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Sam R. Lloyd

CONFLICT!

What comes to your mind when you think of the word ‘conflict’? Most people envision anger, harsh words, threat, hurt feelings, damaged relationships, etc. Close to what you thought?

When you stop to think about it, not all conflict is bad. Disagreeing on solutions, priorities, color schemes, and many other things can actually lead to more creative problem solving, widening our perspective, encouraging our growth and other positive outcomes. The process may be a little uncomfortable but the outcome can make it worth the effort.

The destructive conflicts are those in which the real agenda of the conflict is a personal one. These are conflicts in which the whole purpose of the interactions is to harm someone physically, psychologically or both or prove that our beliefs about others and ourselves are true. These conflicts benefit no one and the world would be a better place if we could eliminate them. Because this does not seem to be possible, the next best thing is to learn how to prevent as many as possible and to resolve those that do occur. This brief article provides some helpful ideas and techniques for prevention and resolution!

THE PATTERN OF CONFLICT

The destructive type of conflict has a predictable pattern and that pattern is a triangle. Dr. Stephen Karpman describes this pattern as the “DRAMA TRIANGLE” and it looks like this:







          Persecutor             Rescuer

  Victim

Everyone in the world knows how to assume these three roles and each of us has a favorite one. We learn how to play the roles in early childhood and we play them thousands of times throughout our lives. Following are brief descriptions of the roles.

Persecutor. When someone assumes this role he or she will use aggressive behavior toward another person and attack the intended victim. The attack can be physical, verbal or both. It can be direct or indirect. For example, a persecutor player may say something accusatory or threatening in a direct attack or the person could be persecuting indirectly by withholding information, spreading a rumor, or missing a deadline. The intent is to invite the other person into the Victim position where that person will feel ‘Not OK’. The message delivered by any Persecutor action or words is ‘You are Not OK’! While in this role the person will feel angry, righteous, superior or other similar feelings.

Victim. When someone assumes this role he or she will use nonassertive behavior and invite others to see him or her as ‘Not OK’. While playing this role the person will feel inadequate, helpless, sad, scared, guilty or other similar feelings. Other people will be invited to either Rescue or Persecute the Victim player. The person playing Victim might want to be rescued but the other person could choose to persecute instead. Stepping into the Victim role can occur because someone is feeling stressed or because of low self-esteem or because another person has just done something persecutory toward them. The message that is delivered by Victim behavior is ‘I’m Not OK’.

Rescuer. When someone assumes this role he or she will use either nonassertive or aggressive behavior. Sometimes a person will become a Rescuer because he or she won’t say ‘No’ and reluctantly takes on the responsibility of trying to solve the Victim player’s problem. A person may assume the role of Rescuer as a way to demonstrate superiority to the Victim player. A manager shared this incident with a training class: while she was preparing to drive a nail for hanging a picture on the wall of her home, she felt the hammer being removed from her hand and heard her husband say, “Here, dear, let me do that so you won’t hurt yourself.” He probably was unaware of how condescending his uninvited rescue was to his wife who was quite capable of driving the nail all by herself! Either form of Rescue will communicate the same message to the Victim player: ‘You are Not OK’ and the person is reinforced for seeing themselves as inadequate.

No wonder this kind of conflict is so unpleasant! The three roles involve either perceiving yourself as ‘Not OK’ or someone else as ‘Not OK’. The only behaviors involved (nonassertive and aggressive) are ones that lead to win-lose outcomes. As long as people stay in the roles there is no possibility of a win-win resolution!

PREVENTING CONFLICTS

To prevent such conflicts from occurring, use only Assertive behavior. Assertive behavior is defined as being honest, appropriate, respectful and direct (HARD). It is the only behavior style that communicates “I’m OK – You’re OK”. It is the only behavior that facilitates win-win outcomes. You already are assertive a great deal of the time so the challenge is being assertive at those times when you are most tempted to become aggressive or nonassertive. Some basic tips for being assertive include:

· Communicate with ‘I-statements’ rather than ‘You-statements’. Compare the following:

· “You always embarrass me with those awful jokes when we are with our friends.”

· “I feel embarrassed when you tell off-color jokes when we are with our friends.”

· Eliminate words and phrases such as ‘you know’, ‘maybe’, ‘kind of’, ‘sort of’, ‘only’, ‘just’, ‘I guess’, etc.  Compare the following:

· “You know, maybe we could sort of change our approach and get a little better result.”

· “I suggest we change our approach to see if we can get a better result.”

· “Oh, that’s okay. It was only a suggestion.”

· “Oh, that’s okay. I thought it was an idea worth considering.”

· Avoid exaggerations and negative judgments. Compare the following:

· “Those idiots never do it right the first time!”

· “These inaccuracies are happening too often!”

· Use polite commands or a direct request when you want someone to do something for you. Compare:

· “Would you mind doing this so I can get to my meeting on time?”  (only asks the person to consider doing it – does not ask them to do it)

· “Will you please do this so I can get to my meeting on time?”

· “Can you prepare a summary of what we discussed?”  (asks if the person is capable of doing it)

· “Will you prepare a summary of what we discussed?”

· “Why don’t you use some visuals to make the presentation more appealing?” (asks the person to think about reasons not to do it)

· “Please add some visuals to make the presentation more appealing.”

RESOLVING CONFLICTS THAT DO OCCUR

It seems to be impossible for human beings to be assertive 100% of the time so conflicts will occur now and then. What do you do to minimize the severity of the conflict, shorten the time and increase the chances for a win-win resolution?

One of the best techniques for responding to any of the three roles you might encounter is known as ‘Active Listening’. With practice, this technique can be developed into a skill, but even when you are not very skillful with it, the technique will still help to produce a win-win outcome.

The technique is to restate whatever the other person says by 

· paraphrasing the content

· acknowledging the emotions

· ending with a checkout question

Example 1 - someone says, “I just can’t understand all of this financial stuff. Why does it have to be so complicated?” (Victim inviting Rescue)  An Active Listening response could be, “You sound frustrated about the complexities of these plans. Pretty difficult to understand, aren’t they?”

Rather than stepping into the role of Rescuer, the responder demonstrated empathy and understanding, which invites the Victim player to feel cared about. When the person playing Victim feels better they can think more clearly and act more effectively.

To continue this scenario let’s assume the Victim player next says, “Yeah, I am. I just can’t keep all of that mumbo jumbo straight in my mind. Why don’t you just tell me what I should do?”  The other person responds, “Because it is difficult for you to understand the terminology, you would rather have me just tell you what to do. Is that what you are saying?”

Again, the responder has avoided the temptation to start Rescuing by asking fact-finding questions (thinking for the Victim player) or by offering to help (taking on responsibility for a solution). By being empathetic (acknowledging feelings) and understanding (accurately restating content), the responder keeps inviting the Victim player to feel better and start doing their own thinking. The responder can then start to facilitate more thinking by the Victim player by asking some open-ended questions such as “Which terms do you not understand?” or “What is your most greatest concern about your financial future?”.

Such questions invite the Victim player to think more clearly. The person will usually be able to do their own thinking if the responder stays out of the Rescuer role and facilitates the thinking with these tools.

Example 2 – a woman says to her husband, “Why don’t you quit talking long enough to listen to what this person is explaining and then you might understand!” (Persecutor inviting Victim) He responds, “Well, somebody has to speak up and say what needs to be said. You always just sit there and say nothing and then complain later that the salesperson sold us a bill of goods!” (Persecutor inviting Victim – counter attack) An Active Listening response by the financial advisor could be, “You both seem to be feeling a little stressed about this financial planning process. It can be a little frustrating and scary, can’t it?”

The responder does not assume the Rescuer role and become involved in trying to resolve the conflict between the two other people but demonstrated empathy and understanding which invites them both to become less emotional and return their focus to the financial discussion rather than each other’s faults!

To continue this scenario, let’s assume the woman says, “Yes, it is stressful talking about money and he doesn’t help at all by trying to show off with how much he knows about it all. He doesn’t know what he is talking about half the time!” Her husband responds immediately, “I understand more than you think I do and making decisions about money wouldn’t be so stressful if you would express an opinion of your own now and then. I always have to make the decisions and then you find fault with them!”

The financial advisor says to both, “Sounds like you both are concerned about making sure that when you make financial decisions that they will be ones you can live with comfortably afterwards. Is that correct?” They each respond, “Yes.”

Again, the Active Listening response invites both to stop playing Persecutor with each other and to feel heard and understood. This helps them feel less emotional and start thinking about possible actions to take. The financial advisor can then continue by making a suggestion about how to continue their planning discussion. “I suggest that I explain each part of this proposal and ask each of you to tell me what you think of each part. This will give you the opportunity to express any concerns or ask questions as we go through the plan slowly. This should help us make sure that whatever you decide will be the right decision that you both will be happy with. How does that sound?”

The financial advisor did not play Rescuer and only proposed an approach for continuing the discussion that would help everyone think together. The proposal invites both spouses to listen to the advisor and to express themselves at each point of the proposal. If they start bickering again, the advisor can use Active Listening responses to help guide them back into a collaborative discussion.

PRACTICE, PRACTICE!

The techniques of Assertiveness and Active Listening are very effective but improving your skills with these tools will require a lot of practice. Daily practice for at least 21 days is usually recommended if your goal is to change old behavior patterns and develop new skills.
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