Chapter 10, Interpersonal Conflict Management
I. What is Interpersonal Conflict?

A definition of Interpersonal Contract is disagreement between or among connected individuals—coworkers, close friends, lovers, or family members.

Content and Relationship Conflict


Content conflict centers on objects, events, and persons in the world that are usually external to the parties involved in the conflict.


Relationship conflicts are concerned not so much with external objects as with the relationships between the individuals, with such issues as who is in charge, now equal are the members in a primary relationship, or who has the right to set down rules of behavior.

II. Principles of Interpersonal Conflict

a. Conflict is inevitable, Six major sources of conflict exist for all types of couples:

i. Intimacy issues

ii. Power issues

iii. Personal flaws issues

iv. Personal distance issues

v. Social issues

vi. Distrust issues

b. conflict can occur in computer-mediated communication, especially due to

i. Sending commercial messages to those who didn’t request them

ii. Sending messages to an entire listserv when they’re only relevant to one

iii. Spamming (unsolicited mail or repeated mail)

iv. Flaming (messages that personally attack)

v. Trolling (purposely incorrect information or outrageous viewpoints)

vi. Ill-timed cell phone calls or text messaging

c. Conflict can be negative or positive

i. Negative aspects of Conflict

ii. Conflict often leads to increased negative regard for the opponent, because of unfair fighting and hurting the other person.

iii. Conflict may lead you to close yourself off from the other person, which often leads to further conflict, mutual hurt, and resentment.

d. Positive aspects of Conflict
i. Interpersonal conflict forces you to examine a problem and work toward a potential solution, which, with productive conflict strategies, may strengthen the relationship.

ii. Conflict and its resolution can stop resentment from increasing and let our needs be known.

iii. When you try to resolve conflict, you’re saying that the relationship is worth the effort.

III. Conflict is influenced by culture and gender

a. Conflict and Culture

i. Culture influences the issues that people fight about and what is considered appropriate and inappropriate in terms of dealing with conflict.

ii. The types of conflicts that arise depend on the cultural orientation of those involved. In collectivist cultures, conflicts are more likely to center on violations of collective or group norms and values. In individualist cultures, conflicts are more likely to occur when people violate individual norms.

iii. Within a general culture, more specific cultures differ from one another in their methods of conflict management.

iv. The cultural norms of organizations influence the types of conflicts that occur and the ways people may deal with them.

b. Conflict and Gender

i. The differences portrayed in media fail to show up in research.

ii. Men are mor apt to withdraw from a conflict situation than are women. Women are more likely to get closer to the conflict, talk about it, and want to resolve it.

iii. Women tend to be more emotionsl and men more logical when they argue.

iv. Women are more apt to reveal their negative feelings than are men.

v. Among Mexican Americans, men preferred to achieve mutual understanding by discussing the reasons for the conflict, whereas women focused on being supportive of the relationship.

vi. Among Anglo Americans, men preferred direct and rational argument, and women preferred flexibility.

vii. Studies with college students and business people found no significant differences in the way men and women engage in  conflict.

IV. Conflict Styles Have Consequences. Blake & Mouton present five basic ways of engaging in conflict with descriptions plotted among the dimensions of concern for self and concern for the other person.

a. Competing: I win, you lose

b. Avoiding: I lose, you lose

c. Accommodating: I lose, you win

d. Collaborating: I win, you win

e. Compromising: I win and lose, you win and lose

V. Conflict Resolution Stages (before you fight, remember to fight in private, free  yourselves of other problems and prepare to deal with this conflict, and fight about problems that can be solved.)

a. Define the conflict

i. Define both content and relationship issues

ii. Define the problem in specific terms, Empathize.

iii. Avoid mind reading.

b. Examine Possible Solutions

i. Win-win solutions are ideal

ii. At least seek solutions in which the costs and the rewards will be evenly shared.

c. test a solution

i. Test one solution out mentally

ii. Test the solution in actual practice.

d. Evaluate the solution

i. Share your feelings and evaluations as to whether the tested solution helped resolve the conflict.

ii. Edward deBono’s six “thinking hats” support critical thinking.

1. the fact hat focuses on the facts and figures that bear on the problem.

2. The feeling hat looks at the emotional responses to the problem.

3. The negative argument hat asks you to become the devil’s advocate.

4. The positive benefits hat asks you to look at the upside.

5. The creative new idea hat focuses on new ways to look at the problem.

6. The control of thinking hat helps you analyze and direct what you’re doing in the evaluation process.

iii. Accept or reject the solution

1. If you accept a solution you are ready to put it into more permanent operation.

2. If you reject the solution, you can either test a different solution or return to the definition of the conflict.

VI. Conflict Management Strategies

a. A variety of factors influence the strategies you choose

i. The goals to be achieved

ii. Your emotional state

iii. Your cognitive assessment of the situation

iv. Your personality and communication competence

v. Your family history

b. Win-Lose and Win-Win strategies

i. Win-win solutions are the most desirable and make the next conflict less unpleasant.

ii. View conflict as solving a problem rather than as a fight.

iii. In win-win, people feel good about themselves and are more likely to abide by the decisions reached.

c. Avoidance and Fighting Actively

i. Avoidance may involve actual physical flight or may be emotional or intellectual avoidance.

ii. In nonnegotiation you refuse to discuss the conflict or to listen to the other person’s argument.

1. It may take the form of hammering away at your point of view until the other person gives in—“steamrolling.”

2. Gunnysacking is a strategy in which you store up grievances and unload them on the other person, even if irrelevant.

iii. Instead of avoidance, take an active role as a speaker and as a listener. Own your thoughts and feelings. Focus on the present and on the other person linvolved.

d. Defensiveness and Supportiveness

i. Evaluation with its “you-messages” leads to resentment and defensiveness. Instead, use descriptive “I-messages.”

ii. Control messages deny the legitimacy of the person’s contributions’ so focus on the problem at hand.

iii. Strategy, especially manipulation in which you conceal your true purposes, leads to defensiveness; so act openly and with spontaneity.
iv. Neutrality can come across as not caring; try instead to show empathy, that is, that you understand what the other person is going through.

v. Superiority assumed by one party demotes the other party to inferiority, Try, instead, attitudes of equality.
VII. Face Detracting and Face Enhancing Strategies

a. Face-detracting or face-attacking strategies treat the other person as incompetent or untrustworthy, as unable or bad. The attacks vary from embarrassment to damaging his or her reputation.

b. Beltlining interpersonally hits below the belt.

c. Face-enhancing strategies help the other person maintain a positive image as competent and trustworthy, able and good.

d. Even if you get what you want in bargaining, it is a good idea to allow the other person to save face. Excuses and apologies are sometimes helpful.

e. Generally, collectivist cultures place greater emphasis on face, but there are many levels and varieties.

VIII. Verbal Aggressiveness and Argumentativeness

a. Verbal aggressiveness is a method of winning an argument by inflicting psychological pain, by attacking the other person’s self-concept. It is a type of disconfirmation.

b. Argumentativeness, contrary to popular belief, should be cultivated, because it refers to your willingness to argue for a point of view. It is preferred to verbal aggressiveness.

c. Some differences between argumentativeness and verbal aggressiveness.
