Introduction

Conflicts are part of everyday living. Everyone has different goals, inter-
ests, priorities, agendas, personal styles, you name it—and inevitably
these differences lead to conflicts. So what starts off as differences of
opinion or different choices escalates, and you have a conflict! Then you
have to figure out what to do about it—walk away, sit down and have an
extended discussion about the problem, give in to what the other per-
son wants, assert yourself to get your own way, or figure out some kind
of compromise. Or maybe there was some way to avoid the differences
escalating into a conflict in the first place.

Unfortunately, because of all sorts of factors—personality dynam-
ics, family relationships, power politics, whatever—it is often hard to
know what to do. Also, the fear of making the wrong choices, a lack of
information, poor communication, analysis paralysis, or other blocks
can interfere with resolving a conflict and you might find yourself hang-
ing onto the status quo, unable to move ahead to a better, more satisfy-
ing situation, even though you are clearly unsatisfied with the way things
are.

Many conflicts can be readily overcome by regarding them as prob-
lems to be resolved by identifying the source of the problem and apply-
ing the appropriate problem-solving techniques. For example, you might
use techniques like creative visualization to examine the reasons for
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the problem, rational analysis to assess different strategies in your con-
flict resolution repertoire, brainstorming to come up with alternatives,
and mental-control techniques to gain the internal motivation or control
to put new solutions into practice.

It may be that you have the resources to solve a conflict yourself,
though at times you may need an outside advisor or consultant to
assess the situation and suggest conflict remedies. While you may be
able to use detachment techniques to separate yourself from the situa-
tion and see the conflict more clearly as an outsider, this can be difficult
to do when you are embroiled in the battle and emotionally involved. The
outsider is already detached and doesn’t have the emotional baggage
and fears that can stand in the way of seeing or solving the conflict. The
outsider can look at the problem dispassionately, recognize the dynam-
ics, and suggest appropriate techniques to come up with effective solu-
tions. However, after reading this book you may be better able to apply
these techniques yourself; you may be better able to look at the conflict
as an outsider would and recognize the sources of the conflict, think of
alternative approaches, decide on the best strategy, and put that into
practice yourself.

Applying Conflict Management Techniques to
Any Problem

The techniques discussed in this book are designed to help anyone
resolve virtually any type of problem, whether inner conflict or conflict
between people. The process starts by looking over your major conflicts
and determining which ones to deal with first. This involves setting pri-
orities, since you can only work effectively on a few conflicts at a time.
Then, once you learn to apply this method, you can apply it to any con-
flicts you face in the future.

As you'll learn, a key to this approach is to first get your emotions
under control, and then look at the reasons for the conflicts and pin-
point the source of tension, so you can come up with the appropriate
solutions. For instance, some conflicts are due to circumstances in the
situation; others to the personalities of the people involved; still others
may point to a recurring behavior pattern or attitude that triggers
recurring conflicts.

It is also helpful to understand some of the most common reasons
for conflicts, since these models can suggest approaches to use in deal-
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ing with your own similar conflicts. Thus, in the book, I have included
many real-life examples of conflicts resulting from poor communica-
tion and misunderstandings; from different agendas, interests, and val-
ues; from political power struggles in a group situation; from wrong
assumptions about others” motives and actions; from a lack of empathy
with others’” needs and wants; and from dealing with difficult people,
who require special handling. In addition, since many conflicts are
internal ones, where you are torn in different directions in deciding
what to do or are held back by fears, a lack of information, or a belief
that you can’t do something, I've also included techniques for applying
this method to those inner conflicts.

I've drawn these real-life examples from workshops, interviews,
and some of my own encounters with difficult people and situations.
Many of the examples will probably strike some familiar chords.

In the next chapters, I'll outline a basic method for dealing with
any type of conflict—an approach I've been using for over two decades,
since I started working with conflict and wrote my first book about this,
Resolving Conflict, published in 1980. Back then, I first started learning
about how to resolve conflict as a panelist for Community Boards of
San Francisco, a neighborhood conflict resolution group. Then I went
to dozens of workshops and seminars on the subject, and gradually my
own ideas on dealing with conflict evolved. I began doing seminars and
workshops on the subject, and wrote a series of books on dealing with
conflict in the workplace: Work with Me! Resolving Everyday Conflict in Your
Organization; A Survival Guide for Working With Humans; A Survival Guide
for Working with Bad Bosses; and A Survival Guide to Managing Employees
from Hell. The basic model that I developed back in 1980 has informed
all of these later books on resolving conflict—and now this book
focuses on the major principles of this model and shows how to apply
them in different situations.
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