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Preventing conflicts: stress and tension avoidance

While speaking of any kind of conflicts, it is important to focus, among other factors, on the mental state of the person with whom we are interacting. This is especially true in case of intercultural conflicts where it might not be easy to read the tension signs or understand when a particular type of behaviour is out of the ordinary. 

However, being able to read danger signs and understand when a person is already stressed, will inform us of potential communication difficulties. A stressed person will be likely to respond negatively even in cases where there is no clear reason for it. This may lead to misunderstandings and, if not clarified, conflicts where one side doesn’t understand the curt response of the other. 

Stress is an individual’s inability to cope with the requests from his immediate environment. These requests can be of any kind – requiring answers or actions in short or long term. The organism, while perfectly capable of keeping up with the needs of work and life in ordinary circumstances, falls behind when there are too many requests, starts spending less energy on what is actually done and trying to save time by reacting to stimuli as soon as possible. Naturally, this compromises the quality of work and makes other areas of one’s life – relations with family, friends and colleagues – suffer. Long-term stress can cause any of a series of psychosomatic health issues and severe illnesses. 

Speaking to a stressed person is, thus, much like trying to talk to someone who is in a serious fight. They will not have time to stop and think about what we are saying. They will catch the first impression and try to respond as fast as possible so as to let them go on with what they are doing (even if they are not doing anything other than brood about everything they have to be doing rather than actually doing it). They might easily interpret casual comments as an attack, or try to vent their feelings by being offensive. 

In conflict situations the only information that we have is what our interlocutor is saying or demonstrating, thus it is important to learn to read universal stress signals that may give us an early warning. These signs vary slightly depending on how outgoing the person or how explicit the culture is, but with some basic knowledge of the culture these signs can include:

· Not looking people in the eye;

· Fidgeting, playing nervously with small objects;

· Giving monosyllabic answers to questions;

· Etc.

Knowing how to recognise stress signals in others and handle stress enables us to be more resistant to complicated work requirements and continue positive communication even in situations of conflict. 

In order to understand a person who is acting counter-productively due to stress, Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of personal needs (Maslow 1970) is a useful tool. Maslow based his theory on the division of all human needs into 5 categories and organised them hierarchically, prime needs having priority over latter ones: meaning that in most cases when the most basic needs are unsatisfied, the second, third, fourth and fifth level needs wouldn’t even present themselves. The most basic needs are physiological – survival, food, housing, warmth, health. Second level need is safety – protection from danger to any of the physiological needs, but also protection from unemployment (referring back to physiological needs), discrimination and injustice. Third, social needs: the desire for being part of the group, trusting and being trusted, having friends and direct contact to others. Fourth: the need for respect – the person will feel a necessity of self-esteem, personal recognition and respect from others around him through social interaction or mastering a prestigious skill or role. The final need is self-fulfilment – making the most of one’s potential. Only when all previous levels of needs are satisfied, will the need for achievement become important. 

This model has met some criticism for generalisation
, but it has significant abstractive potential for understanding why people respond aggressively when feeling threatened. A stressed person will be sharp and curt even when there is no explicit reason for it. This can cause tension and discomfort in others and evolve into a serious, possibly drawn-out conflict. However, clashes can be avoided when it is clear that a stressed person is probably unsatisfied on more than one level: he might be tired (1.), might feel threat from others in case of innocent criticism (2.), feel isolated from the others due to the amount of work and lack of possibility for fruitful contact (3.), feel danger to his self-esteem from the possibility of performing poorly (4.). Understanding these needs will help us to adapt our own behaviour according to the situation.

Learning to identify one’s own stress signals and, more importantly, understand from our own behaviour what exactly is that we are missing, can be an important tool of self-control. Keeping stress levels low is the first step to being more open to negotiation, collaboration and other constructive conflict management methods. Thinking of our common stress signals and behaviour can help us recognise situations where we are acting irrationally due to excess pressure. Controlling one’s emotions are extremely important both in professional and informal situations as stress tends to exaggerate our responses to common requests, putting in danger existing relations with the people around us and adding more stress. Similarly, in a situation of genuine conflict, a stressed person is likely to take things personally rather than keeping the reasoning on a practical issue-level, which makes any situation much more difficult to handle. 

As each of us knows quite well our own stress signals, we also invariably know what to do about them. The reactions are different for each person, but the effect is always the same: distracting ourselves from the source of stress and bringing ourselves back to the moment. Some people like to stay alone. Others smoke, shop or run. Anything that is constructive and doesn’t include pouring one’s frustration out on others is a good solution for keeping overwhelming stress responses under control.










� For example, by Thomas H. Patten, Jr. in his article “Motivation in work settings today: a reductionist approach” that views Maslow’s theory in comparison to Likert’s and Herzberg’s approaches.
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