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PRAISE FOR Don’t Take the Bait to Escalate





“Conflict is difficult, and most of us avoid it. But what if conflict could become life-giving and good? This book offers very practical help that can help you thrive through difficult relationships and conversations.”


—Christopher D. Hudson, author of 100 Names of God


“It’s not hyperbole to say that Don’t Take the Bait to Escalate is a gift to the planet. It’s a masterclass in how to approach conflict with empathy, grace, kindness… and ultimately, wisdom. Wow!”


—Bryan Mattimore, author of 21 Days to a Big Idea


“In a social media age where conflict isolates and divides, Jay Payleitner brings a necessary, practical book to help us learn to see conflict as an opportunity to get closer instead of further away. Highly recommended!”


—Britt Mooney, church-planting pastor and author of Say Yes: How God-Sized Dreams Take Flight


“Our divided society has forgotten that it’s okay to agree to disagree. Jay’s book is full of optimism and excellent practices we can and should (or must) all start applying to our day-to-day encounters. Thank you, Jay, for this timely advice written in plain language. Your book makes this world a better place.”


—Mariana Ferrari, named Top 200 most creative minds in the world, advisor to Fortune 500 CEOs, and president of DOOIT


“I love the old joke, ‘I’m great at conflict, just ask any of my former friends.’ As someone who chooses the jerk option far too often, I appreciate the simple way Jay shares his wisdom and the biblical foundations he applies to approaching conflicts of every stripe. Don’t skim this book—allow the patterns and principles to shift your approach. Your former friends will thank you.”


—Matt Guevara, founder of Venn Digital Marketing


“Jay Payleitner did it again. This time he took the bait to deescalate and wrote a beatitudinal book on conflict resolution. It’s a timely must-read packed with timeless wisdom and embellished by the unique Payleitner wit that actually makes it fun to resolve and even prevent conflict!”


—Maurits van Sambeek, metaphysician from the Netherlands


“None of us can get through life without conflict—sometimes we can’t even get through a day or a week without it. With his trademark humor and wit, Jay Payleitner provides an abundance of wisdom, helpful examples, timely tips, and wily tricks to successfully handle conflict in our lives.”


—Julie Bryant, senior writer at Masterworks in Poulsbo, Washington


“Don’t Take the Bait to Escalate is sorely needed in our anger-centric culture! It’s chock-full of practical tips and fun anecdotes. Buy one for you and one for that irritating relative!”


—Kent Evans, executive director of Manhood Journey and author of Wise Guys and The Manhood Journey


“Powerful and timely! These truths are needed in the schoolhouse, White House, and at your house! Payleitner offers a better way to negotiate and deal with conflict that can change every relationship for the better—it can make our country better too. Please read, apply, and share this book!”


—David Horsager, bestselling author of The Trust Edge and a leading global expert in building high-trust leaders and organizations


“I’ve been a jerk. Maybe you have been too. And it’s likely that we’ve all been on the ‘receiving end’—the result of someone else being a jerk in a conflict situation. Payleitner delivers a treasure trove of scenarios, illustrations, biblical insight, strategies, and applications (generally, a SOP manual) for successfully navigating through conflict.”


—Steve Hefta, strategic account manager at Marketplace Chaplains


“Reading a Jay Payleitner book is like having a conversation with a good friend. Jay can take something serious like conflict resolution, ground it in the Bible, and then add humor and plain English to make it palatable and easy to grasp.”


—Bernard J. Forster, hearing officer at education management consulting


“Conflict is inevitable on this side of Heaven. But we can find joy in our friendships and experience peace with the people around us. Jay Payleitner’s book reveals what God has to say about resolving conflict biblically.”


—Scott LaPierre, pastor, author, and speaker


“Don’t Take the Bait to Escalate provides strategies to avoid taking a conflict from smoldering coals to full-scale dumpster fire. Payleitner not only offers important tactics to use (and, just as importantly, to avoid), but his wonderful anecdotes breathe life into each approach. With such a variety of tools in my conflict toolbox, I can win every conflict I engage in—and my adversary will too by ensuring the conflict bears fruit for all.”


—Brad Barbera, innovation strategist and author of Keep Innovation Simple: Lead with Clarity and Focus in a World of Constant Change


“Taking a bold and honest, yet truthful and compassionate approach, Jay Payleitner dives head-first into the delicate topic of conflict. This book will equip you for any difficult conversations or negotiation and is a must-read for all.”


—Matt Haviland, Men’s Center director at Alpha Grand Rapids


“Jay Payleitner’s Don’t Take the Bait to Escalate is a well-written, superb, easy-to-read book that clearly lays out how to manage conflict and stressful situations. With case examples that strikingly illustrate his points and a step-by-step approach for assessing and managing relational issues, it is a must-read for anyone who wants to better solve conflicts, and it should become a go-to manual for therapists and psychologists.”


—Leroy R. Hall, licensed clinical psychologist and clinical neuropsychologist
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To Mike Penny,


a friend and mentor who sees the best in everyone.


Even me.










INTRODUCTION CONFLICT IN LIFE IS INEVITABLE



Congratulations. You’re a member of the human race with a sincere desire to play nice with all the other members of the human race. That’s an excellent goal. Getting along with others increases your chances of making friends, making money, finding romance, living in harmony, sharing your faith, and doing other stuff you want to do.


Unfortunately, sometimes playing nice is not so easy. Most of us know people who could use a punch in the face. Right? Well please don’t. It would bloody your knuckles and the situation probably wouldn’t improve, anyway. Besides, for the most part, Christians should be looking for peaceful solutions to our differences of opinion. Not by being wimps or avoiding debates, but by doing our best to not stir up trouble. Romans 12:18 doesn’t exactly forbid using physical engagement, but its instruction is fairly clear, “If possible, so far as it depends on you, be at peace with all people” (NASB).


So with whom might you not be living in peace? The list of possibilities is endless. Any situation in which you come into connection with others—face-to-face or otherwise—opens the door to conflict.




	Family


	Work


	Friends


	Neighbors


	Church members


	Social media


	Video conferencing


	Politics and government


	Teachers and coaches


	Plumbers, electricians, and auto mechanics


	Salesclerks, Uber drivers, and waitstaff


	People who need to know Jesus


	God





The list could be longer, but you get the point. Conflict is here or coming soon. The Bible confirms, “In this world you will have trouble” (John 16:33). That truth is more than a warning; it’s a reminder to get ready.


NO TWO CONFLICTS ARE ALIKE


Along with this inevitability comes the realization that conflicts have a range of intensities and longevities. Some conflicts are life and death. Most are not.


Getting cut off in traffic can be intense, but it doesn’t last long. That is, unless you are overtaken by a sudden urge to escalate the situation, follow that driver home, and deliver vengeance.


Squabbles with neighbors can pop up unexpectedly and then subside with the seasons. A few friendly waves and small talk about the weather may be all it takes to ease any tension.


On the job, a minor misunderstanding with the friendly guy who works down the hallway can be settled over a cold beverage. But when a new boss comes in and starts making massive changes, you may need to summon great wisdom and patience to de-escalate that conflict.


I think we all have one person in our lives who began as a mild irritation but morphed into a severely destructive buffoon. Don’t you wish you had dealt with that troublemaker’s bad attitude early on?


Family may be the most prevalent source of conflict. Just about everyone has memories of one, two, or twenty uncomfortable Thanksgiving gatherings. It could be the result of one individual at the table who simply had a rough year. Or it could be some kind of feud simmering for decades that finally boils over when someone says, “Please pass the stuffing.”


Marriage and parenthood bring their own guaranteed conflicts. The good news is that—perhaps as part of God’s design—a conflict with your spouse or kids can actually leave your family with a closer bond. Ask any long-married couple and they’ll recall the time they “hit bottom” as a turbulent season that ultimately made their marriage stronger.


Friendships are often built on conflict as individuals find themselves vying for recognition in academic pursuits, on sports teams, or on the job with people of similar age, interests, and abilities. Those friendships strengthen as a result of differences of opinion, verbal sparring, and the occasional squabble. Intuitively we know that “iron sharpens iron” (Proverbs 27:17).


Any conflict you might be having with God can also be a good thing. He certainly can handle it and knows what’s going on in your life. There’s nothing you can think, do, or say that will cause God to love you less or that will derail His purpose for your life.


CONFLICT AFTERMATH


So, conflicts come in all relationships, in a variety of shapes and sizes. Minor annoyances or differences of opinions can be easily brushed off or fade away on their own. But major clashes can impact every facet of our lives. Like a gargoyle squatting on your nightstand, a contentious conflict can conclude your days with distress, haunt your dreams, and still be there in the morning. There’s no doubt: conflicts that continually drag you down need to be faced with candor, intentionality, and wisdom.


As we’ve already confirmed, a healthy, well-managed conflict can be a good thing. When the dust settles you can be left with new insights, new friends, and new purpose. There are even occasions when a nasty, frustrating conflict can be flipped into a win-win scenario. But that rarely happens by accident.


Very often, the resolution of a conflict will only come through some kind of negotiation. Which is why you’ll find that word—“negotiation”—come up often in the chapters to follow. At any given time, you could find yourself in formal arbitration or informal bargaining over an enormous financial expenditure, ownership of some piece of property, parental visitation rights, the cost of roof repair, the dimensions of your cubicle, thermostat settings, wallpaper samples, or pizza toppings.


Negotiation is how your teenager gets a later curfew. Negotiation is how automakers and unions stay in business. Negotiation is how toddlers learn to share their beach toys. Negotiation is how America’s Founding Fathers set up Congress so that small states and big states would be fairly represented.


You might think that simply declaring “My way or the highway” is the best way to solve any conflict. But you would be wrong.


For the most part, you want to be thoughtful and even empathetic when it comes to conflicts. If possible, you’ll want to get ahead of encounters and clashes before they get ugly. If you see one coming, you’ll want to prepare your heart and mind to respond. Proverbs 22:3 recommends, “A prudent person foresees danger and takes precautions. The simpleton goes blindly on and suffers the consequences” (NLT).


But what about that conflict coming around the corner that takes you by complete surprise? Good news. There are strategies you can put in place now that will allow you to face unexpected conflicts with clarity, common sense, and wisdom.


You picked up this book because a conflict has crept into your life or you are anticipating one in the near future, and you want to handle it constructively. Or maybe you’re trying to help someone you care about deal with a difficult dose of conflict.


In the chapters ahead, you’ll discover more than twenty different situational conflicts that were resolved triumphantly, a dozen or so skills you may want to polish before your next negotiation, and another dozen slightly sneaky tactics to keep handy just in case.


Before that we have some myths to debunk, some definitions to clarify, four critical factors to consider, and three mistakes to avoid as you consider your response to any conflict.










CHAPTER 1 THE CONFLICT CONUNDRUM



Studies of human response to conflict are, shall we say, inconclusive. Experts often try to tuck adversarial encounters into one of the neat little boxes labeled “task conflict,” “relationship conflict,” “value conflict,” or “legal conflict.” But conflict is rarely that simple. Also, people generally assume that conflict is bad news, but that’s a pessimistic view of human relationships.


Ironically, strategies for resolving conflict actually conflict with each other. Should adversaries communicate openly and reveal their emotions? Or leave any and all emotions off the table?


Those who have suffered workplace or relational setbacks because of discord might conclude there’s nothing redeemable about conflict. You might agree. After all, it seems like the Bible puts a significant emphasis on avoiding conflict.




Don’t have anything to do with foolish and stupid arguments, because you know they produce quarrels. And the Lord’s servant must not be quarrelsome but must be kind to everyone, able to teach, not resentful. (2 Timothy 2:23–24)


Avoid foolish controversies and genealogies and arguments and quarrels about the law, because these are unprofitable and useless. Warn a divisive person once, and then warn them a second time. After that, have nothing to do with them. You may be sure that such people are warped and sinful; they are self-condemned. (Titus 3:9–11)


Better to live in a desert than with a quarrelsome and nagging wife. (Proverbs 21:19)





A closer look at these and other passages reveals that, rather than condemning all conflict, Scripture is actually identifying the kinds of argument to avoid. That is, we should avoid arguments that are foolish, unkind, resentful, or hinder teaching.


The passage above from Titus warns us to avoid unprofitable conflict and not to boast about the spiritual pedigree of our family tree. Also, don’t nitpick Levitical law. In addition, it’s permissible to give troublemakers one or two warnings, but if they continue to incite conflict, they condemn themselves as warped and sinful; therefore, “have nothing to do with them.”


The verse from Proverbs 21 wisely suggests a husband refrain from turning his wife into a shrew. (You didn’t want to live in the desert anyway, right?)



THE SOURCE OF CONFLICT


Turning to another passage from the Bible, we get an even more complete understanding of the source of conflict. James tells us to beware the desires of the world. We pursue material possessions, status, money, and influence. God isn’t surprised by that; He understands the temptations of the temporary world and how they lead to conflict. He also provides a way out: just ask God for what you really need. But even that comes with a warning: we need to make our requests to God with the right motives.




What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you? You desire but do not have, so you kill. You covet but you cannot get what you want, so you quarrel and fight. You do not have because you do not ask God. When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures. (James 4:1–3)





When conflict shows up—and it will—how should we respond? Clearly we need a plan. Conflict crops up in ways large and small. Destructive and instructive. Between people who genuinely love each other and between perfect strangers. Between faithful believers and those who do not yet know the Savior.


In other words, there’s a lot riding on the challenge in front of us. Conflict can derail friendships, marriages, and our ability to share our faith. Not to mention the inevitable conflicts we all face in our careers and business alliances.


Money should never be the deciding factor in your biggest life decisions, but unresolved conflict often has an impact on your wallet. The most obvious examples are lost raises and missed promotions because you and your boss are butting heads. Distractions from belligerent or boneheaded colleagues can easily decrease your productivity. Entering a negotiation with a sales representative, we expect a bit of conflict. But does that give us permission to be a jerk?


Do you manage or run your own company? Then you know how conflict with outside entities—customers, suppliers, competitors, government agencies—will impact your profitability.


Perhaps the most exasperating conflict conundrums are those experiences that come completely out of nowhere. Your lovely niece is planning her wedding and suddenly much of your family gets sucked into her bridezilla vortex. You’re driving home from a nice evening out when red flashing lights appear in your rearview mirror. Walking home from school, suddenly you find yourself in a fistfight with your best friend. You and your spouse find yourselves doing battle over… peanut butter. Ahead, we’ll invest a few pages on how best to deal with all of those not-so-typical problematic occurrences.


The bulk of this book will be dedicated to helping you bring resolution to strife, disputes, debates, or disharmony that have a profound and lasting impact on the parties involved. While some conflicts can be dismissed with minimal fuss, many need to be handled with care or avoided with finesse.


QUESTIONS WORTH ASKING


Before getting too far into strategies for resolving conflict, let’s answer some questions about it that frequently come up.




	
Will every conflict you face be resolved? Probably not.



	Might some conflicts best be ignored? Indeed, but don’t use that as an excuse for not dealing with the conflicts that do need your attention.



	Are some conflicts beneficial? Surprisingly yes.



	Is the other person always at fault? C’mon, you know the answer to that.



	In business negotiations, can I be ruthless and unyielding? That’s your call, but if this is a long-term relationship or if you care about your reputation, you may want to turn it down a notch.



	Are there any clever tactics and tricks to winning arguments and negotiations? Certainly. See chapter 7, titled “Tactics and Tricks.”



	Are there any big secrets to conflict resolution? Yes, they’re in the last chapter. But please don’t peek ahead.






There are all kinds of questions regarding the conflicts we face as humans in this world. The one that keeps popping up—especially among Christians—concerns the responsibility we have to “turn the other cheek.”


That’s a tricky business. We want to be peacemakers. But the Bible seems to go beyond the idea of just promoting harmony. It appears to be suggesting we should all be pushovers when responding to conflict by giving in and backing down. For example, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus illustrates turning the other cheek with the example that “if someone demands your coat, offer your shirt also” (Luke 6:29 NLT). The Beatitudes promise that the meek will inherit the earth. In Titus 3:2, we’re even told “to speak evil of no one, to avoid quarreling, to be gentle, and to show perfect courtesy toward all people.”


That’s all straight from God’s Word, but for some reason it just doesn’t feel right. That kind of passivity and gentleness is not a plan you might expect to find in a book on conflict resolution. It’s also not an easy assignment in today’s culture. Selfishness thrives. Bullies bully. Coaches expect wins. Bosses have budgets. Sales reps have quotas. Spouses have needs.


Conflict is part of everyday life.


When it comes to our financial well-being, that’s especially true. We understand that we’re not supposed to “love money.” After all, “The love of money is a root of all kinds of evil” (1 Timothy 6:10). But money itself is not evil. It’s a resource. Money is a practical tool, and we need to be smart with it. Especially if we expect to take responsibility for our own food, clothing, and shelter, and also hope to meet the biblical mandates to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, and support ministries—including our own church families.


So let’s admit that conflicts will crop up as a result of our own human temptations and the demanding nature of our culture. That’s not necessarily bad news if we have an effective plan in place for dealing with them. In every case, we have a responsibility to ask the question: Do you want to escalate or de-escalate?


The choice is yours.


LET’S USE THE TERM “ADVERSARY”


Almost a hundred times in the upcoming chapters, we need a workable generic term to describe the individual with whom you may be in conflict—a boss, spouse, neighbor, sales rep, and so on. They’re not all enemies, combatants, or bad dudes. Actually, most are people you care about. You don’t want to escalate conflict because you want or need them in your life. But for the sake of our examples—most based on true stories—they are framed in an adversarial position. So, prepare yourself to see the term adversary in just about every chapter. Don’t think of it as a pejorative term, just one that works for our purposes. Deal?










CHAPTER 2 THE FOUR FACTORS



We’ve already established that conflicts and potential conflicts come in all shapes and sizes. To prove the point, let’s list a few:




	A teenager requests a later curfew.


	An attorney files a class-action lawsuit against a fast-food giant.


	JFK tells the Soviets they cannot harbor nuclear missiles in Cuba.


	A drunk driver backs into your car in a parking lot.


	A film actor walks off the set because his wife is in labor with twins.


	At your annual review, you make the case for a substantial raise.


	Your spouse forgets your anniversary… again.





You can easily imagine—or have experienced—a slew of other conflicts, but these seven examples should do the job helping to explain the Four Factors that need to be considered when facing any and all occurrences of conflict.


FACTOR #1: DECIDE WHAT YOU REALLY WANT


Entering into any conflict, it may seem like what you want is pretty straightforward. An 11 p.m. curfew. A billion-dollar settlement. Nukes removed. Your fender repaired. Getting to the maternity ward ASAP. A 20 percent salary bump. A nice anniversary gift from your spouse.


If the conflict ends with those outcomes, you’ll be living in a magical world of blissful euphoria, right? Plus, those payoffs you have identified are all measurable. You entered the conflict with a specific objective. For all intents and purposes, the conflict should be over if and when a compromise is reached, the dollar amount is met, the threat is over, or the gift is received.


But are those straightforward objectives what you really want? Might there be emotional, relational, political, or professional needs that are equally or more important? Moreover, those categories of needs are not as easily measured, which means the successful resolution of the conflict is in question. In most cases, some additional level of mutual understanding and acceptance between adversaries in a conflict needs to be attained. Publicly or privately. Spoken or unspoken. What’s more, true reconciliation of a conflict may be immediate or take years.


By digging a little deeper into personal motivations and long-term implications, we can see that “what you really want” can be multi-layered and not easy to nail down.




	
That teenager does want more freedom, but he or she has an even deeper desire for parental trust and respect.


	For some attorneys, more important than the big settlement is the notoriety among their peers.


	John F. Kennedy needed the 1962 Cuban missile crisis to end peacefully with the destruction of the missile sites and removal of the nuclear warheads. Moreover, the young president needed to avoid World War III.


	A parking lot dent is easy to fix. A physical altercation with an angry, inebriated stranger has more dire consequences.


	When an actor abruptly leaves the set, the director has some immediate decisions to make. This conflict—with implications for reputations and careers—won’t be resolved in the moment.


	Are you asking for a raise? A bigger office? A secure future? Or something else?


	Finally, an argument in marriage about trivial matters almost always has deeper undertones and implications. Proceed with caution.





What you really want is not always immediately obvious. If you initiated the conflict, then you probably had some time to examine that question and develop strategies to achieve your objective. Such as when a class-action lawyer meets with representatives from the injured parties and decides what settlement they would accept. Or when an underpaid brand manager sends out feelers around the industry to see what other brand managers are making. (In the process, they may discover their current compensation is actually above the average.)


Even if the actions of your adversary triggered the conflict, often you have some time to consider your next move. A president gathers the security council. A mom and dad put their heads together before responding to their teenager’s request.


Of course, if your conflict takes you by surprise, there may not be time to consider what you really want. Such is the case of the fender-bender in a parking lot, the director suddenly without an actor, or any urgent predicament. In that case, let common sense prevail. See if you can make it less urgent. Be safe. Delay major decisions. What appears to be a path to a quick resolution may actually be a trail leading off a cliff. Haste can make a bad situation worse.


Before a scheduled or anticipated conflict, do your research. As for unscheduled conflicts, don’t live as a pessimist, but do occasionally consider how you might respond to real-life situations with your upcoming events and various relationships. What if you’re confronted by a mugger? What if a good friend wants you to lie for him? What if your teenage daughter reveals she’s pregnant? What if you open a carton of campaign signs at the rally and your candidate’s name is spelled wrong? What if a waiter spills the soup du jour in your lap?


What emotions or thought process will rule your response? Here’s a hint: in all your conflicts—especially the ones that take you by surprise—see if you can channel the gifts of the Holy Spirit already at work in your life. “The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” (Galatians 5:22–23 NASB).


Embodying those nine character traits may help you decide what you really want.



FACTOR #2: KNOW THE RISKS


There’s risk to any conflict. Obvious and not so obvious. That idea shouldn’t come as a surprise. If it gets ugly, the risk is losing a longtime friend, client, or vendor. Words taken the wrong way can strain relationships in families, at the workplace, and between neighbors. Both parties may enter a conflict, negotiation, or debate in good faith expecting a fair exchange of ideas. But too often someone takes the bait to escalate. A back is turned. A door is slammed. A nasty email is sent. A button is pushed. A punch is thrown. A threat is made. Volume increases. Pride, greed, fear, or envy takes over.


Those actions and emotions can all occur within the context of sincerely trying to resolve the conflict. The repercussions can last long after. In the end—if you do get what you really want—the question may still linger. Was it worth it?


Going a step further, you may not have considered there are risks inherent even if the conflict is resolved in your favor. Let’s revisit our seven examples.




	By bringing up the curfew topic, a teenager is opening the door to a longer discussion about responsibility, friends, dating, college plans, and so on. Plus, if they get that later curfew, there may be a stricter level of accountability. Heart-to-heart conversations between teens and parents are a good thing. But they take time, and they’re also risky business.


	Hey, counselor. Don’t forget that fast-food giant is going to hire its own powerhouse attorneys. Can you take that heat? Plus, class-action lawsuits may drag on for years. That’s good news for billings. But not-so-good news for stress levels and family time.


	President Kennedy’s advisors spelled out several possible courses of action in response to the Russians’ intent to install nukes in Cuba. Each had its own set of risks, with millions of lives at stake. Not sure if he had a Bible on hand, but Kennedy was probably aware of the principle set forth in Proverbs 11:14, “For lack of guidance a nation falls, but victory is won through many advisers.”
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