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CONFLICT MANAGEMENT IN ACTION: 
VERBAL STRATEGIES, NONVERBAL BEHAVIORS AND CONFLICT STYLES 

 
Janet Mills, Northern Arizona University 

 
ABSTRACT 

 
This experiential exercise was designed to enable 
participants to identify the verbal strategies and nonverbal 
behaviors which characterize the five styles of conflict 
management. Although theoretical descriptions of the five 
conflict styles are available in the literature [1] and several 
instruments are available for assessing conflict styles [2], 
none offers behaviorally based descriptions of the conflict 
styles. In this exercise which bridges theory to practice, 
participants generate behaviorally based descriptions of what 
people actually say and do when interacting with others in 
the different conflict styles. 
 
The overall goals of the exercise are: (1) to promote 
participants understanding of the five conflict styles by 
describing verbal strategies characteristic of each; (2) to 
highlight nonverbal behaviors characteristic of each conflict 
style; (3) to involve participants in enacting the nonverbal 
behaviors associated with each conflict style to deepen their 
understanding and promote empathy; and (4) to indicate 
strategies for engaging people in alternative conflict styles 
by addressing the belief systems and assumptions which 
underlie particular conflict styles. 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Overview 
 
This experiential exercise complements the study of conflict 
management, offering participants the opportunity to extend 
their theoretical understanding to the specific, concrete, 
behavioral level. Prior to the exercise, students should be 
acquainted with the topic of conflict management through 
readings, mini- lecture and discussion. They should have 
completed and scored the Conflict Management Survey by 
Jay Hall which is available through Teleometrics, Inc. [2]. 
They should have received debriefing on the instrument so 
that they understand: (1) the two dimension of behavior in 
conflict situations (concern for personal goals and concern 
for relationship); (2) theoretical descriptions of the five 
conflict styles (9/1, 1/9, 5/5, 1/1 and 9/9); (3) the order and 
preference of their own scores, and (4) criteria for the 
appropriate use of each conflict style. 
 
How This Experiential Exercise Was Developed 
 
For over ten years, I have been teaching conflict 
management both on campus and in management 
development seminars. About five years ago, after 
debriefing a group on conflict styles, I found I did not have 
enough time left in the session to administer a mixed-motive 
game. In the pinch, I asked participants to group themselves 
by their primary conflict styles and discuss strategies people 
use within their primary style. As I observed the groups, 
intent upon the verbal content of their discussions, I 
suddenly became aware of the consistent use of nonverbal 
behaviors within groups, and the striking contrast of 

nonverbal behaviors between groups. As each group 
reported out the data on verbal strategies, I shared my 
observations of their nonverbal behaviors. Participants 
pointed out that those who reported out for their groups 
engaged in come of the nonverbal behaviors descriptive of 
their group. 
 
My background includes extensive studies and teaching in 
nonverbal behavior and neurolinguistic programming. It was 
this background that probably enabled me to notice the 
nonverbal distinctions initially. However, volunteers from 
classes and client groups who have served as observers have 
been readily able to identify systematic distinctions, either 
using the worksheet in Appendix 1 or starting with no 
guidelines whatsoever. 
 
Experience With the Experiential Design 
 
I have used this design numerous times during the past five 
years. It has been an engaging exercise for undergraduate 
and graduate students and for professionals including 
librarians, economic developers, chamber of commerce 
executives, association executives, nuns, civil service 
employees, military officers, medical center employees and 
nurses. 
 
The exercise works well because it provides people with the 
opportunity to participate in their area of strength, i.e. 
brainstorming what people say and do when using their 
primary conflict style. The design also involves the element 
of surprise in that observers attend to and report on the 
nonverbal behaviors of those engaged in brainstorming. 
Those who receive feedback on their nonverbal behaviors 
find the experience lively and fun; so do the observers. 
 
Details of Class Organizations 
 
The experiential exercise is especially effective with groups 
of 40-60 people. No administrative support is needed and 
debriefing takes place as part of the exercise itself. 
 
Although it is possible to complete the design in a 50 minute 
class period, a 75 or 90 minute class period allows for more 
interaction and discussion. 
 
The ideal environment for the exercise is a large room with 
moveable furniture which allows the entire group to break 
into five groups. However, I have found participants make 
necessary adjustments in any physical layout. 
 
Preparation Details 
 
Five recorders, one for each group, will need paper and 
pencil. 
 
Copies of the worksheet “Nonverbal Behavior and Conflict 
Styles” (Appendix 1) should be reproduced to give to the 
observers. 
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Copies of “A Summary of Nonverbal Behavior and Conflict 
Styles” (Appendix 2) and “Strategies to Encourage the Use 
of Alternative Conflict Styles” (Appendix 3) should be 
reproduced as handouts for all participants. 
 

INSTRUCTIONS FOR FACILITATORS 
 
1. Introduce the exercise by recalling the five conflict 
styles. Explain that the purpose of the exercise is to enhance 
participants understanding of the styles by focusing on 
specific, concrete, observable behaviors--what people 
actually say and do when engaging in conflict in the 
different styles. 
 
2. Identify three to five volunteers to serve as observers. 
 
3. Ask participants to form groups on the basis of their 
primary conflict styles; indicate a location in the room for 
each group. As the groups are assembling give the observers 
copies of the worksheet “Nonverbal Behavior and Conflict 
Styles” (Appendix 1) and ask them to attend to nonverbal 
behaviors using the worksheet as a guide. Assign an 
observer to each group. Ask them to rotate to other groups 
every three minutes in order to observe all the groups at least 
once. 
 
4. Ask each group to appoint a recorder who will take 
brief notes to report out to the group at large. 
 
5. Instruct the groups to list strategies and tactics 
representative of their primary conflict style. Stress that the 
list should include specifics--what people say and do when 
using that particular conflict style. Allot 15 minutes to 
complete the task. 
 
6. Call time. Ask participants to stay seated in their 
groups and ask the observers to be seated together. 
 
7. Ask which group would like to report out first. (Most 
often the 9/1 group volunteers aggressively.) The recorder 
should report what his or her group listed. 
 
8. After the first reporter finishes, reveal to the group that 
the observers were attending to nonverbal behaviors to see if 
certain behaviors characterized the groups discussing the 
various conflict styles. Ask the observers to discuss their 
findings for the group that reported first. 
 
9. Proceed similarly until all five groups have reported 
out and the observers have described the characteristic 
nonverbal behaviors of all groups. 
 
10. Distribute the handouts: “A Summary of Nonverbal 
Behavior and Conflict Styles” (Appendix 2) and “Strategies 
to Encourage the Use of Alternative Conflict Styles” 
(Appendix 3). 
 
11. Explain that internal states (belief systems and 
assumptions) and consistent external behaviors (verbal and 
nonverbal) may be associated. If that is the case, certain 

behaviors will seem easy and natural to the people in some 
groups, but not in others, on the basis of the order and 
preference of their scores. 

 
12. The instructor then invites participants to experiment 
with their behavior in the following way. He or she sits 
facing participants and verbally describes and nonverbally 
enacts the behaviors characteristic of one conflict style asks 
the participants to enact those same nonverbal behaviors. As 
this process goes on, the instructor may encourage 
participants to express how familiar and easy vs. unfamiliar 
and difficult the nonverbal enactments seem to people in 
various groups. 
 
13. Proceed through all the conflict styles, allowing 
spontaneous discussion and comment by groups or 
individuals. (It is most likely that the 9/Is will be 
uncomfortable with 1/9 and 1/1 behaviors and vice verse. 
9/9s will find some 9/1 and 1/9 behaviors easy, others 
unfamiliar.) 
 
14. The instructor may point out that one way to gain 
empathy for others lies in kinesthetic imitation. The 
nonverbal role-taking experience may provide participants 
with insight and understanding about the internal 
experiences of persons using the various conflict styles. 
 
15. Suggest the following strategy for growth: practice the 
nonverbal behaviors associated with one the least preferable 
style and think about the verbal strategies reported for that 
style. Such mental rehearsal can prepare one to begin 
experimenting with an unfamiliar style. 
 
16. Refer to the handout “Strategies to Encourage the Use 
of Alternative Conflict Styles” (Appendix 3), to indicate the 
ways in which persons using a particular conflict style might 
be addressed in order to encourage them to adopt a more 
productive or appropriate style. Emphasize the interpersonal 
skills involved in each strategy. 
 
17. Summarize the usefulness of the learnings from this 
exercise as follows: 
 
(a) By observing the verbal strategies and nonverbal 
behaviors of people engaged in conflict, it is possible to 
venture a hypothesis about which conflict style or styles are 
in use. 
 
(b) Recalling that certain internal states (belief systems 
and assumptions) likely underlie each conflict style, it is 
possible to venture hypotheses about the internal states of 
those in conflict. 
 
(c) Should the conflict be proceeding in a nonproductive 
way, intervention strategies to move the conflicting parties 
toward using more appropriate conflict styles may be 
attempted. Such strategies begin by addressing belief 
systems and assumptions, offering each party the resources 
he or she needs in order to interact in another style. 
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