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Foreword

Conflict: An Opportunity for Leadership

In the midst of the recent financial crisis, it is clear that leadership has never mattered more. We are in dire need of leaders who can courageously confront and resolve the many conflicts that plague our organizations and threaten our well-being, who can address and resolve the conflicts that damage the very fabric of society, and who can openly and skillfully resolve conflicts that have an adverse impact on our daily lives.

We need organizational leaders who can release us from unrelenting conflicts and do not merely paper over disagreements and disputes. We have to resist the temptation to follow leaders with perverse agendas that undermine or distort the authentic resolution of recurring conflicts. Instead, we need to develop organizational leaders who are skilled in resolving conflicts, who seek solutions that address underlying causes, and who serve the interests of all involved.

If we look to one of the leaders of our early Republic, Abigail Adams, we see that she had it right when she counseled her son John Quincy that hard times are the crucible in which character and leadership are forged. “It is not in the still calm of life or the repose of a pacific station that great characters are formed,” she wrote to him in 1780. “The habits of a vigorous mind are formed in contending with difficulty. Great necessities call out great virtues.” The spirit of this wife and mother of two founding presidents inspires us to consider our own era as a time when leaders can imaginatively create environments in which conflict resolution strategies generate a viable, collaborative new future. This future will be created by leaders who can cope with rapid, uncertain change and address social strains, psychological tensions, and chronic conflicts in cultures that foster collaboration, open and honest communication, and conflict resolution.

The first skill of these leaders is a capacity to exercise good judgment by making the right decisions in the midst of confusing and frightening conflicts based on knowledge, wisdom, and an ability to remain true to overriding values.

A second skill of these leaders is the ability to enlist others and motivate them to seek resolution to seemingly insurmountable conflicts. This skill flows from what the psychologist Daniel Goleman calls “emotional intelligence,” the capacity to understand and connect with the hopes and fears of those who are in conflict and to find common ground in the values they share.

A third skill of these leaders is respect. Respect to those in conflict signifies that they have been seen and valued for who they are; disrespect signifies that they are invisible and do not matter. People in conflict often engage in destructive habits in order to gain respect. The debilitating dispute that seems unbearable and never-ending can evaporate when a leader affords respect to all involved and enables each person to experience being valued and included.

This new breed of leader creates respectful, ethical, innovative, and productive work environments where everyone is encouraged to invent solutions to ongoing conflicts. The characteristics of these leaders include widespread alignment based on a commitment to deal with conflict in a straightforward manner; empowerment of all parties to identify and resolve the conflicts they encounter; and transparency that allows conflict to be viewed openly and honestly so that inquiry, integrity, and reflection are generated and prized.

Alignment

Leaders align those who work on all levels of their organizations to perceive and accept common understandings of the causes of organizational conflicts. They inspire a commitment to resolve disputes by articulating shared values and goals. This alignment has a great deal to do with spirit and a team atmosphere. A shared understanding of the sources of conflict in the everyday organizational life aligns everyone to achieve a higher purpose and uplifts and harmonizes their aspirations. Each person is then able to view conflict as an opportunity to learn and one that can lead to improvement in work, in products, and in a shared future.

Empowerment

Empowerment means that everyone believes they are at the center of the organization rather than at the periphery, and they make a difference to the success of the overall effort. Empowered individuals take the risk of acknowledging the conflicts they generate or encounter. They know that what they do has significance and they take responsibility for surfacing conflicts, learning from them, and achieving lasting resolutions. They exercise discretion and responsibility and create a culture of respect in which everyone is encouraged to openly confront disputes and disagreements and to develop methods to resolve them, without having to check through five levels of the hierarchy for permission to take on contentious issues. Leaders who empower their organizations generate and sustain trust and encourage systemwide effective communication.

Transparency

When inquiry-based reflection and transparency are at the heart of organizational culture, learning opportunities and useful information flow unhampered. In these cultures people are open to problem finding, not merely problem solving. In these adaptive, values-based learning organizations, staff on all levels find, identify, and resolve conflicts before they generate crises. Leaders encourage the free discovery of ideas and the sharing of information to solve problems. They are not afraid to test their ideas, even if full disclosure threatens to reveal deeper conflicts. A learning and inquiring organization, in which transparent exchanges of information are a matter of course, allows everyone to reflect on and honestly evaluate their actions and decisions.

Thus, postbureaucratic organizations generate leaders who value meaningful interactions, healthy conflicts, and active dissent; who are not averse to risk taking; who support learning from their mistakes, rather than blaming others for them. They develop informal leadership in cross-functional teams and they actively listen to the ideas of colleagues and support the talents of others. They create organizations that are decentralized into autonomous units in which decision making is shared. They demand self-discipline and emphasize individual responsibility, collaborative relationships, widespread ethics, and open communication that resolves conflicts when they emerge.

This subtle yet profound and perceptible change taking place in our philosophy of leadership creates organizational cultures that encourage the honest expression of conflict and candid discussion of differences. These changes include

	A new concept of humanity, based on an increased understanding of our complex and shifting needs, that is replacing an oversimplified, mechanical idea of who we are

	A new concept of power, based on collaboration, reason, and synergy, that is replacing a failed model of power based on coercion and threats

	A new concept of values, based on humanistic-democratic ideals, that is replacing a rigid bureaucratic system that regards property and rules as more important than people and relationships



I now add a fourth change reflected in the central argument that Cloke and Goldsmith make in the pages that follow:


	A new concept of conflict, based on personal leadership and organizational learning, creative problem solving, collaborative negotiation, satisfaction of interests, and a view of conflict that can promote personal and organizational transformation. This creative model is replacing a limited approach to conflict that seeks to suppress, avoid, or compromise issues rather than resolve the underlying reasons that gave rise to them.



With this book, the authors offer wisdom, food for thought, and tools for those of us who seek to improve our abilities to address conflict and to create organizational cultures in which conflicts are openly and candidly addressed. Cloke and Goldsmith provide multiple strategies for addressing, resolving, transforming, and learning from conflicts. They challenge us to learn to live with ambiguity, to communicate more openly, to participate in conflicts with integrity, making a virtue of contingency, and finding unity in the issues that divide us. In doing so, they make a significant contribution to creating healthy organizations by providing methods for resolving the destructive conflicts to be found in this contentious era. I welcome the sound advice that follows.

Warren Bennis

Distinguished Professor of Business Administration

University of Southern California





This book is dedicated with love to our grandchildren, Orrin, Thacher, and Tallulah, in hopes they will gain wisdom from the lessons their conflicts can teach them.
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We have thought of peace as passive

and war as the active way of living.

The opposite is true.

War is not the most strenuous life.

It is a kind of rest cure compared

to the task of reconciling our differences.

From War to Peace is not from the strenuous

to the easy existence.

It is from the futile to the effective,

from the stagnant to the active,

from the destructive to the creative way of life.

The world will be regenerated by the people

who rise above these passive ways

and heroically seek by whatever hardship,

by whatever toil

the methods by which people can agree.

—Mary Parker Follett




Introduction

Ten Strategies for Everyone on the Job

The rules of the game: learn everything, read everything, inquire into everything…. When two texts, or two assertions, or perhaps two ideas, are in contradiction, be ready to reconcile them rather than cancel one by the other; regard them as two different facets, or two successive stages of the same reality, a reality convincingly human just because it is complex.

—Marguerite Yourcenar

It is nearly impossible to grow up in a family, live in a neighborhood, attend a school, work on a job, have an intimate relationship, raise children, or actively participate as a citizen in the world without experiencing a wide variety of disagreements, arguments, disputes, hostilities, and conflicts.

Much of our childhood is spent in conflict with those we love, with our parents, siblings, and playmates, who teach us the first and most difficult lessons of life, including how to respond to intense emotions and handle behaviors we find difficult to understand or accept. Our schools teach us hard lessons about rejection and compromise, about how to succeed and fail in a hierarchy, how to manage disputes with teachers and peers, and how to overcome shame, rage, and fear.

As adults, our most intimate family relationships are immersed in and deeply influenced by conflict. We learn how to respond to conflicts at work; in interactions with government agencies, schools, and companies; and in the neighborhoods and communities where we live. We learn different skills in response to conflicts with our spouses, partners, children, neighbors, and coworkers over miscommunications, false expectations and assumptions, unclear roles and responsibilities, disagreements and rejections, changes and losses.

Our diverse societies and multiethnic, religious, and social cultures seem saturated with conflicts that scream at us from headlines, ads, and movies that, in their intensity, subtly shape our psyches and perceptions. Our communities have been deeply divided by racial prejudice, hatred of dissenters and those who are different, and conflicts over competition regarding the use of scarce resources to satisfy disparate needs and expectations.

Our workplaces and organizations are profoundly shaped by conflicts between workers and supervisors, unions and management, competing departments, and stressed coworkers. Our competitive economy, status-conscious society, and politicized government agencies reverberate with chronic disputes between ins and outs, haves and have-nots, us and them, powerful and powerless—all battling over the distribution of power, status, goods, and resources.

When we lack effective skills, our first response is often to avoid or suppress conflict, or try to make it go away, causing us to miss its underlying meaning. As a result, we cheat ourselves, our opponents, and our organizations out of learning, making it impossible to correct what led to the problem in the first place, prevent future conflicts, and discover how to improve our overall ability to resolve and transcend our disputes.

Yet, the pain, loss, and irretrievable damage that are suffered by individuals, families, organizations, and communities in conflict can also create miracles of transformation when people find new solutions, are moved to forgiveness and reconciliation, and are able to reclaim peaceful lives, relationships, and organizations. These are the two faces of conflict, the destructive and the creative, the stagnant and the active, the aggressive and the transformative. Between them lies a set of strategies, techniques, and approaches for turning one into the other. It is these strategies that are the subject matter of this book.

Everyone is capable of seeing both these faces, though most of us, when we are in conflict, focus on the first rather than on the second. We have all learned how to fight and how to collaborate, how to run away and how to stand up for what we believe in, how to hide what we think and how to say what we really mean, how to resist change and how to embrace it, how to live as though no one else mattered and how to collaborate closely with others, how to get stuck in impasse and how to improve our lives and our relationships with those we love or respect.

In short, each of us has learned destructive as well as creative ways of responding to conflict. Yet in order to shift from the destructive to the creative, from the stagnant to the active, from aggression to transformation, we need to search within ourselves for the true meaning of our conflicts, and for the skills we need to turn one into the other. If we can become more aware of what we are contributing to our conflicts and start to listen and learn from our opponents, we can work together to improve the organizational structures, systems, processes, and relationships that generate chronic conflicts, and overcome the tendency to slip into negative or destructive responses.

Conflicts at Work

Most executives, managers, and employees face conflicts on a daily or weekly basis, spending from 20 percent to as much as 80 percent of their working hours trying to resolve or contain them. If we simply quantify the time spent by the average executive, manager, and employee on unresolved conflict and multiply it times their salary, the result would far exceed the cost of in-depth training in conflict resolution skills.

Yet, with the right approach, most of these conflicts are entirely avoidable, unnecessary, or easily resolvable. Many workplace disputes arise from simple miscommunications, misunderstandings, seemingly irrelevant differences, poor choices of language, ineffective management styles, unclear roles and responsibilities, false expectations, and poor leadership that can easily be corrected through listening, informal problem solving, dialogue, collaborative negotiation, and mediation.

Unfortunately, few of us have been trained in how to resolve the many conflicts that come our way. Few schools teach it, and few corporations, nonprofits, or government agencies offer conflict prevention programs. They rarely train managers and supervisors in dispute resolution, or orient employees to collaborative negotiation, creative problem solving, peer-based mediation, and other conflict resolution methodologies.

When organizations do try to train their executives, managers, and employees in conflict resolution techniques, these classes are often far too brief and oriented toward elementary skills, or toward suppressing or merely settling conflicts and trying to make them go away. They rarely take the approach that conflicts point to issues, problems, or difficulties that can provide unique learning opportunities and lead to significant improvements.

Thus, we pay a heavy price for conflict—not only individually and relationally, but organizationally and socially—through litigation, strikes, reduced productivity, poor morale, wasted time and resources, unnecessary resignations and terminations, lost customers, dysfunctional relationships with colleagues, destructive battles with competing departments, stifling rules and regulations, gossip and rumors, and reduced opportunities for teamwork, synergy, learning, and change.

Chronic Conflicts at Work

The deeper sources of conflict at work are chronic disputes that repeat themselves in various guises, but never fully disappear. The causes of these disputes often have little or nothing to do with the petty, superficial issues people commonly fight over, but go much deeper into the structures, systems, processes, and relationships in the workplace; the nature of conflict, the culture of conflict within organizations; and the ways work is organized, compensated, processed, and acknowledged.

Chronic conflicts can often be distinguished by the repetitiveness of their allegations, issues, and accusations; by their acceptance and tolerance for disrespectful and adversarial behaviors; by their low level of resolution, reescalation and renewal of hostilities; and by the seeming irrationality and incongruity between high levels of emotion and the apparently trivial issues over which people are fighting. For this reason, chronic conflicts are commonly mistaken for miscommunications, personality clashes, or accidental misunderstandings, yet on analysis reveal strong underlying similarities.

Simply defined, chronic conflicts are those that nations, societies, organizations, families, or individuals


1. Have not fully resolved

2. Need to resolve in order to grow and evolve

3. Are capable of resolving

4. Can only resolve by abandoning old approaches and adopting new ones

5. Are resistant to resolving because they are frightened, dissatisfied, insecure, uncertain, angry, or unwilling to change



How, then, do we resolve chronic conflicts at work? We can begin by recognizing that every chronic conflict contains at least two fundamental truths: the truth of impasse, that people are stuck with a problem from which they would like to escape and cannot; and the truth of resolution, that it is possible for them to become unstuck and move to a higher order of resolution or relationship. They can do this by understanding, at a deep level, that whatever it was that caused them to get stuck in the first place can also enable them, when they use the right skills, to transform the way they think, feel, and act about it.

We can also recognize that every organization, whether it is a corporation, school, nonprofit, or government agency, generates chronic conflicts. Each of these conflicts poses a challenge to the organization that it has not faced directly or in its entirety. Each chronic conflict thereby reveals a paradigm that has begun to shift, a problem that has yet to be solved, or an opportunity for improvement that has not been understood, seized upon, or implemented.

Indeed, every chronic conflict presents us with a unique opportunity to significantly enhance our personal lives, deepen our relationships, improve our processes, expand the effectiveness of our organizations, increase our work satisfaction, and release us from impasse. To reach these transformational outcomes, it is necessary to understand how and why we get stuck, and develop the strategies and skills that make resolution and transformation possible.

The Dark Side of Emotion in Conflict

When we are in conflict, we say things we do not mean and mean things we do not say. Only rarely do we communicate at a deep level what we really, honestly think and feel, or do so in ways that are empathetic. We seldom speak from our hearts or expose our vulnerability in ways our opponent can hear. Why do we fall into these traps? Why is it so difficult to do what we know is right?

Our conflicts have the capacity to confuse and hypnotize us, to make us genuinely believe there is no way out other than through combat. Conflict possesses dark, hypnotic, destructive powers: the power of attachment when it is time to leave, the power of demonization when it is time to forgive, the power of articulate speech when it is time to listen. Conflict alternately strokes and crushes our egos, fuels and exhausts our will, energizes and freezes us in fear. It speaks to a deep, ancient part of our soul that thirsts for power and delights in revenge.

When we are engaged in conflict, our emotions seem enormously powerful and overwhelming. When we are in the grip of strong emotions, they feel limitless and unstoppable, irresistible and all defining. Part of the seduction of strong emotions is that they allow us to present who we are and what we want in absolute terms. They force us to identify with the seemingly infinite power of our feelings and to surrender control to something larger than ourselves.

We have all experienced times in our lives when we lacked the skills we needed to communicate honestly and empathetically with others. We have all been aggressive, judgmental, and hypercritical, or passive, apathetic, and defensive. Our efforts at honesty have been misinterpreted as aggression and our empathy as weakness. We have not known how to temper our anger with compassion, how to listen to our opponent's pain when we were being criticized, how to discover what caused our opponents to act as they did, or how to take responsibility for our own miscommunications and conflicts. We have failed to find ways of working collaboratively with our opponents and find solutions to our problems. As a result, we have felt trapped in our conflicts, sensing or believing that there was no exit, no way out.

In addition, we have all resisted apologizing for our behaviors, acknowledging our miscommunications, or recognizing that our deepest, most destructive emotions originate inside us, having little or nothing to do with our opponents. We have become lost in self-aggrandizement or self-denial, sometimes simply by focusing exclusively on what our opponent did or said. We have engaged in conflict because we were unhappy with our lives, needed attention, felt rejected, lacked the courage to stand up for ourselves, felt insecure or upset by criticism, were ashamed of our own cowardice or grief, or did not have the skill to respond effectively to someone else's behavior. And our opponents have behaved exactly the same way for the same reasons.

Instead of facing these internal reasons for being upset and gaining insight into our deeper motivations, we have become angry with others and claimed our cause was noble, just, true, and right. We have described our opponents as evil, unjust, unfair, harassing, aggressive, dishonest, disloyal, and insane, as opposed to describing our own pain, or why our relationship with them is important to us, or searching for the misunderstandings, false expectations, miscommunications, and petty incidents that we have both blown out of proportion.

In the process, we have missed the truth: that these petty concerns can be transcended only by expanding our awareness of the deeper reasons that gave rise to them. We can escape them only by being honest with ourselves, our opponents, and our colleagues about what is really bothering us, by genuinely listening to those with whom we disagree, and by discovering that we have much to learn from them. Once we let go of our emotional investment in being right, we can begin to collaborate in the discovery and implementation of creative solutions.

Settlement Versus Resolution

In many organizations, executives, managers, and employees have learned to sweep conflicts under the rug in hopes that they will go away. As a result, organizations have developed cultures that encourage people to avoid discussing difficult issues, not fully communicate what they really want, and settle for partial solutions or no solution at all. In doing so, they cheat themselves and others in the workplace out of learning from their conflicts and discovering more skillful ways of resolving disputes.

Denying the existence of conflict does not make it disappear, but simply increases its covert power. Organizations that encourage people to avoid or suppress disagreements, or reward them for being “good employees,” inevitably develop systems and cultures that sacrifice honesty, integrity, creativity, and peace of mind for a superficial, fragile, temporary, and false facade of agreement and civility.

In many workplaces, employees have learned to accept a level of humiliation, abuse, superficiality, and unresolved conflict simply in order to keep their jobs. Consider, for example, how much humiliation, abuse, and conflict you and others you know have accepted. Here are some questions to ask yourself and others at work:


	Do people in my organization embrace and try to learn from conflicts, or do they avoid them and try to sweep them under the rug?

	What price have my colleagues and I paid as a result?

	What price have I and others in conflict paid for being unable to resolve our disputes, or for having to dissemble and pretend they do not exist?

	How often do we carry our conflict with us for years?

	What price has the organization paid for unresolved conflict?



There is an enormous difference between communicating superficially to settle your conflicts and communicating deeply to resolve them, between compromising over issues and transforming your conflicts by learning from them. We try to settle our conflicts when we are uncomfortable with them, feel frightened by them or by what we imagine their resolution will entail, and wish to avoid or suppress them, or to pacify our opponents. We compromise and try to make them go away because we experience them as stressful, uncontrollable, violent, frightening, and irrational, because we lack the skill to handle our own intense emotions, or because we do not know how to respond safely to the intense emotions of others. Often, we see our conflicts as failures, or do not think they are important or useful. Sometimes we are simply afraid of hurting other people's feelings by addressing them directly.

Unfortunately, when we avoid, suppress, or compromise our conflicts, we often miss the chance to reveal their underlying sources, correct them, learn from them, or break through to the other side. If this is our approach, we will seek settlement for settlement's sake and cheat ourselves out of opportunities for resolution, learning, and transformation.

It may come as a shock to you that we do not advocate peace for its own sake, or believe that settlement and compromise are always better than conflict. As we see it, peace without justice soon becomes oppressive. Superficial settlements often lead to silence, sullen acceptance, distrust, and renewed hostilities. By contrast, resolution leads to learning, change, partnership, community, innovation, increased trust, and forgiveness. All these positive outcomes are lost when we “trade justice for harmony” or commit to “peace at any price.” Peace, in this sense, does not mean the absence of conflict, but the skill and ability to engage in it collaboratively and constructively.

Into the Eye of the Storm

When we seek resolution, we are drawn toward the center of our disputes, into “the eye of the storm.” While this may sound irrational and even dangerous, it is nonetheless true that by moving toward our adversaries rather than away from them, we more quickly discover what lies beneath the surface of our disputes, and begin to see how we can listen empathetically even to those who oppose us. We can then acknowledge what we have in common, clarify and resolve the issues that are dividing us, devise creative solutions, collaboratively negotiate differences, identify and resolve the underlying reasons for the dispute, learn from each other and the conflict, and strengthen and revitalize our relationships.

At the center, heart, or eye of every storm of conflict is a calm, peaceful place where opposition and antagonism are united, transformed, and transcended, where learning, dialogue, and insight take place. Journeying into the eye of the storm is, for this reason, a core, or meta-strategy for moving from impasse to resolution and transformation.

To move toward the center of our conflicts, we need to change the way we think about our disagreements, and how we behave in their presence. We cannot succeed in the long run by avoiding confrontation, or by simply ceasing to communicate with our opponents—these responses will not resolve anything. Instead, if we recognize that every conflict contains hidden lessons that can fuel our growth, change, learning, awareness, intimacy, effectiveness, and successful relationships, we will not be frightened of moving toward their center. As we do so, we may be able to see, hidden deep in our conflict, signs of the emergence of a new paradigm, indications of a desire for a better working relationship, a detailed guide to what is not working for one or both of us, and an implicit request that we work together to make things better.

Paradoxically, we may engage in conflict because we do not believe it is possible to resolve our disputes, and therefore become more aggressive in order to avoid feeling defeated. Sometimes we fight because we need to express strong feelings or beliefs about an issue, or we are trying to remedy an injustice. Perhaps the other side has refused to listen or negotiate, and conflict seems to offer a welcome antidote to stagnation and apathy. Being aggressive is sometimes the only way we believe we can spark communication and honest dialogue—not because it is right, but because we feel it is the only way we can get the other person or the organization to listen. Yet hidden in the allure of our principled opposition is the price we pay for having an enemy.

Lasting change happens when we use higher-level skills to move through our conflicts to achieve deeper levels of resolution, allowing us to shift from divergence to convergence, from antagonism to unity, and from impasse to transcendence. In this way, conflict resolution is an expression of the highest personal, organizational, social, and political responsibility. It is an antidote to unfairness and injustice, a more effective way of bringing about social change, and sometimes the only way of successfully communicating our opposition to policies and practices we do not like. In each of these cases, it is not conflict that is the problem, but the destructive, adversarial ways we engage in it.

How Far Apart Are People Who Are in Conflict?

Our greatest sources of inspiration and personal satisfaction come from love rather than hate, from moments of connection rather than moments of aggression and hostility. Yet even while we are searching for insight and transformation or trying to rise above the fray, we find ourselves mired in petty squabbles that make our efforts to avoid or ignore them seem almost laughable.

Every conflict we face in life is rich with positive and negative potential. Every dispute can be a source of inspiration, enlightenment, learning, transformation, and growth—or of rage, fear, shame, impasse, and resistance. The choice is fundamentally not up to our opponents, but to us, and depends on our willingness to face them by engaging directly, constructively, and collaboratively with our opponents.

For example, consider this question: How far apart are people who are in conflict? We believe there are three correct answers:


1. They are an infinite distance apart because they cannot communicate at all.

2. They are no distance whatsoever because their conflict makes them inseparable.

3. They are exactly one step apart because either of them can reach out and touch the other at any moment.



If these answers are correct, where are these conflicts actually located? Again, there are three correct answers:


1. They are located in the mind and heart of each party because their perceptions, attitudes, ideas, emotions, and intentions are indispensable to the continuation of the dispute.

2. They are located between them because every conflict is a relationship.

3. They are located in the surrounding context because all conflicts take place within a system, culture, or environment that influences how they are conducted.



The third location is especially important in workplace conflicts, which are always located at least partly in the organizational systems, structures, processes, and cultures that inform everyone's choices about how to respond.

The answers to these questions suggest that you can improve your ability to resolve conflicts not only by taking the one step that separates you from your opponent, but also by changing the way you think and act in their presence, by working to improve your relationship with them, and by redesigning and shifting the organizational systems, structures, processes, and cultures in the workplace in which they occur.

The German philosopher Nietzsche wrote, “When you look into the abyss, the abyss also looks into you.” Looking into your conflicts means surrendering your illusions, no longer seeing yourself as a powerless victim, or your opponents as evil enemies. It means giving up your fear of engaging in honest communication with someone you may distrust or even dislike, and taking responsibility for the attitudes and behaviors that you bring to the conflict.

The Transformational Power of Conflict

When we choose to face the dark side of our participation in conflict, we begin to recognize its extraordinary capacity to transform our lives by shifting the way we understand ourselves, experience others, conduct our relationships, relate to our organizations, and learn and grow. This hidden, transformative power of each and every conflict lies in the potential for its resolution in a way that leads to a discovery of a better way of being, working, and living simultaneously.

If this proposition seems surprising to you, think of a time when your life shifted dramatically and your relationship to the world around you was transformed. Was your transformation connected in any way to a conflict? Did you achieve a flash of realization while in the midst of a dispute? Did you change as a result of loss, confrontation, criticism, divorce, or the death of someone you loved? Did it occur as a result of negative feedback, discipline, or termination? Before you achieved clarity, did you feel torn between conflicting alternatives? If so, you are not alone. As you consider these questions, we invite you to begin your own transformation by consciously and skillfully engaging in your conflicts, experiencing them completely, turning them into learning experiences and opportunities to practice new skills, and working to reach genuine closure.

By transformation, we mean significant, all-encompassing, lasting change. Transformation is not minor, incremental, small-scale, linear, temporary, or transitory. It is a change in the form of the conflict that leaves it, us, and them different from the way we were before. It alters our sense of reality, of identity, and of possibility. Transformation occurs when we let go of what happened and allow what is stuck in the past to die so our present and future can live. It occurs when we discover that what we most needed to resolve in our conflict was inside us all the time.

By using the strategies we describe in this book, we hope you will be able to find or create a new sense of yourself and your organization, a new direction in your life, a new understanding of any opponent, and a new approach to resolving future miscommunications, misunderstandings, and conflicts. We hope you will be able to redirect the energy, focus, and time that constitute your personal investment in conflict to fuel your personal and organizational growth, learning, and effectiveness. These transformational opportunities are open to each of us at every moment in every conflict.

Surprisingly, large-scale transformations often take place through very simple actions, such as listening, asking questions, and making commitments. To achieve transformational results in your conflicts, we ask you to make two commitments. First, we ask that you pay attention to the way you are when you are in conflict, and that you choose to listen and learn—both internally to your own voice and sense of truth, and externally to the voice of your adversary or opponent. Second, we ask that you alter the way you act, by exploring options without biases, separating problems from people and interests from positions, exploring the reasons for your own resistance, and that you decide to be a leader in your own conflicts and do so, as best you can, with courage and commitment.

Within these twin spheres of being and acting, there are innumerable techniques, methods, approaches, questions, interventions, and processes that can give birth to transformation. Each of these will be different for each person, organization, and situation. Not every method will work for every person, every conflict, or at all times. What matters is that you search for what works best for you, one opponent and one conflict at a time. The strategies we offer are not magic wands. The magic arises from your ability to select the right approach at the right time with the right person.

About This Book

Philosophers have written that the universe can be found in a single grain of sand. This book is our effort to describe the universe we have found in the sands of conflict, which we have studied, sifted, and shaped professionally over the last thirty years. In the process, we have helped thousands of people in workplaces in the United States and around the world resolve their disputes.

We wrote this book to assist everyone who works—employees, leaders, managers, teachers, principals, union representatives, and workers in corporations, nonprofits, schools, and government agencies—in learning from their conflicts. Everyone can increase their skills, not merely in making conflicts disappear, but in discovering their deeper underlying truths, resolving the reasons that gave rise to them, preventing future conflicts, and seeing them as drivers to personal and organizational transformation.

To assist you in discovering these truths for yourself, we present ten strategies for resolution. These strategies are a diverse set of tools you can use to improve your skills and resolve your conflicts—not just hammers and wrenches, but mirrors and scalpels, and meta-tools that will help you design your own special tools for each new situation. The mirrors are to help you reflect on what you are doing to sustain or encourage the conflict. The scalpels are to assist you in eliminating unproductive, destructive, and unwanted behavior patterns and free you to approach your conflicts in a more constructive, collaborative, and strategic manner. The meta-tools are to help you when the other tools don't seem to work. Our object in offering them is not to tell you what to do or how to do it, but to provide you with insights that will lead you to your own useful methods and important truths, as we have been led to ours.

The Ten Strategies

Each of the ten chapters that follow offers a core strategy that can lead you from impasse to resolution, and possibly to personal and organizational transformation. By working with each strategy, you will be able to improve your ability to confront, embrace, struggle with, and resolve disputes in your own way. As you investigate each strategy, we provide you with detailed suggestions on how to think about, practice, and redesign it to meet your needs.

While you may prefer a simple step-by-step guide guaranteed to help you navigate life's difficulties, we have found the recipe approach to dispute resolution hopelessly inadequate. Simplistic approaches to conflict cannot anticipate the unexpected, respond to complex issues and emotions, or account for individual or organizational uniqueness. They cannot appreciate the wholeness of conflict, which cannot be recognized by slicing it into smaller pieces. Instead, we offer a series of somewhat circular, iterative, intersecting strategies that will lead you to the center of your disputes and reveal their hidden transformational potential.

We refer to “strategies” in order to differentiate a strategic approach to conflict resolution from the more common tactical one that consists of a series of linear steps leading closer and closer to resolution. In our experience, transformation requires the introduction of something new, which requires more than tactical thinking, and resolution is rarely a linear process.

Rather, the search for resolution and transformation reflects a state of mind, an intention that cannot be located by following a previously crafted blueprint or map, but must be discovered for yourself. There is no guaranteed technique or tactic that can lead you there, yet every conflict resolution technique has the potential to open your eyes to hidden truths and reveal a path forward. In fact, it is likely that you already know the value of every strategy we suggest, and understand deep inside that successfully implementing any strategy requires you to first look inward to find the place where you get stuck.

The word strategy implies planning, but it also suggests a journey to a place that is, to some extent, unimaginable and indescribable before you arrive. For this reason, we ask you to adopt an attitude of openness, possibility, adventure, and curiosity, and to bring a commitment and desire for resolution to the process. We know from experience that if you pursue any of these strategies, opportunities for transformation will automatically begin to open for you. We invite you to take this exciting journey with us.

Here is a brief explanation of the strategies we explore in each chapter:


Strategy 1: Understand the Culture and Dynamics of Conflict. Every conflict is significantly influenced by the culture and dynamics in which it takes place. Understanding these elements will help you discover the hidden meaning of your conflicts, not only for yourself but for your opponent and the organization in which you work. Identifying the culture and dynamics of conflict for individuals and organizations can lead to increased awareness, acceptance, and resolution of the underlying reasons for the dispute.

Strategy 2: Listen Empathetically and Responsively. Listening with an open mind and an open heart to your opponents will encourage them to do the same for you. This will lead you to recognize the real issues in dispute, and thus to the center of your conflict, where all strategies for resolution and transformation converge.

Strategy 3: Search Beneath the Surface for Hidden Meanings. The language we use to describe our disputes, our opponents, and ourselves reveals a set of attitudes and underlying assumptions that can block resolution. Beneath the superficial issues in every conflict lie a set of subterranean fears, desires, interests, emotions, histories, expectations, and intentions that reveal what is actually wrong, and can become a powerful source of resolution and transformation.

Strategy 4: Acknowledge and Reframe Emotions. When intense emotions are brought to the surface, communicated openly and directly in a way that your opponent can hear, and are acknowledged, reframed, and integrated, then invisible barriers are suddenly lifted to problem solving, collaboration, resolution, and transformation.

Strategy 5: Separate What Matters from What Gets in the Way. The road to resolution and transformation lies less in blaming people than skillfully addressing joint problems; less in asserting differences than finding commonalities; less in asserting positions than satisfying interests; less in debating who is right than engaging in dialogue over what both sides care about; less in resurrecting the past than redesigning the future.

Strategy 6: Solve Problems Paradoxically and Creatively. Transformation requires the energy, uncertainty, complexity, and duality of enigma, paradox, riddle, and contradiction, which form an essential part of every conflict. These complex, paradoxical elements can lead to expanded creative problem-solving techniques that can assist you not simply in reaching agreements, but in building diverse, overlapping, simultaneous options into whatever solutions you are able to agree on.

Strategy 7: Learn from Difficult Behaviors. In many workplace conflicts, people are rewarded for engaging in difficult behaviors. These behaviors offer excellent ongoing opportunities for you to learn how to improve your skills in responding to them while increasing your capacity for empathy, patience, and perseverance; to discover what makes their behaviors difficult for you; and to become more grounded and effective in the way you respond.

Strategy 8: Lead and Coach for Transformation. Because conflicts are places where we get stuck, leadership and coaching are useful in helping us find a way out. Leadership competencies in conflict resolution can be learned and developed, and “conflict coaching” can aid us in shifting our attitudes, developing skills, and locating our own unique path to resolution and transformation.

Strategy 9: Explore Resistance and Negotiate Collaboratively. We begin with the idea that “all resistance reflects an unmet need,” and can therefore be interpreted as a request for improved communications, processes, and relationships; for greater authenticity; for increased involvement in decision making; or for a deeper and more collaborative relationship. Exploring resistance can unlock conflicts, allowing us to collaboratively negotiate solutions and, if other approaches fail, to mediate the issues that seem too difficult to resolve.

Strategy 10: Mediate and Design Systems for Prevention. Chronic conflicts emanate from systems rather than personalities, and can be addressed organizationally through a “conflict resolution systems design” process. Designing conflict resolution systems enables individuals and organizations to prevent or reduce the severity of chronic conflicts, to eliminate them at their source, to orient the organization toward the institutionalization of resolution practices, and dramatically reduce the cost of conflicts.



In your exploration of these strategies in the chapters that follow, we believe you will find that if there is any set principle in conflict resolution, it is that there are no set principles. Success flows from a synergistic combination of curiosity and authenticity, discovery and invention that seek to integrate intellect and emotion, honesty and empathy, reason and intuition, head and heart, and allow each to guide the other.

We hope you will follow the strategies we describe and endeavor to create a workplace or organizational environment in which conflict resolution is seen as an important creative and strategic element in overall improvement, in which collaboration is integrated, celebrated, and continually reinvented—an environment where settlement is not settled for, and resolution opens opportunities for personal and organizational transformation.

We believe that everyone can improve their objective and subjective conflict resolution skills and learn better ways of expressing their needs, feelings, and ideas, even in the midst of the most bitter and painful conflicts. Our basic message to you is to strengthen, calibrate, and follow your intuition; to be guided by your heart; to deepen and expand your empathy; and to risk being deeply and compassionately honest about what you have seen and experienced, while making ample room for others to do the same.

We understand that there are times and places where being open and honest may seem more likely to get you into trouble, but for the most part, we hope you will recognize that you have been suffering primarily from being stuck without the requisite skills and techniques to reach genuine resolution and, in the process, have been cheating yourself, your opponent, and your organization out of learning and growth.

Because everyone is different and each person is different from moment to moment, there can be no single tried-and-true response to conflict that will work for everyone, always, and everywhere. There are no simple step-by-step formulas or methods for shifting a paradigm, opening your opponent's heart, or becoming a different person than you were before. All you can do is find your own way by moving into your conflicts, and by combining honesty and empathy, analysis and intuition, reflection and curiosity, precision and kindness, awareness and equanimity, and applying them to the particular conflict and opponent you are facing, then seeing what works and what does not and being courageous enough to alter your approach as you go.

To obtain the resolution or transformation you desire, you will need to learn to move toward, into, and through your disputes. In conflict resolution, the way out is through. If you are willing to take the risk of being deeply empathetic and honest, we can promise you that your conflict and the strategies you need to resolve it will open up as you go, together with extraordinary opportunities for personal growth, improved morale, and deeper and more satisfying relationships at work.

Finally, we encourage you to learn from your opponents and all the people with whom you are in conflict. If you do not, it will be impossible to understand fully what your conflicts are trying to teach you. We know we cannot teach you anything you do not want to learn, and it is difficult to decide to learn from your opponents. Nonetheless, we invite you, in the midst of your most difficult and trying conflicts, to become more open to yourself, your opponents, and your organizations, and commit to a radically different approach to conflict and resolution. We wish you an exciting and successful journey!





Strategy 1

Understand the Culture and Dynamics of Conflict

Only someone who is ready for everything, who doesn't exclude any experience, even the most incomprehensible, will live the relationship with another person as something alive and will himself sound the depths of his own being. For if we imagine this being of the individual as a larger or smaller room, it is obvious that most people come to know only one corner of their room, one spot near the window, one narrow strip on which they keep walking back and forth. In this way they have a certain security. And yet how much more human is the dangerous insecurity that drives those prisoners in Poe's stories to feel out the shapes of their horrible dungeons and not be strangers to the unspeakable terror of their cells. We, however, are not prisoners.

—Rainer Maria Rilke

How many of us work in organizations where we know only one small corner of what is possible, where we continue walking back and forth along a narrow, limited, controlled strip of existence? How many of us think, feel, and act this way in our conflicts and, in exchange for peace or security, become their prisoners, along with our opponents and organizations?

As we begin this examination of the conflicts in our work lives, let us not be prisoners of their hidden dynamics, or strangers to ourselves and one another. Let us agree to explore the cultural shapes and dynamics of our conflicts, where their hidden meanings suddenly become clear. Let us no longer experience them as dungeons, but as opportunities for learning and improvement, and as journeys that can take us far beyond the seemingly insurmountable differences that somehow keep us imprisoned.

Decoding the Culture of Conflict

What is it that keeps us imprisoned and stuck in conflict? In the first place, it is our perceptions of what has happened, including the issues over which we are arguing, the character of our opponent, our own inner nature, the ways we are able to think about and respond to it, the history of our relationship, and the unspoken expectations and assumptions in our workplaces and organizations about the meaning of conflict, whose fault it is, and what can or ought to be done about it.

A useful way of thinking about all of these perceptions, expectations, and assumptions is that they form part of, and are influenced and defined by the culture, or more specifically, by what we think of as the “culture of conflict” that is present, though largely unspoken and undiscussed, in every workplace and organization.

It may help to think of your own culture of conflict in the following way. Every society, organization, workplace, group, family, and ongoing intimate relationship creates not only occasional conflicts and disagreements, but a complex set of words, ideas, values, behaviors, attitudes, expectations, assumptions, archetypes, customs, and rules that powerfully influence how its members think about and respond to them.

These cultures of conflict are shaped by our previous experiences, particularly in our families of origin. They set the basic parameters and “default settings” for what we consider possible when we are in conflict, and define what we can reasonably expect to happen, both from ourselves and from others. They shape our capacity to ask questions, alter how we see our opponents and ourselves, and tell us what is acceptable and what is not.

Every workplace and organization, school and neighborhood, family and relationship generates spoken and unspoken rules about what people should and should not say and do when they are in conflict. Each of these entities thereby produces a distinct culture that exerts enormous pressure on its members to respond to conflicts and disagreements in ways that reflect the boundaries and traditions of the culture.

Conflict is a kind of social rupture, a potential dissolution of the bonds that keep people together, and it is important that there be rules to make sure this does not happen when disagreements are trivial, or can easily be resolved. At the same time, conflict is a time-honored way for people to get more of what they need or want, and a method of introducing necessary improvements, so it is important that disagreements not completely disappear.

For these reasons, many organizational cultures place a premium on conflict suppression and avoidance. Many highly competitive corporate cultures give rewards for aggressive conflict behaviors; others reward accommodation or compromise, and still others preach collaboration but practice avoidance and accommodation. Each of these cultures possesses a subtle set of rules regarding how their members should behave, with whom, over what, and what will happen to them if they don't.

In many workplaces, we find dismissive attitudes that regard conflict resolution as pointless or “touchy-feely”; conflict-averse cultures that reward avoidance and accommodation; aggressive, hyper-competitive cultures that permit bullying and retribution or reprisal for speaking the truth. Others develop bureaucratic rules and regulations regarding conflict that encourage passive-aggressive behaviors, promote hypocritical, self-serving leaders, or tolerate covert systems that generate chronic, morale-crushing, yet completely avoidable conflicts.

As we scan our current organizational and workplace cultures, we search in vain for signs of support for genuine collaboration with our opponents; for cultures that value open, creative dialogue regarding problems; for honest, empathetic, self-critical leadership in addressing and responding to conflicts; and for preventative, persistent, systemic approaches to resolution and learning.

It is rare in most organizational cultures that aggression, avoidance, and accommodation require explanation, whereas collaboration, honesty, openness, and forgiveness seem vaguely unacceptable. Novelist Albert Camus, observing a similar phenomenon during World War II, wrote, “Through a curious transposition peculiar to our times, it is innocence that is called upon to justify itself.”

Our colleague, Harvard University Business School professor Rosabeth Moss Kanter, has written a summary of the conflict-generating rules in many organizational cultures that discourage resolution and actively stifle innovation and change:


1. Regard any new idea from below with suspicion—because it's new, and because it's from below.

2. Insist that people who need your approval to act first go through several other levels of management to get their signatures.

3. Ask departments or individuals to challenge and criticize each other's proposals (that saves you the job of deciding; you just pick the survivor).

4. Express your criticisms freely, and withhold your praise (that keeps people on their toes). Let them know that they can be fired at any time.

5. Treat identification of problems as signs of failure, to discourage people from letting you know when some thing in their area isn't working.

6. Control everything carefully. Make sure people count anything that can be counted, frequently.

7. Make decisions to reorganize or change policies in secret, and spring them on people unexpectedly (that also keeps them on their toes).

8. Make sure that requests for information are fully justified, and make sure that it is not given out to managers freely (you don't want data to fall into the wrong hands).

9. Assign to a lower-level manager, in the name of delegation and participation, responsibility for figuring out how to cut back, lay off, move people around, or otherwise implement threatening decisions you made.

10. And above all, never forget that you, the higher-ups, already know everything important about the business.



Conflict Messages in Popular Culture

The seductive, hypnotic power of negative, limited approaches to conflict are enhanced by powerful images in the popular media, to which we are continually subjected. Newspapers are sold with headlines featuring conflict following the classic editorial injunction, “if it bleeds, it leads.” Television dramas and news reports alternately accentuate or trivialize it. Sporting events bristle with it and pass it on to their fans. Soap operas play with it. Advertising captures it in images, or creates a phony, superficial world where it cannot even be imagined.

Look carefully at the messages that are broadcast daily through movies, television, newspapers, magazines, radio, and advertising about conflict, and ask yourself: What ideas are being communicated? What behaviors are being reinforced or emulated by paying attention to them? What ideas and actions do others implicitly regard as unworthy of attention or emulation? How often does the hero respond to conflict by mediating, collaboratively negotiating, or resolving it without violence or hostility?

As we experience this continual cultural assault, our threshold of acceptance for violence and aggression is lowered, our capacity for peacemaking is undermined, and we become more and more addicted to the adrenaline rush of combat. Many of the effects of this continuous immersion in conflict are immediate and pervasive. They include a brutalization of the soul, a loss of capacity for empathy with the suffering of others, an overwhelming fear of violence, an anxiety about social acceptance, a numbing capitulation to unacceptable behaviors, a cynicism about human worth, an avoidance of social intimacy, a political paranoia, a retreat into compliant behavior, and a “bread and circuses” atmosphere.

Like addicts, we are alternately being numbed and “shot up” with negative images, not only of conflict but of efforts to resolve it without violence. In common media imagery, if we are to judge by movies and television, pacifism is naive and idealistic, saintly or cowardly, or merely passive and ineffectual; listening and thoughtfulness are regarded as boring or stupid; caution is seen as cowardice; aggression is a sign of passion; and cruelty represents seriousness of character.

These images divert our attention from solving problems that appear insurmountable because of the way they are described, or because we are no longer capable of paying attention to them, or we view our opponents as evil-doers who are solely responsible for them. Increasingly we see ourselves as isolated and alone and cannot imagine banding together to bring about change. More and more we are afraid of public criticism, censure, controversy, or retaliation for violating accepted cultural norms.

In response to this cultural onslaught, many societies, workplaces, and organizations have developed internal ecosystems that promote conflict avoidance, or engage in polite, superficial communications that sweep issues under the rug. In these cultures, people spend an extraordinary amount of time hiding from honest communications, feeling trapped in unresolved disputes, being confused over unclear messages, and unsuccessfully trying to make their needs and feelings heard and understood.

People in these cultures spend little time learning what their conflicts are actually about—what caused them, why people are so upset, why they have such a hard time saying what they really think and feel, or talking directly, openly, and honestly about what matters to them. As a result, they fail to learn from their conflicts, resist change, and cannot see how they might respond more skillfully to their own obstacles and problems, or those experienced by others.

A dramatic example of this self-reinforcing spiral of conflict occurred in an engineering and maintenance division of a Fortune 100 manufacturing company in which we consulted. The engineers saw themselves as a highly skilled, well-educated elite corps. Their mission was to respond to requests from the manufacturing divisions to build equipment that would produce quality products and generate profits. Although they were not a revenue-generating center, they considered themselves to be central to the company's vision, mission, and goals.

Also in the same division was a maintenance crew that consisted of electricians, carpenters, and building managers who saw themselves as craftspeople. They were responsible for repairing the equipment that was built or purchased by the engineers and maintaining the machinery and buildings that housed it. Each group occupied a different status within the division and held the other in disdain. Not only had they developed completely different organizational cultures, languages, and attitudes that disregarded the contributions of others and described them as obstructionist, their mutual hostility began to undermine their ability to successfully complete even routine work projects and sent them into a downward spiral of conflict.

The engineers who introduced new equipment neglected or refused to provide directions, instructions, blueprints, or repair charts to the craftspeople who were required to maintain and repair it. The maintenance staff, in turn, neglected or refused to inform the engineers when they modified the equipment, repaired it, or changed the location of machinery the engineers had installed, leading to frequent and chronic miscommunications, petty disputes, and conflicts.

When the maintenance staff aggressively challenged the engineers to supply the information they needed, the response they received was hostile and dismissive. The engineers saw these requests as unnecessary incursions into their protected, elite, professional domain, whereas the maintenance staff considered the engineer's reactions as stonewalling what they saw as logical and necessary requests.

Maintenance, on the other hand, considered engineering's requests to know when and how the equipment had been modified, became defunct, was moved, or broke down as “none of their damn business.” Needless to say, the division's overall organizational culture resulting from these disputes was characterized by “turfism,” competition, mutual suspicion, conflict avoidance, small acts of aggression, and bureaucratic bungling, all of which cost the organization a great deal and took months to fix.

To their credit, they did address the problem with facilitated open meetings that began with confessions of disregard and mutual admissions that they had bungled opportunities for collaboration. A joint team of six engineers and craftsmen came up with a set of guidelines for timing and a list of communication ground rules that everyone agreed to follow and revise when necessary. It was not easy, but with effort and commitment, they were able to shift their culture of conflict in a positive direction.

Shifting Conflict Cultures Globally and Locally

Our challenge, like that of the organization described above, is to release ourselves from pointless, unproductive cultural patterns and build organizational cultures that value openness, honesty, dialogue, collaboration, negotiation, conflict resolution, and the ability to learn from our conflicts and our opponents. The difficulty is that we can no longer do so exclusively locally, or in isolation from conflict cultures around the world.

Our local conflict cultures are now directly impacted by international events, including wars, arms races, religious intolerance, environmental disasters, and outbreaks of terrorism, as well as by drug and arms trafficking, climate change, global pandemics, cutbacks in scarce resources, and international financial crises that lead to constricted public budgets, downsizing, layoffs, mergers, unfriendly acquisitions, and strikes.

Moreover, cross-cultural conflicts have become a fact of life in many of our organizations, due not only to the increasing globalization of manufacturing, finances, services, and culture, but to the development of diverse leadership and staff; to the growing interdependence of worldwide customers, markets, vendors, and suppliers; and to the explosive impact of technology on creating instantaneous global cross-cultural communications.

As a result of these developments, globalization is also having an impact on dispute resolution, increasing the frequency and consequences of conflicts in today's corporations, nonprofits, educational institutions, and government agencies. These worldwide ripples can no longer be dismissed as isolated or trivial. In response, we require a new approach to conflict, and a new, invigorated international culture of resolution.

Each of us can improve the way we respond to the conflicts that touch us, whether they are local or global in scope. As we do, we gradually begin to shift the cultures of conflict that we have created or tolerated around us—in our homes, families, schools, organizations, communities, and nations. As we achieve a critical mass in favor of conflict resolution, our larger cultures and societies will begin to change in the way they respond to conflict as well.

We think of this as a conflict resolution “butterfly effect,” in which every tiny effort at resolution ripples outward to produce a subtle, yet cumulatively positive effect, on a local level in our families and workplaces, and on a global scale in the cultures and attitudes of people toward their conflicts and the resolution process.

For example, it is possible for us to reduce the level of conflict avoidance in our workplace cultures simply by listening empathetically and responsively to our opponents, honestly and nonaggressively communicating our differences, and collaboratively discussing our issues with others in a spirit of trying to find better solutions. In doing so, it is possible to share our cultural traditions, expectations, and assumptions with our opponents, and reach across our cultural differences to find ways we can each communicate more effectively. Here are some small yet powerful ways you can “think globally and act locally,” and begin to shift the conflict culture in your workplace, organization, school, community, or family:


	Increase your ability to empathize with your opponents and colleagues, and generously acknowledge their contributions to your learning and improvement.

	Discuss disagreements publicly and don't allow them to be swept under the rug.

	Be self-critical about the role you have played in your conflicts.

	Agree not to engage in caustic insults, accusations, or vitriolic attacks on others.

	Encourage your opponents and colleagues to let go of ancient, unresolved grievances and create common ground with each other.

	Build consensus, particularly over vision, mission, goals, ground rules, and shared values.

	Reach out to communicate across cultural boundaries or borders, and publicly resist the temptation to slip into “us versus them” thinking.

	Publicly identify avoidant, aggressive, and covert or passive-aggressive behaviors, and ask yourself and others whether you want to engage in them, or believe they will prove helpful in the long run.

	Encourage your opponents and coworkers to honestly and empathetically communicate their thoughts and feelings about how you and they are interacting, and ask them how they would like to interact with you in the future.

	Publicly invite your opponents and colleagues to engage in dialogue and collaborative negotiation or mediation with you in order to solve your common problems.

	Seek forgiveness and reconciliation within yourself, with your colleagues and your opponents, and let them know how and why you did so.

	Collaboratively identify the elements of your conflict culture that are blocking or supporting resolution and continually improve them.



In these ways, we can begin to change the conflict-averse, avoidant, and aggressive elements in our conflict cultures—and, more important, increase our awareness of the subtle forms of violence and prejudice that are routinely practiced and rationalized around the world, thereby encouraging others, both locally and globally, to be more open, honest, empathetic, committed, and collaborative when they are in conflict.

Altering the Dynamics: Seeing Conflict as an Opportunity

It is difficult in the midst of conflict to deepen our capacity for empathy and understanding with our opponents. For example, we commonly get angry at things that go wrong, and our anger transforms a person who may have made an innocent mistake into a stereotypical demon or villain. We then become upset, get stressed, feel victimized, and believe we are powerless to respond or to change their attitude or behavior.

Similarly, we commonly become defensive in response to anger that is directed at us by others for what we believe is some innocent mistake, causing us to feel upset in response and unable to communicate openly and honestly with people we now view as our opponents, or to listen deeply and carefully to what they mean beneath the angry, negative, judgmental words they are repeating.

On the other hand, when we engage in dialogue with our opponents we resurrect their human side—and become able to express our own as well. By acting with integrity in conflict, we increase our awareness and stimulate self-improvement in others. Uncontrolled anger, defensiveness, fear, and shame defeat these possibilities and leave us feeling weaker. We all feel more powerful when we face our problems, negotiate our differences, and search for resolution; and we all feel weaker when we succumb to negative emotions and refuse to talk with the other person, or even try to resolve our differences.

It is a bitter truth that victories won in anger lead to long-term defeat. Anger causes everyone to feel they lost and leads to additional problems in the future. In conflict, everyone suffers, everyone feels betrayed and unjustly accused, everyone feels hurt and brokenhearted. If there is no resulting dialogue or resolution, both parties carry these unresolved injuries with them into their ongoing relationship, making their next conflict more probable and more serious.

If, on the other hand, both parties are genuinely able to experience their conflicts as opportunities to learn what is not working and how to fix it, they will not be so frightened by their anger. Instead, they will experience it, perhaps, as an indication of frustration and caring, as an opportunity to learn how to be honest without making others mad, or as a chance to experience their own feelings and become more aware of how their anger and other negative emotions work.

Clearly, finding a solution to your conflicts depends on your ability to understand what caused them. This depends, in turn, on your ability to listen to your opponent as you would to a teacher. Doing so will allow you to halt the cycle of escalation and motivate a search for insight and opportunities for improvement. Thus, different—even antagonistic—points of view can help you create a larger, more complex analysis of what may otherwise appear as a simple, narrow problem, and identify richer, more creative, comprehensive, and effective solutions.

Finally, your conflict can lead you to a deeper understanding, not only of your opponent, yourself, your conflict, and your organizational conflict culture, but also of the complex relationships, holistic interactions, and large-scale evolution of these elements at your workplace and within its culture. Increased awareness of the deeper causes and subtle nature of conflicts in general, the intricacies of interpersonal communication and group process, and understanding the reasons why people become angry with each other, can help you develop a more profound understanding of the chronic systemic sources of conflict throughout the organization and lead you to more effective methods of resolution.

The Dynamics of Conflict

If it is possible for us to see our conflicts as opportunities, why do we persist in engaging in them as forms of combat? What fuels our negative attitudes in conflict? How do we get trapped in them? Why do we respond to perceived hostility or aggression in such futile, counterproductive, self-defeating ways? Why do we respond with automatic reactions and responses that make us less inclined to listen to our opponents?

The principal driving force in determining the character of our participation in conflict, the nature of our conflict cultures, and our perception of the choices available to us when confronted with aggression, hostility, or opposition, has been a powerful and instinctual, habitual response that is embodied in what is commonly called the “fight-or-flight” reflex.

Let's begin by diagramming the typical neurophysiological responses most of us have to perceived aggression. Assume that the first move in our conflict is made by the other person, whom we will call A, and let's assume that A has engaged in some action that we, B, perceive as aggressive, hostile, or directed against us. To make this clear, let's illustrate the opening move in the conflict, as B sees it, as follows:

A → B 

We are not concerned here with what A actually did or intended, or with the subject matter of the dispute, or with whether some third party did something to trigger A's actions. Instead, we are concerned solely with what B perceives. From B's perspective, A is behaving hostilely, and if we analyze B's initial instinctual response, B's view of the action is the only one that counts.

On the basis of this diagram, what can we predict about what B will do next? Based on the perceived hostility that is coming from A, what options does B perceive? The next chart illustrates the most common responses B might make to A's perceived aggression. As you scan this chart, think about the responses you make most often when you are in conflict. If you recognize any of B's typical responses in what your opponent is directing toward you, you can assume you have become A in your opponent's eyes.

It is therefore likely that B will respond to A's perceived attack in one of the following ways:
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Notice that in each of B's possible responses, A appears more dominant and powerful while B seems weaker and merely responsive to A's cues. Notice also that A “gets something” from every one of B's responses:


	If B counterattacks, A will succeed in getting B's attention and earn support or sympathy from others by no longer appearing to be the one who initiated the dispute.

	If B withdraws, A wins, and can say that B refuses to talk or is never available.

	If B becomes defensive, A can say that B is not listening or is just being defensive.

	If B gossips to C, blames A, or refuses to budge, A can criticize B for gossiping, defensiveness, bad-mouthing, and refusing to accept responsibility for solutions.

	A may even, as a result of B's responses, look like the innocent victim of B's unprovoked attack to an outside observer who did not actually see A attack B first!



In each of these responses, B actually does A a favor by entering the conflict, and paradoxically increases A's power by responding in the ways diagrammed. B also loses the moral high ground and aura of leadership by sinking to A's level. Notice, in addition, that to someone who does not know A or is unaware of A's prior aggression, B may not only seem to be the aggressor, but may appear to be “troubled,” “crazy,” or “a difficult personality” who should be avoided at all costs.

Yet the truth is that A and B are both acting out of a context in which anyone who is an opponent is regarded and treated as an enemy. This warlike approach encourages defensive responses based on ancient instinctual reactions and primitive strategies of fight, flight, or freeze that originate in an area of the brain called the amygdala, which regulates our perceptions and responses to aggression. The function of this area of the brain is demonstrated when the amygdala is disabled by, for example, a stroke, causing fear to disappear.

As a result of the evolution of our brains and increased capacity for higher-level thinking, we have developed a rational prefrontal cortex that advances a set of strategies that are more subtle than simply attacking others, defending oneself, freezing, or running away. These strategies consist, for example, of shifting blame onto others, undermining an opponent's support through covert criticism and hostile forms of humor, disrespectful body language, spreading rumors, and gossiping to C about what A did.

As a result, it is extremely rare that A or B regard their conflict as an opportunity. Neither is likely in their initial responses to a perceived attack to ask their opponent to sit down; listen empathetically and responsively; talk openly and honestly about what happened; or jointly and collaboratively define, explore, and resolve the problem. This is largely because they have each already labeled the other's behavior as an attack and automatically reverted to more primitive responses. If they had labeled the incident as a misunderstanding, a natural response to rejection, a request for honest communication, an effort to identify something that is not working as well as it might, or a barrier that could be overcome through joint problem solving, their responses would be quite different.

The difficulty with all the options outlined so far is that none of them have anything to do with listening. None support either side in understanding or coming to terms with the underlying issues in the dispute. None assist them in finding solutions to problems or contribute to improving the quality of their relationship. Instead, these options encourage them to think of their conflict as a battle, and keep them trapped in ongoing, chronic hostilities.

Once we have defined our opponents as evil, resorting to aggression and warfare becomes automatic. The adjectives we use to describe them, the metaphors we use to communicate and think about the conflict, the ways we analyze our options, and what we feel it is intelligent to do in response become limited to a set of instinctual, counterproductive, mutually reinforcing reactions to our perception that we are facing a hostile, adversarial opponent.

Whether we are A or B, we are likely to remain in impasse until we commit to listening and understanding the other person, critically examine our own assumptions, determine whether either side is being irrationally aggressive, and halt our instinctual responses. Only then will we be free to identify the opportunities that are hidden in our conflicts, to focus on finding solutions to common problems, to develop a deeper understanding of the issues, to stop reinforcing the other side's negative behaviors, and to become more skillful in responding to perceived aggression.

From Fight or Flight to Tend and Befriend

So how do we overcome our initial fight-or-flight reactions and join someone we fear, dislike, or distrust who seems to be continuously attacking us? How do we respond more positively, consider conflicts as opportunities, and achieve the ends we and our opponent desire? How can we benefit from learning how to disarm our instinctual responses, listen to what our opponent is actually saying, and search together for constructive, collaborative solutions?

The answers, although simple to suggest, are not at all simple to implement—particularly if you are in the grip of an ancient, powerful, and hypnotizing emotion like fear or rage. To make this shift, you need to create a new dynamic, try to understand your opponent, critique yourself, and search for the real content of the dispute and ways of improving your relationship, thereby deepening your understanding of the nature of conflict in general.

Several years ago, researchers discovered that there are in fact two principal pathways or responses to aggression: one is “fight or flight” and the other is “tend and befriend.” The first is regulated by adrenalin, the second by oxytocin, sometimes referred to as “the bonding chemical.” Oxytocin stimulates trust, collaboration, and caring, and is increased by listening, acknowledgments, and concessions, including unilateral ones. The release of oxytocin dramatically alters the way we see and interact with our opponents, which automatically and simultaneously alters our definition of ourselves, and our understanding of the causes, content, and context of our disputes.

By experiencing our conflicts as opportunities, we automatically increase our capacity to listen and resolve our disputes, thereby strengthening our relationships and improving the way we approach conflicts in the future. Listening is therefore the “opportunity of opportunities,” because it is through listening that it becomes possible to increase trust and collaboration, gain deeper insights, act with greater self-awareness, prevent conflicts from escalating, and begin to see how we can shift our communications and relational dynamics in a more constructive direction.

If, for example, instead of assuming your opponent is attacking you, you assume they have merely confused you with the problem, you may be able to respond by shifting your opponent's attention by describing the problem as an “it” rather than as a “you.” Or if you can hear the other person's attack as a request for assistance, attention, or support, you may be able to say, “How can I help you?” or “How could we work together to solve this problem?” Or if you can hear the attack as a critique of the way you have communicated, or as a request to adopt a more effective way of speaking, you may be able to apologize for not communicating clearly enough, or to say, “Can you give me some feedback so I can communicate with you better next time?”

None of these responses, in the beginning, is likely to be effortless, but each will lead you away from aggression and toward collaboration, thereby revealing opportunities for improved solutions. As illustrated in the following chart, there are a number of practical, realistic ways you can shift your response from one that is based on adrenalin and a perception of aggression to one that is based on oxytocin and a perception of commonality and misunderstanding.
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In each of these collaborative responses, the cycle of aggressive or defensive responses is halted for a variety of reasons. B is no longer responding as though A were the aggressor. The focus has shifted from people to problems. A and B are engaging in dialogue over common problems. They are attempting to satisfy each others' interests. They are not arguing about the past but considering what they want to happen in the future. In other words, B is being responsive, empathetic, and collaborative, rather than acting out of a fight-or-flight reaction.

Notice also that in the second chart B gains power by engaging in these actions, while at the same time eliminating the reasons that prompted A's original and continued aggression. B's collaborative “tend and befriend” approach rewards A for engaging in dialogue, while not giving A attention or similar rewards for aggressive behavior. This new response by B makes A appear uncooperative if he or she continues to act in an aggressive manner.

Despite the simplicity of these approaches, it may be difficult in practice to convert your initial responses to A from negative to positive. In attempting to do so, it may help you to recognize that A could be behaving aggressively for reasons that have more to do with A's own needs than with B's actions. It may also help you to recognize that A could be using aggression more to communicate to B what A is feeling, or how important the issues are to A, and that B's defensive responses are blocking and frustrating this communication. If B can find a way to listen, discover, and satisfy A's legitimate interests while not rewarding A's aggressive behaviors or taking them personally, even by silent acquiescence, in most cases A's aggression will gradually disappear.

If you are B, you may also be able to halt the escalation of the conflict by refusing to accept the role as perpetrator that A has created for you. If you are B, you do not have to be the victim of A's aggression, or accept A's definition of the problem, or allow A's version of your role in the interaction to go unquestioned. The goal is not to give in to aggression, but to sidestep it, not allowing it to determine what you will do in response, and become more skillful and self-confident when confronted with it. In other words, it only takes one to stop the tango, and that one could be you.

Creating Learning Organizations

Transforming your response from one of counter-aggression or defensiveness to one of listening and collaboration is not easy, yet it is possible in every conflict. Collaborative responses begin with simple steps that each person can begin to take in the direction of learning and resolution. In this way, a larger strategy is created that focuses on solutions rather than obstacles, thereby dramatically improving communication and relationships throughout the workplace.

Yet it is also possible for families, organizations, and institutions that are experiencing chronic conflicts to become more proactive about preventing and resolving them, and similarly shift their perspectives and orientations in responding to conflict from avoidance, accommodation, or aggression to engagement, collaboration, and learning. Doing so automatically transforms their conflicts into opportunities, and themselves into learning organizations.

Learning organizations are able to discover the opportunities in conflict, creatively solve their problems, and continuously find ways to improve. They encourage employees to take responsibility for their disputes and routinely initiate open and honest communications that emphasize commonalities while valuing diversity and dissent. According to our colleague, Peter Senge, who brilliantly conceptualized learning organizations in The Fifth Discipline, they are able to reduce chronic conflicts by creating


	A Shared Vision: They articulate personal visions, communicate, ask for support, use visioning as an ongoing process, blend extrinsic and intrinsic visions, and distinguish positive from negative visions.

	Mental Models: They encouraging leaps of abstraction, balance inquiry and advocacy, distinguish espoused theory from theory in use, and recognize and defuse defensive routines.

	Systems Thinking: They value interrelationships rather than things and processes, move beyond blame, distinguish detailed complexity from dynamic complexity, focus on areas of high leverage, and avoid symptomatic solutions.



In these ways, learning organizations empower people to analyze their conflict culture, discover what prevents them from learning from their disputes, and develop ways of encouraging resolution and prevention. They generate knowledge-enhancing systems that work to improve processes and relationships so as to increase collaboration and spread best practices throughout the organization.

The complex process of creating learning organizations begins by fostering and supporting individual learning, which is especially powerful in connection with conflict. Because individuals are not completely isolated at work and require support to learn from their conflicts, in order to create learning organizations with positive conflict cultures it is necessary to


	Design, detect, and nourish local learning practices

	Create shared understandings of conflicts as learning opportunities

	Empower people to analyze what in the culture prevents their learning and to change it

	Generate knowledge-enhancing systems

	Regularly assess the impact of each new conflict on desired results, high-achieving processes, and collaborative relationships

	Diffuse appropriate lessons and meditative processes throughout the organization



Every conflict culture, dynamic, and organizational orientation begins with a single action on the part of some individual who is willing to model a new way of responding to divisiveness and disagreement. To shift large-scale personal and organizational attitudes toward conflict, it is necessary that the responses, behaviors, and actions of large numbers of individuals become more conscious, responsible and oriented to learning, resolution, and collaboration. To better understand how this is possible, it may be useful to deepen your understanding of conflict dynamics, and the reasons people respond in the ways they do.

Five Responses to Conflict

Aggression and collaboration are not the only responses you can have to conflict. There are several other ways you might respond, each reflecting a different attitude toward yourself, your opponent, and your conflict. The most common responses to conflict, shown in the list that follows, focus either subjectively on the people in dispute or objectively on the result, goal, or outcome. These responses are


	Avoidance

	Accommodation

	Aggression

	Compromise

	Collaboration



The following chart, drawn from research by Thomas and Kilman, reveals the relationship between these approaches by differentiating them according to whether the concern for people is stronger or weaker than the concern for results.
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The key to choosing an effective response is deciding what kind of relationship you would most like to have with your opponent, and what results you would most like to achieve. If you are primarily concerned with people as opposed to results, you will be more likely to choose accommodation.

More significantly, however, whenever you accommodate, you automatically communicate to other people that you are more concerned about them than you are about results. And when you act aggressively, you communicate the exact opposite—that you care more about results than you do about them. When you are collaborative, you communicate that you care about both, that your relationships with them and what you want to achieve are equally important to you.

To understand the differences between these responses, imagine that you are about to be asked to work late. If you use avoidance, you may decide to hide in your office or duck out the back. If you use accommodation, you may decide to do the work, but feel resentful and perhaps do it poorly or not complete it. If you use aggression, you may decide to refuse to do it and create an argument. If you use compromise, you may agree to do it today if someone else agrees to do it tomorrow. And if you use collaboration, you will decide to do it together.

None of these responses is wrong. In fact, a skillful person is able to employ each response at the right moment, with the right person, to solve the right problem in the right way. Each is simply a choice of how you will respond to conflict. Here are a few of the reasons you might choose one response over another in any given conflict.

Reasons for Avoiding Conflict


	You regard the issue as trivial.

	You have no power over the issue or cannot change the results.

	You believe the damage due to conflict outweighs its benefits.

	You need to cool down, reduce tensions, or regain composure.

	You need time to gather information and cannot make an immediate decision.

	You can leave it to others who are in a position to resolve the conflict more effectively.

	You regard the issue as tangential or symptomatic and prefer to wait to address the real problem.



Reasons for Accommodating to Conflict


	You realize that you were wrong or want to show you can be reasonable.

	You recognize that the issue is more important to others and want to establish good will.

	You are outmatched or losing, and giving in will prevent additional damage.

	You want harmony to be preserved or disruption avoided.

	You see an opportunity to help a subordinate learn from a mistake.



Reasons for Being Aggressive and Engaging in Conflict


	You want to engage in quick, decisive action.

	You have to deal with an emergency.

	You are responsible for enforcing unpopular rules or discipline.

	You see the issues as vital, and you know you are right.

	You need to protect yourself against people who take advantage of collaborative behavior.



Reasons for Compromising Conflict


	Your goals are moderately important but can be satisfied by less than total agreement.

	Your opponents have equal power, and you are strongly committed to mutually exclusive goals.

	You need to achieve a temporary settlement of complex issues.

	You need a quick solution, and the exact content does not matter as much as the speed with which it is reached.

	Your efforts at either competition or collaboration have failed, and you need a backup.



Reasons for Collaborating to Resolve Conflict


	You believe it is possible to reach an integrative solution even though both sides find it hard to compromise.

	Your objective is to learn.

	You believe it is preferable to merge insights that come from different perspectives.

	You need a long-range solution.

	You want to gain commitment and increase motivation and productivity by using consensus decision making.

	You want to empower one or both participants.

	You see it as a way to work through hard feelings and improve morale.

	You want to model cooperative solutions for others.

	You need to help people learn to work closely together.

	You want to end the conflict rather than paper it over.

	Your goals require a team effort.

	You need creative solutions.

	You have tried everything else without success.



(Source: Adapted from Thomas-Kilman Instrument.)

Each of us should be able to use all of these responses under the appropriate circumstances. Thus, there will be times when the most effective approach is to walk away or surrender. There will be times when there is no alternative than to fight or be aggressive. Nonetheless, it is clear that responding with collaboration produces the best and most satisfying results, especially when there is an ongoing relationship between them.

Consider, for example, the kind of person you are likely to become if you can only respond in one of these five ways. If all you ever do is avoid conflict, after a while you will begin to feel numb and disengaged. If all you ever do is accommodate, after a while you will feel used or like a doormat. If all you ever do is respond with aggression, you will increasingly feel angry, guilty, or incapable of empathy or compassion. If all you ever do is compromise, you will end up feeling dissatisfied and compromised. But if all you ever do is collaborate, you will feel connected and successful.

The difficulty, however, is that of all these responses to conflict, collaboration requires the highest level of skill, the greatest investment in time and energy, and is the last approach we learn, Most of us discover the power of avoidance by the time we are two. We learn to accommodate from our parents as children. We learn aggression from our siblings and in school, and to compromise as we grow older. Collaboration is the last skill we learn, but it is increasingly critical in the workplace, because it is the basis for all teamwork, and the method by which conflicts are transformed into opportunities.

The Opportunity of Collaboration

Most people prefer to use the collaborative approach, not because it is quicker or easier or necessarily the right response under the circumstances, but because it


	Is more pleasurable

	Allows people to penetrate deeper into their problems

	Seeks to satisfy interests

	Produces better and more lasting results than the others

	Is more respectful

	Is versatile and satisfying

	Builds better relationships

	Encourages learning



As an illustration, a large communications firm in which we were consulting was attempting to implement a sweeping new structure that had been designed by the CEO with hardly any input from below. As a result, the change process had produced many disgruntled managers, and even the custodians were skeptical! As we probed the sources of covert resistance, we found that the conflicts and disagreements that had been triggered by the change process were being avoided and swept under the rug by the top leadership, who hoped these problems would simply disappear over time.

Instead, they were festering and simmering behind closed doors and fueling a growing resistance to change. We interviewed a cross-section of employees, opened conversations about the real barriers, and drew the underlying conflicts out into the open. As we did so, we were able to see relief and renewed energy bubbling to the surface among staff members who had become frozen in rage, avoidance, and despair.

This renewed energy represented a widespread unspoken desire to collaborate in making the change more effective and successful. Allowing staff input on how the CEO's ideas could work better transformed staff resistance into collaborative problem solving. The transformation was so complete that the leadership council, which included several executives who had resisted the change, volunteered to make their annual bonuses contingent on its success.

In our day-to-day lives, we face an unending array of choices about what to say and do and how to behave when we are in conflict. When we step back from our instinctive responses and the pressures and demands of the moment, and allow a collaborative approach to guide our behaviors, we feel more empowered and proactive, open to experience, and better able to locate the transformational potential that is hidden in our conflict.

The shift from feeling victimized, reactive, overwhelmed, destructive, or passive in our conflicts to feeling powerful, proactive, challenged, constructive, or collaborative is already a transformation in the attitude, culture, dynamic, and context through which we are participating in our conflicts, and thus in our ability to select a strategy that supports our deepest intentions and commitments. Consciously choosing a strategy and sticking to it makes us feel less driven by the choices of others, or the emotional whims of the moment, or the dictates of circumstance.

How to Collaborate in Conflict

Once you have decided to use collaboration in your conflicts, the next step is to learn how to respond to your opponents in ways that bring them closer, rather than push them farther away. Instead of papering over your conflicts, giving in to them, sweeping them under the rug, escalating them through rage, or compromising them, you will want to improve your skills in being able to engage in conflict in a collaborative way. The key is to find ways of combining a concern for people with a concern for results.

The following exercise and questions are designed to assist you in reaching out and creating a more collaborative relationship with your opponents. As you review these suggestions, consider a conflict in which you are presently engaged and answer the questions with it in mind. Allow each question to point you toward ways of collaborating and learning from your conflicts.


1. Begin by recognizing and affirming that conflict can be a positive experience, try to clarify where the opportunities for growth and learning lie, and ask yourself whether they indicate a need to change the culture or dynamics, or shift an organizational paradigm.


	Can you think of any ways your conflict might be experienced positively?

	How could this conflict become a learning opportunity, or a trigger for growth?

	What positive changes and options for learning does this conflict suggest?



2. Use empathy to place yourself in other people's shoes and try to see things from their point of view, while at the same time recognizing that there are differences between understanding their behavior and condoning it, between forgiving them and forgiving what they did.


	Why do you think they acted as they did? What might make you act that way?

	How do you think they see your actions?

	How could you learn more about their motivation that could help you understand what they want?

	How could you respond to them more skillfully as a result?



3. Shift your focus from holding on to power and defending your position to focus on sharing responsibility and satisfying both sides' interests.


	If you let go of the desire to hold on to your power or position in the conflict, what might you learn as a result?

	What changes would you be willing to make to increase collaboration?

	What would happen if your opponent were willing to do the same?

	What are your interests? What are your opponents' interests?

	What interests do you share? How might both sets of interests be satisfied?



4. Focus your efforts beyond settlement and to commit to fully resolving all the underlying issues in your dispute.


	What would accommodation, or settlement for settlement's sake, leave out of the equation?

	What are the deeper underlying issues in your dispute?

	What would it take to resolve them?

	How can you bring these issues up so they can be resolved?



5. Be deeply honest with yourself and your opponent, and give empathetic and timely feedback.


	What feedback can you give your opponent that is empathetic and truthful, and at the same time constructive and likely to move the conflict toward resolution?

	How long has it taken you to give honest feedback? Why has it taken so long? What could you do to respond more quickly?

	What feedback do you think the other person might give you?

	Have you requested their feedback? If not, what is stopping you?

	How might you benefit from your opponent's feedback?

	What honest feedback can you give yourself?



6. Speak and act with integrity and clarity, without judgment, and with your heart and spirit, rather than only from your head.


	Have your actions and communications been crystal clear, and have you had the highest integrity?

	If not, why not? What might you do to change or correct it?

	What can you say to the other person that comes straight from your heart and at the same time is clear and nonjudgmental?

	Instead of holding on to judgments and answers, can you ask questions that do not assume the answer?



7. Search for small-scale collaborative alternatives that increase cooperation, create common ground, and focus on shared interests.


	What are some things you might do together to increase your cooperation and partnership?

	What interests, values, or concerns do you both share?

	What could you both do to find or create what you both need and want?





In answering these questions, remember that collaboration, resolution, and transformation are real, practical possibilities that become available whenever we begin to search collaboratively for the opportunities in our conflicts. To become genuinely collaborative and transform your conflicts into opportunities for learning and improvement, empathetic and responsive listening is a critical skill. If you listen in a committed way, even to your opponents, and especially to people you do not trust or like, you will start to discover, and then to create, the magic of resolution.





Strategy 2

Listen Empathetically and Responsively

I want to write about the great and powerful thing that listening is. And how we forget it. And how we don't listen to our children, or those we love. And least of all—which is so important too—to those we do not love. But we should. Because listening is a magnetic and strange thing, a creative force…. This is the reason: When we are listened to, it creates us, makes us unfold and expand. Ideas actually begin to grow within us and come to life…. Who are the people, for example, to whom you go for advice? Not to the hard, practical ones who can tell you exactly what to do, but to the listeners; that is, the kindest, least censorious, least bossy people you know. It is because by pouring out your problem to them you then know what to do about it yourself…. So try listening. Listen to your wife, your children, your friends; to those who love you and those who don't; to those who bore you; to your enemies. It will work a small miracle—and perhaps a great one.

—Brenda Ueland

We have all participated in countless ineffective, pointless, and destructive communications. We have all felt unheard, misunderstood, and unrecognized, and know firsthand the immense cost and destructive consequences of miscommunication. Yet despite this wealth of experience, the personal and organizational price that is paid every day for poor communication is not fully appreciated, and it is rare that any of us devotes sufficient attention to improving our communication skills.

Many of the conflicts and miscommunications we experience in life result from the assumption that we communicate successfully merely by speaking clearly, and that if we can make other people listen they will immediately understand and agree with us. Yet even when we speak a common language, each of us hears what was said from a somewhat different context or frame of reference and attributes an entirely different meaning to the words that were spoken.

Even ordinary differences in backgrounds, including gender, ethnic and cultural assumptions, unacknowledged biases, slight variations in perception, and unstated needs and desires, can lend words a meaning entirely different from what was intended. This capacity for distortion caused playwright George Bernard Shaw to wryly observe, “The greatest problem with communication is the illusion that it has been accomplished.”

Each of us filters what we hear through a largely unconscious, unspoken backdrop of personal histories, ideas, emotions, experiences, cultures, expectations, needs, desires, fears, and values that profoundly shape the way we understand and interpret what is said. These personal frameworks have a powerful impact on our interpretation of the meaning of the communications we receive, and on the choices we make as a result. Successful communicators are those who listen for, seek out, and endeavor to understand these historical, cultural, emotional, and contextual frameworks and, as a result, send messages that stand a better chance of being understood.

For example, some people interpret statements of sympathy as expressions of support, whereas others interpret them as signs of weakness. For some people, a request by their boss for a status report is heard as an invitation to communicate, while others experience it as an indication that there is something wrong with their work. For some employees, it is important to have their feelings recognized and validated, whereas for others, talking about negative emotions implies giving in to them.

As a result, effective communication begins with speakers taking responsibility for understanding the language, perspectives, and experiences of their listeners and framing their messages in terms that are likely to make sense within the listeners' framework of experience. Communication, ultimately, is not what we say, but what they understand.

The unspoken perceptual framework or “language” of the listener may be grounded in a vastly different perspective, history, or point of view, or in a wholly different set of needs, interests, experiences, ideas, and emotions that create a completely different interpretive context for understanding the issues that are being addressed. There may also be fundamental differences in style, etiquette, culture, and values between the speaker and the listener. Or it may be that the communication raises collateral issues that have nothing to do with the speaker but make understanding difficult for the listener. In this way, the problem for each communicator becomes one of learning how to be strategic in communicating so that others can listen to what is really meant by the communication.

Understanding the Listener

There are so many important needs, distractions, life crises, and immediate problems that occupy the attention of everyone who is receiving a communication, it's a wonder we are able to listen at all, especially to our opponents in the midst of conflict. When we are preparing to speak to others about our conflicts, we should consider the most important reasons why people have difficulty listening before we initiate our communication.

For example, there are significant differences between men and women in how they listen and interpret communications, as well as differences based on ethnic or racial backgrounds and experiences; ethnic and religious orientation; workplace cultures; birth order in families of origin; economic status; social standing in the organization; position in the hierarchy; personal, emotional, and psychological needs; and hundreds of others. Each of these can influence the ability to hear what another person is saying.

As a result, it is important, before beginning to speak about your issues or concerns, to think for a moment about the person you want to listen. To increase your capacity to influence your listener, try the following exercise. First, select a conflict and a person you want to reach or influence. Make a list of everything you think may be diminishing your listener's receptivity, openness, and responsiveness. Consider the following possible influences and how you might take account of them in what you are about to say:


	Gender patterns

	Race, ethnicity, and national origin

	Sexual orientation

	Impact of disability

	Birth order in family of origin

	Family tensions

	Style of communication in family of origin

	Life tensions and concerns

	Work pressures

	Economic stresses

	Location relative to you in organizational hierarchy

	Social status relative to you

	History of relationship and conflict between you

	Attitude and style of approach to conflict

	List any other elements that you think may influence their receptivity



Once you have completed your assessment of the listening orientation of your opponent, create one for yourself. If you want to have a dramatic impact on your conflict communications, share these lists with your opponent. Compare the list you created for them with the one you wrote for yourself, circle the items that differ, and discuss the gaps in your perceptions. Consider asking them to do the same. The next step will be to actively search for clues on how to more effectively reach others by tapping into their contexts, concerns, and frames of reference, attempting to understand their cultural frameworks and styles, learning how to speak their language, and saying what you need to say in ways they are more likely to understand.

The Cost of Poor Communication

We all pay an enormous, uncalculated price for poor communication, not only personally in lost jobs, divorces, unhappiness, and ruptured relationships, but organizationally in failed endeavors, gossip and rumors, inefficiencies, wasted time and resources, lost revenues, poor morale, missed opportunities, grievances, and ultimately, strikes, discharges, and litigation.

For example, three members of the executive staff of a large federal agency told us in interviews about the lack of listening in their workplace and the price they and their organization paid for it. Here is what they said:


	Executive staff meetings are not a place where we have true dialogue or air problems, or where there is an effort to understand what people are saying. We don't have a social contract outlining acceptable codes of behavior, so no one hears anyone else, really—there are too many insensitive remarks, confidences aren't kept, and attendance is spotty. There is more of a sense of power tripping and power alliances versus operating on principle.

	One of our major blocks to success is Harry's role in the organization. When he [the director] does come to meetings, which is rare, he says nothing. He just sits there and doesn't seem to hear what we're saying. You wonder, does he think this is a waste of his time, and things will happen according to a grand plan he is controlling? He rarely speaks supportively or in a problem-solving way.

	There is unevenness of commitment here. No one listens to anyone. I am personally offended by people who fall asleep in meetings or say, “OK, it's time to go now, isn't it?” Harry does this. It seems like a favoritism thing. Some people get favored treatment. People are not behaving decently toward each other.



The cost of their poor communication included widespread distrust of management (especially Harry); high rates of absenteeism, tardiness, and stress-related workers' compensation claims; and an increase in bitter interpersonal conflicts. These mishaps in communication paralyzed the organization and made its performance mediocre. Everyone we interviewed was unhappy, and personal feuds and miscommunications escalated as a result.

We facilitated a two-day retreat with Harry and the entire staff who, to their credit, agreed to participate despite their doubts and distrust. The main goal for the session was to engage in open and honest communication. We agreed on four informal ground rules: everyone would speak with no-holds-barred honesty, each would attempt to listen nondefensively, all communications would be confidential within the group, and there would be no retaliation for anything said during the session.

We surfaced the problems with Harry by asking everyone to identify what was not working in their communications and distributing a summary of what people told us in interviews. We reached consensus on a set of standards for effective communication that everyone agreed to implement, starting immediately. As they did so, we could feel the sense of depression starting to lift.

We next asked them to give themselves and each other feedback, beginning with Harry. We asked him to evaluate his communication style and suggested he then invite each person present to give him honest feedback. We recommended that he not respond defensively, even if he thought the feedback was inaccurate or unfair, and instead try to figure out what was true about it. We asked him to thank each person afterward for the gift of honest feedback, and identify what he was willing to do to communicate more successfully. After Harry completed his comments, it would be the next person's turn.

We made sure the feedback was constructive and specific, and asked the group to practice their best communication techniques during the exercise. We interrupted them occasionally to encourage listening and responsiveness, and to assist them in speaking nonjudgmentally and listening nondefensively. At the end, we asked each person to evaluate the exercise. Everyone agreed it had been a great relief to communicate openly and honestly and finally be able to say what they had been thinking in private.

By the next quarter, productivity had increased significantly and morale began to return. One year later, nearly everyone indicated they were happier to be working there, and noted that Harry had changed his behavior so completely that he was warmly acknowledged and given a hearty, unsolicited round of applause at a meeting where the organization's success was celebrated. In a client satisfaction survey conducted eighteen months later, the group received its highest ratings in client appreciation and quality of client services.

Clearing the Decks for Empathetic and Responsive Listening

Obviously, being able to listen and feeling you have been heard are key elements in job satisfaction, conflict resolution, and organizational effectiveness. But what makes someone a good listener? How can people learn to become better listeners? Here is a personal exercise that may help you clarify what is involved and contribute to improving your listening skills.

Recall a leader with whom you have worked, or someone in your life who was an active, empathetic, and responsive listener—perhaps a friend or team leader who made you feel you were valuable and had something worthwhile to share, or a teacher or boss who mentored you or asked hard questions that encouraged you to be more successful. What did these listeners do that made you feel heard?

Effective listening does not actually start with listening, rather it begins when the listener clears the decks and focuses his or her undivided attention on the person who is about to speak. This means emptying your mind of all the thoughts competing for your attention—including what you are thinking about the person who is speaking or planning what you are going to say in response.

It means surrendering your ideas about what the speaker should or should not do or be, and being fully present and focused on what is said, not just on the surface, but underneath as well. It means bringing all your senses, including your posture, body language, eye contact, emotions, intentions, heart, and mind to focus on the communication. It means working interactively and collaboratively to clarify your questions and anything you did not completely understand.

Most people think of listening as a passive activity in which they sit quietly and take in whatever is said. But the best listening is a highly active, responsive, and interactive experience on the part of the listener that requires energy, openness, awareness, and a readiness to bring initiative and curiosity to the conversation.

There is a crucial difference between hearing, which is physiological, and listening, which is psychological. Similarly, there are differences between listening at people and listening with them, listening to what we want to hear and listening to find out what is important to the speaker. There is a similar gulf between listening in a role—for example, as a manager or school principal—and listening as a fellow human being.

Listening, like speaking, is a matter of intention. Our effectiveness depends on how important we think the information is to us. When we listen, we can do so in a variety of ways. We can listen only to the facts and details of what the speaker is saying, but not to their deeper meaning. We can listen only for openings or holes in our opponent's arguments—picking out what we think is wrong with them or what they are saying so we can use it against them.

We can also distinguish listening passively from listening actively, listening guardedly from listening openly, and listening sympathetically from listening empathetically. We know when someone is listening only for the facts and when they are listening for desires and feelings. We can feel the difference between listening collaboratively and listening as an adversary. We know when they are listening for problems and when they are listening for solutions.

In sum, we can tell when people are just going through the motions and when they are actively committed to understanding what we most want to communicate. Committed listening is what we do when we believe our lives could change as a result of what we are about to hear. It is what happens when we are told a fascinating story, even one that on the surface has nothing to do with us, but on a deeper level is about issues that are important to each of us. Committed listening is a reflection of openness in our hearts and minds, of our willingness to act on what we hear, and of our capacity for integrity and constancy in the face of answers we do not like.

Setting the Stage for Listening

To increase your skills and become a more active, empathetic, and committed listener, start by focusing on the physical and emotional environment in which your conflict communication is about to take place. The sketch below illustrates how many managers arrange their offices, which is where they do much of their listening.
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There are several problems with this configuration. First, some conversations should not be held in the manager's office at all because, for many employees, being called into their manager's office implies discipline or a rebuke. Second, in many offices, the manager has a distracting screen saver running on their computer, a telephone, cell phone, or beeper that has not been turned off, and piles of paperwork calling for their attention. Third, the arrangement of table and chairs signifies who is in power and who is not. It suggests that the person sitting behind the desk is an authority, judge, and decision maker, rather than a coach, mediator, or facilitator. Fourth, the desk separates them from each other and obscures much of their body language, which will communicate more about what they are thinking and feeling than their words can ever do.

The next illustration shows two alternative arrangements for the same office that may support more effective communication and feel more satisfying to all parties:
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In these arrangements, communication is more likely to take place on an equal footing. Telephones, paperwork, and computers are less likely to get in the way and responsibility for problem solving is more likely to be shared in a team atmosphere. The manager will be seen more as a participant and facilitator, and employees will be able to speak more openly and naturally, allowing listeners to monitor body language for signals of consensus or resistance. Placing the chairs close to one another in a circle at a distance that encourages intimate communication, but far enough apart to respect personal space, conveys two messages: that communication is welcome, and that boundaries will be respected.

You may want to rearrange the environment in your office and try various configurations to see which works best for you. As you rearrange your space, be sure to position your chair so it does not communicate favoritism by being closer to one person than another.

Communication, of course, does not consist primarily of arranging desks and chairs. Yet consciously setting the stage for communication can dramatically improve the mood of a conversation. The atmosphere and ambiance of the setting can also be altered by natural or indirect lighting, plants, art, refreshments, and other “props” that create a friendly, open atmosphere and an environment that suggests welcome, respect, and receptivity.

You may not have enough space or room for these amenities in your office, in which case you may want to move your conflict conversations to a different location, such as an office cafeteria, a nearby restaurant, park, or even your own living room where everyone can listen in a relaxed atmosphere. The object is to try to match the environment with your intentions.

The Elements of Communication

For many years, theorists have suggested that successful communication consists essentially of a combination of the five fundamental elements that are diagrammed in the chart below.
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The problem with this taxonomy is that we have all experienced being articulate, expressing our messages clearly and accurately, using a medium that conveys our ideas appropriately, and having a receiver who is awake and listening, yet the communication has failed. Most communications involving employee discipline or termination, divorce, and racial or sexual harassment are examples of how it is possible for someone to be articulate, use an appropriate medium, and have a listener who is awake, yet still be ineffective in their communication and have their meaning distorted.

On the other hand, we may also have had the experience of falling in love, speaking incoherently, using a clumsy, ineffective medium, even communicating in a foreign language to a listener who is half asleep—yet, somehow, our communication is able to get through with no problem. How do we explain these apparent anomalies?

Hidden Frameworks for Communication

Clearly, something else is at work in addition to the elements cited in the diagram. That “something else” is the context, culture, environment, system, history, backdrop, framework, or setting in which the communication is taking place. This includes the largely unspoken real-life pressures and tensions, roles and responsibilities, histories and anticipated futures, needs and desires, thoughts and emotions, assumptions and expectations of the speaker as well as the listener. It includes the messages being communicated by the medium itself, the messages sent by the organizational culture, and the deeper meaning and importance of the communication to each individual.

When we examine these deeper aspects of conflict communications, there are three important hidden frameworks we need to consider. First, there are the words, symbols, metaphors, tone of voice, and body language used in the communication, which often convey its true meaning and significance to the listener. Second, there is the process of communicating, which includes how respectfully, responsively, actively, empathetically, appropriately, and reliably the message is communicated. Third, there is the relationship between the speaker and the listener, which includes their unspoken interests, needs, emotions, and expectations, and the degree to which they have let go of past conflicts, including those from their families of origin.

Each of these hidden frameworks defines our conflict communications more reliably than the literal definitions of the words we use. Yet most of our attention is focused on specific words and their culturally understood definitions—which make up only a small part, and by no means all of our conflict communications. The larger part, to which we pay less attention, consists of the subtle, symbolic significance of the words, gestures, and body language; the process, style, or way we communicate; and the impact our conflicted relationship is having on our willingness to hear what is meant without being said.

Even an innocuous word like “hello” can be interpreted in different ways depending on the context, tone of voice, phrasing, speed, timing, location, personal history, and emotional relationship between speaker and listener. Just a simple sentence can communicate rage, lust, friendship, enmity, admiration, disrespect, happiness, or sadness. For example, consider subtle variations produced by changing the emphasis on different words in the same statement, offered by mathematician and science fiction writer Rudy Rucker:


	I'm glad to see you.
	(Even if no one else is.)



	I'm glad to see you.
	(What made you think I wouldn't be?)



	I'm glad to see you.
	(Instead of talking to you by phone.)



	I'm glad to see you.
	(But not the schlub you came with.)



	I'm glad to see you.
	(It's wonderful to be with you.)



	I'm glad to see you.
	(So stop asking me if I am.)



	I'm…glad-to-see-you.
	(Are you glad to see me?)



	I'm…glad…to…see…you.
	(I'm drunk or don't really mean it.)



	I'm glad…to see you.
	(But only as an afterthought.)



	I'm glad-to-see you.
	(Me Tarzan, you Jane.)




As you listen to your opponent, or to your own words, and observe the gestures and emotions that are subtly communicated in every conflict conversation, search for the hidden frameworks that may be giving added and perhaps unintended meaning to your message. Ask yourself, for example:


	What metaphors, body language, and tone of voice am I using?

	What is my communication process and style?

	What is my relationship with the person to whom I am speaking?

	Are there tensions or unresolved conflicts between us, seeping into our communications?

	Do I have unmet, unspoken expectations that are blocking my efforts to convey meaning?

	Is there a perceived difference in our power or status?

	How are these differences altering the meaning of what I am saying?

	What is our history with each other?

	Is there an emotion, tone, or tension in my communication that is not matched by the words I am using?

	What does the listener think will happen as a result of my communication?



How Communication Gets Distorted

There is only one test for the effectiveness of any communication, and that is what the listener understands. If we consider communication from the point of view of the one who is on its receiving end, we can see that there are dozens of opportunities for distortion.

It may help you to think of your communication as a light wave that is bent when it passes through a different medium. Messages in organizations pass through many different layers as they travel from the speaker through a hidden framework of structures, systems, histories, cultures, symbols, processes, expectations, and relationships that suggest different meanings to those receiving them.

Whether we are speaking or listening, we can learn to take account of these ways in which communications get distorted and adjust for their negative impact by noticing what happens as they move along different paths and correcting for it. In organizations, the meaning of a message can be completely altered, for example, by being


	Refracted as light is bent by passing through water

	Diffused as information becomes less concentrated by passing through many people, or reaches people other than the one for whom it was intended

	Amplified or diminished as it expands or contracts as each level and departmental barrier interprets it differently

	Disrupted as conflicting messages, needs, and agendas alter or confuse its meaning, or add and subtract meanings that were not intended

	Diluted as the message loses meaning or is reinterpreted by each person who passes it on

	Canceled as when conflicting messages block it completely



As speakers, we can counter these distortions by being clear and strategic about what we say, how we say it, and why we say it, by designing better organizational pathways, and by tailoring what we say to the ears of a particular listener. We always need to be alert to what is likely to distort our meaning and endeavor to prevent and take account of these distortions.

As listeners, we can become more skillful in trying to understand what the other person means to say, by taking account of the ways the communication is being distorted and testing the accuracy of our perceptions by asking questions. As speakers or listeners, we can realize that many of these distortions originate not with the speaker or listener, but with the hierarchical systems, bureaucratic structures, adversarial processes, and conflict-avoidant cultures of many workplace organizations.

How Hierarchy and Bureaucracy Block Communication

Some distortion in communication is inevitable in conflict. Other distortions occur whenever communication occurs inside organizations, based on how they are structured. Consider how communications are distorted by the hierarchical, bureaucratic, and autocratic ways many of our private and public sector organizations operate, and by the impact of power inequalities, job insecurities, racial and gender differences, cultural and ethnic diversity, and similar relational imbalances on conflict communications.

Imagine, for example, a typical hierarchical, bureaucratic organization in the form of a pyramid with vertical levels corresponding to divisions between executives, managers, supervisors, and employees, and with horizontal functions, stovepipes, or silos corresponding to different departments. You may have spent a considerable part of your working life inside such an organization. If not, try to imagine how any communication inside this type of organizational structure is likely to be distorted, as illustrated in the following chart.
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We can predict that any communication that takes place inside a hierarchical structure like this one will be distorted. Any communication that is intended to move from the top to the bottom will be twisted, diluted, and reinterpreted as it passes through each managerial level. Any communication intended to move from the bottom to the top will be simplified and compressed because there are too many communications trying to get to the top.

Moreover, if the communication is critical of some manager or higher-up in the organization who needs to pass it on, it may never get through. On the other hand, “squeaky wheel” communications, those that support upper management or tell them what they want to hear, or messages that are emotionally compelling or that convey a significant threat to the organization, such as accusations of sexual harassment, or communications from attorneys will predictably be favored.

In the process, each level will add its own special spin to the communication, resulting in some messages getting magnified in importance while others get minimized, altered, or nullified. Each department, as it battles with others for budget, staff, and scarce resources, may try to cancel, distort, suppress, or contradict information that favors competing departments, while advancing information that favors itself.

More subtly, competition within the organization, especially as people seek to move up the hierarchy, will encourage them to see each other as adversaries rather than as members of the same team. Because their relationships are systemically and structurally adversarial, communication between competitors is likely to be superficial, aggressive, defensive, blaming, shaming, responsibility-averse, conflict-avoidant, insular, self-promoting, and problematic.

An incident occurred in the midst of a major corporate change initiative that brought these distortions to light. We were asked for advice by an organization that was converting to self-managing teams and flattening its hierarchy. During the change process, the chief financial officer (CFO) decided to meet with the people who reported directly to him to let them know about a predicted shortfall in revenue. He assumed, because of the team initiative, that these managers would discuss the problem with their teams, brainstorm solutions, and let him know what they recommended to solve the problem quickly.

The managers, on the other hand, assumed that because the team initiative was not yet final, the CFO would decide what to do and tell them, or ask them to brainstorm solutions at his meeting with them. As a result, no one dealt with the problem, all efforts to solve it ground to a halt, and each group blamed the other.

The context of their communication was that there was a conflict between two sets of expectations. The first, appropriate to a hierarchy, was that the CFO would make decisions and tell everyone what to do. The second, appropriate to self-managing teams, was that they would work together to define the problem, identify solutions, and communicate what they decided. Either the CFO should have been more explicit in his request that the teams take the ball and run with it, or the teams should have sought clarification and taken the initiative in trying to solve the problem.

Contradictory messages and interpretations proliferate in hierarchical structures, causing them to simplify their messages by translating them into corporate-speak or bureaucratic language to the point that all the subtlety and complexity gets removed from them in an effort to avoid potential misunderstandings. As a result, official organizational messages tend to be formal, obvious, impersonal, and meaningless. A lot of time and energy is then spent by listeners trying to fill in the gaps using informal communications, such as gossip and rumors, which are highly volatile, damaging, and inaccurate.

Hierarchical structures usually place a higher value on uniformity than on diversity in communications, and on standing behind messages that are handed down from the top regardless of their accuracy—rather than raising questions or admitting that they are mistaken. For these reasons, hierarchical communications tend not only to limit creativity and individuality, but to increase suspicion and distrust, causing profound distortions in organizational communications, structures that separate speakers and listeners, perceptions of incongruence and lack of integrity, distrust of official communications, and disregard of communications from the opposite end of the hierarchy.

Phrases for Miscommunication

Many miscommunications in conflict are already latent in the words and phrases we commonly use at work. As speakers, our communications are more effective when we take time to reflect on the precise message we want to communicate, strategically improve our communications, and eliminate words and phrases that are likely to trigger misunderstandings and conflicts.

As a simple illustration, have you used the words “always” or “never” to describe someone else's behavior? If so, you might want to consider substituting a phrase that conveys the same meaning without encouraging the other person to respond with “No, I don't” or “Yes, I do,” triggering endless, pointless arguments that distract their attention from your intended meaning.

Instead of saying “You never listen to me,” try saying “This is important to me and I would appreciate it if you would really listen while I tell you why.” Instead of saying “always,” try saying “You do X too often for me,” “Could you please do X less often,” or “It bothers me when you do X because…” And in place of “never,” try saying “You don't do X often enough for me,” “Please do X more often,” or “I really like it when you do X.”

The likely reason you said “always” or “never” is that you are getting frustrated because you've asked many times and they haven't responded, leading you to wonder if they really care about you and what you want, so you intentionally exaggerate in order to signal them that you are getting upset. Instead, try asking them if your interpretation is accurate, why or why not, and what you can do to increase the chances of your getting what you want; then prepare to listen.

Try to recall the words you used in a recent conflict or miscommunication, or the words someone else used in a conflicted conversation. Was your communication successful, or did misunderstanding, disagreement, and conflict occur? What could either of you have said differently?

Here are some examples of words and phrases that often lead to miscommunication, misunderstanding, and conflict. As you review each phrase below, note whether you or your opponent have used it, or whether you have heard someone else in the workplace use it, and what you will do to remind yourself to avoid using it in the future.


Worksheet


Ordering: “You must …” “You have to …” “You will …”

Threatening: “If you don't …” “You'd better or else …” “You'll pay a big price …”

Preaching: “It's only right that you should …” “You ought to …” “It's your duty …”

Interfering: “What you should do is …” “Here's how it should go …” “It would be best if you …”

Judging: “You are argumentative (lazy, stubborn, dictatorial …).” “I know all about your problems.” “You'll never change.”

Blaming: “It's your fault.” “If you had only …”

Accusing: “You lied to me.” “You started this mess.” “You won't listen.”

Categorizing: “You always …” “Every time this happens you do the same thing …” “You never …”

Excusing: “It's not so bad.” “It isn't your problem.” “You'll feel better.”

Personalizing: “You are mean.” “This is your personality.” “You are the problem here.”

Assuming: “If you really respected me, you would …” “I know exactly why this happened.”

Diagnosing: “You're just trying to get attention.” “Your personal history is what caused this to happen.” “What you need is … ”

Prying: “When?” “How?” “What?” “Where?” “Who?” “What are you hiding?”

Labeling: “You're being unrealistic (emotional, angry, hysterical …).” “This is typical of you …”

Manipulating: “Don't you think you should …” “To really help, you should …”

Denying: “You did not …” “I am completely blameless …”

Double binding: “I want you to do it my way, but do it however you want.”

Distracting: “That's nothing, listen to what happened to me …”




Creating a Commitment to Communicate

To be a more effective communicator in conflict, it is helpful to clarify your commitment to open and honest communication. Being a committed communicator means taking responsibility for observing and managing the context of your communications, improving your skills with each person you meet, and eliminating negative and ineffective communication behaviors. It means proactively seeking feedback and not waiting for others to volunteer it. It means asking coworkers, family, friends, and colleagues to support you in making good on your commitments, and calling you on them when you do not.

For example, we worked with a small operations unit in a large corporation that revealed how even minor miscommunications and unclear commitment can lead to serious misunderstandings. Mike, the manager, was described in interviews with the people who reported to him as follows:


	Mike's style is too much micromanaging and detail oriented. We get paralyzed if he isn't available, and he is not committed to helping us.

	Mike's style is talking and not listening. He doesn't follow through.

	Mike is unwilling to delegate to his managers—he says he does but doesn't really mean it.

	Mike needs to be less negative, political, and confrontational.



Mike's aggressive, personalizing, controlling, disrespectful behavior, and his lack of committed listening were getting in the way of his ability to lead. As a result, a number of conflicts arose that made him look ineffective and uncollaborative. We gave Mike some strong, empathetic, and honest feedback about his staff's feelings and persuaded him to work on improving his effectiveness as a communicator by practicing committed listening.

We asked the people who reported to Mike to anonymously identify specific actions he could take to improve his communication style and create greater trust in their relationship. They gave him some painful, risky feedback. We prepared a written document summarizing their feedback and, with their permission, gave a copy to each member of the team. Mike was able to take their comments not as personal accusations from his enemies, but as objective information from his friends that would make him a better leader.

Before our intervention, his direct reports were unwilling or unable to give Mike honest feedback out of fear that he would retaliate against them. Yet, by their silence they condemned him to continue making the same mistakes, and themselves to continue suffering from and misunderstanding his intentions. By ignoring the problem, everyone paid a stiff price, and it wasn't until their growing demoralization and inability to resolve their conflicts demanded their attention that they finally confronted the obvious.

As a result of their honesty and our coaching, Mike was able to dramatically improve his communication skills. He started the next meeting by thanking everyone publicly for their feedback. He met one-on-one with every member of his staff to gather more information about how he could improve. He took all their suggestions seriously, and though he did not do everything everyone asked and experienced several failures, he demonstrated genuine commitment to learning from his mistakes and changing his behavior. The group responded by giving him the support he needed to improve, and acknowledged him when he did.

Only by reality testing your commitment and requesting feedback from those who do not understand what you are trying to communicate will you be able to learn whether you are making good on your commitment and effectively reaching them. If your listeners do not think you are committed, it is not real to them and you are probably kidding yourself.

Making a clear commitment to yourself and an open declaration to others is the first active step in this process. The second step is learning the skills needed to make good on your commitments and actually implementing them. The third step is inviting feedback, making corrections, and generously acknowledging others for contributing to your growth and learning.

Fifteen Steps for Effective Communication

Effective communication includes not only how we listen, but how we speak. Even in extremely hostile confrontations, if you are the speaker, you can defuse misunderstanding through a variety of empathetic and responsive speaking techniques.

The difference between a communication that is recognized by your listeners as authentic and believable, and one that is experienced as disingenuous and untrustworthy, will not be based principally on the words you use or their dictionary definitions, but on the congruity of your communications, subtle indications of your intent, and the integrity of your commitments, as demonstrated by what you do afterward.

If these elements in your communication are weak or inappropriate, your questions—no matter how polite—will strike your listeners as prying, your statements as self-righteous, your assertions as accusations, your declarations as egotistical and autocratic, your requests as manipulations, your agreements as insincere, and your commitments as inauthentic. Here are fifteen methods you can use to encourage others to recognize your true meaning.

Step One: Let Go of Your Own Ideas, Role, and Agenda and Try to Understand What the Other Person Is Saying

The first step in communication is not speaking. It is not even listening. It is preparing to listen by emptying yourself of your own preconceived ideas, dropping predefined roles, and letting go of the agendas, assumptions, judgments, and expectations that can twist what you hear into something other than what they meant. The greatest enemy of learning is not ignorance, but what you are sure you already know. The greatest challenge in listening is letting go of what you are certain of, realizing that your version of the truth could be preventing you from hearing or understanding theirs, and allowing their experience to lead you to a higher, more integrated, and composite truth.

Step Two: Become Curious About What Makes Them Tick

Try to become genuinely curious about what is motivating them. Consider, “What do I really know about who they are when they are not in conflict with me? How could I find out more?” Ask yourself, “What is going on in my mind when they are communicating with me?” “Am I open to learning and poised to understand what they are saying, or am I thinking about what I am going to say in response?” “Am I listening as a curious human being, or as a manager or employee or teacher with an agenda?” “Which one would I rather have listen to me?”

Step Three: Before You Speak, Draw Out the Other Person's Ideas

Start by asking open-ended questions so your ideas can be targeted to your specific listener. This does not mean watering down what you want to communicate, but recognizing there are a multitude of ways you can say what you mean so the other person will feel invited into the conversation and personally engaged. Ask detailed, respectful questions that do not presuppose an answer and curiously explore their beliefs and ideas.

Step Four: Search Behind the Words for the Other Person's Meaning, Especially If He or She Disagrees with You

After you empty yourself, let go of your judgments and genuinely listen to the words used by the other person, trying to sense the deeper unspoken issues and hearing the assumptions, expectations, and hidden meanings that lie beneath what is said. Ask yourself, “What does my opponent really want?” “What are his or her real best intentions?” “What is going on beneath the surface?” “Am I aware of and considering the subtleties that are hidden in the words being spoken?” “Am I listening to what is intended and not just to the words that are being used?”

Step Five: Discover and Manage your Listener's Unspoken Expectations

Make sure you do not base your comments on false expectations regarding what the other person wants or is willing to do. Do not encourage your listener to have false expectations of you. Ask, “What are the unspoken expectations that might lead them to speak or act this way?” “What role do they want me to play?” “How can I correct their false expectations?”

Step Six: Respond Respectfully and Nondefensively, Acknowledging and Addressing the Other Person's Concerns First

Address the speaker's point of view first, rather than immediately countering with your own and ignoring what was just said. When people feel they have not been heard, they repeat their comments over and over and become frustrated, strident, and angry. Try saying, “Thank you for that information. I really appreciate your willingness to tell me what you saw and heard, and how you experienced it.” When you respond seriously to what other people say, they feel heard and can relax and listen better to you. Put yourself in their shoes and walk a while inside their perceptions before you disagree. Speak to them in ways that could make a difference, rather than simply discounting their ideas and replacing them with your own.

Step Seven: Choose an Appropriate Form of Communicating

Decide what you want to communicate and choose the form of communication that best supports your intention. If you want to make a declaration, make an “I” statement rather than a “you” statement, which may be heard as an accusation. Make sure your questions are genuine and not disguised statements. Let them know you genuinely want to know what they think and feel. Be clear when you make a promise that you mean it and will follow through with actions.

Step Eight: Speak Respectfully, Empathetically, and Responsively

Make sure you speak respectfully to your opponents, especially if you disagree strongly with them or disapprove of their behavior. Make sure you are responsive to the issues they have with you, and adopt the Golden Rule by communicating to them as you would want them to communicate to you. Ask yourself, “What would make me speak or act like that?” and “What would I want someone else to do in response if I did?”

Step Nine: Demonstrate That You Heard the Other Person's Deeper Needs and Feelings

Put the listener at ease. Speak informally in a way that relaxes your listener and encourages trust in what you have to say. Make positive references when you speak to their issues and feelings, especially those that demonstrate you were paying attention to what they've been telling you, and summarize their remarks without watering them down and even making them stronger. Say, “Here is what I hear you are most concerned about…”

Step Ten: Anticipate Objections and Address Them Before They Are Raised

Try to anticipate what the other person is likely to say in response. Address those issues in advance as a way of demonstrating that you understand your listener's concerns. Say, “Here is what I understand your main objections are…” “Is that right?” “Do you have any to add?” “Here is what I propose to do to respond to them…”

Step Eleven: Clarify and Emphasize Your Agreements

Do not lose sight of what you actually agree on. Start by thanking the other person for agreeing to discuss their issues openly with you. Emphasize even minor points of agreement. There will always be something you can agree on, even if it is only your agreement to talk directly with each other rather than ignore the problem or take it to someone higher up. Say, “Here are the areas where I think we are in agreement…” “Are these right?” “Great! We've made a lot of progress.”

Step Twelve: Acknowledge Differences and Restate Issues Positively

Acknowledge your differences openly and state them neutrally, then summarize the main issues positively so they can be resolved. Afterward, test for understanding and agreement or disagreement with your remarks and respond proactively to the other person's concerns. Say, “Here are the issues I think we still disagree over and have to work out…” “Do you agree?” “Which one should we tackle next?”

Step Thirteen: State Your Interests Instead of Your Positions

Rather than repeat what you want, explain in a personal way the reasons why you want it. Address problems that can be solved rather than trying to assign blame or citing conditions that are beyond your or their control and be open to creative solutions. Ask the other person, “Why is that so important to you?” “Why do you feel so strongly about that?” “What solutions would you suggest that you think would work for both of us?” “How might we combine our interests?”

Step Fourteen: Ask for Feedback

Asking for feedback on how you communicated and might communicate better is a powerful way of demonstrating positive intentions. At the end of your comments, turn the conversation over to the listener and ask them to respond to what you said. Try to formulate a question that, if answered correctly, could result in your actually changing your mind. Ask, “Could you give me some feedback on how I am communicating with you?” “If there is one thing I could do to communicate better with you, what would that be?” “Would you be willing to receive some feedback now on how you can communicate better with me?”

Step Fifteen: Compliment the Other Person for Listening

Offer unconditional positive reinforcement for listening without adding “but…” and indicate your willingness to listen with an open mind in return. Say, “Thank you for listening.” “I feel heard and want to thank you for really listening to me.” “Thanks for meeting with me today; I appreciate your willingness to be here and listen.”

Effective Communication for Listeners

It is rare for us to sit down with our opponents and engage in open, honest, problem-solving dialogue and actually listen to each other and learn from our problems. Instead, we spend most of our time trying unsuccessfully to win, defending ourselves, asking our opponents to understand our point of view without caring about understanding theirs, wanting not to lose or suffer or look bad, and trying to make the problem go away. As a result, we spend sleepless nights obsessing over emotional slights, focus on superficial issues, and plan responses to our opponents' positions without being curious about their interests and deeper motivations.

If this is how we behave, we are likely to experience little more than anger, fear, and shame from feeling attacked, loneliness and sadness from not being listened to, sadistic pleasure and guilt from attacking others, pain and grief from lost relationships, and occasionally, pyrrhic victories from authoring our opponent's defeat.

As a result of these adversarial responses, we may fail to realize that, like all self-fulfilling prophecies, hostile attitudes generate hostile realities. When we believe our opponents are “out to get us,” we behave toward them with reciprocal hostility and defensiveness. Seeing our hostility and defensiveness, they naturally respond in kind, proving to us that we were right in the first place. As a result, many people come to feel, as critic and writer Gore Vidal quipped, “It is not enough that I succeed—others must fail.”

When we do not listen to our opponents or recognize the legitimacy of their needs and interests, we become incapable of participating in honest, empathetic dialogue and unable to communicate effectively or solve the problem. As a result, we are left with few alternatives other than to surrender, engage in aggressive opposition, or paper over our disputes with temporary, inadequate, superficial settlements.

On the other hand, as Mahatma Gandhi, Mikhail Gorbachev, Martin Luther King Jr., Nelson Mandela, and countless others have amply demonstrated, even an entrenched military opposition will find it difficult to continue acting aggressively when a leader with sufficient courage refuses either to surrender or to become its enemy.

Listening is the first step in transforming our opponents into collaborative problem solvers. Empathetic and responsive listening automatically arises when we genuinely care about what our opponent is trying to tell us, and actively reach out with questions, tone of voice, and body language. It arises when we participate in open, honest, responsive dialogues that move back and forth, and both sides are authentic in their responses. It occurs when we search for creative solutions or work together to come up with fresh ideas and approaches to solving problems. It happens when we listen as we would want to be listened to if we were speaking.

Committed listening arises when we listen as though our lives depend on understanding what our opponent is saying, when we are no longer even aware of our separate presence as listeners, and completely merge with the speaker and the story. When we listen in this way, with our hearts as well as our minds, we may even feel love and affection for the one who is speaking.

Thus, there are many ways you can listen to your opponent that range from going through the motions to listening with deep commitment and an open heart. As your listening moves deeper and further along this continuum, you will develop improved skills and discover increasing opportunities for problem solving, resolution, and transformation.

For example, we coached a client who made considerable progress along this continuum. Tim was a well-meaning, much-loved leader in city government who became isolated as a result of his communication problems. His staff respected and valued him, but felt blocked in their communications with him, which they described as follows:


	The volume of work is such, and the number of crises and emergencies is so great that even if he were organized, Tim would be pulled off constantly. Calls and messages interrupt Tim's meetings all the time. His availability to hear what we have to say is missing. It's hard to get his time and attention to focus on issues.

	Tim is marvelous, smart and a good people person, but he is disorganized and lacks follow-up. He never has time to hear our problems.

	Tim is disorganized and there often is no follow-up because his job is so overwhelming and challenging that no one can do it. Tim loses the points we are trying to make as we give them to him. He doesn't seem to hear us anymore.



We encouraged Tim to use the phrases for empathetic and responsive listening that follow in his conversations with the employees who reported to him. His consistent practice using these phrases and strengthening the attitudes that lay behind them over several months paid off in better relationships with his staff. Tim found it was easy to think of effective ways of responding, but more difficult to consistently use them in practice. In your next encounter, try to apply them and notice what happens as a result.

Techniques for Active, Empathetic, and Responsive Listening

Using the following techniques can help you speak and listen more effectively and encourage others to listen when it's your turn to speak. Remember that the point is not to substitute these techniques for positive intentions, but more fully express your intentions by making a real connection with another person.

Encouraging

Making encouraging comments and asking questions that invite others to share their feelings, perceptions, and ideas can quickly transform negative into positive interactions. Comments such as “Please tell me more,” “I'm interested in what you are saying/thinking/feeling,” “I would like to know your reactions,” or “I hear what you are saying” are inviting statements. You can even say, “Tell me more about why you disagree with me,” which will elicit more conversation and dialogue. What statements could you make to your opponent in a conflict you are now experiencing that would be encouraging?

Clarifying

As the discussion unfolds, ask questions that clarify the points being made by the speaker. Send a signal that you are interested in the speaker and the content of what is being said. Clarifying questions de-escalate emotions by focusing the speaker on facts rather than feelings. Be careful not to create the impression that you are trying to interrogate or pry. Your tone of voice and intention will make the difference. Questions like “When did this happen?” “Who else was involved?” or “What did it mean to you?” elicit detail and precise meaning. What are some clarifying questions you might ask?

Acknowledging

You can encourage greater openness by recognizing, naming, and acknowledging feelings, emotions, and intentions. Comments like “I can see you are pretty upset about that. Can you tell me why?” or “Thanks, I can see now why you might feel/think that way” give permission for deeper communication. Be careful not to assume you know what the other person is feeling. You can also use acknowledgments to give people permission to say what they are actually feeling. Avoid popular catchphrases such as “It sounds like you are very angry right now” because they can be taken as an attempt to manipulate the speaker, and betray a lack of empathy rather than a presence of heart. What acknowledging statements might you make when a coworker or friend gets upset?

Normalizing

As feelings are expressed and opinions offered, you may want to communicate to the speaker that it is natural or normal to have those feelings. Statements like “I think I might have felt/thought the way you do if that had happened to me” allow the person to feel accepted while expressing difficult emotions or critical thoughts. These statements encourage the speaker to go deeper in the conversation with you. Can you think of a way of normalizing the feelings of someone with whom you are in conflict?

Empathizing

Put yourself in other people's shoes to better understand their perceptions and feelings. Look inward and find a time when you had a similar experience, reaction, or feeling. You might say, “I think I can understand why you feel so strongly about this subject because I experienced something similar in my own life.” Or, “I can appreciate why you might feel that way.” Or just, “I understand.” Do not say, “I know exactly how you feel.” You don't. What are some empathizing comments you might make?

Soliciting

Ask questions to solicit advice and identify potentially acceptable solutions. You might say, “I would like your advice/help on how we might resolve this.” “What do you think we should do?” “Tell me more about what you want.” “What would you like to see happen?” “Why do you think that would work?” What questions could you ask to solicit advice about a disagreement or conflict you are having?

Mirroring

Mirroring reflects back the emotions, affect, demeanor, body language, tone of voice, metaphors, and even breathing patterns used by the speaker to encourage the feeling that you are a companion in whatever he or she is thinking and feeling, rather than a dispassionate observer who does not really care or understand. If the speaker takes a defensive posture, you can try taking one yourself, then move to a more open one. In doing so, don't make it appear you are mimicking or being disrespectful. How might you mirror someone you have not been able to reach and let them feel you are with them?

Agreeing

If you disagree with a speaker about a topic, it doesn't mean you have to disagree about everything. It is useful in the midst of your disagreements to point out the issues on which you are in agreement. You might say, “What I like about what you just said is…” “I really agree with you about that.” “What I think we disagree about is…” What might you say to someone with whom you disagree to let the person know you share areas of agreement?

Supplementing

Instead of “yes, but…” say “yes, and…” In this way, rather than relating to others as adversaries, you can convert them into allies. You might say, “Let me build on that and see if we are on the same track,” “Let me support what you are saying with another point,” “Not only that, but…” What could you say to add to what your opponent said or to supplement the other person's points and clarify your disagreements?

Inviting Elaboration

Asking open-ended questions that do not have a fixed answer lets the speaker know you respect his or her point of view. You can ask wide-open questions, such as “Why?” “What would you like to see happen?” “Why is that important to you?” Or more directed questions, such as “I'd like to ask a question about that,” “How would you…?” “Help me understand why you…” What do you really want to know from or about the person with whom you are in conflict? What might you ask that could get you that information?

Reframing

Reframing or rephrasing is preserving the basic content and message in a communication while altering its expression so it can be heard nondefensively and encourage dialogue. For example, you can reframe by turning “you” statements into “I” statements or by identifying the reasons for your disagreement. You can turn the statement “You are incompetent!” into “Why did this happen?” “What did I say that created that expectation?” “What did you think you were supposed to do?” One format for reframing is, “I feel…when you…because…” How might you reframe a statement in your conflict to suggest a solution?

Responding

Listening respectfully means responding authentically to what is said and not using listening techniques to manipulate the speaker. The speaker is entitled to a response that comes to grips with what was said. You might say, “If I understand you correctly, you see the problem this way… Here's how I see it.” “Would you like to know how I experienced what happened?” Try to respond without being defensive or angry yet still make your point clear. If your purpose is to learn from your conflict, you will not do so either by backing away from disagreement or getting drawn into angry, defensive responses. What could you say to someone with whom you disagree that would allow you to achieve both these goals?

Summarizing

If you want the other person to feel heard, summarize what was said in your own words. You might say, “Let me see if I understand what you just said—[summarize]. Is that right?” This feedback will help the speaker feel heard and provide an opportunity to confirm, correct, or improve your understanding. It discourages them from repeating what they just said because they think you didn't really get it. It demonstrates your interest in what was said and your desire to grasp their essential meaning. It is useful to summarize at the end of a conversation to see if you have the same perception of what was said. In doing so, you risk making a mistake, but it is better to be mistaken and get clarification than to continue based on false assumptions. How might you summarize the point of view of someone with whom you are in conflict, with whom you totally disagree?

Validating

Recognize the speaker's contributions and thank the person for communicating with you. Validate specific points the speaker made that you found useful. Consider saying “I appreciate your willingness to raise these issues with me.” “I learned a great deal from what you said, specifically…” “I know it took a lot for you to be as open as you were, and I want to acknowledge you for taking that risk.” “I appreciate your willingness to talk to me about this.” “I didn't know you felt that way before.” What comments might you make to validate your opponent in a way that is authentic and communicates your genuine interest and respect?

Obviously, you don't always have to do everything listed above in order to communicate effectively. We rarely remember to use all these phrases and techniques in the heat of battle. We hope, however, that you will commit to improving your listening skills by becoming more conscious and aware of how you are communicating, identifying what got you into trouble or triggered a defensive response in the listener that you did not intend, and being open to honest feedback.

None of these methods will guarantee successful communication and each can be used by an uncommitted listener to give an appearance of listening while holding firmly to a private agenda. All the words and techniques can be right, but if the listener really does not care about the speaker and the message being delivered, their inauthenticity will be clear nonetheless.

In other words, you can have every one of these techniques down perfectly, but if your heart is not in it, your opponent will know. Conversely, you can never use a single one of these techniques, but if your heart is genuinely in it and you are actually interested in the other person and what they think, they will know that as well.

We each face four challenges in listening: first, being as deeply honest, empathetic, and responsive as we can possibly be; second, being sincerely curious about our opponent; third, listening with our hearts for other people's unspoken needs, interests, desires, and intentions; and fourth, continuing our search for the best ways of clarifying our communications, improving our relationships, and manifesting our integrity and authenticity.

Listening with the Heart

The most important organ in listening is neither the ear nor the mind, but the heart, and it is within your heart that you will discover the true meaning of any communication you want to make or receive. When you listen with your heart, you become one with the speaker and discover their truth inside you.

Heart-based listening, for this reason, is much deeper than merely empathetic or responsive listening. It requires you to focus your awareness not on the words being used, but imagining what the speaker may be thinking or feeling and not expressing directly through words. It means asking yourself what it might feel like to walk in your opponent's shoes, and what would cause you to make that statement and communicate or behave as she did.

When you listen within a role—the way, for example, that managers typically listen to employees, teachers listen to students, service representatives listen to complaining customers, and government clerks listen to members of the public—you are likely to listen primarily to the facts, so you can decide what to do in response. But in addition to facts, you can also listen for subtle information about the human being who is speaking to you, what she is feeling, how she perceive the world, and what is really important to her.

To do so, you will need to go inside yourself, expand your heart space, and try to hear the other person's deepest emotions, intentions, biases, and confusions—in addition to the facts. Try to hear


	• Emotions and feelings
	• Distortions of perception



	• Wishes and desires
	• Prejudices



	• Interests and positions
	• Family patterns



	• Dreams and visions
	• Role confusions



	• Intentions
	• Stereotypes



	• Humiliations
	• Self-esteem



	• Denials and defensiveness
	• Resistance



	• Openings to dialogue
	• Apologies



	• Similarities
	• Differences in style



	• Cries for help
	• Admissions of guilt



	• Desire for forgiveness
	• Requests for acknowledgment




Each of these is present as possibilities in all our conversations. So the next time you listen to a colleague or family member, or to your opponent in a conflict, try to hear these deeper elements in what they are saying. See if you can hear them more accurately by listening with an open heart, and with empathy and intuition. Try to imagine what would cause you to make similar statements and act in similar ways. As the ancient Chinese sage, Lao Tzu, advised many centuries ago, “Take time to listen to what is said without words, to obey the law too subtle to be written, to worship the unnameable and to embrace the unformed.”
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