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Reacting to conflict

Ways out of conflict

One can respond to a conflict in many more or less constructive ways. The two determining factors in each conflict are each party’s needs and the behaviour of each in relation to them. Trying to serve one’s own interests can bring to domination or competition, depending on the existing power positions. Submission recognises only the other’s needs, but not one’s own. Avoidance is a one-time or continued evasive behaviour while being aware of the conflict. When each side puts attention to not only their own, but also the other’s needs, compromise, collaboration or negotiation come into play.

The ways in which conflict is managed depends directly on the most basic communication rules of each culture. Americans and many low-context European cultures will consider it respectful and honest if all parties are frank and direct. In other countries that is not exactly the case. In Latin cultures relationships and hierarchies are to be taken in consideration above anything else. Collaborative and collective Asian countries will do almost anything to avoid a direct conflict to the extent that is baffling to Westerners. Thus, the negotiation tactics based on Western understanding should always be checked against the local situations. Keeping in mind different and possibly contrasting communication styles, however, the following on negotiation and conflict resolution holds true in many situations.
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As introduced by Marco Mariani in his “Deciding and Negotiating” (2004), each style of reacting to conflict has the following characteristics: 

Avoidance: ignoring conflicts and hoping they disappear; underestimating problems; stalling for time; avoiding confrontation; turning to formal rules for solutions. This might be useful in situations where pursuing one’s own truth or confronting the issue is probably unsuccessful or the benefits to be gained are too small. This is also likely in the case when the relationship is personal rather than professional. 

Compromise: mediating; checking for a possibility of exchange and mutually acceptable solutions. Compromise is a situation where both parties have a similar power position and the objectives cannot be reached to mutual benefit (collaboration impossible) and competition is not feasible. 

Competition: creating win-lose situations; rivalry; power games; manipulation. It is efficient in emergency situations where there are very little resources or time. 
Accommodating: submission; looking for others’ approval. This might be used as compensation in a situation where one has made a mistake or when one needs to gain credit with others. An example of this behaviour would be the behaviour of a person who has a new job, but is still in a trial period. 

Collaboration: looking for excellent solutions to problems; confronting the differences and introducing one’s own ideas and information; looking for win/win solutions. This is the perfect strategy when both parties have interdependent objectives and finding consensus is vitally important, in which case problem solving methods should be used to arrive to a suitable conclusion.

Before analysing some of the possible ways out of conflict, it’s important to define and describe the three possible outcomes.

The win/lose approach to conflict is also known as competition. People compete in order to be the winner and not get defeated. We can portrait an athletic event as a possible example of the win/lose approach.

The second approach is called lose/lose and it happens when the parties involved seek compromise in order to get out of the conflict. By definition a compromise is a situation that makes everyone (though equally) unhappy because they have to sacrifice equal portions of what they want. If win/lose situations have a winner that takes all, in a compromise or lose/lose each party accepts standards that are lower than is desirable for each of the parties. 

The win/win approach is instead a situation when a different strategy is involved. People in this case are seeking solutions that provide each of the parties involved with all or almost all of what they want and are arguing about. Finding win/win solutions is difficult because people need to see things from another perspective (Karp 1998: 201).

Practitioners and researchers began to speak of win-win approaches to negotiation in the 1970s. The term win-win is taken from Economic Game Theory, and has been adopted by negotiation North American academics to loosely mean Principled Negotiation that is also sometimes called mutual gains bargaining (as by R. Fisher and W. Ury in their “Getting to YES”). The mutual gains approach has been effectively applied in environmental situations (see the work of Lawrence Susskind and Adil Najam) as well as labour relations where the parties (e.g. management and a trade union) frame the negotiation as "problem solving".

There is little question that the collaborative (or win/win) approach to conflict, although it is the most costly in terms of time and energy, has the highest probability of producing the most creative and highest yielding results. However, as mentioned previously, there are times when a collaborative approach is not available and the issues are too important and vital to the individuals involved even to consider compromise. Some conditions that tend to preclude collaboration are harsh time deadlines, poor interpersonal relationships between or among the conflicting parties, severely limited resources, or differing values. Under these circumstances, competition is the only means available for managing the conflict. [Karp 1998: 201-202].

Obviously win-win situations are available in only some of all possible conflicts and disputes. Businesspeople know that in some cases good will is not enough – someone needs to compromise or give in. Sometimes, however, the participants of a conflict situation tend to act in unconstructive ways regardless of the possibilities they have, hindering the proceedings and creating a deadlock. Why does that happen?

Resistance

Resisting constructive negotiation can occur for many reasons. Most commonly, though, as described by Michael Spangle (in “Negotiation: communication for diverse settings” 2002), what happens is a cognitive barrier called loss aversion. Focusing on what they have to lose makes people reluctant to make tradeoffs of any kind, even if potential gains are eventually more significant than potential losses. Getting to this kind of deadlock develops over time and usually passes these steps to increasing destructiveness:

1. One (or both) party believes that another is trying to hinder their achievement of needs or interests. In their mind the satisfaction of both sides’ needs is mutually exclusive. (“This person is trying to harm me; I will suffer if they get what they want.”)

2. As a result of perceived hostility, blame is assigned to the other for creating the problem. (“This person is causing the problem because they are trying to harm me.”)

3. Positions harden and new possible solutions are not welcomed any more. (“It’s impossible to solve this because they are impossible.”)

4. Parties take on a continuous fixed response pattern, reacting in the same way to each new contact, using demands, complaints, threats or abuse. (“If you don’t give in, then I’ll…”)

5. A series of attacks or a complete withdrawal from negotiations follows. The initial issue is not remembered any more and the other person is seen as the cause of all problems. 

Timing is one of the most important factors when intervening in a conflict situation. Initially, redefining the problem, breaking it down to smaller parts and greater clarification can help, along with a series of constructive tactics. The further into the conflict the situation evolves, the more difficult it becomes to unwind the negative emotions and bring parties back to their senses. It requires careful negotiation to bring the loose ends back to where they are supposed to be.
Negotiation

An important point to bear in mind is that a conflict can only be resolved by those involved. Arbitration which is a solution imposed by an agreed third party is rarely 
completely satisfactory, and very seldom can last for a long period. Negotiation, on the other hand, allows all parties to define the situation in which they find themselves, and to build solutions built on an open analysis of the needs involved. But what do we mean by negotiation?

Negotiation is usually listed as a conflict transformation tool: it’s a discussion between the parties, aimed at reaching an agreement. Negotiation is used everywhere where people are trying to resolve their differences: in business, non-profit organisations, government branches, legal proceedings, and in personal everyday situations. 
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Negotiation is made up by three basic elements: process, behaviour and substance. The process is the way the parties negotiate: the context, the environment of the negotiations, the parties, the people, organizations and groups involved. The process is also the tactics people use and the sequence and stages in which all of these take place. Behaviour refers to the relationships among these parties, the communication between them and the styles they adopt. The substance, or issue, refers to the object of negotiation: the agenda, the positions and interests, the options, and the (eventual) agreements. Therefore negotiation allows all parties to define the situation, and along with this, to define themselves and their own positions. Negotiation is easiest in the beginning of the conflict situation, when the reactions of both parties have not yet become rigid or rancorous. In an advanced state of conflict, in the crisis, reasoning might be impossible for both the parties. However, constructive negotiation is always the best way to define where each person stands and what is needed to solve the issue. Defining underlying interests and requirements rather than looking at one’s own immediate problems, can help reaching a decision that benefits both parties.

It is useful to note two forms of assisted negotiation at this point: mediation and arbitration. When negotiation without outside help proves to be unsuccessful, the parties might opt for arbitration or mediation. Arbitration, such as chosen or imposed power position-based solutions rarely seek to favour both sides and will likely impose a solution to the benefit of one side only. The malcontent resulting from that is likely to cause future issues and exclude any further relations between parties. In contrast, mediation seeks to negotiate a mutually beneficial win-win solution or at least include everyone’s needs as far as possible, with the assistance of an external mediator. The mediator does not have any power to impose a solution – only the parties involved can decide if the conflict is over and if they are satisfied with the proceedings or not. This is why mediation is only successful if the parties are genuinely interested in settling the issue and seeking a solution.

The most important requirement for mediation is that the mediator must be recognized as impartial and therefore not supporting any of the sides. Any drawbacks in the negotiation process should not be blamed on either of the negotiating sides – the mediator should be ready to act as scapegoat if necessary, but at the same time communicating neutrality and fairness. That is true also in a training situation given the exposure of participants’ inner issues. The mediator may have views and opinions on the matter being negotiated, but remaining impartial is the prerequisite for equal trust from both parties.

In most cases, however, people try to manage themselves in most kinds of negotiation situations without the help of external mediators or arbitraries. This means that it is not always possible to impose the “right” (or one’s own) decision on the other. Even if one of the parties has power, forcing the situation is not likely to give any positive long-term results.

Thus, the first rule is not striking back. Attempting to understand the problem from the other’s perspective and demonstrating to do so is the first step to letting go of the initial destructive position that brought the conflict escalation along in the first place: the conviction that the other person is out to harm us. This is bound to have an effect on the other person as well: it is difficult to be hostile to a person who obviously understands our problems.

Language use is important: presenting positive statements (“This solution is beneficial for you because”) rather than negative ones (“If you don’t agree, you will face the consequences!”) understandably brings to agreement much more easily. Wording the issues as “our issue” rather than “your problem” also help cooperation. In face of agitation, it might be a good idea to discuss the rules of the discussion and put down some limits in order to arrive to a consensus. The rules might include:

· talking one at a time: not interrupting the other person;

· each person will have equal time for speaking;

· no name calling; etc.

It might be that the person is so afraid of losing face and unable to let go of their emotions (disappointment, rancour, anger, etc) that they would rather avoid reaching a solution than let go of their positions. In this case the only way possible is to give the person a back door: a possibility to back off from their position due to changed conditions. The changed conditions might include new information of each party’s needs, new time frames or other shifts in the situation. Even pointing to the need to settle and close the affair could be helpful, as long as it leaves room for the person to keep face and have an “excuse” for giving in. In an intercultural situation constant attention should be paid to saving face, especially when working with collective-oriented cultures.

Conciliatory gestures can unfreeze an otherwise hopeless situation, as long as they are offered as acts of goodwill rather than attempts of manipulation or demonstrations of superiority. The gestures should be explained beforehand and should not be revocable in order to truly work. For example between work colleagues, offering a concession on shared tasks should be explained: “I concede to take care of these tasks in order to show you that I’m interested in solving the 
situation. I’m not expecting you to respond in kind.” This move works only when each party believes in a give-and-take approach to conflict situations. Some cultures (notably Russia, but also Arabs) take compromise as a sign of weakness and don’t consider any solution other than their own worth accepting. In these cases particular attention should be put to common understanding and not focusing on diverging interests. 

In any case, it should be made clear that each party is really interested in a solution and is not simply stalling for time. When a person is consistently refusing and criticising solutions, it might be the case to ask them for new proposals and input. Offering responsibility will likely have the people contribute rather than criticise. 

Mapping a conflict

In order to understand the driving forces in a conflict and the possibilities of coming to an agreement, the most useful tool is to analyse or map the conflict. This enables pinning down all the actors in a conflict (some might not be immediately obvious) and the possibilities they have to come to a beneficial solution. 

The first step is phrasing the conflict in neutral terms. This might be more difficult than it initially seems. In any case, each person involved should be ok with the way the conflict is presented, even if the exercise is not done in everyone’s presence. For example, “Tom’s lack of communication” is not a good example, “Inter-office communication rules”, though, might work well.

Next, each character or stakeholder who has a part in the conflict, should be listed, even if they are not protagonists, but only influencing the course of events in some way. These could be pressure groups, politicians, institutions and authorities or simply friends who have influence over the protagonists. 

Then, each of these characters is analysed to find three characteristics: 

· Needs – the driving force behind the character. What is he/she trying to gain? What conditions does he/she need to be stable? A person opposing a change might in reality be opposing only one of the conditions a change brings. This means the rest are areas of possible flexibility. A person trying to attain a particular benefit may be doing so for a particular goal. Could it be that this goal can be attained by other means?

· Fears – the worst-case scenario for that particular character. What material losses are at stake? If the person in question loses money or anything else of practical value by compromising, they will naturally try to do whatever is possible to get their own way. What happens if the character loses the dispute? What does it cost him to lose face? An authority figure or an institution might choose to sustain a position even against his better judgement in order to avoid public failure by admitting to making a mistake. In case of value-related conflicts that have flared out over practical issues, the material loss may not even be as important as being right on the value-level.

· Possibilities for change – What could that character do for solving the situation? What areas of the conflict remain out of that character’s interest zone and could offer possibilities of an agreement?

The possibilities for change invariably offer a set of possible strategies that could be pursued for a successful solution. Each of these should be analysed step by step for checking feasibility and compatibility with each participant’s needs.
Avoidance – a solution?

Dealing with conflicts is always easier as prevention than reaction to an already escalated situation. However, when other strategies (confrontation) fail, and especially in the case of value-based conflicts that derive from the persons’ culture and deeper understanding of the world, confrontation isn’t likely to bring to any solutions. Confrontation includes negotiation, either directly between the parts or with the help of a mediator. If the conflict were to be avoided, however, practical interaction can be carried on, keeping at bay the value-based conflict by agreeing to disagree. 

Avoidance is sometimes described as only a temporary strategy that shouldn’t be carried on for a longer period of time, especially if the situation of discomfort and unpleasant incidents continue. However, working in training groups with random case studies proposed by the participants we have come across some cases in which avoidance would indeed be the best way out when everything else fails. This is especially the case with value-driven conflicts where the conviction in question is a fundamental one for each party and neither is ready to modify their beliefs. 

This might be a case of friends from different cultural and religious backgrounds. If both sides feel strongly about a particular issue, be it rituals of worship or involvement of church in state matters, if the two get along fine on other levels of communication, there is no real need to persist on talking about religion. If on all other levels they can communicate without problems, the best possible solution would be to agree to disagree and avoid discussing that particular topic further. People say: “it is not polite to talk about politics or religion!” Well, they are right.

If a question is sufficiently pressing and support or opposition of the issue constitutes a fundamental part of a person’s identity (that excludes a general sense of agreement), there is no consensus possible. An example of this might be support or opposition to the human right of choosing a religion. It might be that upon meeting someone who believes the opposite, any kind of cordial communication with that person is excluded. If, however there is a practical need to communicate often, the best of the possible solutions would be to concentrate on common ground rather than diverging values. 

This brings to attention the all-important fact that a conflict situation is not a separate force that creates itself: it is always between people and it is these people that bring it about, escalate or resolve it. Conflict is always potentially present where there is a difference of truths, but it is the people who make a problem or an opportunity out of it. Thus the identity, attitudes and personal condition of each participant truly determine the character of the conflict and whether it turns out to be an opportunity or a problem. 



A good negotiator is…


(M. Mariani 2004)





emphatic


well-expressed


listens well


assertive


competent


prepared


flexible


able to use different languages and expression styles


a good verbal and non-verbal communicator


conscious of his/her emotions.
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