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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

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

For over ten years,

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 1n 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 eacl}; party the resources
he or she needs in order to interact in another style.
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APPEMDIX 1 WORKSHEET: NONVERBAL BEHAVIOR AND COMFLICT STYLES
9/1 1/9 5/5 1/1 9/9
Behavior Compet ing Becommadating Compromising Avoiding Collaborating
1) Seating Pattern

2)

Interpersonal Distance

3)

Body Orientations

4)

Posture

2)

Eve Contact

3]

Gestures

7

Back Channeling

8)

hdaptors and
use of Objects

9

1d)

11u’u;i.ce Tones

Turn Taking
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APFENDLX £

A SUMMARY OF NOWNVERDAL BENAVIOR AND CONFLICT STYLES

) 9/1 . 179 5/5 1/1 973
Nelwwvior . Compet ing hecommodat ing Compromising Bvoiding Collaborating
1) Seating Pattemrn l]gr-:-qular circle ‘EIFE:‘[E *1rt|=_-gu}a: El[IE'IE "]rret_;u]_a: citcle|*circle
line up across *aliminate *gome sit outside | *barriers used *aliminate
table barriers circle barriccs
‘barriers ignored
2) Interpersonal Distancoe '
*close to
*moderate to far  |*close ‘moderate to far |*far moderate
3) pody Orientations *vis-a-vis while |*to center of *irregular "irreqular *to center of
talking circle *away from each circle, or
*sub-groups may other *to speaker
b2 clear
*may orient to
most dominant
mamnber
4} Posture *lean forward or [¥lean forward *uoright *lean back "lzan lorwarg
back topen 1imbs *neneral Ly *cross arms and  |*open limbs
*spread out Limbs relased legs
*cross arms and *‘generally tense
legs
5)Eye Contact *moderate to low |*high moderate to low |*low high -
*some stares *avert gaze to *do not look to ok to listen
[throat) defer listen
. *look to listen
6) cesturcs “point at people |*bilateral or one |*bilateral palm- |* "stop" *circies wWith
tlarge, sweeping harnded palming ing with alter- |*shrug shoulders | hands
gestures from torso out- nate hands away |*clasp hands ‘paint many parts
*gbop" ward (as in giv- | from and toward |*stroke neck or amd brimm
*pound table ing) torse [give and | throat rogether hands
*shake fists *interlaced take) *rover mouth with| Saclusively
*"stesple™ with fimgers *alternating hand| hand *baton woint ing

fingers

*palming toward
torso (as in

" oome on™)
*frequent smiling

gestures (on one
hand, on other)
*balanced bounce
of two hands on

(nat at towonled
*re=ymu pointing
*hand to chin
while thinking

*much head nodding| a down beat
*lots of facial *hard to chin
displays while thinking L
7} Back Channeling
* Low *high ] oW * o *high
#) Adaptors and *use pens tor * infrequent *Infrequent *zelf touching * Infroquent
use of (bjects pointing *some note taking |*lint picking
*cpread ocut papers *drumming
to take up space fingers
*yuse aeoking “tapping pencils
materials *shake leg
deliberately S
9 Voloe Tones *loud ool *moderate *mlerate *milerate
‘clear ‘malodic * poatonic ol ipped
*fast *rhythmic tendency
10) Turn Taking *many intcrmptionk* take turns ‘take turns *long s1lences *take turns
*overspeech *several simul- *fow silences between turns *several simul-
*some talk in tansous conversa- tanzous Conver-
paragraphs tions sations
*no silences *can tolerate *Eew silences
silences
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APPFENDIX 3 STRATRGIES TO FMODURMNGE TIE (SE OF ALTERMATIVE CONFLICT STYLES*
91 159 3/5 171 99
Behavior Compet ing Rocommodating Compromising Avoiding Collaborating
Beliefs *differences are te [“Jdifferences drive |Idifferences should|*difTerences re- *dlfferences ate
e expected among people apart be treated in flect basic attri-| natural: neither good
peuple *to differ is to light of the cam- | butes which dig- mor bad
*dif ferences reflect| reject mon good tinguish people: |*conflict is wsuwally a
the nature of the *max imum attent lon fat times we need past experiences, symptom of tension
human species: Lo others' needs to defer to the irrational needs, | in a relationship
. some have skills,| and desires is majority: this innate limits and |*if accurately inter-
others bhave none necessary in allows the rela- potentials and preted, tension can
. some are right, enduring relation- | tionship to con- levels of aspira=- | be resolved and rela-
SOMe are WLOong ships tinue and affords | tion tionship strengthenod
*right ultimately *conflict requires a basis for later |*people are beyond |*conflict reruires con-
prevails self-sacrifice redress the influence of frontation and problem
*conflict [ocuses on|*conflict cequires |*all should others solving
what's right placing the rela- air their views *differences are tworking throwgh con-
*prevall in conflict| tionship above and feelings, but | necessary evils in| flict brings people
with others whose one"s goals these should not fwman affairs: close together amd
opinions or goals |*ignore differences | block progress accept or With— pramotes creativity
are in doubt *lo pot risk combat [ *it is never possi-| draw
*use persuasion, by being over- ble to satisfy * impersonal toler-
power and force as | sensitive Sveryone ance in conflict
tools *quard against *resolution re- is the most en-
causing irrepair- quires persuasive lightened approach
able damage to ability and flexi-
relationships bility
Key iconflict has two Thuman relationships|S1F youl Win @ bit | ‘hopelessness: Thoth relationships
Assumpt ions outcomes: win or are so fragile they| and lose a bit, conflict iz an and personal goals
lose cannot endure the

*winning is associ-
ated with status
amd compe tence
*losing is associ-
ated with loss of
status, incompe—
tence and weakness
*conflict puts ego
on the line

social sutvival
may be at stake

trauma of working
through genuine
differences
*acceptance and
affiliation are
necessary

you can soften the
effect of losing
by limiting gains
*overyons will get
a time to win

endless, punishing
experience in
which you can't
win

fexpect to lose amd
suf fer with con-
flict

are mutually im-
por tant

*serving each other's
personal goals main-
tains the relation-
ship

*working through dif-
ferences may lead to
creative solutions of
both personal and in-
terpersonal problons
*feclimgs are legiti-
mate and must be
recogni zed

Strategics (o
Encourage the
U=ze of
Altermative
Styles

*address the 971
ogo:

. ansure status and

coumpe tence

. BXpIEess rospect
*point out potential
dif ferences between
being Fight ws,

ef forkive

*assure the 1/9 that
the relationship is
important and will
ewlure

fwhen L/ does mot
express his or her
personal goal
express disappoint-
ment or frustra-
tion: they may
viglate their own
rules of self-
sacrifice to please
others

*catch tham in
their own rules by
asking thas to
work through con-
flict differently
this time (i.e.,
bargain)

*appral to winning
a bit more and
losing & bit less

*stress the under-
lying principle,
issues, values, or
Long - term

*empower by reduc-
ing reasons for
fear and pain

*point cut that
withdrawal and de-
tachment ok
protect mm:?aﬁ!_
may insure loss
and pain by
default

*provide assurance
that inputs are
not only desired
but necessarcy for
overall coordina-

*point cut tna.
trivial issues don't
require the best
solutions: the time
and energy necessary
for collaboration or
CONSENsUs may not be
worth it

*agk 1f the need for
consensus or collab-
oration reflects a
desire to minimize
risk or diffuss
responsibility

objectives
J tion
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