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,@ Self testing activity 1.14

Summary

In this topic we looked at identifying the signs of potential or actual
conflict. The stages of conflict also were discussed for you to see
how conflict may develop and escalate. Then we looked at the
factors within individuals which affect how different people react to
conflict.

We then looked at factors within the workplace which can influence
the way that conflict develops. Finally, the factors outside the
workplace which can contribute to conflict were discussed.

If you have completed the self testing activities and think that you
now have an understanding of the signs, stages and possible
causes of conflict in the workplace, you may now complete your
assessment for Topic 1.
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It is now time to complete the assessment for this
topic.

5
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Topic 2

Strategies for
Dealing with
Conflict

Learning outcomes:

Propose strategies to deal with a specified conflict in the
workplace.

At the end of this topic you will be able to:

e outline strategies which provide options for constructive responses to the
conflict

e outline strategies which enable established work relationships to continue.
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Introduction

Welcome to Topic 2 in the module Dealing with Conflict. This topic
is called Strategies for Dealing with Conflict. We will be looking at
some strategies, or approaches, which can be used to deal with
conflicts which happen in the workplace. We will look at the
different factors which make certain strategies useful in particular
conflict situations. The steps involved in dealing with conflict will be
described and discussed, and the process for ‘mapping’ a conflict
will be outlined. Finally, we will explore some strategies which make
it possible for relationships in the workplace to continue after there
has been a conflict.

Strategies for dealing with conflict

In Topic 1 we looked at he fivedifferent personal ways that
individuals may respond to conflict. Useful strategies for dealing
with conflict are related to these five types of responses. As we
discussed in Topic 1, more than one response could be used by
individuals when dealing with a conflict. It is unlikely that only one
of the five responses would be used for a single conflict situation.
Which strategy involving one or more of, withdrawing, forcing,
smoothing, compromising, or negotiating is used in a conflict
depends on several factors to do with the people involved in the
conflict. To deal with conflict effectively, it is important to know as
much as possible about each of the five responses and to know
how to use them in the right way at the right time. This involves
making judgments about the conflict and deciding on a course of
action (a strategy).

Factors to think about before choosing a strategy

The factors that make a difference to which strategy is used to deal
with a particular conflict includes:

¢ the importance of the relationship between the people involved
e the goals of each of the people involved and the organisation
¢ the flexibility of the viewpoints of the people involved.
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For example:

The conflict between Saw Htoo and Naw Hser Paw discussed in Topic 1
would be best dealt with using a strategy which takes into account the
factors described above. The relationship between Saw Htoo and Naw
Hser Paw is important, because they have a work (or formal) relationship
which means that they need to keep communicating. They have been good
friends (informal relationship) for many years and want the friendship to
continue. This means that the relationship is very important to both of
them. Similarly Naw Hser Paw and Saw Htoo will have goals that are
important to them.

Naw Hser Paw’s goals may include wanting recognition for her work and
getting promotion in the health service. Saw Htoo’s goals may be, to be
seen as a good boss and also getting promoted. So their goals could be
quite similar. They may both be prepared to be flexible about their
viewpoints whilst still respecting each other’s goals. All of these factors
will affect the way in which a strategy to deal with the conflict is decided
on and whether it is effective in reaching an agreement.

|‘g Self testing activity 2.1

When a person’s goals are important to them, she or he is likely to
choose negotiating or forcing. When a person’s goals are not
important to the individual, he or she is likely to choose smoothing
or withdrawing. When a person is more worried about the
relationship with the other person, he or she is likely to choose
smoothing or negotiating. When a person is not worried about their
relationship with the other person, she or he is likely to choose
withdrawing or forcing.

In combining both the importance of goals and the relationship: if
both personal goals and the relationship is important, a person is
more likely to try to negotiate.

If both the goals and the relationship are not important, a person is
more likely to withdraw.
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If a person can risk losing goals a bit and risk the relationship a bit,
he or she may choose compromising. If the goal is important and
the relationship is not, a person may choose forcing. If the
relationship is important and the goal is not, a person may choose
smoothing.

For example:

We can see that in Saw Htoo and Naw Hser Paw’s situation the
relationship is very important to both of them. Their goals are also very
important. The diagram shows that the conflict will be dealt with primarily
by negotiating. This is not to say that none of the other strategies will be
useful, especially given that Naw Hser Paw and Saw Htoo have started
shouting at each other. It may be, that some smoothing is needed first to
calm things down so that negotiation can take place. Saw Htoo could
apologise and suggest to Naw Hser Paw that they give themselves some
time to calm down and then get together to sort out the problem. He would
be focusing on the importance of their relationship first, rather than his
own goals. Saw Htoo knows that smoothing calms things down for both of
them and makes it possible for them to think more calmly about their own
goals and viewpoints.

In many situations involving conflict, smoothing and negotiation will

be the strategies that work best. This is not to say that other

strategies may never be right at the time. If a person thinks that

both their own goals and that of the other person are important,

they are more likely to use negotiation in a certain conflict. If they

think that a personal goal is not so important, smoothing will be

used.

Forcing and withdrawing can threaten relationships leading to more

hostility and fighting. Forcing and withdrawing are often used in

classroom situations where a teacher has to discipline a class.

Eg: telling them they must all stay back after school to do extra
work.

However, if compromise or negotiation strategies are used

relationships can be enhanced.

Eg: by asking students to finish their work so that they can leave
on time.
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A manager in a workplace may force orders on the workers, but
eventually the workers will react or even leave the workplace when
the manager’'s demands are unrealistic.

/Qg Self testing activity 2.2

Rules for dealing with conflict

No matter which strategies are used, there are rules about dealing
with the conflict that are relevent to all of the strategies. They
include:

e withdrawal is OK for a short time, if tensions are too high, but
total withdrawal is not going to work in dealing with conflict over
the long term

e forcing others to do what you want ensures the conflict will
continue to have an effect on other people who may be working
well together

e smoothing will only work when people share goals and one is
willing to give up goals to help the other

e compromise may be a useful short term strategy because
reaching a negotiated agreement takes time

e admitting that a problem exists between people is an important
first step towards negotiating an agreement in dealing with
conflict

¢ having a sense of humour helps to give a sense of balance to
difficult situations

e accepting that conflicts are likely to arise in the workplace, but
they can be dealt with constructively if everyone concerned is
willing to deal with the issues positively

e accepting that the manager’s role is to make sure that staff are
aware of organisational aims, budgetary limits, follow
organisational rules and accept the need for the organisation to
meet all its legal and financial obligations.

Being able to choose and use well all of the conflict strategies,

involves an understanding of each of them. Managing conflict also

involves being able to outline (map) the conflict so that it can be
dealt with effectively.

30 Dealing with
Conflict
Student Learning Materials



Certificate Il in Community Management (Burma)

Mapping the conflict

Mapping a conflict can help to decide which approach to take to
deal with it. A conflict map is a diagram which shows the needs
(wants, interests, values) and fears (concerns, worries) of each
person (or group) involved in the conflict.

After listing the needs and fears, the conflict is briefly described and
an approach to dealing with it is outlined. This involves completing
phrases such as:

e my interests are...

e | will deal with this by...
e to do this I will...

e the place will be...

e my first words will be...

This is an important step in planning an approach to deal with
conflict. It is a problem solving approach which allows you to work
out which strategies can be used to deal with the conflict. Let's look
at the case study on the following page between a supervisor and a
receptionist.
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Supervisor and Receptionist

A supervisor in an administrative office of a large community organisation
notices that the receptionist is often away from the desk because she is
having problems with her four year old daughter. She has to ask others in
the administration office to cover her receptionist duties.

The administration staff want the supervisor to say something to the
receptionist, but the supervisor finds it hard to approach her. Staff are
getting more frustrated and upset the longer the supervisor fails to take
action. The supervisor knows that the receptionist is a sole parent and is
having problems, so she decides to map the conflict to come up with
possible ways of dealing with it. The map gives her a clearer picture of
who is involved and what is going on in the situation. The map looks like

the following diagram.

Supervisor

Needs

e to have work done

to report to manager

to care about receptionist
to have a good team

Fears

e losing respect from manager
e being seen to be bossy

e losing control of situation

e others ganging up

e workers’ anger

e upsetting receptionist

Receptionist

Needs

e to look after child

e 10 earn money

e to cope as a mother

e to get on well with team
e to have security in job

Fears

e losing job

e failing as a mother

e being rejected

e not coping with things

e having her child reported as being
neglected

o losing control over things

Others in team

Needs

e to do their own work

e 1o be respected

e to care for receptionist and still get
their own work done

e to have a good receptionist

Fears

e things will get worse

e being used unfairly

e having to say yes

e loss of power

e lack of support

e seen as no good at jobs because of
lack of time
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The supervisor looks at the map she has drawn up and begins to think
about some ways in which she can approach the conflict. She thinks about
her options for dealing with the situation such as:

¢ holding a staff meeting about the issue

e helping the receptionist to set priorities

e helping the receptionist to find better child care

e sharing the receptionist job between two people working part time
e setting up a roster so that relief work on reception is fairly shared.

Thinking about these options helps her to feel more confident about
tackling the conflict as a problem solving situation. She can also see that
there may be solutions which meet some of everyone’s needs.

She feels able to write down how she will go about dealing with the
conflict. Then she decides to talk to the receptionist and the staff
separately about the problem and possible solutions. She plans to approach
the receptionist about a private meeting and writes down her opening
words.

Mapping the conflict in this way is a first step in deciding how to go
about dealing with it positively.

5 Self testing activity 2.3

Maintaining relationships in conflict situations

A range of constructive and practical responses to dealing with
conflict in the workplace have been outlined. These ways of dealing
with conflict all help to maintain relationships at work, and are very
important when people are working as a team. However, work
situations will always test people’s ability to work with each other
and negotiate work agreements that everyone is happy with. An
ability to negotiate, particularly in conflict situations is critical to
people working well together.
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However, when negotiation is used as the main strategy for dealing
with a specific conflict situation, there are five steps involved in
resolving the conflict. The five steps are outlined below.

1. Defining the conflict

Agreement about what the conflict is about starts off the process of
dealing with it. If the people involved don’t agree on what the
conflict is about, they cannot begin to deal with it. Everyone needs
to say what they want and how they feel.

For example, in the conflict between Saw Htoo and Naw Hser Paw,
Saw Htoo may think that the conflict is about Naw Hser Paw being
unhappy about accepting authority. Naw Hser Paw may think that
the conflict is about Saw Htoo’s attitude to her work. Unless they
talk about this and agree on what the conflict is really about, they
can’t move on to deal with it.

,@ Self testing activity 2.4

Often a manager or supervisor who is not involved in the conflict
has to help two people to get together and work it out. Sometimes
people find it hard to say what they want and feel. They may think
that it doesn’t sound important and want to say something else
which sounds more important. It can be difficult to talk to others
about what you are really feeling. We will look at effective
communication more deeply in Topic 3. If one person finds it
impossible to say what they want and feel, it could be written down
and shown to the other person. Alternatively someone else could be
asked to read it to the other person. If both people can try to say
how they feel and what they want, the conflict can more easily be
dealt with .
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2. Exchanging reasons

This involves the people in conflict talking to each other about why
they want certain things and how they feel. This means that people
are sharing information about themselves and trying to understand
each other’s point of view. If the conflict is talked about as a
problem to be solved, that can benefit both people involved then
they are more likely to see that things could improve in the future.

It is important that the discussion is about what each person needs
and wants, rather than just stating a position (what they want) which
doesn’t change. Each person involved focuses on talking about
their interests or needs and explains why they are important to
them. This is done with respect for each other, with each person
listening closely to what the other says. This does not mean that
one person has to give up their goals. The point is to work towards
an agreement that both are happy with.

For example:

Saw Htoo may say to Naw Hser Paw that he wants to work with her and
come to an agreement. She may agree with this. They then begin to talk
about why their interests or goals are so important to them and why these
particular interests and goals are important. Saw Htoo may say that his
interest in being seen to be a good boss is because he wants people to
think he has done well in his career. Naw Hser Paw may say that her
interest in being promoted is because she feels she has worked hard at her
studies and wants some reward for that. Saw Htoo may say to Naw Hser
Paw that he thinks that their interests are similar, because they both want
some recognition of their work. She agrees that this is true. She says that
she had not thought about it in this way until they had discussed their
reasons for what matters to each of them.

,@ Self testing activity 2.5

3. Changing perspectives

Each person has a different perspective or way of seeing the world.
As we discussed in Topic 1, people’s values and their opinions are
shaped by many factors, including their cultural background, the
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attitudes of their parents, the values taught to them by teachers and
friends, and the experiences they have in their lives. If people are to
deal with conflict well, they need to be able to see the conflict from
the other person(s) perspective, as if they are looking at it through
that person’s eyes. They need to do this as well as looking at it
through their own eyes. Misunderstandings happen because most
people think that everyone sees things in exactly the same way as
themselves. The more you understand the perspective of the
other(s) the more likely it is that you will communicate with each
other so that there is a better understanding of the conflict.

Being able to think about and understand other people’s views
allows you to think more broadly about the conflict and how to deal
with it more effectively.

For example:

Saw Htoo could be walking past Naw Hser Paw in the corridor of the
health centre, and says to her, ‘That’s excellent’. She could be so upset
with him that she feels sure that he is being sarcastic and having a go at
her. If she was able to change perspectives with him she may find that he
really does mean to praise her.

This sort of communication problem prevents them from dealing with the
conflict between them when they finally do try to negotiate an agreement.
If they both look at things from each other’s viewpoint as well as their
own, there is a greater possibility that they will be able to come to an
agreement because they show respect and understand each other better.

They are then able to ask each other questions that seek more information
about how the other person sees things. They are also able to reflect back
to each other what they think the other is saying (paraphrasing). Then they
can decide which interests they have in common.

g Self testing activity 2.6

4, Finding options

This involves the people in the conflict situation coming up with
ideas about what they could agree to do that would deal with the
conflict. Because the first option is not always the best one it is
better to come up with several options and to keep suggesting them
to each other before making a final agreement.
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Finding options is a creative thinking process, when coming up with
inventive ways is more important than deciding whether things are
good or bad. The more options there are, the more likely it is that
one or more will be found that is best.

It is important to talk about what each of you are doing and not
doing that is causing the conflict to continue and escalate. A list of
options will include all sorts of possibilities, some of which may
mean that people meet each other halfway, take turns at having
what they want, share, let the other have it all, leave it to chance
(luck), come up with lots of issues in one agreement, trade-off
things that matter to each other, include an extra issue that only
matters to one person in the agreement, or sorting out the bigger
picture.

For example:

Saw Htoo and Naw Hser Paw may list all the possible options they can
think of to deal with the conflict between them. They both admit that there
are things they do that keeps the conflict going.

Saw Htoo admits that he gives out orders without discussion. Naw Hser
Paw admits that she doesn’t question him about his orders at the time.
Some of their options clearly suit one more than the other. This means that
they both have to give up something. Naw Hser Paw and Saw Htoo then
list them all out and then they go back to each one to look at who will gain
and lose from each option listed.

They talk about who would feel ashamed and who would feel proud if
each option was agreed to. They also talk about whether others, such as
the health workers, would gain or lose from each option. After they have
done this they rank each in order of which option gives the most gain to
both of them.

5. Reaching an agreement

This involves the people who are involved in the conflict deciding
which option(s) they can agree to act on. It is important that the
agreement reached is one where all people are treated fairly and
that future conflicts can be dealt with as soon as they arise. A good
agreement is one which includes details about how things will be
done differently in the future and how the agreement will be looked
at again (including if it doesn’t work). It also ensures that the people
involved can work well together in the future. If an agreement
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cannot be reached, the people involved try again, going back to
talking about their wants and needs, the reasons for them,
changing perspectives and coming up with options, until an
agreement can be made.

For example:

Saw Htoo and Naw Hser Paw may come to an agreement which includes
details about how they will speak to each other in the future, in ways
which show mutual respect (eg: not shouting, ordering or criticising,
making appointments, considering each other’s feelings etc). It may also
include details of regular follow-up meetings to talk about whether the
agreement is working. It might involve a new way of allocating tasks to
health workers, so that all the health workers know who is responsible for
report writing. It may also involve Saw Htoo meeting with other managers
at the health service to ensure that they speak with him first rather than
giving orders to Naw Hser Paw directly.

This process of dealing with conflict is similar to building a bridge
between the people involved. For Saw Htoo and Naw Hser Paw, it
may look like the picture below:

Should we try.

My understanding

of you is

Because | feel, | want.

Should we try........
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Agreement factors to consider in maintaining work
relationships

There are other factors to think about when deciding which option is
the best solution in reaching an agreement. The option chosen
needs to suit the organisation and other staff as well as the staff in
conflict. This is especially the case when a manager is assisting two
staff to resolve a conflict.

For example, if the best option is for the two staff to change their job
descriptions and employ an assistant, the organisation may not be
able to adopt this option due to budget limitations (lack of money). It
may not suit the other staff for the two staff in conflict to change
their job descriptions. This may also mean some of the work of the
organisation is not done. The two staff may agree to leave the
phone unanswered, but the organisation needs the phone to be
answered (organisational requirements). These limitations are
important to remember when options for agreement are being
discussed in a workplace.

Non-negotiable conflicts

It is important to recognise, that there will be times when reaching
agreement is genuinely impossible. These may include:

e times when things being done or proposed are illegal

e when a person feels that they are being discriminated against or
harassed because of factors such as their gender or race

e when a person strongly feels they should say no, or when a
person knows they cannot do what the other person wants (for
whatever reason).

Sometimes a relationship with another person is not one which
allows you to reach an agreement. You may feel as if you are being
threatened or manipulated into doing what you don’t want. It is
always possible to say no, even without giving a clear reason. It is
important to be sure, however, that there are good reasons that you
are aware of when you do say no. For a conflict to be dealt with, all
of the people involved need to be prepared to negotiate an
agreement.
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Summary

In this topic we looked at strategies for dealing with conflict. We
looked at strategies, or approaches, that can be used to deal with
conflict in the workplace. A number of different factors were also
looked at to identify which strategies were most useful in particular
conflict situations. The steps involved in dealing with conflict were
described and discussed and a process for ‘mapping’ a conflict was
outlined.

Finally, we looked at strategies that make it possible for
relationships in the workplace to continue after there has been a
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conflict as well as workplace issues which must be considered
when negotiating an agreement after a conflict.

If you have completed all the self testing activities that are part of
this topic and feel that you now understand the basics of dealing
with conflict siutations, you may now go on to complete the
assessment for this topic.

It is now time to complete the assessment for this

I topic.
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Responding to
Conflict

Learning outcomes:

Use communication skills that facilitate constructive responses
to conflict in the workplace.

At the end of this topic you will be able to:

e describe factors affecting timing and environment for
communicating

e use effective non-verbal and verbal communication including:
- body language

- questioning

- language style

- active listening

- reflecting

e (give feedback assertively

e receive feedback non-defensively
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Introduction

Welcome to Topic 3 in the module Dealing with Conflict. In this
topic we will be looking at Responding to Conflict. This part of the
module looks at the factors of timing and environment in relation to
communication. We will be looking at the use of effective
communication, verbal and non-verbal, for dealing with conflict.
Communication skills which are assertive, rather than passive or
aggressive are also part of this module.

Finally we will look at ways of receiving feedback from others in a
non-defensive way. All of these factors are important in ensuring
that communication with others in the workplace helps people to
deal with conflict constructively.

Timing and environment

There are a number of important factors connected with the timing
(when) and the environment (where) for dealing with conflict. These
factors are very important because they can make a big difference
to whether the conflict will be dealt with in a way that people feel
comfortable with, that has an ongoing effect and that is good for
everyone. If the conflict is dealt with in a place or at a time which
angers or upsets one of the people involved, it is unlikely that
dealing with the conflict will get off to a good start, let alone ever
come to the point of reaching an agreement. Some of these factors
are as follows.

Selection of the right time

It is important that the conflict is dealt with at a time which is OK for
both or all of the people involved in the conflict. In the workplace, it

may be OK for a supervisor to want to deal with conflict at a certain

time, but a staff member may not feel that this time is suitable. Both
of them need to agree that the time suits both parties.

For example:
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The scenario in Topics 1 and 2, dealing with Saw Htoo and Naw Hser
Paw’s conflict, could involve both of them choosing the time to meet, to
begin dealing with the conflict. If Saw Htoo had said, ‘I want to deal with
this right here and now’, this could have created serious problems for Naw
Hser Paw. Apart from the fact that a health workers’ meeting is about to
begin, Naw Hser Paw may feel that she would rather meet with Saw Htoo
later one afternoon, when she has less pressure on her during the working
day. It is important that Saw Htoo asks Naw Hser Paw what time would
suit her and they come to an agreement about this. If they don’t, Naw Hser
Paw will already feel that Saw Htoo is running the show, and she is not
being treated equally by him. Her feelings may even add to the conflict.
Each of them needs to think about the time the other prefers.

,@ Self testing activity 3.1

Selection of the right place

Similarly, the place chosen for dealing with conflict can have a big
impact on whether the conflict is resolved to everyone’s
satisfaction. Issues such as whether the place is comfortable,
private and quiet are very important.

There will be times when it may be better to arrange to meet away
from the workplace, so that neither of the people involved is, ‘on
their territory’ and, therefore more in control of the situation. Being
‘on neutral territory’ means being somewhere that neither of the
people involved has a strong attachment to. It may be indoors, or
outdoors, but either way it is not closely connected to the people
involved in the conflict. A conflict would not be effectively dealt with
in the home of one person, or in the office of one person,
particularly if that person is the supervisor or boss of the other.
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The place chosen needs to be agreed to by each person involved,
and not be seen to give anyone an advantage over the other. If the
conflict is to be dealt with in the office or home of one person, it
would be that of the person with less power or authority, so that the
balance of power; when they meet, is more equal.

For example:

Saw Htoo may suggest to Naw Hser Paw that they meet in his office the
following morning to begin to talk about the conflict. Naw Hser Paw
would think that the time was not good and the place was even worse for
her. She does not usually feel comfortable in Saw Htoo’s office, as this is
the place where she is instructed and appraised by her boss, and it is “his
territory’. She suggests that they go to a quiet meeting room near the
health service at about four o’clock the following day, when things will
have quietened down for her and the clinic will be closed. Saw Htoo
realises that making Naw Hser Paw feel comfortable is very important and
he agrees to her suggestion. Naw Hser Paw is happy with the timing and
environment they have chosen. Saw Htoo agrees to ring and make the
booking for the meeting room for the two of them.

,@ Self testing activity 3.2

,@ Self testing activity 3.3

Gender, culture and relationship considerations

As discussed in Topic 1, Identifying Conflict, issues connected to
being male or female and cultural background can have a
significant influence in dealing with conflict. The decision made
about where and when the conflict will be talked about, as well as
who may be involved, could be affected by these or other issues.

A woman may want to have another supportive woman to be in the
room with her, even as an observer, if she feels very powerless in a
conflict with a man.

A worker who is a relative of the boss or the staff member may
want to have a person or people who are not connected to the
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immediate family in the room whilst the conflict is being dealt with. It
may be seen as important to ask one or more old people to be
involved, so that issues about the conflict are dealt with fairly and in
a culturally correct way. If the people in conflict are from different
cultural backgrounds, having other people as observers may be
important to each or both of them. Sometimes conflict can be
resolved by asking other people to discuss it and resolve it on your
behalf, so that the people in conflict do not have to face each other
until it has been dealt with.

The relationship between the people in conflict is also a very
important consideration. If the two people have built a strong
relationship, then they will trust each other and understand each
other’'s meanings more easily. If the relationship is not strong then
they will have to get help from others.

For example:

In Topic 1 we mentioned that Saw Htoo may be Naw Hser Paw’s uncle
and as such has authority over her which is personal and family, as well as
workplace based. Naw Hser Paw may feel strongly that she wants to ask
one of her Auntie’s to sit in on the first session with Saw Htoo, just to be
with Naw Hser Paw and observe Saw Htoo’s responses. Saw Htoo knows
that having Naw Hser Paw’s Auntie in the room would make the situation
more balanced between them, because her Auntie has family authority
over him. He agrees to this and they arrange for Naw Hser Paw to visit her
Auntie and tell her about the meeting the next day. Having her Auntie there
will make Naw Hser Paw feel more comfortable with the cultural as well
as the physical environment for the conflict to be dealt with.
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Sometimes there are other ways to show that you want to sort out
the conflict. A person may show that they are willing to forgive the
other person by giving them a gift. Sometimes a person who feels
guilty thinks they have to wait until the other person is ready to
forgive them before they can resolve the conflict. In some cultures,
the guilty person is expected to approach the other person to
apologise before the conflict can be resolved.

It is important to consider whether the two people in conflict share
the same culture. If they don't, then they both need to try to
understand the other person’s culture and ask others for help to
overcome cultural problems which are preventing the conflict being
resolved.

Effective non-verbal and verbal communication

In addition to the time and place, styles of communication can affect
the way that conflict is dealt with. Communication may be non-
verbal (not spoken) or verbal (spoken). Both types of
communication are very important in managing conflict. The way
we communicate will affect the messages that others receive from
us. It is not only important.

what we say , but also --
e how we say it
e the way we look and act when we say something.

Remember that the message we think we are giving, may not be
the one actually received by the other person. This is why
understanding each other’s perspectives as discussed in Topic 2, is
so important in dealing with conflict.

It is important to be aware of the factors involved in good
communication, so that barriers can be overcome and styles of
clear communication can be used. In this way, communicating in
ways which deal with conflict constructively is vitally important.

If non-verbal and verbal communication match, communication will
be at its best for dealing effectively with conflict. When non-verbal
and verbal communication do not and deliver different messages,
then misunderstandings can happen and conflicts are not resolved.
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For example, when body language shows a person is angry such as
clenched fists or a tense posture (position of sitting or standing),
and the person says they are not angry. This gives a mixed
message creating confusion for the person receiving the
communication.

5 Self testing activity 3.4

Non-verbal communication

Non-verbal communication is often called ‘body language’. Body
language is the sign we give to others in the way we act and look,
rather than what we say, eg: clenched fists or teeth shows a person
is angry. It can involve a person’s facial expressions, clothing, eye
contact and body movements.

Most of the communication that occurs is non-verbal, rather than
through the words we say. It is also the case that people believe the
non-verbal messages they get from others more than they believe
the things other people say. This is why non-verbal communication
IS SO important.

There are only general guidelines rather than specific rules about
‘correct’ non-verbal communication. This is because
‘communication rules’ often vary between different cultural groups.
Various groups may have very different approaches and standards
about issues such as eye contact, or physical touching, when
communicating with others from the same cultural group, as well as
with people from outside that cultural group.

There are some 'body language' thing which mean the same in
every culture. If a person has their arms folded and is looking up at
the roof when someone is speaking to them, you can be pretty sure
that the message is not being received happily. There may be
several reasons for this, but the important issue is that the body
language is ‘blocking out’ the message being conveyed by the other
person.

Without speaking, the person with the folded arms is saying,
through their body language, ‘I don’t care what you tell me, | am not
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really listening to you'. This may be because the person is tired,
angry, shy, bored or mistakenly thinks she or he is not the person
being spoken to. He or she may also not feel comfortable with the
way the other person is treating them, or feel that the person is not
respecting their cultural approach when communicating. Either way
itisa tocommuicate that is being communicated.

,@ Self testing activity 3.5

5 Self testing activity 3.6

Verbal communication

Verbal communication is not just the language we use to get
messages across to other people. It is also the choice of words we
use, the tone of voice and the way we listen and respond to what is
said to us. The questions we choose to ask people with whom we
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are communicating are also part of the communication process.
These can all have an important influence on the way we deal with
conflict.

1. Language

This can make a difference to communication because people will
be able to deal with conflict best in the language that each of them
is most comfortable with. For example, it is important that if the
people involved in the conflict includes people for whom English is
not their first language, as well as people who are, there is
agreement about the language that will be used. They may also
need to consider how interpreters can be involved in the conflict
negotiation.

It may be that a third language is used by everyone involved or,
alternatively, that an interpreter is used so that each person fully
understands what is being said. This will depend on the language
preferences of the people involved in the conflict. Language choice
can also influence the ability of the people involved, to use
language creatively help the process of dealing with conflict.

2. Language styles

The style of language includes the tone, vocabulary (words),
pronunciation (how words are said) and common expressions that
people use in verbal communication. The tone of voice can make a
large difference to how effective communication is. Some people
use sarcastic tones in their voices but others never do. In fact
scream is much more common in some cultures than others. It is
important that people are aware of the tone of their voice and its
effect on the communication process, particularly when dealing with
conflict. A simple misunderstanding about something said with a
harsh or sarcastic tone could threaten the conflict negotiation
process and make the situation worse.

Similarly, the vocabulary used must be thought about by the people
involved, so that everyone understands what is being said and
suggested. The use of words that others don’t understand could
lead to people feeling ashamed or embarrassed and could also
threaten the process of dealing with conflict.
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‘,@ Self testing activity 3.7

The way words are said, the communication, can also act to block
effective communication, because people may not recognise the

words when they are pronounced differently. It is important that the
way words are said does not prevent conflict from being dealt with.

‘,@ Self testing activity 3.8

Some common local expressions that people use can also cause
problems if not everyone understands them. It is usually best to
avoid these expressions unless you are sure that everyone can
understand them all. These sorts of expressions are fine if everyone
definitely understands, but they can be very dangerous or even
cause offence if someone misunderstands them. Even when
everyone understands them, some people may find such
expressions offensive. Expressions even when understood must be
used carefully or not at all in a conflict situation.

|Z Self testing activity 3.9

‘,@ Self testing activity 3.10

3. Questioning

When dealing with conflict, asking each other questions during
communication can show genuine interest in understanding the
other person’s point of view. Asking questions helps people to talk
about their concerns or even make suggestions to deal with the
conflict.

It is important however, to ask questions in a non-threatening way,
so that the person does not feel put on the spot or criticised by the
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guestion. Avoid ‘why’ questions as asking ‘why’ often indicates that
someone is being criticised, eg: ‘Why did you do that?’. This can
indicate that the questioner is not happy with what the other person
did and can immediately stop the communication process or
receive a defensive response such as, ‘Because | felt like it'. Use
words such as: ‘Would you like to talk about your reasons for doing
it this way’, opens up discussion and encourages a person to talk.

Asking open ended questions opens up communication. This
means forming questions in a way that enables a person to discuss
more fully what is going on, rather than giving a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer.
Questions such as: ‘What is it that you like about your job’ or, ‘Tell
me about how you think you are getting on with the rest of the
team’. Both are open questions that give the other person a chance
to really talk about whatever is asked.

Questions such as: ‘Do you like your job?’ or ‘Are you coping with
your job?’, are closed questions. This is because the person could
just say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ and stop talking. Closed questions do not
generally encourage communication, particularly in a conflict
situation.

People from different cultures question each other in different ways.
All cultures can use questions to learn about the concerns of the
other person, but they may be asked in a different way. It is
important to learn about these differences in order to understand
potential conflicts that may arise due to miscommunication.

4. Listening and reflecting

Listening to what is being said and showing that you are really
listening is best demonstrated by trying to say back to the other
person (reflecting back) what he or she is telling you. This is
sometimes called ‘active listening’ because you are listening and
then repeating back in other words what the person is telling you.
This reflecting back (known as paraphrasing) helps people to be
sure that they have understood what the other person is saying to
them.

It means they can check over and again, while the
conversation is going on, that they are hearing and interpreting
correctly, the message that is being sent to them by the other
person.
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For example, if you are talking with someone about a conflict
situation and they say: ‘Everything is going wrong for me at the
moment’. If you were listening and responding, you would not agree
or disagree or pass comment. You may say, however: ‘So you feel
like things just aren’t going your way right now’.

No judgment (right or wrong) is made about what this person has
said to you, but you used different words to say back what he or she
is telling you. You haven’'t added to what she or he has said, you
have just reworded it. The person may then say:

‘Well not everything, just some things are going wrong'.

You may keep listening and responding until they have said what
they really want to say. This way you show that you are interested in
hearing his or her point of view and checking that you have
understood what was said.

Sometimes you need to add to the conversation to show the other
person that you are listening as well as understanding what is said.
If you add a comment supporting what was said, it can encourage
them to tell you more. Your comment should not contradict them or
push your own opinion on them. You may say:

‘So would you like to talk more about what some of them are?’.

Sometimes the person may have so much to say that it becomes
difficult to keep track of what he or she is saying. In order to check
that you have heard and interpreted correctly you may say:

‘Are you telling me that... and that you felt that...".

This then helps you to check over what the other person is saying.
It also helps the other person to hear back what he or she has said.
This can be very useful in conflict situations as it can enhance
understanding of what the conflict is about as well as clear up any
misunderstandings that have occurred.

Active listening is used as only part of your strategy to resolve
conflict. That is, the part where you need to understand what is
happening for the other person. You would use it when someone
else is trying to talk about their own interests, and you want to show
that you are really listening to what they are saying and trying to
understand the other person’s point of view.
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Assertive feedback

The way in which we respond to communication can have a big
influence on the extent to which conflict is dealt with. How we
respond can make the difference between the conflict being
successfully negotiated to an agreed settlement or being unable to
be resolved.

For people involved in conflict, it is important to respect and listen to
each other. It is also important that the people involved maintain
their own self-respect and their own feelings about their rights in the
situation. Assertive communication is a style of communicating that
makes it possible for the people involved in the conflict to respect
each other while maintaining their own sense of self-respect.

Feedback is communication back to the other person or people
about what they have said, or how they have behaved. A supervisor
telling a worker how that worker has performed in the job, is an
example of feedback from supervisor to the worker. Feedback can
be communicated in basically three ways - aggressive, passive
(sometimes called submissive) or assertive.

e Aggressive feedback is communication (or behaviour) which
does not respect the other person’s rights.

e Passive feedback is communication (or behaviour) which allows
the other person to disrespect your rights.

e Assertive feedback is communication (or behaviour) which
insists on protecting your own rights while not disrespecting the
rights of others.

,@ Self testing activity 3.11

When we give feedback, we make a choice about the style of
communication we will adopt. We may not always be aware that we
have made a choice, but learning to deal with conflict involves
thinking about this choice and being more aware of it. Although we
may say that others ‘made us angry’ or, ‘they make me feel upset’,
it is ourselves, infact, who choose to react to others in certain ways.
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When dealing with conflict, the temptation to respond with anger
can be very strong, especially if we feel criticised by the other
person. It is important to learn to control emotions rather than let
them control us, so that conflicts don’t escalate into causing harm
to others or being hurt ourselves.

Aggressive communication
This is an attempt to hurt someone
or destroy something such as a
relationship. It can involve insults,
put-downs (things that are said to
make the listener feel inferior),
labels (to call someone a name
such as, you are a ‘racist, you are
a ‘dictator’, you are a snob), or

hostile thoughts and acts. It can
involve physical violence. It denies
other people’s right to be treated
with dignity. Aggressive
communication includes: shouting,
blaming, humiliating, demanding,
accusing, or punching.

Passive or submissive communication

This means just going along with whatever the other person wants,
agreeing to anything they want. Passive communication involves
saying nothing when you are provoked, hiding your feelings from
others and possibly from yourself as well. It often involves letting
other people reject your right to respect, as well as letting them tell
you what to do. This cannot assist with negotiating conflicts
because not everyone involved gains. The passive person loses or
fails to get their interests taken into account and than go on ? ??
feeling unhappy with the situation.

Passive communication includes: apologising, hesitating,
putting yourself down and giving in.
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Assertive communication

Involves describing your feelings, thoughts, opinions, and
preferences directly to the other person or people in an honest way
that shows respect for yourself and the other person. It means that
you stand up for yourself, and you honestly say what is best for you,
whilst not rejecting the rights of others.

Assertive communication is direct, honest, not harmful to others
and is appropriate for dealing with conflict. This type of
communication involves: standing up for yourself, saying what you
want, respecting others and being confident.

Dealing with conflict in an effective way involves giving others
feedback in an assertive rather than an aggressive way, so that a
good ongoing mutual agreement can be made to deal with the
conflict.

Examples of phrases using assertive feedback are

‘When you speak to me in this way | feel...".

‘| feel angry, disappointed, frustrated etc’.

‘In future | would like it if you...".

An example of a situation identifying the different responses follows:

You have finished work and know that you are expected to go straight
home to help out with minding children and cooking dinner. Other staff
members are going to go somewhere for a quick drink. They try to get you
to join them. You don’t want to be seen to be boring or not glad to be
asked along, but you don’t want to go because you know there will be a
problem if you don't go home. You have a choice of giving feedback in the
following ways:

Aggressive: ‘Don’t annoy me, | can’t stand it, leave me alone.’
Passive: ‘Oh, OK I’ll come with you.’

Assertive: ‘I’d rather not come today. Thanks for asking me, but I’ve got
things to get done at home. See you later.’

It is clear that the aggressive feedback could cause tension
and conflict with the group. The passive feedback helps to maintain
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the feelings of the group, but you could feel anxious about the
situation at home and also upset that your rights have not been
respected by the group. The assertive feedback lets the others
know that you appreciate their invitation but had a reason for saying
no, whilst respecting their decisions. The assertive feedback is
aimed at mutual respect and avoidance of conflict.

5 Self testing activity 3.12

Non-defensive feedback

In addition to giving feedback in an assertive way, it is important
that feedback from others is responded to in a non-defensive
manner. Defensive responses are based on the view that people
are criticising or ‘having a go’ at you, so you react by defending
yourself. As with aggressive feedback, defensive responses can
result in conflict escalating, because people begin to accuse each
other of aggressive behaviour, even when that was not intended.
The defensive response can set off a downward spiral known as
the attack/defend spiral. This means that once someone has
responded defensively, the other will continue to attack. A
defensive response is met with another defensive response and the
communication spirals downwards. For example: a person may say:

‘You've been late for work three times this week’.
A response may be:

‘Everyone else comes late as well.’

Followed by this response:

‘You also haven't finished the report | wanted and | expect you'll
want to finish early on Friday.’

Defensiveness results from, and often causes, serious
misunderstandings. It is often an instant reaction to something said
to us, rather than a considered response.

Communication techniques such as listening and reflecting (active
listening) can help to avoid defensive reactions, especially if we feel
hurt or criticised.
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,@ Self testing activity 3.13

Rather than responding to the criticism we have perceived, we may
ask questions that check whether the criticism was intended. This
means responding non-defensively and assists in the process of
dealing with conflict. This is particularly important in the workplace,
where advice and criticism may need to be given frequently.
Responses that are constructive, rather than harmful, encourage
and support workers and reduce conflict.

A supervisor may want to encourage improvement but has not
communicated this effectively to staff members. It is more
productive to seek more information from the supervisor rather than
react defensively. Although you may wish to respond assertively, it
is important to first find out what lies behind the supervisor’s
criticism. It may be that there are specific tasks which are being
criticised, rather than everything you do in your job. It may also be
that the supervisor has some serious worries about an order from
the manager that are affecting his communications with staff.
Finding out this information first helps to prevent or negotiate a
potential conflict, because it gives you a clearer understanding
about the interests and concerns of the supervisor.

Responding in a non-defensive manner assists the process of
making sure communication is clear and effective. It is very difficult
to avoid responding defensively to what you perceive as criticism.
So be aware that you can make a choice about how to give and
receive feedback, and that your communication is assertive and
non-defensive. This will have a positive impact on the way in which
conflict is dealt with in a workplace.

It can also apply to relationships with work colleagues as well
as with supervisors or managers.

Look at the example of non-defensive feedback on the following
page.
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Ma Thida and Win Htein have very different views about having music playing in the
office at the community council where they work. Ma Thida finds the music distracting
and turns off the radio as soon as she walks into the office. Win Htein always turns the
radio back on and likes having it on.

Ma Thida and Win Htein are starting to make sharp and nasty comments to each other
about the radio. Other staff members are finding the conflict between Ma Thida and
Win Htein affects their work. Ma Thida and Win Htein decide to sit down and try to
deal with the conflict before it gets worse.

Ma Thida asked Win Htein why he liked playing music in the office. Win Htein said, ‘I
like to enjoy myself at work, if I didn’t I’d become a wallflower like some people |
know.” Ma Thida is tempted to snap back and respond defensively. She thinks about
calling him names too. Instead she decides to stick to asking Win Htein about his
interests and reacts non-defensively to Win Htein’s feedback.

Ma Thida says, “So you like to socialise with others in the office, to get to know others
and not be bored?’, Ma Thida has just listened and reflected what Win Htein said.

Win Htein replies, “Yes, the music makes me feel full of energy and able to catch up on
everyone’s news in the office. Some people like to be friendly, you know’.

Ma Thida ignores Win Htein’s attempt to imply that Ma Thida is not a friendly person
and again chooses to react non-defensively to Win Htein’s feedback. Instead she asks,
*So, getting on well with people is important to you at work.’

Win Htein says, ‘Yes it is and there’s nowhere else to do it other than in the office, we
haven’t even got a staff tea room in our area’.

Ma Thida and Win Htein begin to talk about the lack of a staff room and what could be
done about that. The issue of the music is not forgotten and options for solving that
problem, such as swapping desks with others in the office, will be discussed later. By
not responding defensively to Win Htein’s feedback, Ma Thida very quickly got Win
Htein to identify one of the problems they can work together to solve. If Ma Thida had

reacted defensively to Win Htein, the conflict would have escalated.

,@ Self testing activity 3.14

Dealing with Conflict 61
Student Learning Materials




Certificate Il in Community Management (Burma)

Summary

In this topic we looked at responding to conflict. The factors of
timing and environment in relation to communication were
discussed as important in resolving conflict.

We looked at the use of effective communication, verbal and non-
verbal as well as the influence of language. We then talked about
the importance of active listening and asking open questions as a
way to understand the other person’s point of view. This was seen
to be a very constructive way of dealing with conflict situations. In
addition we considered communication responses that are
assertive, rather than passive or aggressive.

Finally we looked at ways of receiving feedback from others in a
non-defensive way as another strategy for dealing with conflict. All
of these factors are important in ensuring that communication with
others in the workplace helps people to work well together and deal
more effectively with conflict.

This has been a topic which helps to build up your skills in

communication as well as helping you to handle conflict more

effectively. If you have completed all of the self testing activities and

feel you now have an understanding of conflict management you
may now go on to complete the assessment for this

topic.

< It is now time to complete the assessment for this topic.
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