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Preface

This book is a complete guide to interpersonal conflict. The central principles of effective
conflict management are examined in all types of contexts—from romantic relationships
to the workplace.

The fifth edition retains all the popular features of earlier editions while incorporating
over 200 new reports of the latest research. Many of the chapters are expanded and
enlivened with considerably more analysis and examples from the workplace and other
public contexts. In addition, throughout the book, increased focus is directed toward the
influences of culture and gender.

Chapter 1 reviews conflict assumptions, metaphors about conflict, and the framing ef-
fects of culture and gender. The new lens model of conflict demonstrates how partners have
different perceptions in all conflicts and how these also differ from outsider views.

Chapter 2 presents the often quoted definition of conflict refined in the previous edi-
tions. The spirals of destructive and constructive conflict demonstrate the interactive dy-
namics that escalate in all disputes.

New illustrations enhance the presentation of content, relational, identity (face-saving),
and procedural goals in chapter 3. Here you will find useful new insights forged from inter-
vention into disputes in personal relationships and organizations.

Chapter 4 expands on the major ways people conceptualize power and shows how these
views affect struggles as they unfold. This chapter sharpens the treatment of either/or and
both/and perspectives found in earlier editions.

New insights appear in chapter 5 regarding avoidance, verbal aggressiveness, and vio-
lence. The new information is challenging and worth a close read, for at the heart of all
conflict dynamics are the communicative choices made by the parties involved.

The assessment devices that many of you found so useful are still resident in chapter 6.
Each of these have been refined in response to your suggestions.

Chapter 7 not only covers the now standard approaches to negotiation but extends the
analysis into some of the latest feminist views of negotiation. Many new examples bring
negotiation principles into our everyday lives.

Chapter 8 has a dual task—showing how to move out of avoidance and also how to self-
regulate destructive moves. You will find very useful information on how to alter both of
these patterns and move conflict into a constructive zone.

Chapter 9 has been almost totally revised and expanded. The explosion of interest in
mediation is evident in this chapter, with extensive information about types of mediation
and the skills needed for successful mediation. A significant component on different cul-
tural methods for handling conflict will pique your interest, for it challenges some widely
held assumptions about conflict management and gives us a backdrop for reviewing
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mainstream cultural practices. Also, new information on how to design dispute systems is
useful for preventative conflict management.

If you are interested in becoming a dispute resolver, the appendix is worth a look. Use-
ful resources, many of which can be instantly accessed on the Internet, can be found here.
For example, you can locate community dispute centers where you can volunteer, and find
graduate programs in conflict management.

Any feedback you have about this edition will be warmly received. Please send corre-
spondence to the following addresses:

Bill Wilmot Joyce Hocker
Department of Communication Studies 210 North Higgins
University of Montana Suite 309

Missoula, MT 59812 Missoula, MT 59802
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Perspectives on Conflict

Why Study Conflict? 2
Your Personal History 6
Views of Conflict 8
Common Assumptions 8
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Conflict Happens

Why Study Conflict?

Conflict happens. It happens on the job, between groups in our society, within families, and
right in the middle of our most personal relationships. Conflict is ever present and both fas-
cinating and maddening. The challenges of dealing with differences have rarely been greater.

Conflicts arise naturally in all kinds of settings. On the global scale, nations struggle with
one another, both diplomatically and militarily. And with the increased globalization of the
world’s economy, we are all becoming more interdependent with one another (Brown 1992).

On the job, “conflict is a stubborn fact of organizational life” (Kolb and Putnam 1992,
311). Rather than seeing conflict as abnormal, Pondy (1992) suggests we view organiza-
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tions as “arenas for staging conflicts, and managers as both fight promoters who organize
bouts and as referees who regulate them” (259). Furthermore, Pondy asserts that in the
company, agency, or small business, conflict may be the very essence of what the organi-
zation is about, and if “conflict isn’t happening then the organization has no reason for
being.” One study surveyed workers and found that almost 85 percent reported conflicts at
work (Volkema and Bergmann 1989). And with an increasing awareness of cultural diver-
sity and gender equity issues, it is imperative that we become familiar with issues sur-
rounding promotions and harassment. In fact, one can see training in organizations as a
form of preventive conflict management (Hathaway 1995). The recognition of the preva-
lence of conflict at work has led to books on mediating conflict in the workplace (Yar-
brough and Wilmot 1995), showing how managers can learn conflict management skills to
intervene in disputes in their organization.

Ongoing, unresolved workplace conflict also has negative impacts that reach far beyond
the principal parties. In an electronics plant, for example, if the director of engineering and
the director of production are unable to reach agreement about quality controls, the staffs
of both engineering and production actively complain about one another, subverting both
groups’ goals. The continual avoidance of the problem seeps throughout the organization,
affecting everyone who has direct contact with the directors. If the executive director of a
nonprofit agency and her board cannot get along, employees tend to take sides, fear for
their jobs, and, like those above them, wage a campaign discrediting the other group.
Ignoring workplace conflict sets destructive forces in motion that decrease productivity,
spread the conflict to others, and lead to lessened morale and productivity. In one organi-
zation one of us recently entered, the president and CEO was on the verge of reorganizing
the structure, affecting 600 people so that two vice presidents would not have to talk to one
another!

Some of the advantages to studying organizational conflicts are as follows:

* Asan employee, you can learn how to get along with
fellow employees
your manager
the public
* As asupervisor, you can begin to
see conflicts coming
learn productive responses
get more cooperation from employees
help employees resolve their disputes with one another
keep interpersonal conflicts from spreading to other parts of the organization

In your personal relationships, the study of conflict also can pay big dividends. If you
are an adolescent or parent of an adolescent, it will come as no surprise to you that it takes
about ten years for parents and children to renegotiate roles closer to equality than their
earlier parent-child relationship (Comstock 1994), and at the heart of this renegotiation is
the conflict process. The study of conflict can assist in this renegotiation process, letting
you see which styles backfire, which ones work best, and how much productive power you
have available.

We all know that romantic relationships provide a rigorous test of our skills. Siegert and
Stamp (1994) studied the effects of the “First Big Fight” in dating relationships, noting that



some couples survive and prosper, whereas others break up. These communication
researchers tell us quite clearly that “the big difference between the non-survivors and sur-
vivors was the way they perceived and handled conflict” (357). As Wilmot (1995) wrote,
“What determines the course of a relationship . . . is in a large measure determined by
how successfully the participants move through conflict episodes” (95).

One of the ultimate testing grounds for romantic relationships is marriage. Almost all
spouses report “occasional marital disagreement” (Bolger et al. 1989; Metz, Rosser, and
Strapko 1994). For many spouses the disagreements may be only once or twice a month,
yet for others thay may continue over many days (Bolger et al. 1989). It is common and
normal for partners to have conflicts or disagreements, and in fact, managing conflict is
one of the central tasks of maintaining a marriage (Gottman 1994). As you might guess,
learning to constructively resolve conflict is clearly and directly linked to marital satisfac-
tion. “Findings regarding the link between conflict resolution styles and marital satisfac-
tion have been consistent in indicating that each spouse’s marital satisfaction is positively
related to the frequency with which each spouse uses constructive strategies to resolve con-
flict” (Kurdek 1995, 153).

It may well be that the key skill in all long-term committed relationships is conflict
management—certainly the data on marriages suggest this is true (Gottman 1994). The
presence of conflict does not determine the quality of a marriage; rather, how the couple
handles conflict situations determines the quality of the relationship (Comstock and
Strzyzewski 1990). Even beliefs about conflict are more important to marital happiness
than whether or not the two partners actually agree with one another (Crohan 1992).

How you handle conflict spreads to other members of your family. For example, it has
been noted that adult children who are taking care of their parents usually have high lev-
els of conflict with siblings (Merrill 1996). Learning effective skills for dealing with your
younger brother or sister is far better than engaging in a family dispute that will affect your
children and subsequent generations as well.

We need to study conflict management because some of the findings are not intuitively
obvious. For example, it isn’t just the people who call one another names who have rela-
tionship difficulties deriving from conflict. It has been clearly demonstrated that “couples
who never engage in conflict are at long-term risk” (McGonagle, Kessler, and Gotlib 1993,
398).

Unresolved conflict has tremendous negative impact. It directly affects the parties
themselves—the two vice presidents are so absorbed with their conflict that they cannot
carry out their normal job duties. In relationships, unresolved conflict leads to drifting
away from one another and sometimes jettisoning the relationship entirely. One study even
found that the relapse of compulsive gamblers was related to erupting interpersonal con-
flicts (Lorenz 1989).

Family research is quite clear about the systemwide effects of destructive marital con-
flict. First, negative conflict between the parents reduces the family’s network of friends
and creates more loneliness (Jones 1992). Second, conflict between the parents tends to
both change the mood of household interactions and also to shift the parents’ attention to
the negative behaviors of their children (Jouriles and Farris 1992). For example, inter-
parental conflict leads to fathers issuing confusing and threatening commands to their sons
(Jouriles and Farris 1992). Third, parental conflict has direct negative impacts on the chil-
dren (Comstock and Strzyzewski 1990). Conflict between parents predicts well-being of



