University



As an additional resource for this edition, suggested further
readings on topics relevant to each chapter can be found at
www.wiley.com/ college/mayer. A sample syllabus based on
the material in this book and an accompanying PowerPoint
presentation are also posted there.
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PREFACE TO THE SECOND
EDITION

A Reflective Approach
to Conflict

There is nothing so practical as a good theory.
LEWIN, 1952, P. 169

Conflict intervention is a skill, a vocation, a profession, and a
cause. We are all conflict participants and conflict interveners.
We bring to this endeavor the totality of who we are—our life
experience, our values, our natural talents and limitations, our
personality, our training, and our professional background. How
we handle conflict is central to how we handle life, whether or not
we are conflict specialists, and so developing our capacity to deal
with conflict is a lifelong challenge. As we seek to become more
adept in conflict, we tend to focus on the central skills that conflict
calls forth—for example, we want to increase our capacity to com-
municate, to negotiate, to use our power effectively, to respond to
others’ use of power, and to facilitate interactions among others.
It’s tempting to see these skills as residing in a series of techniques,
a particular process, or a set of steps or stages. These are easy to
learn, tangible, and often useful. But what makes us effective in
how we engage in conflict is not a set of processes, methodologies,
or tactics; it is a way of thinking, a set of values, an array of analyti-
cal and interpersonal skills, and a clear focus.

When I wrote the first edition of this book over ten years ago,
I was convinced that being effective conflict specialists required

vii



viii PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

us to develop practical ways of thinking about conflict and con-
flict intervention. I believed that it was essential for us to identify
and embrace those concepts that help us make sense of our expe-
rience, that connect our efforts to the lessons learned by other
practitioners and researchers, and that help us find that elusive
but critical connection between theory and practice. I had come
to this conviction through my own experience as a mediator
and teacher, primarily through my work with CDR Associates of
Boulder, Colorado. As a practitioner, I knew that when I was in
the middle of dealing with a conflict what I most needed was a
set of clear and practical ideas about how to make sense of what
was going on and what my intervention choices might be. As a
teacher, I often noticed an interesting change that trainees experi-
enced during the course of a class or workshop. Participants came
eager to be taught how to “do” things—how to open a mediation,
reframe a toxic comment, deal with a resistant party, or nail down
an agreement. But by the end of the training what seemed to have
had the biggest impact was their exposure to new ways of think-
ing about mediation, negotiation, conflict, and communication.
When they came away with a set of ideas and perceptions that
could guide their practice and help them integrate new skills and
techniques into their approach to conflict, something significant
had happened.

During the decade that has elapsed since the publication of
the first edition, many things have changed for me. I now live pri-
marily in Canada. I am a faculty member at the Werner Institute
at Creighton University. I have written two books that seek to chal-
lenge some of the fundamental assumptions concerning the con-
flict field and move us toward a broader understanding of our
role and mission. I continue to work as a mediator, facilitator,
and consultant, but I am increasingly committed to developing
approaches that take us beyond a third-party, resolution-oriented
focus. What has not changed—what has in fact been reinforced—
is my view that developing our conceptual skills is the key to
becoming effective practitioners. This new edition, therefore,
continues to focus on the ways we can productively think about
conflict and conflict intervention, rather than on specific tech-
niques and processes. Of course, all of these concepts must be
informed by our practical experiences and values. I believe that
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our most creative moments as practical theorists come when we
attempt to integrate the explanations of conflict and conflict
intervention to which we are attracted with observations about
what we actually do in real-life situations. I have always cherished
those moments as a teacher when I have discovered a disconnect
between what I am teaching and how I actually practice. The
exploration of these inconsistencies always helps me refine my
thinking and therefore my practice.

This new edition reflects the developments of my own think-
ing and approach to conflict during the past decade. Most signifi-
cantly, I have come to believe that “conflict resolution” is a limiting
description for the work we do and the challenges we face. I have
written about this extensively in Beyond Neutrality: Confronting the
Crisis in Conflict Resolution (Mayer, 2004a) and Staying with Conflict:
A Strategic Approach to Ongoing Disputes (Mayer, 2009b), and I have
incorporated this belief throughout the preparation of this edi-
tion (including adding a chapter that summarizes the ideas con-
tained in these books). There is a creative tension that is pervasive
throughout our field between the predominant view of our role as
conflict resolvers and a broader definition of our purpose as con-
flict interveners whose fundamental task is to help people engage
effectively and constructively in conflict. Even the title of this
book reflects this tension. I have retitled this edition The Dynamics
of Conflict: A Guide to Engagement and Intervention (the 2000 edi-
tion was titled The Dynamics of Conflict Resolution: A Practitioner’s
Guide) because I feel that the new title better reflects my current
thinking. Although resolution is an important aspect of conflict
intervention, it is only one element of the challenge conflict inter-
veners face—and that perspective has informed this new edition.

I have also become increasingly committed to the view that
an interactional and systems perspective is essential to under-
standing conflict. Analyzing individual motivations, conflict styles,
communication approaches, and cultural beliefs can be an impor-
tant tool for making sense of conflict, but at times this is also a
limiting and potentially misleading focus. We cocreate conflict
experiences with those we are in conflict with. Our approach to
communication, negotiation, power, and conflict not only is influ-
enced by the other people involved but also is essentially a product
of the system of interaction that develops among disputants and
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interveners. For example, although an individual’s most essential
needs may not change from one situation to another, how that per-
son experiences, expresses, and prioritizes them does. Our efforts
to understand conflict, therefore, have to go beyond an analyti-
cal approach—that is, we have to do more than look at the parts
that make up the whole. We can’t just focus on the individuals,
their interests, the alternatives each faces, or their particular his-
tories. We have to look at system dynamics and interactional pat-
terns. I have tried to infuse this book with a perspective that takes
into account how individuals experience conflict and how people
cocreate their experiences in conflict. In doing so I have been
committed to making this viewpoint practical and operational.

In preparing the first edition I wrote primarily from the per-
spective of a third party, and I directed the book specifically at
those who worked as third parties—mediators, facilitators, and sys-
tem designers, as well as teachers and students of conflict. I have
come to view the roles of allies and system interveners as essential
to the work of conflict specialists, so in this edition, although I have
retained a chapter on mediation, I am also addressing people who
work as advocates, coaches, negotiators, and system interveners.

I am fortunate to have had the opportunity to work in a wide
variety of settings and with many different kinds of conflict, and
I have tried to use the range of these experiences to illustrate the
concepts presented in this book. This does not mean that identi-
cal approaches should be taken to different types of conflict or
that profound differences in the underlying structures of these
conflicts do not exist. But I believe that if we discern a dynamic
that is operative in, for example, both international conflict and
family conflict, there is an important lesson to learn from the very
breadth of that dynamic’s relevance. The examples I use have
therefore been drawn from my work with interpersonal, family,
community, organizational, labor-management, environmental,
public policy, and international disputes. I also discuss conflicts
that have been in the news.

As I did with the first edition, I have included many case
descriptions drawn from my experience as a conflict intervener,
and sometimes as a disputant. Where these examples are a matter
of public record, I have included identifying information. Where
I felt it was essential to maintain confidentiality, I have withheld
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identifying information and changed some of the details to pro-
tect confidentiality. I have, however, maintained the key story line
and interactional dynamics in each example.

Of course, the ideas in this book are not derived just from my
own experience and observations. They are also influenced by the
rich and broad tradition of conflict studies. This was certainly true
of the first edition, and during my past several years at the Werner
Institute at Creighton University I have had an even greater
opportunity to immerse myself in this world. Throughout this
book I reference the work of many others who have influenced my
thinking. And as an additional resource for this edition, suggested
further readings on topics relevant to each chapter can be found
at www.wiley.com/college /mayer. A sample syllabus based on the
material in this book and an accompanying PowerPoint presenta-
tion are also posted there.

When I was first introduced to the conflict field I felt that two
important strands of my life were suddenly brought together. My
first professional work was in child welfare and mental health.
I worked as a psychotherapist and administrator in residential
treatment centers for children, mental health centers, and drug
abuse treatment programs, and in private practice. But I also
came of age during the 1960s and was very active in a variety of
movements for peace and social justice. The war in Vietnam, the
antinuclear movement, and the civil rights movement were major
forces in my development. Work in the conflict field seemed to
pull these different parts of my life together, the part that was
interested in providing services to people in various stages of crisis
and the part that was committed to social change.

The conflict field still has these twin thrusts, as a service to
people who need assistance and as a force for social change,
but we can readily lose sight of this in the business of building a
respected field of practice. In its earlier days it was easier to think
of conflict intervention as a social movement because much of
our focus was on demonstrating its relevance and effectiveness,
creating new applications, and promoting a common set of
practice principles and procedures. Now that the field is more
accepted and institutionalized, its foundational values can eas-
ily be overlooked or taken for granted. I do not believe we can
separate our actions, our theories, and our values. They are each
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essential to who we are and what we do. This book inevitably pre-
sents my particular integration of these elements. My commitment
to helping people maintain control of their lives, especially when
they are in crisis, and to creating more powerful and democratic
ways of dealing with important questions of social justice and
peace infuses the way I think about conflict and the way this book
is written. It could not be otherwise.

But I have also tried to avoid being overly prescriptive about
what conflict specialists should do or how we should think. I do
not present the ideas in this book as the right conceptual frame-
works but rather as ones that I have found useful and meaningful
as I have worked as a conflict intervener and teacher. I hope that
this will stimulate readers to deepen their own thinking or to put
forward their own ideas—sometimes, perhaps, by way of disagree-
ing with mine.

I do not believe any of us can hold all these concepts in our
head as we engage in the day-to-day, hour-to-hour work of help-
ing those in conflict. But I hope that each of you will find at least
some ideas in this book that resonate for you. Some of these ideas
you may take with you into your practice. Some may help you
reflect on the conflicts you deal with in your personal life. But no
doubt some of these ideas will not resonate for you, in which case
you will reject or more likely simply forget them. That is entirely
as it should be. We each have to build our own theory of practice,
and we do so by embracing and developing those ideas that speak
to us and moving on from those that do not.

The ideas in this book are not presented as a unified theory
of conflict, although they are meant to work together and to be
internally consistent. I am suspicious of global theories that try
to present a comprehensive understanding of the human expe-
rience, because I think they too easily become straightjackets
or dogmas. We are simply too complex for one set of theories or
one governing philosophy. Instead I present these ideas as a set
of conceptual tools that build on each other and contribute to a
multifaceted view of conflict and conflict intervention, but that
also stand on their own.

My journey through the world of conflict has been exciting,
challenging, at times extremely difficult, but in the end hopeful.
I believe we can make a difference in people’s lives and in how
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our communities and organizations approach conflict, but to do
so we have to be modest about exactly what we can do. The essen-
tial strength and paradox of what we have to offer as conflict inter-
veners is that we have the power to make a significant difference
because we do not try to make things significantly different. From
whatever perspective we take, our fundamental offer is to help
guide people through a process that will essentially remain theirs.

The lessons I have learned from my years of practice and
reflection have helped me embrace this opportunity and this par-
adox. But as I wrote ten years ago, what is in this book is only a
snapshot of a particular time in an ongoing process of discovery
that I am on and that we all are on. I hope that by sharing this
snapshot with you, your journey will be enriched as mine has been.

AUDIENCE

I have written this book specifically for people involved in conflict
intervention as a field of practice—including mediators, advo-
cates, facilitators, coaches, human resource professionals, labor
relations specialists, lawyers, organizational consultants, trainers,
researchers, public involvement specialists, community organiz-
ers, diplomats, family therapists, and professional negotiators. But
I have also tried to create a book that is accessible to others inter-
ested in conflict. I do not assume a broad familiarity with conflict
literature or practice, and in setting the context for developing
an expanded conceptual framework I take the time to describe
some fairly basic principles. I try to focus on concepts that apply
generically across different arenas of conflict. Although this book
is specifically addressed to conflict interveners, I assume through-
out that we are all participants in conflict as well. Therefore, when
discussing how people engage in conflict, I am considering how
all of us, not just our clients, handle the conflicts in our lives.

OVERVIEW OF THE CONTENTS

As with the first edition, this book is divided into two parts—the
first, Chapters One through Four, focuses on the nature of con-
flict. In the second part, Chapters Five through Eleven focus on
conflict engagement and intervention, and Chapter Twelve, a
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reflection on what motivates us as conflict specialists, serves as an
epilogue. Chapter One describes the nature of conflict—in par-
ticular, the different dimensions along which conflict occurs, the
sources of conflict, what motivates our participation in conflict,
and the interaction between conflict as a means of expression and
conflict as an attempt to achieve a particular outcome. Chapter
Two focuses on our beliefs about conflict, how we engage in or
avoid conflict, and the different ways we try to meet our needs
in conflict. I also present a set of variables that can be used to
understand the differences in how individuals approach conflict.
Chapter Three discusses power—the beliefs we have about power,
the types of power we bring to bear in conflict, the sources of
our power, and the different ways in which power is applied in
conflict. I discuss the relationship between an integrative and dis-
tributive approach to power and the nature and role of escalation
in the conflict process. I conclude with a discussion of conflict
and social justice. Chapter Four considers the role of culture in
conflict—and in particular, the continuities and differences
in how conflict is approached in different cultural contexts. I dis-
cuss culture as a dynamic and multifaceted process rather than
a static set of behaviors and beliefs. Instead of focusing solely on
the obstacles cultural differences present, I address how people
from different backgrounds transcend cultural differences when
engaging in conflict.

Chapter Five considers the nature of resolution and what con-
stitutes a genuine resolution of conflict. In this chapter I present
a model of the dimensions of resolution and examine a key chal-
lenge that conflict resolvers face—how to find the right level of
depth at which to pursue the resolution of conflict. I also consider
why conflict interveners tend to focus on outcomes and when
these ought to be our primary focus. Chapter Six is an entirely
new chapter that summarizes the ideas developed in Beyond
Neutrality and Staying with Conflict. I look at how we can help peo-
ple who are engaged in long-term conflicts that are not likely to
end, the range of roles we can play as interveners, and the tension
that exists between what we offer to disputants and what is at the
heart of what they want. I also present the different “faces” of con-
flict that we might work on. Chapter Seven examines the heart of
conflict intervention and human interaction—communication.
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I consider the essential challenges we face when communicating
in the midst of conflict, and I discuss what constitutes effective
communication, including listening, speaking with power, and
framing conflicts in constructive yet poignant ways. I also consider
how communication tools can be used to help people change the
fundamental way they understand a conflict.

Chapter Eight focuses on negotiation, which I see as an activity
that we engage in virtually every day. I describe the contradictory
pulls that most negotiators face and in particular the “negotiator’s
dilemma” that lies at the heart of all difficult negotiations. I also
outline the strategic choices we face as negotiators and discuss
the implications of how we handle these choices. Chapter Nine
considers the nature of impasse in conflict and presents a way
of understanding impasse as a necessary and often constructive
aspect of healthy approaches to conflict. Chapter Ten focuses on
mediation. I discuss the essence of what mediators bring to the
table that helps alter the nature of a conflict interaction and what
mediators actually do to affect the course of a conflict. I also look
at some of the major differences of opinion within the mediation
community concerning purpose and process.

Chapter Eleven presents a continuum of approaches to con-
flict intervention and considers what each element on that con-
tinuum offers. In particular, I discuss prevention, procedural
assistance, substantive assistance, reconciliation, decision making,
and design and linkage procedures. Chapter Twelve looks at the
value base of conflict intervention. I discuss these values in terms
of how conflict is handled; how conflict intervention efforts fit
into more general values concerning peace, democracy, and social
justice; and the personal impact that working on conflict has on
conflict specialists.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE NATURE OF CONFLICT

We are of two minds about conflict. We say that conflict is natural,
inevitable, necessary, and normal, and that the problem is not the
existence of conflict but how we handle it. But we are also loath
to admit when we are in the midst of conflict. Parents assure their
children that the ferocious argument the parents are having is
not a conflict, just a “discussion.” Organizations hire facilitators
to guide them in strategic planning, goal setting, quality circles,
team building, and all manner of training, but they shy away from
asking for help with internal conflicts. Somehow, to say we are in
conflict is to admit failure and to acknowledge the existence of a
situation we consider hopeless.

This ambivalence about conflict is rooted in the same primary
challenge conflict interveners face—coming to terms with the
nature and function of conflict. How we view conflict affects our
attitude toward it and our approach to dealing with it, and there are
many ways of viewing it. For example, we may think of conflict as
a feeling, a disagreement, a real or perceived incompatibility of
interests, a product of inconsistent worldviews, or a set of behav-
iors. If we are to be effective in handling conflict, we must start
with a way to make sense of it and to embrace both its complexity
and its essence. We need tools that help us separate out the many
complex interactions that make up a conflict, that help us under-
stand the roots of conflict, and that give us a reasonable handle

Note: All of the examples from my own practice either are from public, nonconfi-
dential forums or are heavily disguised to protect confidentiality.
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on the forces that motivate the behavior and interaction of all
participants, including ourselves.

Whether we are aware of them or not, we all enter conflict
with assumptions about its nature. Sometimes these assumptions
are helpful to us, but at other times they are blinders that limit
our ability to understand what lies behind a conflict and what
alternatives may exist for dealing with it. We need frameworks
that expand our thinking, challenge our assumptions, and are
practical and readily usable. As we develop our capacity to under-
stand conflict in a deeper and more powerful way, we enhance
our ability to handle it effectively and in accordance with our
most important values about building peace. To simplify the task
of handling complex conflicts, we need to complicate our think-
ing about conflict itself.

A framework for understanding conflict should be an organiz-
ing lens that brings a conflict into better focus. There are many
different lenses we can use, and each of us will find some more
amenable to our own way of thinking than others. Moreover, the
lenses presented in this chapter are not equally applicable to all
conflicts. Seldom would we apply all of them at the same time to
the same situation. Nevertheless, together they provide a set of
concepts that can help us understand the nature of conflict and
the dynamics of how conflict unfolds.

How WE EXPERIENCE CONFLICT

Conflict emerges and is experienced along cognitive (percep-
tion), emotional (feeling), and behavioral (action) dimensions.
We usually describe conflict primarily in behavioral terms, but
this can oversimplify the nature of the experience. Taking a three-
dimensional perspective can help us understand the complexities
of conflict and why a conflict sometimes seems to proceed in con-
tradictory directions.

CONFLICT AS PERCEPTION

As a set of perceptions, conflict is our belief or understanding
that our own needs, interests, wants, or values are incompatible
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with someone else’s. There are both objective and subjective ele-
ments to this dimension. If I want to develop a tract of land into
a shopping center and you want to preserve it as open space,
then there is an objective incompatibility in our goals. If I believe
that the way you desire to guide our son’s educational develop-
ment is incompatible with my philosophy of parenting, there is
a significant subjective component. If only one of us believes an
incompatibility to exist, are we still in conflict? As a practical mat-
ter I find it useful to assume that a conflict exists if at least one
person thinks that there is a conflict. If I believe that we have
incompatible interests and proceed accordingly, I am engaging
you in a conflict process whether you share this perception or
not. The cognitive dimension is often expressed in the narrative
structure that disputants use to describe or explain a conflict. If
I put forward a story about an interaction that suggests that you
are trying to undercut me or deny me what is rightfully mine,
I'am both expressing and reinforcing my view about the existence
and nature of a conflict. The narratives people use provide both a
window into the cognitive dimension and a means of working on
the cognitive element of conflict.

CONFLICT AS FEELING

Conflict is also experienced as an emotional reaction to a situation
or interaction. We often describe conflict in terms of how we are
feeling—angry, upset, scared, hurt, bitter, hopeless, determined,
or even excited. Sometimes a conflict does not manifest itself
behaviorally but nevertheless generates considerable emotional
intensity. As a mediator, I have sometimes seen people behave as
if they were in bitter disagreement over profound issues, yet been
unable to ascertain exactly where they disagreed. Nonetheless,
they were in conflict because they felt they were. As with the cogni-
tive dimension, conflict on the emotional dimension is not always
experienced in an equal or analogous way by different parties.
Often a conflict exists because one person feels upset, angry, or in
some other way in emotional conflict with another, even though
those feelings are not reciprocated by or even known to the other
person. The behavioral component may be minimal, but the con-
flict is still very real to the person experiencing the feelings.
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CONFLICT AS ACTION

Conflict is also understood and experienced as the actions that
people take to express their feelings, articulate their percep-
tions, and get their needs met, particularly when doing so has the
potential for interfering with others’ needs. Conflict behavior may
involve a direct attempt to make something happen at someone
else’s expense. It may be an exercise of power. It may be violent. It
may be destructive. Conversely, this behavior may be conciliatory,
constructive, and friendly. Whatever its tone, the purpose of con-
flict behavior is either to express the conflict or to get one’s needs
met. Here, too, there is a question about when a conflict “really”
exists. If you write letters to the editor, sign petitions, and consult
lawyers to stop my shopping center and I don’t even know you
exist, are we in conflict? Can you be in conflict with me if I am not
in conflict with you? Theory aside, I think the practical answer to
both of these questions is yes.

In describing or understanding conflict, most of us gravi-
tate first to the behavioral dimension. If you ask disputants what
a conflict is about, they are most likely to talk about what hap-
pened or what they want to happen—that is, about behavior.
Furthermore, any attempt to reach an agreement will naturally
focus on behavior because that is the arena in which agreements
operate. We can say we agree to try to feel differently or to think
differently about something—and such statements are often built
into agreements—but they are generally more aspirational than
operational. What we can agree about is behavior: action or inac-
tion. When we focus on arriving at outcomes it is natural for us
to emphasize this dimension at the expense of the others, but in
doing so we may easily overlook critical components of the con-
flict and the work necessary to address its cognitive and emotional
elements.

Obviously the nature of a conflict on one dimension greatly
affects how it plays out and is experienced on the other two
dimensions. If I believe you are trying to hurt me in some way,
I am likely to feel as though I am in conflict with you, and I am
apt to engage in conflict behaviors. None of these dimensions
is static. People move in and out of conflict, and the strength or
character of conflict along each dimension can change rapidly
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and frequently. And even though each of the three dimensions
affects the others, a change in the level of conflict on one dimen-
sion does not necessarily cause a similar change on the other
dimensions. Sometimes an increase on one dimension is asso-
ciated with a decrease on another. For example, the emotional
component of conflict occasionally decreases as people increase
their awareness of the existence of the dispute and their under-
standing of its nature. This is one reason why conflict can seem so
confusing and unpredictable.

What about a situation in which no conflict perceptions, emo-
tions, or behaviors are present but in which a tremendous poten-
tial for conflict exists? Perhaps you are unaware of my desire to
build a shopping center, and I am unaware of your plans for open
space. Are we in conflict? We may soon be, but I believe that until
conflict is experienced on one of the three dimensions it is more
productive to think in terms of potential conflict than actual con-
flict. The potential for conflict almost always exists among indi-
viduals or institutions that interact. Unless people want to think of
themselves as constantly in conflict with everyone in their lives, it
is more useful to view conflict as existing only when it clearly mani-
fests itself along one of the three dimensions.

As well as individuals, can social systems—families, organiza-
tions, countries, and communities—be in conflict, particularly
along the emotional or cognitive dimensions? Although there are
some significant dangers to attributing personal characteristics or
motivational structures to systems, practically speaking, systems
often experience conflict along all three dimensions. We tend to
use different terms, such as culture, ethos, organizational values or
Sfamily values, public opinion, or popular beliefs, to characterize the
greater complexity and different nature of the emotional and cog-
nitive dimensions in social systems, but we intuitively recognize
that group conflict has cognitive and emotional as well as behav-
ioral dimensions. Is there an emotional and a perceptual aspect to
the conflict between Iran and the United States or between Israel
and Palestine? Of course, and we cannot understand the nature of
these conflicts if we do not deal with these aspects. This does not
mean that every individual member of each country shares the
same feelings or perceptions, or even that a majority do. It means
instead that the conflict evokes certain reactions and attitudes
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from a significant number of people in each society. Similarly,
when we look at conflicts between union and management, envi-
ronmental groups and industry associations, progressives and
conservatives, it is important to understand the attitudes, feelings,
values, and beliefs that these groups have concerning each other
if we are to understand what is occurring.

How we describe a conflict usually reflects how we are experi-
encing it. The same conflict or concerns can be described using
the language of feeling (“I feel angry and hurt”), perception
(“I believe you are completely missing the point and do not have a
clue about this”), or action (“I want you to do this or I will have to
take further action”). Frequently, in observing people in conflict,
we can see that one party may be using the language of feeling
and the other the language of perception, and this alone can exac-
erbate a conflict. There are in fact several inventories of conflict
styles that focus on this (for example, the Strength Deployment
Inventory on the Personal Strengths, USA Web site, “SDI,” n.d.).

How conflict is experienced by one party is closely intertwined
with how others experience it. Although one party may be more
likely to express and react to the emotional dimension, for exam-
ple, and another party may be more attuned to the behavioral
dimension, their approaches affect each other. For example, if
one party describes and experiences a conflict in emotional terms,
other parties may gravitate toward this dimension, thereby rein-
forcing the way the first party experiences the conflict. Or they
may be encouraged to take a more cognitive approach by way of
reaction. How parties cocreate their experiences of a conflict is an
essential part of the conflict story.

By considering conflict along the cognitive, emotional, and
behavioral dimensions, we can begin to see that it does not pro-
ceed along one simple, linear path. When individuals or groups
are in conflict, they are dealing with complex and sometimes
contradictory dynamics in these different dimensions, and they
behave and react accordingly. This accounts for much of what
appears to be irrational behavior in conflict. Consider this typical
workplace dispute:

Two employees assigned to work together on a project soon find
themselves in conflict over whether they are both pulling their
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weight and passing along important information to each other.
The situation escalates to the point where they engage in a pub-
lic shouting match, and as a result their supervisor intervenes

and brings them together to talk. At this meeting they agree on a
workload division and certain behavioral standards, to which they
then seem to adhere. Has the conflict been resolved? It may have
been alleviated along the behavioral dimension. But each goes
away from this meeting feeling victimized by the other and unap-
preciated by the boss. One of the employees decides that these
feelings just result from the nature of the job and believes that the
immediate conflict is over, but the other continues to see the con-
flict being acted out every time the other person comes late for a
meeting or sends a terse e-mail. Thus progress has been made on
the behavioral dimension; the emotional dimension is, if anything,
worse; and there are contradictory developments along the cogni-
tive dimension.

This kind of result is not unusual in conflict, and it can cause
people to behave in apparently inconsistent ways because on one
dimension the conflict has been dealt with, but on another dimen-
sion it may actually have gotten worse. Thus the employees in this
example may cease their overtly conflictual behavior, but the ten-
sion between them may actually increase.

WHAT CAUSES CONFLICT?

Conflict has multiple sources, and theories of conflict can be dis-
tinguished from one another by which origin they emphasize.
Conflict is seen as arising from basic human instincts, from com-
petition for resources and power, from the structure of the socie-
ties and institutions people create, from flawed communication,
and from the inevitable struggle between classes. Although most
of these theories offer valuable insights and perspectives on con-
flict, they can easily point us in different directions as we seek a
constructive means of actually dealing with conflict. What we need
is a practical framework that helps us use some of the best insights
of different conflict theories.

If we can understand and locate the sources of conflict, we can
create a map to guide us through the conflict process. When we
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Ficure 1.l WHEEL oF CONFLICT
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understand the different forces that motivate conflict behavior, we
are better able to create a more nuanced and selective approach
to handling conflict. Different sources of conflict produce differ-
ent challenges for conflict engagement. The wheel of conflict,
illustrated in Figure 1.1, is one way of understanding the forces
that are at the root of most conflicts. This conceptualization of the
sources of conflict arose out of my work as a conflict practitioner
and conversations with colleagues at CDR Associates and else-
where, and it is derivative of the circle of conflict developed by
Christopher Moore (2003). Moore’s circle consists of five com-
ponents: relationship problems, data problems, value differences,
structural problems, and interests. This has proven a valuable tool
for analyzing the sources of conflict, but I have chosen to rework it
to reflect a broader view of human needs and the issues that make
it hard for us to directly address these needs.



