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INTRODUCTION


HOW WELL DO you manage conflict with your boss or other superiors at work, or with the more difficult employees you need to supervise?


Belligerent bosses, petulant employees, demanding and disrespectful clients, former peers you now supervise, psychopathological CEOs. No matter how old you are, how long you have been in the work world, how many conflict-management trainings you have attended (or slept through), or how many best-selling books on difficult conversations you have read, problems with characters like these — up and down the food chain at work — are exhausting and can feel impossible. What can you do when your boss holds all the cards and enjoys being a jerk? Or when an employee you really depend on is constantly whining and being difficult? Or when vitally important clients insist on being demeaning?


When Sam* heard that the reorganization of his company had him reporting to a woman thirty years younger than him, he went quietly to his office and stewed. He liked and respected Isabella; the sting he felt was not personal. But he had come up through the ranks of manufacturing in the eighties and nineties and had the battle scars to prove it. Now he’d be taking orders from someone a few years out of an MBA program. He tried to avoid contact with her and quickly acquiesced to her at the first hint of a difference of opinion. It made their working relationship excruciating for both of them.


Tammy responded differently. When her friend Susan became her supervisor at the nongovernmental organization they worked for, Tammy mumbled, “She’s one of them now.” Tammy believed that all people in positions of power grew to like it and abuse it. Although her former friend tried repeatedly to collaborate with her, Tammy treated her as a defector. Eventually Susan had to fire Tammy for a series of disciplinary problems and insubordination. Tammy pushed Susan to be confrontational and punitive and so confirmed her own bias about those in power.


Like many executives, Carlos, the new CEO of a $300 million textile firm, knew that his company’s move toward global business required them to transform their transfer-pricing model, a method of profit allocation that helped to minimize their tax burden. The current system for setting transfer prices often benefited individual manufacturing sites but in effect punished the company for overseas sales. Carlos had to initiate a major change in transfer pricing, which would likely encounter stiff resistance.


Carlos started by asking Tony, his chief financial officer, to design a transfer-pricing model and suggested he get input from others. Tony was extremely bright and knowledgeable; he quickly developed a very good model. But he did it by himself. Feeling the urgency of the situation, Tony rolled out the new pricing model to the company. It was soon mired in conflict, as managers throughout the organization haggled over details. There was more resistance than expected — much more. Carlos had asked Tony to use a more participatory process for the development of the model but had not insisted.


“We ended up having to start over because my leadership had been weak,” Carlos reflected. “Tony and I had been equals for years. He’s got a sharp mind and a strong will. It had never been within my power to give him orders. But this time I should have directed him. I should have insisted he act more collaboratively on this initiative. Instead I watched Tony roll out a model created in a one-man vacuum. It was a great model, but I knew the process was wrong and I didn’t follow my instincts.”


When Richard took over as division head of a large communications technology company, his direct reports (and their reports) soon learned that stifling ideas might hurt innovation and problem solving, but sharing ideas could lead to career extinction.


Ernie, a quiet but thoughtful young accountant, got the point quickly. Richard invited him to participate in a “diagonal slice group.” Specifically designed as a forum for top leadership to listen to employees from various functions at all levels of the organization, it was advertised as an open, nonthreatening environment where an administrative assistant’s opinion carried as much value as a chief engineer’s. When Ernie asked an innocent question about budgeting during one of the group’s early meetings, Richard interjected with “Let me tell you why that’s a stupid question.” Ernie decided then and there never to question Richard again.


A pattern of such comments from Richard eventually led to fewer and fewer questions being raised — and no disagreement. From anyone. After a few months, his arrogant behavior had eliminated all candid, constructive feedback, but he concluded that he was doing such a great job leading and communicating that he had achieved “near total alignment” within the division. This delusion lasted until new ideas and products dried up and sales followed.


This is a book about conflict, power, and change. It chronicles the challenges and opportunities we face when we find ourselves in conflict with those in authority — bosses, executives, regulators, police officers, professors, and parents, to name a few — and with those we have authority over. It also addresses what to do in those precarious situations in which power shifts occur and we face new conflicts with former peers we now supervise, or with former supervisees who have now become the boss.


Conflict is a lot like fire. When it sparks, it can intensify, spread, and lead to pain, loss, and irreparable damage. It can distract, distance, derail, and occasionally destroy opportunities and relationships. It makes most people anxious, and as a result it is often mishandled and made worse. It can waste time and lessen productivity, impair teamwork and morale, increase counterproductive behaviors like stealing and sabotage, and poison the physical and mental health of employees. So conflict can burn.


Power is often likened to energy, which physicists define as the capacity to do work — to get things done. But for all our efforts to acquire power, both having it and not having it are riddled with traps, constraints, consequences, and misunderstandings. Having power and authority in relationships often comes with high expectations, demands, duties, and responsibilities that can be surprisingly constricting. Ask any new parent or president or CEO. And not having it is much worse.


When conflict and power mix, the results can be explosive.


Unfortunately, conflict and power tend to travel together. When people find themselves in conflict, they immediately — almost automatically — become aware of the balance of power in the situation or relationship: “Hey, you work for me, so back off!” Or: “Wow, he is much bigger and drunker than I thought he was before I told him to shut up. Bad idea.” Or: “If you say one more insulting word to me, I will rally my fleet of attorneys to devote the rest of their careers to making you wish you had never met me.” Conflict puts power differences into focus.


Similarly, power shifts and disparities in power often create conflict. Class conflicts, race conflicts, gender conflicts, generational conflicts — just about any intergroup conflict is essentially about power. When disadvantaged minority groups organize to demand their rights, it’s about power. When unions strike, it’s about power. At work, when people are demoted in rank, it creates conflict. Promotions too tend to stir envy and resentment, which often show up as conflict sooner or later.


Understanding how conflict and power affect each other is vital to effective conflict management, but talking about power differences openly is still taboo in most places in society. It is almost wholly absent from discussions over work conflicts, negotiation planning, and even conflict-management trainings, despite the fact that most workplace conflicts are not between equals and ignoring power dynamics is absurd. It’s especially costly in today’s work environments, where 25–40 percent of managers’ time is spent mired in conflict with aggrieved board members, supervisors, clients, peers, and subordinates.1


We have seen this power taboo in organizations we work with across the globe.


The United Nations is an excellent case in point. To fulfill its mission of promoting international cooperation and peace, UN leadership and staff needed to understand and apply constructive conflict-resolution methods in their work. The UN’s human resources (HR) department contacted our International Center for Cooperation and Conflict Resolution at Columbia University (usually referred to as the ICCCR) and asked for help developing a program of training for UN personnel, based on a model of collaborative negotiation originally created by ICCCR’s founder, Morton Deutsch.


The training offered skill building and employed role-playing techniques that allowed the participants to negotiate three work-conflict scenarios, all based on actual UN incidents. The first scenario involved a multicultural conflict within a work team at the UN. The second was a conflict between two coworkers involving tensions over responsibilities and sharing credit for their joint tasks. So far, so good. The training, and especially the role-playing, brought familiar conflicts to life in a way that clearly illustrated basic challenges and win-win negotiation principles. It also allowed participants to practice and refine their skills before returning to the “real world” of their office or post.


During the third scenario, however, the training screeched to a halt. This scenario involved a conflict between a superior and a subordinate at the UN, a very common occurrence. Almost without exception this case overwhelmed the collaborative skills of the savviest participants and proved discouraging to the instructors as well. Participants playing the boss would quickly leap into command-and-control mode, seeking to protect their authority and reputation and impose their will. They struggled to listen or stopped listening altogether. Empathy fled the scene. Negotiations morphed into competitive power struggles.


The participants playing the subordinate would attempt a strange combination of submissiveness and inflexibility as they tried to prevent going from less power to powerless. They appeared helpless and passive but would also automatically reject even the most reasonable solutions. Both parties quickly established their positions and dug in. Until, of course, the boss “won.” Power and its peculiar effects on conflict derailed the training.


Ironically, it was never a simple case of domination by the boss. Typically, even though both parties in the case had interests to negotiate, 90 percent of the time in the session was devoted to listening to the employee’s grievances alone, until the boss dismissed the employee’s concerns in favor of “what needs to be done.” The stickiness of a vertical conflict in the hierarchical world of the UN proved too difficult for most of the participants to navigate.


The world may now be flat, but most organizations are not. We encountered this problem during training sessions with every level of the UN professional staff and in cultures around the world. But HR at the UN had never mentioned it and was not prepared to address it.


The dynamic at the UN is typical. Research has shown consistently that high-power parties in conflict tend to behave in a domineering and exploitative manner — like Richard in the opening example, who believed that the lack of disagreement in his meetings was simply evidence of his fine leadership. In a variety of studies of U.S. trade negotiators, lab studies with MBA students, and survey studies with managers and supervisors, higher-power parties were found to prefer command-and-control, take-it-or-leave-it (or take-it-or-suffer) approaches to conflict and negotiation.2 In contrast, lower-power parties in conflict tend either to behave submissively or to adopt counterdominance strategies such as acting ingratiatingly cooperative, knavishly evasive, or ideologically aggressive — like at the UN. And when power shifts and changes happen in relationships — as with Sam and Tammy — it can be terribly destabilizing for all involved.


This book is based on the premise that power and authority differences between disputants radically change the nature of effective conflict management. Constructive methods of conflict resolution — integrative, win-win approaches to negotiation, bargaining, problem solving, and mediation, which you may have read about in such bestsellers as Getting to Yes (Fisher, Ury, and Patton), Crucial Conversations (Patterson, Grenny, McMillan, and Switzler), and Difficult Conversations (Stone, Patton, and Heen) — are excellent when facing disputes or conflicts with peers. But conflicts up and down the chain of command are a different game completely; when the rules change, so must our strategies and tactics. Conflict-prone professional environments and political networks require leaders, managers, and employees to have a wide array of conflict-management strategies and tactics and to be able to employ them artfully and effectively. This is what we call conflict intelligence.


Work conflicts often have an emotional core which is well known to managers and employees but neglected by trainers and consultants. Although conflicts in business and industry are often practical matters — calculated strategy games — they still involve human beings. Even in the rational world of organizations, emotions often trump reason in conflict. Those without power feel zapped of motivation, thwarted, and even occasionally driven to subtle forms of retaliation and sabotage. Scholars suggest that the lack of detailed attention to emotions and relationships is the biggest gap in our understanding of conflict today.


We aim to offer a practical tutorial in managing conflicts across power differences effectively and channeling the considerable energies from conflict in organizations toward achieving important goals. Grounded in more than fifteen years of empirical research conducted in our lab at Columbia University and tested in organizations around the globe, this book offers groundbreaking, evidence-based insights into the strategies and skills necessary for managing even the most demanding work conflicts. In addition to integrating some of the most robust and influential empirical research in the field of conflict resolution, we draw on interviews and case studies with managers, administrators, and executives.


Peter T. Coleman is an internationally recognized expert in conflict resolution, a professor of psychology and education at both Teachers College and the Earth Institute at Columbia University, and director of the ICCCR and the Advanced Consortium on Cooperation, Conflict, and Complexity (AC4) there. He has conducted decades of research on social power and constructive conflict, has published widely in the area, and is also a New York State certified mediator and experienced consultant. Robert Ferguson has been a practicing psychologist and executive coach for more than twenty years, helping executives, managers, and entrepreneurs resolve conflicts and effectively influence individuals and teams. Together, we combine rigorous university scholarship with in-the-trenches insights, to provide the ideas, steps, and skill-building exercises for transforming work conflicts from crises into opportunities.


It’s true that in general the research on work conflict tells a bleak story. But conflict can also help create more effective, creative, and innovative organizations.3 Constructive conflict negotiation has been found to improve the quality of leadership, decision making, and resource and risk management within organizations. It can even boost bottom-line performance and build stronger employee relationships.


So what determines whether conflict at work causes dissatisfaction and burnout as opposed to strengthened performance, innovation, and enhanced relationships? This is a major challenge for anyone who has ever worked in an organization with two or more people, be it in a diner, a school, a department of sanitation, or a multinational corporation.


Our goal is to show you what you can do to make conflict work for you, not against you. We’ll explain how to shed inhibitive habits of mind and action and learn to become more agile and adaptive in addressing the many different kinds of conflict you face daily at work, and what to do when even being adaptive doesn’t get you a productive resolution.


When you find yourself in conflict with someone at work who has power over you, you will likely be inclined to capitulate, giving in or appeasing the other person to keep your job. Just as tricky are disputes and disagreements between you and your subordinates. Often, those in high power lose. That’s right, they lose — they don’t get what they really need, they waste time, spend a lot of energy listening to the angry demands of subordinates, and fail to create value in conflict. Why? They have a hammer, so they use it. Their default reaction when in conflict is demand and control. This impairs a leader’s capacity to lead effectively. Managers and employees who have honed their conflict intelligence respond differently.


Consider Rafael, the CEO of a medium-size manufacturing company, faced with the Great Recession of 2009. In order to tighten his company’s budget, he set up several task teams made of middle managers. He knew that while cutting resources was guaranteed to stimulate conflict, not doing so could be fatal in a shrinking economy.


First, he worked with his executive team to identify several cost-cutting goals. Then he put together six teams and told them to look for $28 million to cut and to complete the project in three months. Once he presented the business case for the cuts, established numeric goals, and gave the teams adequate resources, he stepped away. He simply asked for a weekly summary, but resisted giving more specific instructions.


“I had the power to make dictatorial decisions,” he said. “I could have claimed it was necessary because of the economic crisis. But I didn’t want to do that. There may be fewer overt conflicts in a dictatorship, but the hidden conflicts and the passive-aggressive resistance are terrible. I have learned that you have to be adaptive on tough decisions that stir up conflict. I don’t want to make all the decisions, but I know I have to set boundaries and provide enough time and other resources if I expect others to take responsibility.”


The teams accomplished their tasks in nine weeks instead of the allotted twelve. And they exceeded the $28 million goal by $2 million.


“To be honest,” admits Rafael, “I wanted twenty-five but gave twenty-eight as the stretch goal. And I said I wanted to see the savings in twenty-four months. We saw it in fifteen. I had confidence that the teams could find the right cuts, but more importantly, I needed them to feel committed to these tough decisions. To get that commitment I gave them a ballpark to run around in so they could be part of the game.”


When Ruth first became head of an independent K-5 school, she felt inspired. Her dream had been to work at a child-centered school. She assumed everything about the school’s curriculum, governance, and philosophy would be focused on the psychology and learning needs of young children. A few weeks into the job, she realized she was wrong. Although the school’s approach was ostensibly child-centered, the fundamental power premise of the staff was that the teachers know best and should not be questioned. Too many of the teachers mistook their love of and devotion to their young students for expertise. It was as if they had an unwritten, sentimental commandment:




THOU SHALT NOT QUESTION A TEACHER WHO OBVIOUSLY LOVES HER STUDENTS.





Because of this community-wide belief, the teachers had more power than the parents, the administrators, and the children. Ruth began to confront this belief early on. “You say you want a child-centered school,” she announced at an early faculty meeting. “Of course that does not mean you let the children make the decisions, but it does mean that teachers are held to a professional standard concerning best practices.”


She encountered tough resistance, but she was not intimidated by conflict. She argued, listened, educated, cajoled, charmed, collaborated, and at times coerced. “You cannot say you want one thing and do something contrary,” she often commented. Eventually it became evident that she was not simply trying to take power away from the teachers. As paradoxical as it may sound, she was trying to increase and decrease their power simultaneously. She replaced the short-term power of resistance and stubbornness with a shared sense of power based on strategy, results, and professional development. She eventually altered the power structure of the school radically.


Now, years later, the very people whose authority she challenged say things like “When you work for Ruth, you end up giving your best because you know she’s giving hers. You feel stretched and frustrated for a while, but in time you see yourself as a more competent and proud professional.”


Nelson Mandela, one of our world’s great leaders, was a man of many contradictions. Born the son of a village community leader, he developed an abiding respect for authority. Yet he spent decades of his life fighting doggedly against pro-apartheid state authorities in South Africa. Having had consensus-based decision making modeled for him by his father, Gadla Henry Mphakanyiswa, a local chief and councilor to the monarch, he learned to listen, facilitate, collaborate, and unite. But having trained as a boxer and a trial lawyer, he also developed as a tenacious fighter, spending hours every day training his body and mind to be strong, disciplined, and overpowering.


Years later Mandela became a leader of the African National Congress (ANC) and shared their core value of nonviolence. He was a master at methods of noncooperation and civil disobedience, organizing scores of nationwide mass marches and stay-at-home protests. But when these strategies failed and were met with brutal violence on the streets from government forces, he went underground for two years to start a militant wing of his party and studied military strategy, munitions, sabotage, and guerilla warfare. Yet Mandela had the foresight to target the use of violence against things, not people; he realized that the destruction of objects like energy grids, bridges, and communications towers — things that could make the country ungovernable — would be less alienating and less consequential to South Africans and the international community than human violence.


Mandela was later incarcerated on Robben Island and served as a political prisoner for twenty-seven years. While in prison, he developed the fine arts of jujitsu tactics, learning to leverage his low position of power by using the rules and laws of the authorities to bring about their own undoing. He studied the prison handbook and committed the rules to memory and then would cite them chapter and verse and use them to control the actions of the more violent guards. He also quietly built relationships of rapport with many of his guards, learning of their personal circumstances and the names of their children. When he was eventually approached by the Afrikaner government who instigated negotiations over the terms of his release, Mandela bargained tenaciously, even choosing to stay at the table when he learned that the government was simultaneously attempting to derail his party, the ANC, by providing their enemies in the Inkatha Freedom Party with weapons. Later, when elected president of South Africa in 1990, Mandela displayed the compassion, grace, and benevolence of a truly great human being — reaching out to unite all of the people of his fractured and damaged nation.


Mandela employed all of these seemingly contradictory competencies and strategies — as convener and boxer, nonviolent activist and violent militant, empowered prisoner and embattled president — over the course of his decades-long struggle against apartheid and journey toward a united, democratic, multiethnic South Africa. He needed all of these tools to adapt to a rapidly changing world and to change the world for the better. He needed them to lead. As President Obama said at Mandela’s memorial, “Nothing he accomplished was inevitable.”


Let’s revisit Sam, the forty-year veteran at the manufacturing firm who was told to report to the newly appointed Isabella. As you may recall, Sam did everything he could to avoid or appease Isabella at first. But to Isabella’s credit, she sensed how challenging the change was to Sam. She reached out to him, making it obvious that although she had a new title, she needed his knowledge and experience to help the entire team succeed. Instead of overruling his decisions or telling him what to do, she listened carefully and discussed many issues in depth. In time, Sam came to appreciate Isabella’s efforts and reengaged, displaying and sharing his forty years of institutional knowledge and business acumen. These were welcomed resources to Isabella, who made sure that Sam was remunerated for his expertise. In fact, they made such a great pair that their unit excelled and was formally recognized.


Leaders, managers, and employees of all stripes can benefit from proven strategies and skills for navigating the hazardous challenges of conflict up, down, and across the organization. In a time when many organizations strive to be “flatter,” or more democratic, and leadership strives to be “transformational,” by appealing to workers’ loftier goals and values, too many organizations still get stuck in hierarchical conflicts that inhibit candor and creativity, foster resentment, and falsely lead executives to believe that their organization is “perfectly aligned.” These conflicts often impair information flow, problem solving, innovation, organizational adaptation, morale, and even survival. Today, most organizations need to flex and respond to rapidly changing environments. This requires the sharing of information, ideas, and opinions — from the bottom up and the top down. This takes a climate of trust, creativity, and respect — and a minimum of intimidation. It takes adaptation.


Making Conflict Work answers the plight of leaders at every level. We offer a map for navigating conflict and power at work, describe the various conflict-power traps identified in research, and provide seven basic strategies for channeling the lively but sometimes treacherous conflagrations of power and conflict on the job: benevolence, support, dominance, appeasement, autonomy, adaptivity, and rebellion. Mastering these strategies is best achieved by assessing what determines your own responses and outcomes when conflict is involved. To that end, we provide self-assessment tools, exercises, checklists, and summary tables to guide managers, executives, administrators, teachers, mediators, negotiators, consultants, and attorneys through what otherwise could be a complex and intimidating topic.
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The Nature of Conflict and Power


CONFLICT IS NOT an inherently bad thing. It is a natural, fundamental, and pervasive part of life. It is what happens when things are opposed — when different interests, claims, preferences, beliefs, feelings, values, ideas, or truths collide.


Because conflict elicits anxiety, it can bring about extreme reactions from people. They can become overly obsessed with conflict and seek it out all the time, or they can become highly fearful and avoid it at all costs. They may feel a need to approach it in an overly formal or rigid manner, or respond with spontaneity and sloppiness. Some people feel desperate to get conflict over with as quickly as possible, while others hold on to it and ruminate about grievances long past. For some, conflict is a game or task to be approached with strategy and cunning. For others, it is a profoundly personal, emotional experience.


Despite its poor reputation, under the right circumstances, conflict can be functional and positive. When it goes well, the people involved tend to feel satisfied, can learn or innovate, and may even grow closer as a consequence.


Conflict can also be destructive and isolating. When it goes poorly, people can feel dissatisfied, frustrated, or wronged and become resentful and alienated. At work, it can lower job and team satisfaction and increase rigidity of thought, psychosomatic complaints, and burnout.1 Higher levels of conflict in marriages have been found to compromise immune systems, elevate coronary calcium levels (a risk factor for heart disease), and slow the healing of wounds and infections.2 When conflict grinds on and begins to feel unsolvable, it can bring misery.


For decades, the Holy Grail of conflict research has been the answer to one question: Why do some conflicts go horribly wrong while others go quite well? This is what some of the world’s most influential thinkers, like Sun Tzu, Aristotle, Marx, Freud, Kurt Lewin, Mary Parker Follett, Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., Nelson Mandela, and Morton Deutsch, spent their lives contemplating.


The answer, generally speaking, is some combination of two things: the people and the place. Our personalities, histories, sensitivities, temperaments, gender, training, cultural upbringing, language, levels of impulse control, and other characteristics — these qualities combine to affect how we generally tend to respond to conflict. The circumstances of a specific place — cultural norms and rules, laws, the presence of authorities or other third parties, the prevalence of violence, availability of weapons, codes of honor, temperature, and so on — also impact how a conflict will unfold there. But what really matters is how these two things, people and place, interact. For instance, think of how you might react to a conflict with a traffic policeman in your hometown versus a border-patrol officer at a checkpoint in the West Bank in Palestine. And compare that with how one of your more impulsive, volatile colleagues might respond to the same situations. What will determine the direction of the conflict is how the natures of the people involved interact with the specifics of the situation.


Over many decades, social scientists have been busy at work in their labs and in the field conducting research on those aspects of people and environments that determine whether conflicts go well or poorly. We have learned a lot about the nature of conflict itself, and we’ve found that a few factors matter most in determining the nature and outcome of a conflict. Our lab ran a study with 149 expert conflict mediators to identify what they saw as the most important differences in conflicts that affect their conflict-management strategies and outcomes. We surveyed the mediators and asked them to describe their last conflict mediation in detail — regardless of whether it went well or poorly — and then to tell us what they did, why, and how it turned out. After analyzing their responses, we found that conflict processes and outcomes are most affected by the following three main components.


Conflict Intensity Level: Technically, intensity is the level of energy required to address a conflict. Conflicts can range from easy to tolerate or manage, to seemingly impossible. This basic quality captures a host of other related factors, including the amount of history between the parties, the level of emotion, the length of the conflict, its complexity, the importance of the concerns and issues involved, and whether the identities of the people involved (including race, class, and gender) were implicated in the conflict. Lower-intensity conflicts elicit less anxiety, irrationality, and extreme behavior, and evidence fewer contentious responses from disputants. As a consequence, they require less energy.


Conflict Structure: This refers to the actual, objective goals associated with a conflict (not how they are perceived). Conflicts can range from consisting of purely cooperative, win-win (also known as integrative) goals, where the disputants share the same underlying concerns, to those with purely competitive, win-lose (also known as zero-sum) goals, where the only way for Disputant A to achieve his or her goals is for Disputant B to lose. For example, two parents may dispute over the time of a curfew for their adolescent son, but fundamentally both share a common concern for his health and safety. However, if a divorcing couple is battling over who gets their shared assets, then the structure of their conflict is more competitive. When conflicts are more competitive, they tend to elicit more strong-arm, contentious, and domineering responses and to escalate more easily and move into escalatory spirals that result in more highly destructive patterns.


Conflict Transparency: This is essentially the degree to which a conflict is explicit or openly expressed. A lack of transparency in personal relationships and professional transactions is often a source of conflict. Generally, the more transparent or explicit a conflict, the easier it is to address constructively through discussion, negotiation, and mediation. However, under some circumstances, such as when the disputants themselves are unclear about what is bothering them, when the timing of sharing one’s concerns is bad, or when the social or political repercussions of expressing a conflict are dire, transparency can be less of an advantage.


What we learned about the effects of these three components of conflict in our study was intriguing. The intensity of the conflict was the biggest predictor of the types of behaviors between the parties: the higher the intensity of the conflict, the more unfriendly and disrespectful their behavior. The degree to which the disputants shared common goals was the biggest predictor of whether they’d reach an agreement. The more explicit the issues in the conflict, the more the disputants viewed the mediation process as fair and the more likely they were to find a resolution.


Since conflicts that are low intensity, cooperative, and overt tend to be much easier to manage and more likely to result in positive outcomes than those that are high intensity, competitive, and covert, our most basic goals should be to better understand how to keep conflicts from moving in the latter direction and how to defuse the ones that do.


This might entail moving the conflict from covert to overt, so that you and the other disputants can better understand it and perhaps identify areas of misunderstanding, common ground, or possible compromise. This requires the capacity for self-reflection and contemplation, so that the disputants can gain a better sense of what is at stake, what their priorities are, and why they are reacting in the way they are. It also requires capacity for other-orientation and respectful inquiry, so that the disputants might better gauge the underlying concerns of the others involved and learn why they may wish to keep them hidden.


You may also need to move a conflict from high intensity to lower intensity so that threat, fear, anxiety, and impulsive reactions recede and a sense of possibility, hope, and reason returns. This often begins with space: allowing yourself and the disputants some time and space away from the demands of the conflict in order to regroup. Chapters 4–10 outline a myriad of ways to lower (and raise) the intensity of conflict.


To make a conflict less competitive, it helps to identify potential areas of common ground so that the disputants can recognize their shared interests and move the dynamic toward the constructive.


One of the most important things we have learned from the systematic study of conflict over seven decades is that conflict leaves its mark. Conflicts, even trivial ones, tend to have a lasting impact on us. They affect how we feel about ourselves, how we feel about the others involved, and how we feel about the place in which the conflict occurred. They are formative.


Morton Deutsch, one of the founders of the field of conflict resolution, discovered something important in his lab at Columbia University about forty years ago. He and his students had been conducting a series of laboratory studies on conflict for about a decade — using a trucking board game he invented called the Acme-Bolt Trucking Game — when he started to see something intriguing in the pattern of data across the studies. He noticed that certain conditions of conflict would perpetuate themselves. If they began the studies with the players in a cooperative mode (with shared goals or similar backgrounds or open forms of communication or a shared history of cooperation), then it was very likely that they would cooperate in the conflict and continue to do so until they resolved their differences constructively — with both of them winning. If the same participants played again, the same thing would happen. If, on the other hand, they started with the players in a competitive mode, then they would approach the conflicts in the game competitively as win-lose conflicts that would tend to escalate and lead to victory for one or a competitive stalemate. This pattern would repeat itself as well when the players played again. Deutsch called this his “Crude Law of Social Relations”—that cooperative conflict engenders more cooperation in the future, and competitive conflict, more competition.


This means that how we approach and resolve our conflicts initially — cooperatively or competitively — often has implications for the future, beyond the current event. The bottom line with conflict is simple: we want to minimize destructive conflict (where one or both disputants are dissatisfied or disgruntled) and maximize constructive conflict (where all parties are sufficiently satisfied or at least not dissatisfied) whenever possible.


Right (you may be thinking); this all makes perfect sense. But I’ve heard much of this before, and the real problem is how I do this when the conflict is with my (a) brutal boss, (b) most peevish employee, (c) most demanding client, (d) supercilious trustee, (e) needy union rep, or (f) all the other unhappy campers I deal with at work. How do I navigate those constructively?


We have heard these concerns for years in courses and workshops with managers, executives, and other employees around the world in government, multinational organizations, private companies, universities, and the military. We consistently hear the same questions and comments:






“What if you disagree with your boss and you know she hates conflict?”


“When I disagree with one of my employees, I do everything I can to make it a healthy give-and-take discussion. I want them to work with me, not just for me. Even so, my subordinates seem reluctant to tell me things or to offer their opinions.”


“My boss says he wants a candid exchange of ideas, but we all know what outcome he really wants from the beginning, so why stick my neck out?”


“I was promoted and had to manage my old friends; one of them couldn’t handle it. It was awful.”


“My manager is a bully. How can I use these conflict-resolution techniques when he’s yelling at me or telling me to shut up?”


“Technically I am at the same level as the other team leaders, but in every meeting they try to overpower me by being argumentative and sarcastic.”








Probably the number-one thing that aggravates and complicates conflict dynamics at work is power. Having it, not having it, hoarding it, sharing too much of it, bestowing it, abusing it, fighting it, channeling it, enhancing access to it by others, or wielding it over them. Power differences between people are a common source of conflict, and conflict makes people acutely aware of power differences.


This is a primary reason we had for writing this book. The effects of power on conflict management and of conflict on power dynamics have been largely neglected and marginalized in both the scholarship on conflict and especially in the practice and training side of conflict management. This gap is glaring given the fact that the vast majority of conflicts happen between people and groups with differences in power, authority, and status.


We wrote this book to help people better understand, cultivate, and more effectively leverage power for constructive conflict management.


Power means different things to different people. We prefer a rather straightforward definition derived from the work of the management visionary Mary Parker Follett. Follett was an American social worker by trade and is one of the great unsung heroes of conflict resolution and management theory. In the 1920s, she worked with labor-management conflicts in business and industry, was an advisor to President Theodore Roosevelt, and was one of the first women invited to address the London School of Economics. Follett offered a view on power and authority in organizations that was a radical departure from the prevailing emphasis on power through control and coercion. She defined power simply as “the ability to make things happen.” Building on this, we define power as “the ability to cause or prevent actions and to make things happen, and the discretion to act or not act.”


In conflicts, relative power is key: our ability, relative to the ability of the other stakeholders, to cause or prevent things from happening. Can you veto or obstruct my goals and desires? Can you help me achieve them or prevent me from harm, and can I, in turn, do the same for you?


The accuracy of our assessments of relative power is affected by several factors, including, most importantly, how we think about this thing we call power.


Our Assumptions about Power


In a series of studies conducted in our lab and elsewhere, we have found that a major factor in interpersonal relations and performance at work are the implicit theories we hold about abstract things like leadership, followership, intelligence, and power. These four constructs are central to everything that goes on in work organizations, but people think about them in very different ways, and these differences affect their attitudes, feelings, and actions.


We all operate on a set of unconscious assumptions or theories about constructs like power and rely actively on them when making sense of the world. These implicit theories guide the way we process and comprehend information about events, ourselves, and others.


For example, a basic assumption underlying many managers’ views of organizational power is that it is a fixed-pie, or scarce, resource — that there is only so much of it to go around. If I delegate authority to you, I lose some power and control. This fixed-pie theory has been found in our research to automatically set up a competition for power between supervisors and employees (and even more so between peers). This win-lose perspective leads to more politicking, power hoarding, and a reliance on strategies of domination in conflict, which increase the need for constant scrutiny and control of subordinates.


Alternatively, some managers view power unconsciously as something that can be grown and increased in cooperation with others. They believe that by working together with their employees they can all gain more power and influence. This more cooperative and incremental theory of power, called an incrementalist theory, has been found in our research to be associated with managers who are more likely to share power and information with employees and support employee empowerment initiatives.


Which power theory do you hold? Fixed-pie? Incrementalist? A bit of both?


When it comes to power differences in conflict, your basic assumptions matter. The more you hold a fixed-pie theory of power, the more likely you are to take a competitive approach to power politics and conflict. The more you hold an incrementalist theory, the more likely you are to empower your peers and supervisees whenever possible and share your power and resources. You’ll be more likely to try a more cooperative, win-win approach when appropriate.


The challenge for most of us is that we are unaware of the assumptions we hold that drive our responses to power and conflict. Simply being mindful of these different assumptions and theories can help control or enhance them.


The sources, types, and means of power are as infinite as our imagination. Whoever thought that one way to win a world-championship heavyweight boxing match was to constantly goad your opponent in public and then allow him to pummel you with punches until he was too exhausted to defend himself (until Muhammad Ali pulled this “rope-a-dope” strategy against George Foreman in Zaire in 1974)? Or that one way to end a war was to organize the spouses and concubines of the warriors to withhold sex from them until the violence ceased (as with Aristophanes’ Lysistrata and later Leymah Gbowee in Liberia)? Or that one way to win an election as governor of a state was to promote yourself as a ridiculous comic-book hero who has no knowledge of or particular interest in governing (Jesse Ventura in Minnesota in 1998)? Power is everywhere, waiting to be identified, created, and mobilized.


Scholars have identified some particularly important distinctions to consider when facing or leveraging power in situations of conflict. Here, we describe what we see as three major factors — the approach taken, the resources drawn upon, and the levels of power engaged — that have direct implications for the strategies we outline in the remainder of this book.


Approaches to Power


Power over, power with, power apart from, and power under others are four distinct approaches to power in conflict, each with its unique values, costs, and consequences. We benefit most when we understand and are skilled in all four.


American political scientist Robert Dahl proposed that power involves “an ability to get another person to do something that he or she would not otherwise have done.” We call this approach to power power over. It is linked with the capacity to overcome the resistance of the other and emphasizes the controlling and potentially coercive aspects of power, viewing it as both a mechanism for maintaining order, efficiency, and authority and, when abused, a problem to be contained.


Understanding power over is immensely important. Managers need to be able to maintain a reasonable degree of order and efficiency at work, and coercive power can be a necessary or practical tool when you find yourself in a conflict with unjust or unresponsive others or in situations where subordinates are hostile or unmotivated to comply with reasonable demands. Accordingly, this approach will be discussed in detail in chapter 6, on dominance.


However, employing a predominantly controlling approach to power at work can have negative consequences. It can produce alienation and resistance in those subjected to it. This, in turn, can limit your ability to use other types of power that are based on trust and increase the need for continuous scrutiny and regulation of subordinates. If your goal is to achieve compliance and commitment to the job from your subordinates, then sole reliance on a power-over strategy will prove costly.


Alternatively, the management guru Mary Parker Follett argued in the 1920s that even though power in work organizations is usually conceived of as power over others, it should also be possible to develop power with others.3 She envisioned this type of power as jointly developed: coactive and noncoercive.


Power with is based on an incrementalist theory, which views power as an expandable resource that can bring about constructive and satisfying outcomes for all. It tends to motivate people to search out one another’s abilities and competencies and to encourage and appreciate their contributions, and to exchange resources that will help both parties be more productive.4 As you can imagine, this creates a very different type of response and climate than power over.


Follett suggested that one of the most effective ways of restricting the use of coercive power strategies at work was to develop the ideas, capacity, and conditions that foster power with. This presents employees and managers with an alternative approach to managing conflict. In this way, Follett was able to rise above the contentious and violent power struggles between labor and management that had threatened the survival of many organizations during the 1920s. She did so by encouraging both groups to see the value of working together to improve their mutual situation.


Research on cooperation and power has largely supported Follett’s thinking. Researchers have found that when managers and employees view their tasks, rewards, and outcome goals as shared or cooperative, it increases the likelihood of the constructive use of power between higher- and lower-power persons. Cooperative goals at work, when compared to competitive and independent goals, have been found to induce higher expectations of assistance, more assistance, greater support, more persuasion and less coercion, and more trusting and friendly attitudes between superiors and subordinates.5 The tactics inherent in this approach are discussed in detail in chapters 4 and 5, on benevolence and support.


The power-with approach in organizations has its own pathologies and detractors. An overreliance on power with can result in what hard-liners call a well-intentioned pipe dream: an idealistic vision of something ultimately unattainable. Given the ruthless jungle of the marketplace and of most organizational environments, they argue, the possibilities for mutual enhancement through cooperative power are limited. At its extreme, power with can lead to inefficiencies, irresponsible leadership practices, chronic consensus seeking, and nepotism at work.6


A third approach to power is power apart from others. This is essentially the power that comes from independence or from a lack of dependence on others, the ability to make things happen unilaterally. This will be very familiar to those of you who have adolescent children who increasingly employ the strategy of slamming and locking their bedroom door when in conflict, or who artfully ignore every word or caution their parents utter.


Power apart from has been a particularly popular strategy in business negotiations. For instance, the theory of power dependence in negotiations states, “The power of A over B is equal to and based upon the dependence of B on A.”7 This means the less you need me in a negotiation, the more power you have. Laboratory research has generally supported this model, finding that negotiators who hold more attractive BATNAs (best alternatives to a negotiated agreement, or the possibility of achieving desired outcomes through alternative means8) or who are able to increase the other party’s dependence are less dependent on their negotiation partners and thus possess greater power relative to them.9 The more independent someone is in negotiations and conflict, the more options, leverage, and therefore power apart from others they have. We elaborate on this approach in chapter 8, on selective autonomy.


However, the use of power apart from, unlike the previous two forms, is usually limited to those work or business situations in which the need to work with or through others is low, dwindling, or absent. These situations are much less common in today’s work world, where our increasing interdependence is more and more obvious and robust. Power apart from tends to be a particularly suspect tactic in cultures that value collectivism and teamwork. Nevertheless, this approach to power is a good one to keep tucked away for the right occasion.


Finally, there is the often-dreaded and rarely cited approach of power under. This is an approach to power that involves obtaining assistance and support from others, often through a dependence relationship.10 In chapters 5 and 7, on support and appeasement, we outline a variety of tactics used by lower-power parties for “borrowing” power.


Dependence relationships can serve the needs of those in low power, but they can take many forms, from benign and supportive (as in many mentor-mentee relationships) to oppressive and abusive (as with dictatorial leaders). The negative physical and psychological impact of prolonged experiences of dependence and powerlessness by adults has been shown to be dire and can lead to a tendency to become more rigid, critical, controlling of others in lower power, and, ultimately, more irrational and violent.11


Resources for Power


Whether you’re employing power over, with, apart from, or under, there are two basic types of resources for power that you can use: hard and soft. Harvard Professor Joseph Nye has written extensively in the realm of U.S. foreign affairs and trade negotiations about the distinction between hard power and soft power. Hard-power tactics, be they military, economic, technological, or legal, essentially coerce or incentivize others to do things through the threat of punishment or the promise of reward, typically against their will. It is therefore commonly associated with the power-over approach. Soft power, on the other hand, suggests the ability to attract and co-opt others — rather than force or coerce — drawing on cultural, moral, inspirational, and social sources. It is getting others to want the outcomes you want. Nye writes, “Seduction is always more effective than coercion, and many values like democracy, human rights, and individual opportunities are deeply seductive.”12
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