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Conflicts 
Conflicts have a tendency to divert our energy. In a relation  
conflicts might lead to fighting and hurt feelings. In business,  
conflicts might additionally lead to missed deadlines, ruined 
job satisfaction and project failure. In both cases, however, a 
successfully managed conflict might give raise to new ideas, 
personal growth and the counterparts having strengthened 
their relation!


Definitions and the origins of conflicts
There is a lot written about conflict - this is hardly an exaggeration. It is not unusual 
that different authors have more or less simple recipes, “do’s and don’ts”, on how con-
flicts should be resolved. The first thing we face, however, is the question of what a 
conflict really is. There is not one uniform approach among authors, although certain 
key ingredients are usually included, i.e. 


•	 That	there	is	a	mutual	dependeny	between	parties


•	 That	there	is	a	conflict	about	goals	and	motives


•	 The	parties’	view	on	the	conflict	is	more	important	than	the	facts


•	 That	there	is	a	limited	amount	of	resources	(time,	prestige,	money,	etc)	to	share,	


•	 That	there	are	different	types	of	conflicts


A definition might look like this:  


“when two or more people, having perceived incompatible goals, act in order to un-
dermine each other’s goal-seeking efforts”.
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If the parties are  fighting for a set of resources, and actively prevent each other 
from reaching their goals, then a conflict arises. The conflict may be more or 
less intense, short or long, escalated or dying out, can take place with breaks in 
between intense “rounds” - or in some cases, contain elements of pure revenge. 
This	definition	excludes	internal	conflicts	(what	I	actually	do	versus	what	I	feel	I	
should	do),	and	situations	when		person	A	bullies	person	B	while	B	accepts	this	
and doesn’t fight back.


 However, conflicts need not  takeplace on a conscious level.


No struggle, no conflict
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Tydlighet


To see conflicts
To an outsider it may be very clear that an organization is affected by a conflict, yet the 
members argue that they do not have any conflicts. Members are however, remarkably 
often, aware that “something is wrong” but cannot put their finger on what it is exactly. 
In such a case, this can be a normal defence mechanism. The conflict may exist even if 
it is on  an unconscious level.  However, it must be reviewed in order to understand the 
underlying factors and dynamics and in order to subsequently be handled or resolved.


What is normal - Conflict or Harmony?
he ability to see and manage conflict is greatly influenced by the individual’s approach 
to conflicts. So whether the individual is biased toward conflicts or harmony as the 
“normal” state between people will affect both the perception of conflicts and how 
the individual chooses to cope with them. If someone believes Harmony to be the 
normal state, then conflict is viewed as something unpleasant, which is caused by 
troublemakers, and as something that can and should be avoided. If someone believes 
the opposite, then Conflict is natural and inevitable, maybe even enriching, and can 
and should be handled. 
Some authors argue that one should not see it as a question of “conflict or no conflict,” 
but  as a scale ranging from overall unity to all-out war. One point of this approach is 
that it creates an awareness that conflicts always have the potential to arise in any situ-
ation.


A common starting point that has then the potential of escalatig is when disagree-
ments are expressed in one way or another. 
The argument begins - and then grows stronger. As a result, we express stronger 
verbal and non-verbal cues. Emotions are activated and the argument becomes 
more personal. It gradually switches into a matter of prestige, perhaps abusive lan-
guage is used, and we have an affective conflict at hand. This could escalate further 
and take a destructive turn. This locks the parties into destructive patterns that are 
then hard to escape. Such a development is unfortunate, important to prevent, and 
if it does occur, important to break and resolve. 


An important component of this work is self-knowledge, to know one’s own reactions, 
what triggers the fear, anxiety, anger at oneself. As long as we can sense signals in our-
selves, we can, at least in theory, choose to act otherwise. Note that this does not mean 
that we have to act differently.
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Skilled Incompetence and Groupthink
Lack of cognitive conflicts can be harmful. The business theorist Chris  Argyris argues 
that fear of conflict ultimately leads to skilled incompetence - a phenomenon that 
occurs when kindness is allowed to obscure honesty. 


Groupthink is the phenomenon of a group making decisions from fear of conflict. 
These decisions later turn out to be very detrimental. The disagreement, which 
nevertheless exists in the organization, is subject to censorship and is hidden. The 
group  develops an illusion of unity, and infallibility to be “best at everything”. In 
retrospect, it may be a great mystery to the members how they were able to make 
the wrong decisions. One of the things that might cause groupthink is a charismatic 
leader who very early makes a strong statement on how he/she prefer to solve  some- 
thing, or that he/she cannot tolerate disagreement.


Typical signs of groupthink can be:


•   That we explain problems by means of “logical reasoning” instead of addressin 
the real issues


•   That we do not address what we disagree on 


•   The fact that you do not question even weak arguments 


•   We support each other without analyzing the issue properly


•   That we cannot do a proper evaluation of strengths and weaknesses for the 
selected option


•   That we (immediately) reject alternatives without examining their content


•   The leader is very dominant


•   Excessive confidence in the group, its goals, work methods, values, etc.
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Devil’s Advocate 
A cure for groupthink, which is often recommended,  is to be sure that any 
disagreement  comes to light, and to use it as an opportunity to have a debate. 
One way to solve this is to appoint a person to take the role of “Devil’s Advocate”, 
to critically review and comment on each mindset that exists within the group 
- and the decisions taken. It is necessary that this person do this in an objective 
way, and shows consideration. Exaggerations could otherwise easily lead to the 
group renouncing the comments, and isolating themselves even more. It is also 
important not to create a sense of failure within the group, to embarrass them in 
any way but instead build a dialogue around what might be improved. The group 
must have a chance to save face, to retreat and a chance to explain their actions.


Generally speaking, if you want to stimulate conflict,  you could bring together 
diverse groups of people, with different backgrounds, experience, age, gender, 
etc and to create a high degree of interaction within the group.
Remember, while it may be wise to stimulate cognitive conflict on professional 
issues, it should be avoided in the case of conflicts on value or identity issues. 
The reason for this is that it could otherwise easily lead to emotional conflicts, 
which are more difficult to solve through reasoning
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Factors that often lead to conflicts
Everything we can disagree about can of course grow into a conflict. 
Hence, to compile a list of potential causes would be ridiculous. In-
stead, it is better to look beyond annoyances, issues and pet peeves 
and look for the true origins of a conflict. One way to do this is to use 
overall categories such as the following:


Goals/strategy conflicts


Indicators might be:  


We discuss, listen, and understand 
our different views, but nevertheless we disagree.


Power Conflicts 


Indicators might be:  


•	Personal prestige comes into focus 


•		We use any excuse to have an argument, 
and tiny annoyances rise into arguments 
very quickly


•	There is an element of “revenge” involved 


•	Alliances are formed around the people involved 


•	Once we’ve settled a conflict, a new conflict replaces it 


Mål Mål
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Factors that often lead to conflicts


Role Conflicts 
Indicators might be:  
•	Things	are	left	undone,	or	done	the	last	minute	and	under	protest	
•	We	point	the	finger	and	blame	each	other	
•	There	tends	to	be	more	“resource”		issues	than	“personal”	issues	involved	


Value Conflicts
Indicators might be: 
•	There	is	no	willingness	whatsoever	in	resolving	the	conflict	
•	Different	life	styles,	educational,	ethnical,	age	or	cultural	issues	are	present	
•	The	parties	involved	usually	try	to	avoid	the	issues,	but	sometimes	they	clash	violently	
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Misunderstanding Conflicts
Indicators might be: 
•	We	put	our	trust	in	different	sources,	claiming	them	to	be	the	most	accurate
•		We	believe	we	are	heading	in	the	same	direction,	but	nevertheless	end	up 
at different positions or conclusions
•	If	we	try	to	imagine	what	a	compromise	would	look	like,	we	fail	to	imagine	it


96


It is not always apparent, but normally there is a “bonus” for either 


party to engage in a conflict, especially when it is repeated again 


and again – even though the behavior is accompanied by sanctions, 


punishment, discomfort, etc. This may seem confusing to an outsider, 


but the benefits often exceed the cost to the individual. So never as-


sume that the parties wholeheartedly really want to solve a conflict 


- even if they say so. The bonus can also apply to the whole group, not 


just individuals. Examples of this may be that a group unconsciously 


maintains a conflict between some individuals to make sure they do 


not get in the line of fire themselves. 


No matter which overall explanation model you choose, remember that a conflict 
often has multiple origins. It is important that we try to determine the nature of the 
conflict before trying to address and resolve it. The reason for this is, of course, that 
different types of conflicts are best handled through different methods.  
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Methods, effects and tactics 
There are basically five different ways of behaving in conflicts. None 
of the five can be said to be the “right” one  at all times. Each of the 
five fit in certain circumstances, but may be inappropriate or inef-
fective in others. Of course, how they are applied might vary. And 
based on our personality we usually have a tendency to use one or 
two styles. General characteristics of the different styles are described 
below.


Using force
Force involves pursuing your own goals 
at your counterpart’s expense. Force is a 
power-oriented behavior in which you use 
power or authority to gain advantage, using 
your ability to reason, your rank or position, 
withholding rewards or perks , or resorting 
to sanctions. The outcome of a power struggle 
is a clear winner and a clear loser.


Accommodating


When you accommodate, you ignore your own 
interests to satisfy the other party’s needs. There is an 
element of “sacrifice” in this style. It may take the form 
of giving in to the other’s views but also  of blurring 
the differences in perceptions while emphasizing 
common interests. Nevertheless, there is a winner 
and a loser, in this case you. 
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Avoiding conflict 
You are not talking about your own position or your counterpart’s. The conflict is ignored 
or suppressed. Those who are involved in the conflict  avoid each other or hold back their 
emotions and their  views. This may take the form of putting the issue to the side, maybe 
saving it for a later date, or withdrawing from a threatening situation. One possible bonus 
is that there is no clear loser – but there is no winner either. The conflict is likely to reap-
pear unless it blows over completely. 


Compromising


The goal of compromise is to find a mutually 
acceptable solution that partially satisfies both 
parties.	By	definition,	a	compromise	means	that 
each party gives up something in order to have 
one or more goals or needs met. No one wins com-
pletely, no one loses completely. 


Collaborating
Collaborating	(sometimes	called	problem	solving	or	confronting	the	conflict)	is	the	“win	-	
win” outcome in conflict. The two parties meet to discuss their similarities and differences 
in		views	.	Both	are	equally	responsible	for	identifying	the	underlying	needs	of	both	par-
ties and to find an alternative that satisfies them. The big difference between collabora-
tion and compromise is that in collaboration, your needs are met,100%. 
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Using  various styles
None of these styles represent a “best” in all situations. Each style has 
its advantages and disadvantages in different situations. Effective 
conflict management means that I learn the most effective style  for 
the situation, and that I can apply this style when appropriate. The fol-
lowing are some guidelines that can help you choose the right style 
in the right situation. The list is not exhaustive. 


Use Force:


1.  When quick, decisive action is neces-
sary, e.g. in an emergency


2.  For the implementation of unpopu-
lar decisions, where a firm stand 
must be taken such as the reduction 
of costs or implementation of new 
routines


3.        When you have more experience, 
knowledge, and are a specialist in 
the field and the “right” decision is 
important for an individual or the 
organization’s future


4.  When you are ultimately responsible  
for the outcome, when you have to 
“draw the line” 


But reconsider:


1.  When coop eration is important in order 
to make  the decision


2.  When an important relationship may be 
jeopardized unless a mutually acceptable 
solution can be achieved


3.  When you work with a highly competent 
group of people. To argue with them or 
force them would not only be a poor use 
of their abilities, but would also undermine 
their morale and motivation.


4.  When you do not have sufficient knowl-
edge or skill


5.  When the only goal is winning for win-
ning’s sake, when you risk creating a “win-
lose” relationship
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Accommodate: 


1.  When you realize you are wrong. To 
allow another perspective to come 
forward. To prove that you are rea-
sonable. 


2.  When it is especially important to 
maintain harmony and avoid dis-
ruption


3.  When the outcome is more impor-
tant for the other party. As a gesture 
to maintain a good working relation-
ship


4.  When continued competition would 
destroy your long term goal


5.  To help subordinates  develop by 
allowing them to experiment and 


But reconsider:


1.  When you deprive the organization 
of your contributions 


2.  When adaptability causes you to lose 
recognition, respect and influence


3.  When important issues are at stake 
and you must take a stand 


4. When your self esteem is at stake 


5. In disciplinary matters 


6.  When you are compromising your 
integrity and values
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Compromise:


1.  When two opponents with equal 
power are strongly tied to incompat-
ible goals, such as partners in  salary 
negotiation.


2.  When it is better to get half of your 
needs satisfied than nothing at all, 
and it is possible to make an agree-
ment without losing one’s core 
values.


3.  Achieving a workable solution under 
time pressure 


4. When all other possible models fail 


But reconsider:


1.  When the matter is vital and a com-
promise would have major negative 
consequences


2.  When a partial solution would not 
settle the conflict. Using it as a first 
response to all conflict


3.  When the principles, values, personal 
welfare or long-term goals are at stake
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Collaborate:


1.  To support each other, for further 
cooperation and to reach mutually 
acceptable decisions


2.  When the decision is important and 
has long-term effect. When both 
views are too important to compro-
mise on


3.  When a creative, integrated solution 
is necessary


4.  To learn to understand others’ views. 
Test one’s own assumptions and 
exchange experiences with individu-
als with different perspectives 


5.  In order to reward teamwork, trust, 
and mutual exchange


But reconsider:


1.  When the problem is trivial, and does 
not justify the time and energy that 
problem solving requires


2.  In emergency and crisis situations


3.  When only one person has the neces-
sary knowledge to make decisions


4.  When incompatible values are in-
volved
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Avoid the conflict:


1.  When the cause is trivial, and other 
more important matters press on 
and require a decision. 


2.  When you need to postpone, to “cool 
down” and reduce the tension to a 
more manageable level and to gain 
perspective on the problem.


3.  If you need to gather more informa-
tion or buy more time to determine 
how the conflict should be handled.


4.  When the source of conflict is likely 
to disappear soon, for example due 
to retirement, re-organisation or  
policy change.


5.  When the potential danger of 
handling the conflict is greater than 
the likely benefits. For example, in 
sensitive political situations where 
you have little power.


But reconsider:


1.  When a minor conflict is likely to evolve 
into a larger one, unless a decision is 
taken


2.  When avoiding the conflict is likely to 
result in the termination of a friendship


3.  When a decision is necessary and you 
are responsible for the decision


4.  When important decisions can be made 
without any authority to do it


5.  When productivity, morale and motiva-
tion is reduced by inactivity
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To act or not
As we see, there are multiple criteria for when each style is ap-
propriate.	By	looking	at	the	type	of	conflict	(Power,	Roles,	Values	
or	Misunderstandings)	we	can	find	some	additional	guidance.	


Let’s say we analyze the conflict and we realize it is based on a power struggle. You 
can of course  argue, especially if you know you are right. However, what is right and 
wrong is not really the problem. Even if you win, the power struggle is likely to con-
tinue in a different way. Moreover, you need to be prepared for a long fight, since your 
counterpart probably wants to win as well. Maybe a compromise is better, since you 
would then gradually build a mutual dependency. Step by step you will be working 
together and building trust, hopefully replacing the need to argue. 


Power	and	Role	conflicts	are	sometimes	confused.	But	if	it	is	roles	that	is	the	issue,	
the use of force is usually more acceptable. Organisational ambiguities need to be 
straightened out. Someone has to make a decision. If it is you, then the different pros 
and cons with the styles above should provide guidance. Whatever option you decide 
onr, remember that the outcome must be established with the utmost clarity. 


The conflict is based on values, both Force and  Accommodating are  risky. If one of 
the parties feels attacked, the tension is likely to rise. And  we do not want to com-
promise on our beliefs. However, if you have the authority, you can use Force if it is 
aimed towards behaviours and not people. Collaboration and Compromise is not 
likely to work. The unfortunate thing is that conflicts on values are often best settled 
through avoiding the problem. However, this agreement of avoiding the problem 
can be reached through using force. Examples range from setting firm ground rules 
regarding behaviour at work, separating people from each other or simply stopping 
activities that cause the conflict.


Misunderstandings are best handled by deciding which information is the right  
information. This decision would create a winner and a loser, and the negative ef-
fects of this should be avoided. If one of the parties is embarrassed or loses face, the 
situation could then rise into a power conflict. Of course, these examples are mere 
guidelines and it is ultimately up to you to decide how to act. 
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Good luck
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