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C H A P T E RThe Reflective CR
Practitioner 2

1Be careful about assuming that a professional is the best one to intervene in a conflict situation. In many
circumstances, the parties do not trust professionals as much as others in their social systems (friends,
family members, neighbors, etc.). Although this text focuses on roles of professional helpers, community
developers and educators may be interested in how to instill conflict resolution skills and principles within
a community context (Chetkow-Yanoov, 1997; Kirst-Ashman & Hull, 2005). 

The key distinction between helping professionals and lay helpers is that profession-
als make deliberate choices about how to intervene, based on their discipline’s
knowledge and value bases. This applies equally for conflict resolution. Conflict is
pervasive in human interaction; thus, everyone is constantly involved in conflict res-
olution. Some people have a natural aptitude for CR; others learn their CR skills
through normal socialization processes (e.g., following family and cultural norms;
learning how to behave within the school system). Because CR professionals are not
unique in their use of CR, their advantage (if any)1 lies in their ability to use them-
selves consciously, learning from each situation and strategically drawing from CR
theory, skills, and values (Furlong, 2005).

In this chapter, I focus on the process of reflection that professionals use to integrate
theory, skills, and values with practice (Figure 2.1) (Kolb, 1974; McGuire & Inlow,
2005). The first section, “Personal and Professional Awareness,” explores ways in
which you can become more conscious about how you respond to conflict situations.
“Value Base” highlights the common values among CR professionals and identifies
areas of disagreement among CR professionals. “Conflict Styles” provides a frame-
work for analyzing your predominant orientation toward dealing with conflict. “Basic
Skills” provides definitions of communication skills that are fundamental to all modes
of CR: listening, questioning, and making statements. These skills are common to all
helping professions, but the examples provided are specific to conflict situations. Your
challenge is to integrate these values and skills with the theory presented throughout
this text. As you read on and participate in the exercises, leave yourself time to reflect
back on what you have learned and to relate it to your outside experiences.

If you have a conflict, make sure it’s big enough to 
matter, and small enough to do something about it.

—Anonymous

92258_02_ch02_p037-064.qxd  6/27/06  6:39 PM  Page 37

978-1-424-06441-0, Conflict Resolution for the Helping Professions, 2e, Allan Edward Barsky - © Cengage Learning



PERSONAL AND PROFESSIONAL AWARENESS

Reflection in professional practice is like looking in a mirror, except the reflection
goes beyond one’s physical appearance. When practitioners reflect on themselves,
they strive to become mindful of how they present themselves (the behavioral do-
main), what thoughts are going on in their mind (the cognitive domain), and what
feelings are being evoked (the affective domain). Ideally, practitioners have a high
level of self-awareness during their interventions (reflection in action). Because we
are all in the process of developing greater self-awareness in the moment, we can all
benefit from deliberating before an intervention and reflecting back afterward (Lang,
2004). This process may be as simple as taking a few moments before and after an
intervention to mull over thoughts and feelings in your head. Prior to an important
meeting, you can use more methodical techniques, such as meditation, breathing
exercises, or positive self-messages to center yourself, becoming calm, focused, and
free from distraction (Chodron, 2001). Writing journal entries or brief descriptions
after your meetings can be used to heighten your awareness of your responses to par-
ticular situations, while providing a record that will enable you to review your
progress over time. Peer consultation or clinical supervision can also support your
reflective efforts. Consultants or supervisors help you identify underlying thoughts
and feelings. They ask questions to raise insights and encourage you to explore areas
that you might have missed. In other words, they assist with reflection by holding
a mirror so you can look more closely at yourself (Kadushin, 2002). Finally, you
can use the discussions, inventories, and exercises in a conflict resolution course for
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interactive reflection. View your teachers and colleagues as a community of teachers
and learners who help one another through giving and receiving feedback. You can
facilitate greater self-awareness and new insights by sharing experiences and asking
each other questions (McGuire & Inlow, 2005).

When conflict arises, emotions are apt to mount: anger, fear, frustration, excite-
ment, despair, vengeance. Different people respond differently. CR professionals
need to be aware of their emotions—not to squelch them, but to ensure these feelings
do not impair their ability to deal with conflict effectively. Reflection helps practi-
tioners identify their natural emotional responses to various types of conflict, partic-
ularly what “pushes their buttons.” Once awareness is raised, practitioners can
strategize how to deal with difficult situations (Noonan, 1998), rather than simply
lay blame or respond out of defensiveness. Reflection is also part of self-care for a
professional. By attending to your own feelings, you can ensure that you do not
become overstressed, disillusioned, or consumed by the conflicts you are working
with (Grellert, 1991).

1. Emotions

In order to help others respond effectively to conflict, professionals must begin with
themselves (Chodron, 2001; Hunt, 1987). We use ourselves as a guide—if a situation
makes you mildly angry and your client furious, you can begin to question what has
caused the difference in your responses. Are you acting on different information; are
your perceptions different? Are you affected by the same conflict in a different man-
ner? Given these differences, an intervention that works for you may not work for
the client. Emotions affect how you think, how you behave, and even how you
respond physically (e.g., blood pressure rises when feeling stressed). All emotions
have the ability to help or inhibit your ability to deal with conflict. This section
explores three examples—liking, disliking, and anger—to show why it is important
to continually strive for mindfulness of your emotions.

Feelings of liking and disliking can affect your responses to conflict in many
ways. If you like one client more than another, for instance, you might unconsciously
show favoritism to the one you like. If you strongly dislike a coworker, you might
automatically discount that person’s suggestions, even when the suggestions are rea-
sonable. If you are very fond of your neighbors, you might be naturally inclined to
acquiesce to their requests, even when they are unreasonable. By continually observ-
ing your feelings of liking and disliking, you can choose more deliberately how to re-
spond (Fisher, Alol, & Wingate, 2005).

Anger is one of the most pervasive emotions in conflict situations. Depending
on how we use anger, it can energize us toward either constructive or destructive
responses. If we try to hold anger in, it will tend to build inside and come out in ways
that we have no control over—for example, headaches or other somatic responses,
passive-aggressive behavior, clouded thinking, or conflict avoidance. Conversely, if
we ventilate or dump our anger on another person, then we are likely to exacerbate
the conflict. If we can learn to channel our anger toward dealing with the rudimen-
tal problems, then it acts as a positive force. Self-awareness helps us avoid even
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subtle responses that may be perceived negatively by others. When we feel contempt,
for instance, we tend to smile with one side of our mouth (Freshman, 2005). By
avoiding this type of half-smile, we can project more constructive messages through
our body language.

If you are angry about something, consider the underlying source of the anger.
Anger is a secondary emotion (Picard, 2002). For example, your anger at a client
may be rooted in frustration with the client’s lack of progress in therapy. Your anger
at a supervisor may be derived from fear that the supervisor will chastise you for
making a mistake. Your anger at colleagues who are leaving your agency may be
caused by feeling hurt or abandoned. Once you identify the underlying emotion, you
can begin to process it. This could mean letting a client know you feel frustrated by
the lack of progress made in therapy, asking your supervisor for support rather than
censure, or letting your colleagues know that you will miss them. This allows you to
take responsibility for your own anger, while communicating your underlying
feelings in a nonthreatening manner.

Display of emotions varies depending on the model of intervention. A psycho-
analyst presents with little emotion, allowing clients to open up and transfer their
feelings onto an empathic, nonjudgmental listener. A motivational educator, in con-
trast, presents with excitement and dramatic techniques in order to sell the message.
Similarly, different models of CR work best with different types of emotional ex-
pression. Mediators who want to demonstrate impartiality avoid displaying pleasure
or displeasure with one party or the other. Advocates who want to persuade decision
makers might use emotional displays to win sympathy. Negotiators who prefer not
to tip their hand (e.g., disclose their bottom line) mute their expressions of emotion.
Certainly, different situations call for differential use of self. As you develop your
own style of CR, remember to build on your strengths. Some negotiators are more
effective when they approach conflict calmly and rationally. Others are more
effective when they express their exuberance, umbrage, or fear. How you display
emotions should also take the other person’s cultural norms into account.

2. Cultural Awareness

Because culture affects the way people understand and respond to conflict, CR pro-
fessionals must become aware of their cultural predilections. Rather than prescrib-
ing a singular approach to CR, this text presents an array of approaches. This allows
practitioners to select CR approaches that are consonant with their own cultural
attitudes and norms. Cultural awareness also helps practitioners select CR
approaches that are culturally appropriate for the people they are dealing with.

As a Canadian, I know that my country of origin values “peace, order, and good
government.” These terms are written into the constitution and form the basis for
Canada’s justice system. When working with CR practitioners in Israel, I became
keenly aware of how my personal identity as a Canadian set me apart from most
Israelis. On the surface, Israeli responses to conflict seemed argumentative, con-
frontational, and chaotic. Conversely, many Israelis saw me as nice and even-tem-
pered, but too naïve and indirect. I had to learn how to interpret Israeli interactions
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from their cultural perspectives and how to adapt CR approaches to fit with the
cultural common sense in Israel. As an Israeli colleague noted after one of my
workshops:

When I hear you talk about conflict resolution, it all seems to make so much sense. But
when I try to translate it in my head from English to Hebrew, it doesn’t seem to work.
I can’t just translate it word for word.

I had to help Israeli colleagues interpret CR theory and skills to fit with their cultural
frames. I also had to learn not to judge Israeli culture or take on airs of cultural
superiority. It is not that Israelis have disdain for peace, order, or good government;
however, they tend to have different patterns of interacting and implementing these
constructs. By reflecting on my experiences, I was able to identify areas of similarity,
as well as areas of difference. In the process of learning about other cultures, 
I became more conscious of my own.

One’s personal identity can be comprised of various factors, including ethnicity,
culture, gender, age, sexual orientation, and political affiliation. Identity affects one’s
ways of viewing the world as well as one’s emotional and verbal responses (Freshman,
2005). By becoming more mindful of one’s identity(ies), one can act more deliberately
in conflict situations.

Some aspects of cultural diversity that are of particular significance in conflict
situations include power distance, collectivism versus individualism, and uncertainty
avoidance (Ting-Toomey & Oetzel, 2001; Wanis–St. John, 2005). Power distance
refers to cultural expectations about respect or deference to people in positions of
authority, such as parents, elders, or professionals. For instance, do you prefer to call
your instructor Professor, Dr., Mr., Mrs., or Ms., or do you use the instructor’s first
name? Regardless of your preference, how does your instructor prefer to be
addressed? When people have higher levels of power distance, they may tend to defer
to those in positions of authority rather than challenge or confront them.

The collectivism-individualism continuum refers to the extent to which a cul-
ture prioritizes individual needs over group needs (Weinbold & Weinbold, 2000).
In your family of origin, for instance, were you encouraged to put family needs
above your own, yielding to your parents’ wishes, or were you encouraged to
develop your own unique identity, speaking up for yourself even if it meant dis-
agreeing with your parents? People from collectivist cultures tend to resolve conflict
based on the needs of their family or community rather than their individual needs
or interests.

Uncertainty avoidance refers to the degree to which a culture embraces or steers
clear of ambiguity. Do you (and other members of your cultural group) prefer to
have clear, specific plans at the start of a meeting or when you set off on a vacation,
or do you feel comfortable with an open-ended agenda that may lead who knows
where (Macduff, 2006)?

Although characteristics such as uncertainty avoidance and power distance are
affected by culture, there are also individual differences within each cultural group.
As you strive to gain awareness of your predilections, consider how they may affect
you in various types of conflict resolution roles and situations.
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3. Conscious and Artistic Use of Self

Many models of CR, including some presented in this text, provide practitioners
with explicit stages, strategies, and techniques for intervention. These guidelines
provide a secure framework and manageable steps for developing professionals.
Still, CR is not simply the rigid application of a script or technical intervention. Pro-
fessionals need artistry to implement CR in creative and flexible manners (Picard,
Bishop, Ramkay, & Sargent, 2004). Whereas some writers argue that artistic ability
is an innate talent, I believe that artistry can also be developed through reflective
processes. Through self-reflection, CR practitioners learn to intervene in conflict
consciously and deliberately. Conflict happens in the moment. Rather than merely
“talking about” conflict in the past or in the abstract, CR professionals have the
most profound impact by responding spontaneously but elegantly as conflict arises.
Although preparation for conflict resolution is important, CR professionals must be
also mindful of the moment, listening carefully to others and improvising according
to what is happening around them (Balachandra, Bordone, Menkel-Meadow,
Ringstrom, & Sarath, 2005). The magic of CR occurs when practitioners go beyond
the mechanical repetition of certain techniques and discover inspired interventions
befitting the unique conflict situation.

Although art and elegant CR processes happen in the moment, CR profession-
als should not simply rely on chance opportunities or subconscious responses to con-
flict. CR professionals can use a number of strategies to stimulate imaginative,
visionary CR processes and to remain open for serendipitous opportunities for cre-
ative CR processes to occur. First, CR professionals can envision their work not only
as a job or career but as a vocation. A vocation is a calling or endeavor that a per-
son assumes with a passion. The passion may come from one’s core values, morals,
religious beliefs, or spiritual drives.

Second, CR professionals can use their passion and commitment to inspire
others—helping them move past base desires or drives, such as violence or revenge,
to higher ideals such as peace and social justice. This requires both optimism and
naïveté. Whereas people embroiled in long-term, violent conflict might see no reason
to trust or hope, CR professionals can help them see a spark of hope that might
initiate something much grander than they ever imagined. Initially, CR professionals
might merely ask others to dream. “If you could wave a magic wand and things
would be better, what would better look like?” Without high goals and aspirations,
people will not be inspired to reach beyond what seems pragmatic, to what could be.
Help people find the beauty and opportunity in what surrounds them. Show them
how they can take a problem-saturated story of their past experiences and develop a
more positive narrative to guide them into the future.

Third, CR professionals can inspire themselves and others to take risks:

• When you feel denigrated, offer respect.
• In the face of fear, offer your vulnerability.
• When division and hate is all around you, build solidarity with those close at

hand and then reach for others as far as you can touch.
• When overwhelmed by complexity, seek the elegant essence that holds it to-

gether (Lederach, 2005).
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Giving peace a chance is risky, but if we do not give peace a chance, then we are des-
tined to further violence. Consider not only the risks of taking the next step toward
peace, but also the risks of not taking the next step. 

Fourth, CR professionals can respect the natural and traditional CR processes
that already exist within a family, community, or culture. Some CR professionals are
too quick to impose their own processes on clients. When CR professionals engage
and get to know clients, they should be open to building on client strengths, includ-
ing their own knowledge of what works or could work for them (Lederach, 2005).

If you think I am dreaming in Technicolor, I am. But I am also dreaming in high
definition and wide screen. Some people criticize peaceniks as being soft, naïve, or
cowardly. Effective peacebuilders are anything but. They require confidence, as-
sertiveness, practical knowledge, and courage. Faith, hope, and imagination do not
mean being foolhardy. There are many positive examples of people who have used
moral imagination to inspire others toward peace and social justice. When Martin
Luther King enlisted African Americans to use nonviolence and civil disobedience to
challenge racial segregation, can you imagine their initial responses? “Whites control
government, police, and the courts . . . and you want me to violate the law by going
into a Whites-only establishment? Are you crazy?” Similarly, who would have
thought prior to the 1990s that apartheid in South Africa would end without a civil
war or that the Irish Republican Army would renounce all forms of terrorism? It is
easy for people to feel jaded or pessimistic in the face of Al Qaeda’s campaign of
terror, or a nasty divorce, or even a political campaign plagued by mudslinging. CR
professionals, however, can play a vital role in inspiring hope and creating a time
and space for people to engage in imaginative dialogue, problem solving, and peace
building (Lederach, 2005; Mayer, 2004a).

VALUE BASE

Values are priorities. They indicate our preferences about what is good or important
to us. As CR professionals, values guide both our goals and the means to those goals.
Who you are on the inside determines much of how you will implement skills and in-
tervene in conflict. If you value peace, then the model of practice you select will be
directed to meet this goal. Ideally, the model uses peaceful means to bring about
peace. If not, can you justify using nonpeaceful means, fighting, to bring about peace
(Corey, Corey, & Callanan, 2003; Dolgoff et al., 2005)? CR theory and practice
must be predicated on values and not simply on what research proves to be effective. 

1. In Search of Common Values

Given the breadth of CR models and the range of backgrounds among CR profession-
als, it would be misleading to say there is a common value base of CR. A common value
base does exist among practitioners who favor collaborative, nonviolent conflict reso-
lution. These professionals are guided by the values of peace, respect for diversity, con-
sensus building, and community (MacFarlane, 1999). Some people find professionals
of this ilk to be optimistic, perhaps even naïvely so. However, a good part of CR is sell-
ing the process to conflicting parties. When conveyed in a genuine manner, the confi-
dence and idealism of CR professionals inspire clients to strive for similar ideals.
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An elderly man is mugged by a young thug. The man feels violated, humiliated,
dismayed, and vengeful. The last thing on his mind is to have a chance to meet face-
to-face with the thug and talk things out. What can a CR practitioner offer the man? 

People are basically good. Right now you are wondering how I could possibly say this
about the youth who mugged you. Perhaps you are right. But what do you really know
about him? What does he know about you? Would you like the opportunity to tell him
who you are and how you feel about what he has done? Do you think he would have
mugged you if he knew who you were?

It would be hypocritical for CR practitioners to say that all CR professionals
must have the same values—if we respect diversity, then this includes diversity
within the field. In fact, there are significant debates within CR about a number of
values, including privacy, satisfaction, social justice, empowerment, and recognition.
Most helping professionals ascribe to the ethic of confidentiality—that is, a profes-
sional who learns personal information from a client will keep that information pri-
vate, unless the client consents to release such information. Many CR professionals
argue that one of the advantages of mediation and negotiation is that they are con-
fidential processes. This allows parties to work out their differences in a safe
environment, without having to worry about how others will respond. Some CR
professionals, however, raise concerns that conflicts should remain in the public
domain. Court, for example, is open to the public in order to ensure open account-
ability. In addition, decisions made in one case can be used as precedents to support
decisions in similar cases in the future. Under this concept of justice, fairness is
achieved when like cases are decided alike. When negotiations, mediation, or other
CR processes are closed to the public, accountability is more difficult to gauge and
precedent cases are not made known to society (Freshman, 1997). When you are
deciding whether your CR process should be open or closed to the public, the extent
to which you value client privacy must be factored in.

2. Satisfaction, Social Justice, and Transformation

Bush and Folger (2005) suggest that there are three different value orientations for
mediation: satisfaction, social justice, and transformation.2 The Satisfaction Story is
predicated on the belief that mediation satisfies people’s needs and interests.
Through mediation, people are able to resolve their differences informally, amicably,
and in a manner that produces mutually agreeable solutions. The Social Justice Story
is based on the notion that mediation organizes individuals around common issues
and promotes stronger social ties. This provides the community with an opportunity
to organize disadvantaged groups in order to challenge the power brokers and pro-
mote social justice. The Transformation Story suggests that the promise of mediation
is its capacity to transform the manner in which conflicting parties deal with conflict.
Bush and Folger identify two components of transformation: empowerment and
recognition. Empowerment refers to the ability of mediation to promote client self-
determination, choice, and autonomy. Recognition refers to the ability of mediation

44 Chapter 2

2Bush and Folger also identify a fourth orientation, oppression, which suggests that mediation is not a valid
means of CR. The oppression perspective is described in Chapter 1 in relation to radical practitioners.
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to enhance interpersonal communication and empathic understanding among con-
flicting parties. Depending on which orientation you accept, your choice of models
of CR will vary significantly.

When you approach a conflict, what do you value? What is your ultimate goal
for the process? Any resolution of the conflict? A fair solution? An efficient solution?
Social harmony? An enduring solution? In case you have not noticed, I have avoided
presenting a definitive answer. As you work through the readings and exercises, you
will clarify your own value base for CR.

3. Attitude toward Power

Although most helping professions believe in a client’s right to self-determination,
various professionals have different attitudes toward the use of power in their work.
At one extreme, some professionals see themselves as impartial facilitators—that is,
professionals who support clients to fulfill their goals in a nondirective manner. In
contrast, other professionals believe that they are justified and perhaps required to
use their power to influence the way clients and others make decisions.

A professional’s attitude toward the use of power may depend on the situation.
For example, a child protection worker will remove a child from a family if it poses
an immediate risk to the child’s welfare. If, however, the child’s immediate safety is
assured, then the worker will try to work with the family on a voluntary basis. Reflect
on your own attitudes toward the use of power in your type of work. When are you
more likely to exert your influence? When are you less likely to do so?

Understanding your attitudes toward power will help you decide the types of CR
roles and models of intervention that you will use. For example, a liberal-minded
family therapist is more likely to encourage family members to come up with their
own solutions to family conflicts. A radical feminist therapist is more likely to influ-
ence decisions by altering the power balance in the family to give the women more
power. An administrator with an egalitarian style is likely to share power with others
in the organization. An authoritarian administrator will use decision-making power
without inviting input from others. As you explore various approaches to CR, con-
sider the role of power and how it fits with your own attitude toward power.

4. Professional Ethics

Professional values are often expressed in professional codes of ethics. The same is true
in many areas of CR. There is not one code for all CR or even for any branch of CR,
such as negotiation or mediation. If you are practicing CR as part of your other pro-
fessional identification (e.g., youth worker, psychologist, teacher), you are bound by
the code of ethics of that profession, if any. Some professions, including social work,
have articulated specific policies for members who practice CR (National Association
of Social Workers [NASW], 1999). In certain realms of CR practice such as family
mediation, CR associations have developed their own codes of ethics (Association of
Family and Conciliation Courts, 2000; Family Mediation Canada, n.d.).

In most jurisdictions, membership in a CR association and adherence to its code
of ethics is voluntary. This means that CR professionals who wish to operate on a
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different set of standards and values do not have to belong to any association. No
wonder that you will find CR professionals with very different values. 

For sample codes of ethics, see the websites listed in Appendix 4. Note the dif-
ferences and similarities between the codes of ethics from various CR associations.
Note, too, how many values questions are open for interpretation.

5. Values Clarification

Even with the guidance of professional codes of ethics, CR practitioners face many
situations where there is no clear guidance on how to act. A code may say, for in-
stance, that a professional must act honestly and respect the rights of others. Does
this mean that professionals must disclose their bottom lines when they are negoti-
ating with others? What circumstances, if any, permit professionals to use deceitful
or coercive tactics in trying to achieve justice for their clients? In order to determine
not only how to behave but also how to be as a conflict resolution professional, we
must be mindful of the values that are inherent in the strategies we use and the
conflict resolution roles that we assume.

CONFLICT STYLES

Conflict style refers to one’s preferred response or natural inclination when faced
with conflict. Certainly, people respond differently to different types of conflict
situations; however, people do have general tendencies to respond to conflict in

46 Chapter 2

Figure 2.2 Thomas-Killmann Conflict Styles Chart
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particular manners. The Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument (Thomas &
Kilmann, 1974)3 helps CR professionals determine their own preferences, as well as
those of others they are working with (for an updated version that includes cultural
perspectives, see Kraybill, 2005c). By assessing your own conflict style, you can de-
velop greater control over how you respond to particular conflict situations. By as-
sessing others’ conflict styles, you can determine appropriate interventions (e.g., how
to persuade them; how to encourage them to use different approaches to conflict). 

The Thomas-Kilmann Instrument begins with the proposition that there are two
primary orientations toward conflict resolution, assertiveness and cooperativeness.
Figure 2.2 describes these dimensions as concern for self (assertiveness) and concern
for others (cooperativeness).

1. Avoiders

The bottom-left quadrant of the diagram describes avoiders, people who are low on
concern for self and low on concern for others. Avoiders may deny that conflict exists,
consciously or nonconsciously. Alternatively, they acknowledge that conflict exists
but do what they can to avert or withdraw from conflict. By avoiding conflict, they
tend to satisfy neither their own needs nor the needs of others. I forgot to write a letter
of reference for a student. When the student calls, I do not answer and do not call back.
I avoid having any conflict with the student (at least for now), but I really do not sat-
isfy either of our needs. Avoidance of overt conflict may be useful when the conflict is
merely the symptom of a separate underlying problem; for instance, when a child is
acting out, you might try to deal with the underlying issues and avoid dealing directly
with the acting-out behaviors. If a child whines because he is hungry, the parent might
offer the child food rather than reprimand the child for whining. Teaching the child
alternatives to whining may be more effective when the child is not hungry.

2. Accommodators

The bottom-right quadrant, accommodators, denotes people who have low concern
for their own needs and high concern for the needs of others. Accommodators value
positive relationships with others. They go out of their way to please others, even at
the expense of their own needs. My boss asks me to stay late to complete a work plan
and budget for a project. I am tired but agree to stay late tonight and even offer to work
through the weekend. My boss will be happy, but I’ll be exhausted. Accommodation
may be useful when people acknowledge they are wrong and want to demonstrate rea-
sonableness, or when they want to help others save face in a potentially embarrassing
conflict (Wilmot & Hocker, 2007).
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3The Thomas-Kilmann Instrument is one of the more popular frameworks among CR professionals for
analyzing conflict styles, but it is certainly not the only one. The Myers-Briggs Scale (Myers, 1987), for
example, is an interpersonal styles inventory commonly used in business settings. Taxonomies of man-
agement styles also provide frameworks to analyze interactions with people who have different preferred
modes of operating: Introverts—Extroverts, Sensors—Intuitives, Thinkers—Feelers, and Judging—
Perceiving (see http://www.cpp.com to order copies of either of these instruments).
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3. Competitors

The top-left quadrant, competitors, characterizes people who are low on concern for
the needs of others but high on concern for their own needs. Competitors are out to
win. They exert power to influence others or impose their will. Personal success is
important. Amicable relations with others are not. A professional colleague dis-
agrees with my assessment of a client. I respond by pointing out all the errors in my
colleague’s thinking. Even if I am right, consider the cost to my colleague and our
relationship. Whereas some competitors use tactics that are aggressive, violent, or
unethical, competitors can also use tactics that are assertive, constructive, and ethi-
cal (e.g., using one’s personal charisma to help persuade a colleague to support a par-
ticular position in an upcoming staff meeting). Successful competitors select strate-
gies that they know will be effective: if they are more likely to win by being nice than
by being nasty, they will be nice.

4. Compromisers

The middle section of the diagram, compromisers, demonstrates people who pay
some attention to the needs of others and some attention to their own needs. They
opt for solutions that are partial wins, for themselves and for others. Unfortunately,
compromises are also partial losses for themselves and for the others. The solutions
may be fair, but nobody is completely satisfied. I want government to provide full
public funding for mediation services. Government balks. I suggest a compromise
that government subsidizes up to half of the cost for people whose income is below
the poverty line. If government accepts, at least I have achieved part of what I set out
to accomplish. Compromise tends to foster better relationships than competition,
but not as well as collaboration. In some instances, compromises can be formulated
in ways that maximize wins and minimize losses (constructive trade-offs) or ways
that offer quick, short-term solutions (Wilmot & Hocker, 2007).

5. Collaborators

The final quadrant, collaborators, illustrates people who have high concern for their
own needs, as well as for the needs for others. They seek out solutions that are “win-
win” (i.e., mutually beneficial). Collaborators encourage joint problem solving. A
client claims that I have breached my obligation to keep information confidential.
I invite the client to discuss these concerns and to see whether we can work things
out in an amicable fashion. Collaborators use cooperative strategies such as jointly
analyzing problems, self-disclosing, demonstrating respect, validating the other’s
views, offering suggestions designed to meet both parties’ interests, and accepting
responsibility for the conflict, where appropriate.4 Collaboration is particularly
important when you need consensus in order to implement a decision or when the
issues are too important to fight or compromise over.

48 Chapter 2

4When working with clients, be careful about using the term collaborators. For some, this term has
negative connotations as it was used to describe people who collaborated with the Nazis during World
War II. Terms such as team members, joint problem solvers, colleagues, allies, and mutual support systems
can be used to avoid this trouble.

92258_02_ch02_p037-064.qxd  6/27/06  6:39 PM  Page 48

978-1-424-06441-0, Conflict Resolution for the Helping Professions, 2e, Allan Edward Barsky - © Cengage Learning



6. Selective Use of Styles

Given the structure of this model, you might conclude that we should all be striving
toward collaboration. However, different conflict styles are useful for different pur-
poses. Avoidance, at first glance, seems to satisfy nobody’s needs. Yet many of us use,
and could use, avoidance strategies in certain situations. A member of a therapy group
is whispering to a neighbor. The whispering is disruptive, but you decide to ignore it
because it is not important enough to confront at this time. Pick your fights, as well as
your efforts at collaboration. Collaboration has its costs: time, energy, mental fatigue.
Sometimes, avoidance is just easier than dealing with the conflict.

Accommodation is useful when the relationship is more important than the par-
ticular dispute. An involuntary client5 comes in for the first time and demands a
break for a cigarette. You are very busy, but you accommodate the client. Con-
fronting the client now may be counterproductive until you have built some rapport.
Accommodation can be used as a strategy—if you accommodate someone now, that
person may feel more obliged to accommodate you later. Of course, accommodation
can lead the other person to continue to expect accommodations. Accommodation
is particularly useful when the issue is much more important to the other person than
it is to you (e.g., your partner is Muslim and maintains Halal dietary laws; although
you would like a ham sandwich, you agree to go to a Halal restaurant because your
partner’s religious beliefs are more important than your inclination for ham).

Competition may be required to protect oneself from immediate dangers (self-
defense) and to respond to others who are competitive. A landowner is planning to
demolish a building, leaving your clients homeless. You have offered to meet with
the landlord and clients to work things out, but the landlord does not respond. You
refer the clients to a lawyer to help them with a court action to stop the demolition.
Unfortunately, people often resign themselves to competition without giving the
other alternatives a sufficient chance to work. As you will see in later chapters, there
are many strategies to move people from competitive styles to more collaborative
ones. If competitors can see that they lose nothing through collaboration, they may
be persuaded to try it.

To some extent, conflict styles are culturally determined. For example, Americans
tend to have a higher degree of competing style; traditional Asians tend to have a
higher degree of avoiding and obliging styles. Whereas Western cultures place high
value on individual rights and freedoms, Asian culture places high value on harmony
and community. Avoidance demonstrates sensitivity to others and respect for the
existing social hierarchy. In Asian societies, when someone avoids confronting
conflict directly, others will help with healing wounds or resolving the conflict in in-
direct ways (Wilmot & Hocker, 2007). In other words, what Americans might term
avoidance could be considered “saving face” by dealing with conflict indirectly,
rather than confronting in a disrespectful manner (Ting-Toomey & Oetzel, 2001).
Within Western cultures, women tend to be more accommodating than men
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5An involuntary client is a client who is required to attend counseling or other helping services—for ex-
ample, someone convicted of a criminal offense or suspected of child abuse who must go for counseling
services. The client would not have sought services unless there were legal consequences or other sanctions.
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(Kolb & Williams, 2003; Miller, 2001). This results from socialization processes, in
which women are encouraged to care for their families and men are encouraged to be
successful in competitive work environments. CR practitioners need to be able to
recognize these types of cultural and gender differences, as well as within-group varia-
tions. For instance, when people who tend toward accommodation are placed in a con-
flict with people who are competitive, do you encourage them to use their traditional
styles? If not, are you showing disrespect for their traditional norms and values?

Some theorists question whether conflict styles are fixed personality types or pre-
dispositions that vary depending on the situation (Nicoterra, 1995). Most CR models
of intervention assume that conflict styles are not fixed, although they may be deep-
rooted. CR professionals can use different styles depending on the needs of the situa-
tion; they can also encourage others to move from one conflict style to another.

BASIC SKILLS

Skills are the doing part of CR: how you behave, how you communicate, how you
interact with others in the conflict. Skills translate your theoretical knowledge and
value base into what you do in practice. All conflict interventions are based on how
you present yourself, verbally, physically, emotionally, and spiritually. In this section,
I introduce communication skills that are basic to virtually all forms of CR.6 In the
chapters on negotiation, mediation, facilitation, and advocacy, I describe how to use
these skills with particular CR models and identify other skills that are specific to
each model. The fundamental communication skills are listening, questioning, and
making statements. I also touch on special issues for written communication in CR. 

1. Listening

Active listening refers to the intentional use of self in order to demonstrate to a speaker
that you have heard and understood what the speaker has said. If you listen passively,
you may have heard and understood the speaker, but the speaker has no way of
knowing this. Empathic listening can be demonstrated through the use of attending,
paraphrasing, reflecting feelings, and summarizing (Evans, Hearn, Uhlemann, & Ivey,
2004; Ivey & Ivey, 2007).

Attending refers to being present with others, demonstrating that you are with
them in mind as well as in body. Attending requires focusing on others, rather than
daydreaming or focusing on your own thoughts and feelings. Attending skills com-
prise behavioral, nonverbal responses to indicate listening and understanding: lean-
ing forward, maintaining regular eye contact, nodding one’s head, constructive use of
silence, and so forth. Facial expressions should be consonant with the messages that
are being conveyed (e.g., smiling at good news). Utterances, such as “uh-huh” and
“mm-hmm” are attending skills, but these can be distracting. Accordingly, utterances
should be used sparingly, if at all. Vocal qualities, such as the pitch, pace, and fluidity,
can also be used to demonstrate interest and understanding in what is being said.

Some people find intentional use of silence to be the most difficult skill, particu-
larly in conflict situations. To novice practitioners, silence feels like a nonresponse.

50 Chapter 2

6For more detailed explanations of communication skills, see Ivey and Ivey (2007).
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However, silence is a very powerful tool. Silence breaks up the flow of communica-
tion. In the heat of the moment, people may need time for feelings to de-escalate. Si-
lence demonstrates that you are taking time to think. It also gives the other person
time to think about what he or she has said. Cooler heads may prevail. Within some
cultures, silence also demonstrates respect.

Attending behaviors are particularly important in CR, because people often mir-
ror the expressions and behaviors of those around them. “Smile and the whole world
smiles with you,” goes the cliché. Though this is far from an absolute truth, you can
either escalate or de-escalate conflict through the use of particular attending behav-
iors. If someone starts to yell, rather than raise your voice, try speaking softly.
Besides catching the other person off guard, you are modeling the type of behavior
you hope the other will adopt. If people are flailing their arms in anger, restrain your
own gestures.

Although attending skills are important, nonverbal cues are often difficult to
interpret. Verbal listening skills provide the speaker with explicit feedback about
how you are receiving his or her messages. Paraphrasing refers to restating what the
speaker has said. A paraphrase can be constructed with words that are similar to
those used by the speaker or with words that are quite different but still convey the
same message. The following exchange between an addictions counselor (Agnes)
and her client (Clara) demonstrates how Agnes can use both types of paraphrasing. 

CLARA: Don’t tell me that I have to stop drinking.

AGNES: You don’t want me to tell you that you have to stop drinking.

CLARA: Darn right! You think it’s easy just to get up one morning and never pick up a
bottle again.

AGNES: I guess you’re telling me that I do not know how hard giving up alcohol would
be for you.

Paraphrasing shows people you understand what they think and believe.
Reflecting feelings is similar to paraphrasing but indicates you understand the per-
son’s affect or emotions. You can reflect feelings that are explicit in the person’s
statement or ones that can be implied from the way the person presents the message. 

CLARA: When I come to see you, I just get more depressed.

AGNES: You feel discouraged when you come here.

CLARA [sobbing]: I don’t know what else you want from me. 

AGNES: I can see how sad you feel right now.

Whereas paraphrasing restates what someone has just completed saying, the
skill of summarizing refers to a condensed restatement of what the person has said
over a longer time frame. To summarize, highlight the key messages presented by the
person throughout that period. 

AGNES: Let me see if I understand what you’ve been telling me, Clara. You don’t think
that I should be telling you to stop drinking, because I do not know how hard that would
really be. I haven’t been very helpful. In fact, you feel more depressed since you’ve been
coming to see me. Anything else you want to add?

The Reflective CR Practitioner 51

92258_02_ch02_p037-064.qxd  6/27/06  6:39 PM  Page 51

978-1-424-06441-0, Conflict Resolution for the Helping Professions, 2e, Allan Edward Barsky - © Cengage Learning



In addition to summarizing the content of what others have said, you can also
summarize areas of agreement, areas of disagreement, and how the process has been
going (Kraybill, 2005a). Summarizing, reflecting, and paraphrasing let people know
how accurately, or inaccurately, you have understood them. The tone and wording
of your questions should invite the person to give you feedback and correct any in-
accuracies. You are not telling the person what she thinks or feels. You are asking
(explicitly or implicitly) whether you understand how she thinks or feels. This clari-
fies communication, pre-empting further conflict.

Effective listening requires accurate observation and interpretation skills.
Remember that a simple message goes through a series of stages before you can
respond to it. When you hear someone speak, you need to determine what the
speaker means. Pay attention to verbal as well as nonverbal cues. A client may call
you a wonderful helping professional. Depending on the client’s tone of voice and
facial expressions, you may take this as a compliment (the client is being genuine) or
as an insult (the client is being sarcastic). To become more deliberate about this
decoding process, try to separate your direct observations from possible interpreta-
tions.7 The Chinese word for “listen,” tip, means “attend delicately with our ears,
eyes, and a focused heart” (Ting-Toomey & Oetzel, 2001, p. 181). When you
observe a particular behavior, first try to describe it in specific, concrete terms (e.g.,
the client is smiling). Consider multiple possible interpretations (e.g., the client is
happy, nervous, or hiding something). At this point, you must suspend ethnocentric
evaluation. Reflect on the meaning by looking at the situation from different cultural
lenses or frames. You might even check with the other person to help you interpret his
or her response (e.g., “So would you say that you’re feeling more content, anxious,
or guarded?”).

Effective listening is absolutely crucial to CR. When faced with conflict, people
often become defensive. They feel the need to refute the message they received and
tell their own story. This exacerbates the problem, because the other side now feels
defensive and responds in kind, perhaps even more forcefully. Consider the
following sequence between two children playing in a sandbox: 

CHUCKIE: Hey, you threw sand in my face! 

CHELSEA: No, I didn’t. 

CHUCKIE: Yes, you did! 

CHELSEA: No, I didn’t! 

CHUCKIE: Yes, you did!

What could be better than a strong argument to win a debate? Ironically, one of
the most persuasive techniques for persuading others is to listen to them. Active
listening demonstrates to others that you have truly heard them. People who feel
they have been heard are more apt to listen to you. When faced with a conflict, show

52 Chapter 2

7The process recordings for major assignments in this text will help you with this process, asking you to
identify both observations and possible interpretations.
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the others that you understand “(a) that they feel strongly, (b) what they feel strongly
about, and (c) why they feel strongly about it” (Gould & Gould, 1988).8 Note what
happens if Chelsea listens rather than fights back: 

CHELSEA: Hold on a minute. You’re very angry. 

CHUCKIE: Yes, you’re mean. 

CHELSEA: You’re very angry at me. 

CHUCKIE: Of course, I’m angry. 

CHELSEA: You’re angry because you think I threw sand at you on purpose. 

CHUCKIE: Well, didn’t you? 

You may think this example is too contrived; however, a little active listening
can move conflict a long way toward peaceful resolution.

Remember the cultural components to communication. Words, vocal qualities,
gestures, and facial expressions have different meanings among different cultures.
Familiarity with the other person’s culture will help you interpret his language and
nonverbal behavior so that you can convey messages in culturally appropriate man-
ners (LeBaron Duryea, n.d.). For example, active listening may be inappropriate in
certain cultural contexts. If status and hierarchy are the norm within a culture,9 a
subordinate may offend a supervisor by using paraphrase and reflection of feeling.
Rather, the subordinate can demonstrate interest and respect by listening silently and
using appropriate nonverbal responses (e.g., head nods, restrained eye contact).
Once again, the point of this discussion is not to prescribe a particular type of inter-
action but to make practitioners aware of the choice of skills and how they can
influence dealing with conflict.

2. Questioning

Questions are useful for finding out others’ thoughts and feelings, as well as inviting
their participation in a dialogue (“What do you think?”). If you are gathering infor-
mation for an assessment or evaluation, remember to cover the five Ws: who, what,
where, when, and why. Remember, however, that questions can be intrusive. Think
how you feel when someone peppers you with a series of questions. Novice inter-
viewers tend to overuse questions, rather than engage people in a more natural con-
versation. You can encourage people to open up and be frank through active listening
skills much more readily than through a succession of questions.

Questions can be either open or closed. Open questions encourage respondents
to answer in their own words, without limiting their choices. Closed questions give
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8The power of effective listening is beautifully demonstrated in a videotape, Gould and Gould’s (1988)
From No to Yes. This film is part of an entertaining series of management education videotapes by John
Cleese. Although the context is business, the lessons are directly relevant to the helping professionals.
9As discussed earlier for cultures with high power distance.
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respondents a limited choice of answers, such as yes or no. Compare the following
examples: 

1. Closed: Do you support the prochoice stance on abortion
Open: What are your views about the prochoice stance on abortion?

2. Closed: Which value is more important, individual freedom or safety?
Open: How do you prioritize values such as freedom and safety?

Closed questions are useful when you want to know specific information or
when you want to encourage the respondent to provide a brief answer. Open ques-
tions are useful when you want to encourage the respondent to open up and when
you do not want to limit the range of possible answers. In the first example, the
closed question suggests that there are only two possible positions: supporting
the prochoice stance and opposing it. In fact, the respondent may have an alternate
position (e.g., conditional support or support for a stance that neither opposes nor
accepts the prochoice position). The open form of the question does not box the
respondent into an artificial choice. Dichotomies tend to reinforce argument and
lock people into sides. Inviting discussion about many points of view tends to open
up dialogue.

In CR, the clarity of questions is vital. People with opposing views often misin-
terpret one another, imputing false motivations on one another. If a patient advocate
asks a nurse, “When can the patient return home?” the nurse could interpret this
question in two ways: what needs to happen before the patient is discharged, or on
what day and at what time will the patient be discharged? If the nurse assumes the
advocate is asking for a specific date and he does not know the date, then he may
think the request is unreasonable. If the advocate wanted to know “What needs to
happen before discharge?” then a more specific request would ease communication.

Questions should be worded in a nonjudgmental manner so clients do not feel
that they are being challenged or blamed. If you ask a new client, “Why were you
late for your appointment?” the client may interpret this as a personal affront. To
avoid putting the client on the defensive, you could try “Did you have any trouble
finding our office?”

Finally, statements should not be disguised as questions. If I ask a student
whether she would like to present her assignment to the class, this suggests that I am
giving her an option to say yes or no. If I want her to present her assignment,
I should say so directly. People who are conflict avoiders or accommodators tend to
use questions rather than state opinions or make direct requests. In order to be more
assertive, they need to let the other person know what they really think or want.
Being assertive does not mean being aggressive or insulting.

3. Making Statements

Statements are used to provide facts or opinions. Facts connote objective truth,
whereas opinions connote an individual’s subjective reality. Without getting into a
philosophical debate about truth and reality, people often state personal opinions as
if they were universally accepted facts. In CR, separating facts and opinions can be
used to deconstruct conflicts. If I say, “This student has a severe learning disability,”
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I am presenting it as fact. If you have a contrary assessment, I have just insulted you
because I have suggested that you don’t know simple truth. If I state my assessment
as an opinion, I can acknowledge that your opinion is different but not necessarily
wrong. Once we acknowledge a legitimate difference of professional opinions, we
can work together in a more collegial fashion (Fisher & Brown, 1988).

As with questions, statements should be clear and nonjudgmental. If you want
the other person to accept the truth in what you are saying, say it in terms that are
easy for the other person to understand and accept. Assume Lionel is a liberal psy-
chiatrist speaking with Cassie, a conservative community worker. If Lionel speaks in
the language of a liberal psychiatrist, his message may be doomed to failure. Consider
the following example:

LIONEL: We need to establish affirmative action programs for people with major disorders
on the first DSM axis in order to provide them with equal access to job opportunities.

First, the community worker may not be familiar with “major disorders on the
first DSM axis.” Cassie is more likely to understand “mental illness.” As someone
who identifies as a conservative, Cassie is also likely to reject anything related to
“affirmative action.” To Cassie, this sounds like reverse discrimination. If Lionel
uses terminology that is familiar to Cassie, the probability of her hearing and
accepting his message increases. Lionel can refer back to points that Cassie has
made, showing that he has heard her and is building on her perspectives (Gould &
Gould, 1988), as follows: 

LIONEL: You seem to be concerned about the fairness of requiring businesses to hire peo-
ple with mental illness. On the other hand, I don’t think you’re saying that these people
should not be working. I’m wondering if we can figure out ways to improve access to
jobs for people with mental illness, without imposing unfair restrictions on businesses.

The trick is to learn how to speak persuasively and assertively, without coming
across as combative or presumptuous. Use I statements to explain your thoughts and
feelings: “I feel incensed about . . .” or “I believe the problem resulted from . . . .”
These types of statements let people know where you are coming from, without
imposing your thoughts or feelings on others. When you offer ideas or opinions,
explain the facts on which they were based. If there is disagreement, you do not have
to back down. You can make your points firmly but stay respectful and amicable
(Gould & Gould, 1988). Avoid blatant rejections of the other person’s ideas. Rather
than “That’s ludicrous,” try “I look at the problem from a different perspective.”

When people want to persuade others, they tend to use contention or assertions
to state what they want. Although people often rely on contention, acknowledgment
and inquiry tend to be more effective methods of persuasion (Stone, Patton, & Heen,
2000). You can acknowledge the other’s perspective by using active listening skills,
as described earlier. Active listening encourages the speaker to trust you and open up
to your ideas. Questions can be used to facilitate insights. Rather than tell a client to
leave an abusive relationship, ask the client questions about the patterns of abuse
and whether the client thinks the abuse will stop. Even though you are encouraging
the client to leave, you are respecting the client’s right to decide whether and when
to leave.
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When in doubt about what to say next during a conflict situation, use listening
skills (including silence). Asking questions and making statements are more risky.

4. Written Communication

Although general writing skills are important in CR, they really go beyond the scope
of this book. For classic texts on effective writing, consider Strunk and White
(2000), Williams (2005), and the publication manual of the American Psychological
Association (2001). In this section, I highlight concerns related to CR strategies. In
later chapters, I describe writing skills that are required for certain models of CR—
for example, using neutral language as a mediator; using persuasive language as an
advocate (Kaminski & Walmsley, 1995).

Some people are more comfortable with oral communication, others with writ-
ten. Oral communication is generally more informal, flexible, and timely. Written
communication provides the writer with more time to think about what to say and
how to say it; the reader also has more time to read and interpret it.10 In CR situa-
tions, your choice of written, oral, or combined forms of communication should be
made with strategic purposes in mind.

With written communication, the writer has the benefit of more time to ensure
that the messages are conveyed clearly, concisely, and nonjudgmentally. The reader
can deliberate over the message before responding. Written communication also
makes it easier for both parties to use advocates or consultants to help them inter-
pret and respond to messages.

Because the reader retains a record of the communication, writing can have a
powerful effect on the reader. This can be a plus or a minus. If you make a mistake
while talking, the mistake may be passed by or easily forgotten. If you make a mistake
in writing, the problem takes on a higher level of significance. Documentation pro-
vides a fixed record of communication that can be used as (1) a framework for imple-
mentation of agreements or (2) evidence in procedures to resolve future conflicts.

Technological advancements—including fax, email, and the Internet—have
meant that people can communicate through writing instantaneously, cheaply, and
to broad audiences. Since the 1990s, a number of online CR programs have even
been developed specifically to take advantage of these benefits (Raines, 2005; Syme,
2006). Advancements in web-based communication can also enhance CR in terms of
providing new channels for sharing ideas, exchanging information, and promoting
causes. Unfortunately, many conflicts have been exacerbated by miscommunications
made through these technologies—for example, confidential email messages being
sent to people by mistake, hurtful messages sent in the heat of anger, and messages
that are easily misinterpreted because the sender was more concerned about sending
the message quickly than accurately. Using communication technology tends to be
more impersonal than face-to-face exchanges. People sometimes convey insulting
messages through technology that they would never dream of conveying in person.
In addition, written communication does not convey emotions in the same manner
as oral communication (Tannen, 1998). Consider a counselor who has just had a
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10Levels of formality and pacing do vary. In some cases—such as court trials—oral communication is very
formal. With email and other technologies, written communication is often informal and instantaneous.
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difficult interview and emails her supervisor, “This client is crazy and should be
locked up.” If this message were conveyed in person, the supervisor might realize
that the counselor is joking and blowing off steam. Although the oral statement may
come across as judgmental, it looks even worse when it is transmitted via email.
Email does not convey the worker’s sense of frustration or intention to be funny.
Because of the potential for miscommunication, be particularly cautious with humor
in written communication.

All communication skills require deliberate choices about how to present your-
self, orally, behaviorally, and in writing. Although professionals try to minimize mis-
communications, errors are apt to happen, and further conflict may result. Remem-
ber that communication is not just a onetime event; it is ongoing. If
miscommunication occurs, bring the parties together to clarify everyone’s under-
standings. As noted earlier, blaming one side or another for miscommunication does
little to resolve it. The focuses need to be on how to fix the problem and how to
prevent it from reoccurring.

KEY POINTS

• Reflective conflict resolution professionals are defined by their ability to inte-
grate CR theory, values, and skills with their practice.

• Reflection refers to the process of becoming aware of one’s use of self, including
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors presented during an intervention.

• Reflection includes developing awareness of one’s own culture, enabling the
practitioner to recognize differences with clients or others, so that responses to
conflict can be adapted for diverse cultural contexts.

• Although each CR model provides practitioners with specific techniques and
steps to follow, CR practitioners should also use artistic strategies to stimulate
imaginative, visionary thinking and take advantage of serendipitous opportuni-
ties that arise within each conflict situation.

• Choice of models of CR depends on one’s value base, the goals one aspires to as
a professional.

• A practitioner’s attitude toward power will determine how facilitative or how
directive that practitioner will be when intervening in conflict situations.

• Although CR does not have a value base common to all practitioners, collabo-
rative, nonviolent CR is based on the values of peace, respect for diversity, con-
sensus building, and community.

• Individuals tend to favor one of five conflict styles: avoiding, accommodating,
competing, compromising, or collaborating.

• Different situations require CR professionals to adopt different conflict styles.

• Effective communication skills are integral to all CR processes.

• Listening skills are particularly important in CR to demonstrate understanding
to other parties and to clarify any misunderstandings.

• Clear, concise, and nonjudgmental language pre-empts conflict and fosters
effective communication.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES

1. WATCH AND SEE: Observe a segment of a movie or television program that
features a conflict. Ensure that you watch the process leading up to the conflict,
as well as what follows the conflict. Identify the sequence of nonverbal com-
munication between the parties. (a) What are your direct observations? (b) How
do you interpret them? (c) What are some other possible interpretations for
the observations that you made? (d) How did the other party interpret this
communication? 

Use the following example for your format:

• OBSERVATION 1: A vein was pulsing on Kelly’s left temple.
• INTERPRETATION: Kelly was angry at Maude.
• ALTERNATE INTERPRETATION: Kelly was hyped up from having just run

upstairs.
• OTHER PARTY: Maude did not seem to notice.

2. PERSONAL VALUES INVENTORY: Consider the following list of values:

• Peace • Harmony
• Respect for other people • Personal privacy
• Life • Personal security
• Mental health • Physical health
• Wisdom • Mutual understanding
• Family • Financial success
• Work • Winning
• Spirituality/religion • Law and order
• Amicable relationships • Community welfare
• Education • Other (specify) ___________

Rate each value by marking it as VH (value highly), VM (value moderately),
or VL (value little). Within the VH group, rank-order each value, with 1 being
the highest value, 2 the next highest, and so on.

After you have completed this exercise individually, try to come up with a
rank ordering that represents the class’s highest five values. First, divide the class
into small groups (three to five per group), and have each group come up with
its own list. When each group has reached a consensus, have one representative
from each group get together and work out a list of values that represents the
whole class. At each stage, try to work on a consensus basis (i.e., try to build
agreement among all participants). If after 15 minutes agreement does not look
possible, use majority votes to settle differences. 

Debriefing: What were the most difficult parts of this exercise? Did any of your
personal rankings change as you moved into group decision making? If so, what led
to these changes?

Diarizing: Mark two dates in your calendar, one near the middle of this course and
one near the end. On each of these dates, reflect back to your values list. Consider
whether any of your values have changed, and keep track of these changes by
updating the chart.
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3. CULTURAL AWARENESS: Identify three cultural groups to which you belong
(e.g., by nationality, ethnic background, race, religion, gender, sexual orienta-
tion, or political affiliation). Analyze how each of these three groups deals with
various issues raised in this chapter: anger, display of emotions, power, time, and
use of various communication skills. How do you think your culture affects the
way you deal with conflict? If you are not sure about your culture’s attitudes to-
ward some of these issues, interview relatives or others from your cultural
group. For further information, conduct a literature search on your particular
cultural groups (LeBaron, 1997; Wanis–St. John, 2005).

4. CONFLICT STYLES IDENTIFICATION: This exercise is designed to help you
identify your predominant style(s) of handling conflict. Identify three situations
in which you have been faced with a conflict: one with a family member, one
with a coworker or classmate, and one with a client. Before reading on, write
down a brief description of what happened in each situation.

In each of the three situations, identify the manner in which you dealt with the
conflict: avoidance, accommodation, competition, compromise, or collaboration.

Are there any patterns in the way that you deal with conflict? Does it depend
on the situation? Does it matter if the other person is in a subordinate or supe-
rior position to your own? Which conflict styles give you the greatest difficulty?
Refer back to your answers to Exercise 10 in Chapter 1—are the conflict styles
identified in that exercise consistent with the ones you have identified in this ex-
ercise? If there are differences, how do you explain them?

5. CONFLICT STYLES SCENARIOS: For each of the following scenarios, select
the most appropriate conflict style, and provide reasons for selecting that type of
response.

a. You are the administrator of a social agency and need to decide how much
money should be spent on paperclips. Some employees want fancy gold
paper clips, and some want the cheapest clips possible.

b. A client threatens to commit suicide. You are a psychotherapist who has a
professional obligation to protect clients from life-threatening situations.

c. A colleague at work wants to go to a family member’s wedding and asks you
to take his shift. You want to go to a movie that night.

d. You and a colleague are having a case conference about a terminally ill client
who wants to have her life supports removed (e.g., a ventilator and feeding
tube). You support a client’s right to choose passive euthanasia. A colleague
says she opposes passive euthanasia.

e. You are supervising a field practicum student who you believe dresses inap-
propriately. The student believes that he should be able to come to work
dressed as he pleases.

f. Your professional association says that a client has raised a complaint
against you for malpractice. You believe that you are innocent and that the
client’s allegations are unreasonable.

g. When you referred a client for HIV testing, you told her that testing is done
on an anonymous basis. After the client has gone for the test, you find out
that the test is not truly anonymous. You wonder whether to tell the client
because you know the client will be furious with you.
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h. The agency that funds your services tells you it is cutting your budget by
5 percent. You don’t think your budget should be cut. You need to decide
whether and how you will respond to the agency.

i. You are facilitating a therapy group. One group member is constantly late,
and another says the late person should be thrown out of the group.

6. WORLD’S WORST CR: This is your opportunity to show how bad a CR profes-
sional you can be. Write down five things that you think run counter to everything
you know so far about good conflict resolution skills. Designate one person to
play a helping professional, working with a couple of newlyweds. The couple is
arguing about whether to keep the toilet seat up or down after use. The helping
professional will intervene using the list of five rotten CR skills as much as possi-
ble. Observers should take note of what strategies and techniques the helping pro-
fessional uses. Have fun with the role-play (about 5 minutes of role-playing).

Debriefing: Refer back to the section on feedback in Chapter 1 to refresh your mem-
ory about giving and receiving feedback. (a) Helping professional, what horrible tech-
niques did you try to use, and how did the couple respond to them? (b) Couple, how
did you feel when the helping professional . . . ? (c) Observers, in spite of your col-
league’s best attempts at being horrible, what effective CR skills did your colleague
demonstrate? Repeat the exercise with a new person taking on the helping role.

7. LISTENING: For each of the following client statements, provide an example of
reflection of feeling or paraphrase:

a. The police just barged into my apartment and started going through all of
my personal stuff. I was so scared, I couldn’t say anything.

b. My son tells me that you’re always picking on him in class. He never had
problems with any of his other teachers.

c. The doctor said my tumor is malignant. Now you’re telling me that I should-
n’t worry!

d. I’ve been waiting to see you for over an hour. Don’t you think I’ve got better
things to do than waste my time hanging around your waiting room?

e. When I received your bill, I could not believe how much you are charging.
There’s no way I’m going to pay such an outrageous fee.

8. MIRRORING: In order to develop greater control over nonverbal skills, you
need to be able to see yourself in action. Practice in front of a mirror or on video-
tape. Without using any words, try to convey a range of messages: satisfied,
agree, disagree, concern, interest, hope, surprise. How do you use your hands,
facial expressions, and body to convey different messages? Ask a colleague to
give you feedback to see whether the colleague interprets your messages as you
intended to convey them. To see how different people interpret different facial
expressions, write down the feelings you believe are being conveyed by each of
the following emoticons:
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Ask a colleague to do the same and then compare your answers. If there are
differences in your interpretations, share your reasons for why each of you in-
terpreted the feelings in a particular way. See if you can sort out your differences
(gaining an understanding of each other’s perceptions, rather than trying to con-
vince your colleague that you are right).

9. I STATEMENTS: For each of the following statements, identify the underlying
message and reframe it into an I statement:

a. You are making me nervous.
b. You need to be more careful.
c. The problem with your idea is that you aren’t looking into the future.
d. If you cannot be reasonable, then there’s no use talking to you.
e. The best solution is to divide it in half.

10. COMPLIMENTARY CIRCLE: Giving and receiving positive feedback are un-
derused skills in CR. It is easy to take people for granted and embarrassing for
a humble helping professional to receive compliments. This exercise provides an
opportunity to show your colleagues how much you appreciate them. Everyone
in the room gets into a circle. In turn, give the person to your right a piece of
positive feedback. Use the sentence stem “What I appreciate about _________ is
______________ .” Recipients of compliments respond by thanking the previous
speaker. The instructor goes first.

11. TOUGH TALK: Identify and briefly describe an issue that you have wanted to
discuss with a friend, family member, or coworker but have avoided discussing.
What are your reasons for wanting to have this discussion? Why have you been
reluctant to actually have the discussion (what are your fears or concerns)?
What are the costs of not having this discussion? Which suggestions in this chap-
ter could you use to help you engage the person in this difficult conversation
(Stone et al., 2000)?

12. INSPIRED RESPONSE: This exercise is intended to help you develop imagi-
native responses to difficult conflict situations. Consider the following
scenario:

You are working in an agency that has a strict policy on client confidentiality. You are
having lunch with your supervisor, Shantell. Shantell starts sharing a story about a
client. You think the story is hilarious but inappropriate, given that you’re in a public
place and everyone in the restaurant can hear her. You want to confront your supervisor,
but you’re scared because Shantell has a reputation for being vindictive to those who
criticize her.

a. How would you ordinarily respond in this situation?
b. What is a response that is opposite to how you would respond?
c. Think of a teacher whom you admire. How would this person respond?
d. Think of a comedian who you think is funny (e.g., Jerry Seinfeld, Ellen

DeGeneres, Chris Rock). What type of humorous response might this person
create for a comedy sketch?

e. Looking back on each of your responses, can you think of other creative
ways to respond to this conflict?
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Figure 2.3 Communication Skills Inventory

This inventory lists the key skills identified in this chapter. You can use this inventory to
monitor your progress and to focus your professional development. For each skill, circle
the letter that signifies the level where you believe you are today. Place a check mark (√)
where you plan to be at the end of the course. This will help you prioritize your learning.
Mark your diary to remind yourself to come back to this inventory halfway through the
course and at the end of the course. Underline where your progress is at the midway point
of the course. Put an asterisk where you are at the end of the course.

You can also use these inventories for feedback from others. When you are participat-
ing in a role-play or assignment, provide a blank copy of the inventory to a colleague, and
ask for specific feedback on the criteria that you are trying to improve upon. Focus on no
more than four skills at a time.

Coding: a—needs improvement; b—competent; c—very good; d—outstanding

ORAL SKILLS

Attending (nonverbal listening) a      b      c      d

Constructive use of silence a      b      c      d

Paraphrasing a      b      c      d

Reflection of feeling a      b      c      d

Summarization a      b      c      d

Open question a      b      c      d

Closed question a      b      c      d

Appropriate pacing a      b      c      d

Nonjudgmental questions and statements a      b      c      d

Clear questions and statements a      b      c      d

Concise questions and statements a      b      c      d

Statements are assertive but not aggressive a      b      c      d

Culturally appropriate language a      b      c      d

Other: ________________________ a      b      c      d

WRITING

Nonjudgmental a      b      c      d

Clear a      b      c      d

Concise a      b      c      d

Assertive but not aggressive a      b      c      d

Culturally appropriate language a      b      c      d

Other: ________________________ a      b      c      d
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ROLE-PLAY 2.1: “LISTENING TO ANGER”

There is trouble in Conflictia. People from Asia are very angry that they have been
left out of the power structures in Conflictia. Asians are underrepresented in gov-
ernment, education, and professional roles. Asians tend to support the SIM Party,
but the ROC Party always seems to be in power.

The two role-players for this exercise are Amal (a person of Asian descent who
has a degree in education) and Verna (a vocational counselor with Diversity Plus).
Amal has come to Diversity Plus to help him find a job. Amal is very frustrated, be-
lieving that he has been discriminated against by prospective employers. During this
role-play, Amal will direct his anger at Verna. Verna will use listening skills to
demonstrate empathy—for instance, acknowledging Amal’s feelings and clarifying
the behaviors or experiences behind these feelings. In order to prepare for the role-
play, Amal can list examples of bigotry he has experienced and how he can convey
his anger (through facial expressions, voice, and choice of words). Verna can prepare
by reviewing the section on listening skills. Observers should keep track of the skills
used by Verna, using the Communications Skills Inventory. After your first role-play
of this situation, change roles. Have the new person playing Verna prepare by med-
itating,11 using breathing techniques,12 taking a moment for self-reflection, or using
other centering techniques prior to the role-play.

Debriefing: What emotions did Amal display? How were these emotions dis-
played? Give examples of listening skills that Verna used effectively. How did Amal
respond to each of these skills? If you were Amal, what could you do (on your own)
to manage or transform your anger, prior to meeting with Verna?13 How did the use
of centering techniques affect Verna’s ability to listen to Amal in the role-play?

ROLE-PLAY 2.2: “POLICIES FOR DIVERSITY PLUS”

Being a new agency, Diversity Plus needs to develop its policies and standards of
practice. An interdisciplinary team has been appointed to identify the key values to
which Diversity Plus aspires. All future policies will be based on this list.

The interdisciplinary team consists of Sarit (a social worker), Yota (a youth
counselor), Penelope (a pastoral counselor), and Nicolai (a nurse). Before going into
role, all role-players should prepare a list of values based on their ascribed roles.
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11For examples of meditation techniques, see http://www.meditationsociety.com.
12One breathing technique is to alternate breathing through each nostril. First, hold your right nostril
closed using your index finger, breathe in slowly through your left nostril, hold your breath for a brief
time, and then exhale. Repeat, using each of your fingers to hold your nostril. Then, switch to holding
your left nostril and breathe through your right nostril, using the same sequence of fingers. You can repeat
this process two or three times, helping you feel more still and in touch with your breathing and the rest
of your body (Kestner, 2005).
13For example, avoid stimulants, forgive, become more spiritual, focus on your fear rather than anger
(Wilmot & Hocker, 2007), or ventilate with a friend rather than with Verna.
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Think about what your profession stands for. Also, consider your vision for the
agency. What ideals would make Diversity Plus an inspired place for you to work?
(If the specified roles are not familiar to you, you can change the professions to ones
that are more familiar to you).

Yota will take the lead in facilitating the discussion. Begin by creating a com-
prehensive list of values on a chalkboard or flipchart. Let everyone have an open dis-
cussion about the values (15 minutes). To close the discussion, ask everyone to mark
asterisks (**) next to the items they value most. Each person is entitled to put up
seven asterisks and can distribute these asterisks in any combination (e.g., one aster-
isk for one value, six for another). When each person has had a chance to mark seven
asterisks, count the asterisks for each value. The values with the most asterisks will
represent the values with the highest priorities. Save the results of this exercise to
refer back to them for exercises later in the course.

Debriefing: What were the sources of the values that you identified during the role-
play? Your family? A specific culture? Broader society? Your profession? What types
of conflict resolution are most consistent with the list of values generated by your list
of values? What types of conflict resolution would not fit? How did you decide to
distribute your asterisks? What were advantages of using the asterisk process for
decision making in this case? What was problematic about it?
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