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Preface

During our work with this project we have conducted a large number of interviews. Many
individuals have openly and comprehensively told us about their experiences of a workplace
conflict, experiences that sometimes lead to deep and protracted life crises. However, even
for those who did not suffer during a long period because of the conflict, the interviews
raised themes of great personal significance, often accompanied by strong feelings. Many
of these individual fates have touched us researchers deeply. Our enduring feeling in
relation to the material we have assembled is that it is immensely rich, moving and important.
In this research report we can only draw upon a small part of the abundantly rich potential
contained in the stories we have read, listened to and documented in the form of transcripts.
However, we want to assure all the individuals who have shared their experiences with us
that this report is only a beginning. We will continue working with the interview material
we have collected and with the topic of workplace conflicts in general. This report is
focussed on investigating and describing differences in how individuals perceive, interpret,
handle and learn from workplace conflicts. In the context of this study, we can only in a
very superficial way cover such important themes as deficiencies in organizational structures
and leadership and problematic organizational cultures, even though these circumstances
are often the most important roots of unskilfully handled problems in the workplace, leading
to a great amount of frustrations and suffering for the persons involved. However, these are
issues we will continue working with in the coming years.

The research project was financed through a grant from the Council of Worklife Research,
a Swedish public agency. We are deeply grateful that the Council decided to support the
project, even though we could not present very solid credentials in this particular field of
research at the time of the application. We hope that this report shows that it was a good
decision. Since we wanted to use the project to build a solid foundation for further research
in this field, our level of ambition has been very high in relation to the resources that were
available (600k SEK, about 60k USD during two years). Due to this (self-inflicted) imbalance
between ambitions and available working time, the present report is in some respects
preliminary. We did not want to give up any of the central goals of the project and we did
not want to leave out any parts of the report, since we regard each part as vital for the
whole. This means that we have not had enough time to work through each chapter as
conscientiously as we would have liked. However, since we have been able to secure
research grants for further projects, one of which involves building a comprehensive website
on workplace conflicts based on this research, we can promise that we will continue
working with the contents of this report until we are satisfied with the results.

It has been very enriching and developing to work with this project, and we want to express
our warm and deeply felt thanks to all those women and men who have let us share in
important parts of their worklives and private lives.



1. The individual's conflict experience

Introduction

Although workplace conflicts are encountered by almost everyone during their working lives, and
although conflicts lead to costs in the form of personal suffering and organizational damage, very
little systematic research has been conducted in this area, both in Sweden and internationally.
This report presents the results of a two-year research project aimed at elucidating the differences
in how people involved in workplace conflicts think about and react to the causes and course of
the conflict as well as conflict management. Thus, our efforts are focused primarily on the
individual's experiences and reactions, only touching indirectly on other important issues related
to organizational structure and culture, systems of social norms, the nature of leadership and
similar factors. We believe that this focus on personal perceptions of conflict experiences allows
the reader to consider the content of the report in light of his/her own conflict experiences.
Although the text deals with how others perceive, interpret and manage conflicts, we hope that
reading it will give rise to questions and reflections concerning how the reader him-/herself
handles such experiences.

The figure below shows six important areas for competence development related to workplace
conflicts. The research reported here concerns primarily boxes [ and V.

Prevention

Management

Learning from
experiences

Figure 1.1 Tasks in constructive conflict management
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Before the project start, at the turn-of-the-year 1998/99, two main aims were formulated:

— to investigate differences in ways of perceiving, interpreting and managing workplace
conflicts; and

— to develop a conceptual framework that can elucidate the potential for learning, skill
development, general personal development and organizational development inherent in the
process of working through workplace conflicts.

During the course of the project, we have completed over 80 interviews with individuals who
have been involved in workplace conflicts. This extensive corpus has been analyzed, and the
results of this analysis provided the foundation for development of the instruments presented in
this report. In Chapters 2 and 3, we describe a comprehensive typology of individuals' perception
and interpretation of conflict experiences. In Chapter 4, we discuss different ways of creating
images of the counterpart in a conflict, various conceptions of what is important, as well as
different types of learning from conflict experiences. Chapter 5 presents portraits of people who
have characteristic ways of perceiving, interpreting and managing workplace conflicts. Chapter 6
contains an entire interview with a person who has a remarkably well-developed awareness of
various aspects of a conflict. And finally, in Chapter 7, we outline a four-step "curriculum" for
development of individual conflict management skills.

This version of the report is primarily aimed at professionals working with conflicts, particularly
those taking a psychological approach. The present version is preliminary, and thus certain
sections are not as thoroughly worked through as we would have liked. During the next two
years, we plan to continue working with the material, both to achieve more depth and to reach a
broader audience, among other things via an extensive website focused on workplace conflicts.

Comments on the project's theoretical points of departure

The primary aim of our project is to develop concepts and models that can serve as instruments
for illustrating differences in how people perceive workplace conflicts and for showing the
potential for personal learning and development inherent in conflict experiences. This aim
implies a certain prioritizing that also defines the role theory plays in the project. Thus, our
purpose is not to scientifically test well-defined hypotheses, nor is it to use empirical data for
development of stringent theories. During our efforts, the theoretical frameworks used have
primarily served as a general perspective that provides hints as to what we should search for in
our material, while our purpose has been to make new discoveries through the analysis. Our
understanding is strongly influenced by the literature in two theoretical areas or discourses:
cognitive development during adulthood and conflict management. For approximately five years
prior to the project start, we have systematically studied the literature in these areas, thereby
collecting concepts, models, insights and issues that we judge to be relevant to our own area of
interest. It is not possible in this report to provide a thorough review of this literature, but we
instead refer the reader to other overviews and summaries (Jordan, 1998b, 2000, 2001;
Basseches, 1984; Cook-Greuter, 1999). Our approach is constructionist, i.e., we assume that the



meaning we humans give to our experiences is a meaning we construct ourselves. In contrast to
other, very contemporary research, we do not focus on social constructions of meaning, but
instead use an individual-oriented perspective. One could say that our area of study is the
individual's constructions of social constructions. Within the framework of this study, however,
we do not deal with the origin and nature of social constructions or with their importance for the
individual. The works of central significance for the formulation of our research issues, interview
questions and our preliminary theoretical framework are the following: Robert Kegan's two
books (1982, 1994) on transformation of structures of consciousness in adulthood; Jane
Loevinger's ego development theory (Loevinger & Wessler, 1970; Loevinger, 1976; Hy &
Loevinger, 1996); Robert Selman's work on development of role-taking (Selman, 1980);
Lawrence Kohlberg's studies of moral development (Kohlberg, 1971, 1976); William Torbert's
studies of structurally different types of organizational leadership (Torbert, 1987, 1991; Fisher &
Torbert, 1995); Susanne Cook-Greuter's research on sophisticated ego structures (Cook-Greuter,
1990, 1994, 1999); Friedrich Glasl's extensive work on organizational conflicts and subjective
aspects of conflict escalation (Glasl, 1997, 1999); Eva Maringer and Rainer Steinweg's research
on constructive attitudes during conflicts (Maringer & Steinweg, 1997); Marshall Rosenberg's
principles of non-violent communication (Rosenberg, 1999); Daniel Goleman's work on
emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1995, 1998); and Roger Fisher and William Ury's seminal work
on constructive efforts during negotiations (Fisher & Ury, 1981). We have also been inspired by
and borrowed concepts and ideas from many other sources, as well as from our own professional
and private experience.

Interview methods

Since the aim of the study was to investigate differences in how individuals perceive, interpret
and manage workplace conflicts, it was important to give the interviewee as much scope as
possible to tell about his or her conflict experiences in a natural manner. We developed an
interview guide with general questions that was used as a checklist during the interviews (see
Appendix I). The guide begins with an invitation to tell about the conflict, continues with follow-
up questions for clarification, and ends with several questions that can be assumed to lead the
participant to consider issues that he or she had not necessarily reflected upon previously. Our
approach to interviewing has been inspired by the "subject-object interview," developed by
Robert Kegan and colleagues (Lahey et al., 1988). Employing this approach, one begins with
situations and dilemmas in the interviewee's life and uses these as points of departure in an
attempt to elucidate how the individual constructs his/her everyday experiences and him-/herself
(a description of the method can also be found in Jordan, 1998b). In her doctoral dissertation,
Pamela Steiner (one of Kegan's co-workers) adapted the subject-object interview so as to analyze
how individuals construct specific conflict situations. This adaptation has also served as a source
of inspiration for our project.



Presentation of the empirical material

The interview material consists of 84 interviews, divided into two different series, A and B. The
A series includes 40 audiotaped interviews conducted by Titti Lundin. Participants in this series
were recruited, with only a few exceptions, via an advertisement in the newspaper Goteborgs-
posten in January 1999." These interviews were completed during the spring of 1999. The B
series includes 44 interviews conducted via e-mail by Thomas Jordan. Participants in this series
were primarily recruited via invitations placed on various bulletin boards on Usenet (in particular
alt.psychology.help; soc.women; soc.men) and the World Wide Web.> A few interviewees had
located the project themselves via search engines and asked if they might participate. The B
series interviews were completed between the spring of 1998 and the fall of 2000. We have, in
principle, interviewed everyone who declared interest, and have, thus, not systematically selected
participants (further discussion below). Considerably more women than men were interested in
participating. Of the 84 participants, 23 were men and 61 women. In the A series, all participants
were residing in western Sweden; some were of non-Swedish origin. In the B series, 27 were
residing in the US, 11 in Sweden, 2 in the UK, 1 in Luxembourg, 1 in Ireland, 1 in Australia and
1 in Israel.

Table 1.1 shows the age and sex distributions of the participants. Seven individuals failed to
report their age. We have very few young participants, and among those responding to our
advertisement (A series), the average age was relatively high. Unsurprisingly, the average age of
participants in the B series was considerably younger than that of the A series.

A series B series
Age Men Women Men Women Total
21-30 0 0 0 2 2
31-40 1 1 5 10 17
41-50 1 16 6 12 35
51-60 4 8 0 15
61-70 2 5 0 7
71- 0 1 0 1
Unknown 0 1 3 3 7
Total 9 31 14 30 84

Table 1.1 Distribution of participant age by sex

' The advertisement text is provided in Appendix II.
* The English advertisement text is provided in Appendix II.
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Table 1.2 Types of workplaces represented in the sample

Table 1.2 presents the types of workplaces at which the participants were employed. As can be
seen, many different types of workplaces are represented. This is not of crucial significance to the
study, but eliminates one possible source of bias in the results. Appendix III contains a list of the
occupational categories represented among the interviewees.



All participants were asked to complete the Washington University Sentence Completion Test,
which consists of 36 partial sentences with beginnings but no ends; the subject's task is to
complete them. The test is projective and, after coding, gives a rough measure of subjects' ego
development level, or more precisely of their degree of cognitive differentiation (see further,
Loevinger, 1976; Hy & Loevinger, 1996). All but one of the participants completed the test. In
this study, the test results have had a subordinate role, primarily being used to get an overview of
the variation among our interviewees and to roughly sort them into groups for the purpose of
analysis. Thus, we will not discuss ego development theory and test methodology here.’ For those
readers familiar with Loevinger's ego development theory, we report the distribution of
participants across the various ego development stages (see Table 1.3). As there are no reliable
studies indicating the average distribution in the population as a whole, we cannot comment on
how our participants might differ from the population average.* The average among our
participants is probably somewhat higher than that of the general population. The test results also
indicate that our participants have a relatively good spread across the ego development stages,
although more representatives of stage 4 would have been desirable.

Stage A series B series Total Share as %
E4 1 2 3 4
E5 17 12 29 35
E6 14 19 33 40
E7 6 5 11 13
E8 1 5 6 7
C9 0 1 1 1

Table 1.3 Distribution of participants across ego development stages

Most interviewees were asked what caused their desire to participate in the interview series. The
motives mentioned often were a need to talk with an impartial person about a conflict experience
that had given rise to considerable frustration; a wish to contribute to research on an important
topic; a wish to get suggestions from a person knowledgeable on how an ongoing conflict
situation might be handled; the expectation that such an interview might be interesting and
instructive. Those who responded to the newspaper advertisement and agreed to an audiotaped
interview had often experienced long-standing and difficult workplace conflicts that had led to
serious personal crises. The conflicts per se were often over and had sometimes occurred several
years earlier. Most of those who volunteered for the e-mail interviews were involved in ongoing
conflicts that they wished to discuss with an impartial party. In this group, there were fewer who
had experienced conflicts lasting for several years and leading to long-standing illness and

? The interested reader is referred to Loevinger & Wessler, 1970; Loevinger, 1976; Hy & Loevinger, 1996; Cook-
Greuter, 1994 and 1999.

* A rough estimate of the distribution in the US population, based on tens of thousands of completed tests, suggests
that approx. 10% of adults can be found in the pre-conventional stages (E2-E3), approx. 80% in the conventional
stages (E4-E6), approx. 9% in the early post-conventional stages (E7-E8), and less than 0.5% in the late post-
conventional stages (C9-C10) (Cook-Greuter, 1990).



serious personal crises. In a separate section below we will continue this discussion of the
differences between the two interview series.

Conducting the interviews

After having read an information sheet about the research project (see Appendix IV),
interviewees in both series were asked to sign a "contract" (the purpose of which was primarily to
guarantee that they were informed about the conditions; see Appendix V) and to take the sentence
completion test mentioned above (WUSTC). A-series participants took the test home along with
an addressed envelope. B-series participants sent the completed test at the beginning of the
interviews. The A-series interviews were conducted in one session per participant and normally
lasted for about 1.5 hours. These interviews were audiotaped. All of the 40 interviews were
transcribed and printed, the printouts normally amounting to 20-30 DIN A4 pages. The B-series
interviews were normally completed during a period of approximately 2-3 weeks per participant
and consisted of between 4 and 8 rounds of questions and answers. The length of the edited
printouts was more variable than that of the audiotaped interviews, the e-mail exchanges ranging
from approximately 15 to 40 pages, though normally 20-25 pages.

Differences between oral and e-mail interviews

There appeared to be a number of interesting differences between the oral and e-mail interviews
in terms of conditions and results. It is difficult, however, to draw definite conclusions based on
our material, among other things because different interviewers conducted the two different
series. We would nevertheless like to report several observations.

For the audiotaped interviews, the interview situation had already been founded on telephone
contact between the interviewer and the interviewee. Even at this stage, the participant can sense
whether he/she trusts the interviewer and his/her purpose. At the interview itself, a relationship
between them is easily established, which often becomes quite personal and confiding since the
interviewee is relating very personal and emotionally charged experiences while the interviewer
listens with great attention and interest, without criticizing or expressing his/her own opinions.
The interviewee often has a long story to tell and the threshold for telling is low. The
conversational situation also allows digressions and the typical meandering of spoken language,
which sometimes appears incoherent when transcribed.

The conditions of an e-mail interview are quite different. Participants have little opportunity to
form an opinion of the interviewer in advance, but this opinion must emerge as the interview
proceeds. Naturally, we have no way of knowing how many Internet users saw the invitation to
participate, but failed to declare their interest because they were unable to form an opinion of the
interviewer and the project's purpose. It was not, however, difficult to recruit participants via
Internet. It appeared as though many participants viewed anonymity as a great advantage. The



fact that they were being interviewed by a person at a great geographic distance from them and
via e-mail means that many felt quite free to relate very personal events. The course of the
interview differed greatly in character between the e-mail and oral series. There are several
reasons for this. Compared to speaking, writing takes more time and effort, which means that
written stories are less spontaneous, more concentrated, more carefully prepared and more
focussed on the essentials. The act of writing can result in the interviewee reflecting upon the
conflict in a way he or she otherwise wouldn't have. Of course this can also happen during an oral
interview, but our impression is that the influence of the interview per se on the individual's
perception and interpretation of conflict experiences is greater during an e-mail than an oral
interview. An additional difference is that the interviewees receive questions via e-mail, and thus
have time to consider their responses. A participant can read the questions when the message is
retrieved, think about them for a day or two, and then sit down to compose his/her answers. The
interview structure is, naturally, different as well. An oral interview is linear, i.e., questions are
normally asked one at a time, and answers are given after each question. In an e-mail interview,
the interviewee reads the entire message and follow-up questions are posed in many different
places in the same round. Thus the interview isn't linear, but follows several lines in parallel. It is
also easy to quote previous responses and pose direct follow-up questions concerning what the
interviewee actually meant. The interviewee can, in turn, reflect upon what he/she wrote
previously, consider the question and take stock of several questions and answers that might
relate to different topics simultaneously. Moreover, the process takes place over several weeks,
whereas the oral interviews take only 1 or 2 hours. This further strengthens the interventionist
character of the e-mail interview. On the one hand, this implies that an e-mail interview is
probably a poorer instrument than the oral interview for getting a picture of how the participants
function in everyday life. On the other hand, the e-mail interview has an important therapeutic, or
consciousness-raising, potential, something that numerous B-series participants mentioned
spontaneously.

Methodological problems

Inherent in this type of investigation, of course, is a great paradox — a problem of methodology
that is difficult to solve. We wish to study the types of issues individuals reflect upon during
conflict situations, and we must proceed by posing questions to these individuals. By asking a
question, we have, naturally, brought just this question to the fore of the respondent's
consciousness. This is analogous to elementary-particle physics, where one can only observe a
given phenomenon by adding energy and where by adding energy one changes just this
phenomenon. However, we aren't particularly dependent on knowing precisely what a given
person has reflected upon on his/her own. It is sufficient to be able to show that great differences
exist and to describe their nature. Moreover, even if our questions give rise to new reflections, it
is often clear from the interviewee's response whether an issue has been previously considered or
is new to him/her in some respect.



An important aspect of our recruiting methods is that participants are individuals who have
experienced a conflict as a great problem, or in any case as a personal challenge. Many
participants have suffered in various ways from the conflicts in which they have been involved,
and they have often been in vulnerable positions, e.g., endured harassment by superiors or
colleagues. We have not had access to other involved individuals who did not perceive the events
as a conflict or who were the "perpetrators," i.e., those who did the harassing or had the power to
promote their own interests. This is important to keep in mind while evaluating the interpretations
we will present in subsequent chapters — in particular the portraits (see Chapter 5).

For our purposes, it is necessary to have samples of various ways of perceiving, interpreting and
managing workplace conflicts. Among the interviews, there should preferably be a few samples
from those parts of the extant spectra of attitudes toward conflicts that are common in the general
population. It is not, however, important that our sample be representative in the usual sense,
since our aim is not to discover how common various types of attitudes are.

We will not go beyond the above discussion of how our methodology and sampling might have
influenced the nature of our results, since — as should be clear at this point — our aim is not to
study the statistical distribution of different kinds of meaning-making in the population. We wish
to claim, however, that the variation we have in terms of ego development stage, age, sex,
educational level and occupation — though neither ideal nor representative — suffices for our
purposes, which are to develop instruments for elucidating and describing significant differences
in how individuals perceive, interpret and handle workplace conflicts.

Treatment and analysis of the interviews

The interviews were numbered in the two series, A and B; men were assigned odd and women
even numbers. The first phase of processing was to transcribe the audiotaped interviews and to
edit the e-mail interviews to obtain orderly files for each respondent. This was obviously quite
time-consuming. After having listened through the recordings, 33 of the 40 audiotaped interviews
were transcribed.” During transcription, every paragraph was numbered to facilitate the making
of working notes and identification of the correct section of a given interview. When editing the
e-mail interviews it was sufficient in most cases to only include the participant's responses, thus
not the interviewer's message/questions, since the response message usually included a copy of
the interview questions, thereby avoiding redundant text. In a few cases, however, it was
necessary to include the message containing the questions in order to get a complete picture of
the course of the interview.

Prior to analysis, we developed an analysis form based on our preliminary theoretical framework.
The form included 10 pages of questions to be answered for every interview (see Appendix VI).
By way of experiment, we also constructed a scale on which the researcher would attempt to rate

> The remaining 7 interviews were transcribed after this version of the report was completed.
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the character of the interview for specific questions (see further Coding Sheets 2 and 3 in
Appendix VI). The purpose of the analysis form was not to obtain scientifically valid,
quantitative interview data to be used for, e.g., correlational analysis. This analysis is far too
dependent on the researcher's own interpretations and judgements to allow such quantification to
meet even the minimal requirements of scientific validity and reliability. The purpose of the form
was instead to keep the researcher from being drawn into the flow of the story and to help
him/her systematically search the interview for certain themes and variables. The questions in the
form were particularly important for helping the researcher to perceive the elements not found in
the story. Work with the interview analysis also showed that this approach was of crucial
importance for elucidating the characteristic and varying structures of meaning hidden in the
material.

Every interview was read several times, and a sub-set of them (approx. 20) was read 5-10 times
by both researchers. For each reading, attention was directed toward a specific theme. We
diligently made marginal notes related to the themes, so that we could later return to the relevant
sections with ease. About half of the interviews were analyzed completely using the analysis
form, where we noted, for every question, the numbers of the paragraphs judged as relevant to
just that question. The remaining interviews were read and compared as wholes with the more
formally analyzed interviews. They were also used as sources for characteristic excerpts.

Starting from this work, which is an amalgamation of systematic analysis, intuitive searching and
hermeneutic interpretation, the typology presented in Chapter 2 was eventually crystallized.
During this process, we naturally discovered weaknesses in and problems with the analysis form
used, which is why the form in its present state can be considered a worn-out instrument. But
with the conceptual apparatus developed during the course of the project, we are equipped to — in
future projects — conduct considerably more differentiated and precise interview analyses than
those carried out within the framework of the present project.

General observations

Before delving into the research results directly related to the project's aim, we will report several
general observations from the interviews.

One initial important observation is that the conflict stories told by our participants seldom
correspond to the definitions of conflicts found in academic textbooks on conflict management.
At the core of many of these definitions is the notion that two or more parties have incompatible
goals. This type of definition leads our thoughts to conflicts in which two parties have two
different agendas and end up battling over who will get their own way. According to this
scenario, the parties are definite as to their goals and viewpoints, they agree that a conflict exists,
and they know what this conflict is about. In most of the cases in our material, the situation is
different. Many of our participants tell of workplace situations that they have experienced as very
frustrating themselves, and an important component of this frustration has been that others



11

involved have refused to discuss the problems afflicting the participant. Here, the conflict doesn't
consist of clearly defined issues such as allocation of resources, who should get what position or
disagreement over policy questions. The problem is not reducible to a certain issue, but is instead
a matter of unbearable conditions and poorly functioning relationships. One party often has the
upper hand and denies that there is a conflict at all. In such conflicts, the core problems to be
solved are not purely factual matters. In our material, most of the core problems are related to
communication, often that the counterpart stubbornly blocks all attempts to talk about the
perceived problem.® It would be a project in itself to take stock of and analyze all of the strategies
used to avoid admitting that there is a common problem that must be worked through.

The observation that obstructed communication is the primary problem in many conflicts — as
opposed to incompatible goals and viewpoints — leads us naturally to a second observation, that
well-developed skills in understanding causes of conflicts and great social competence are not at
all a guarantee for constructive conflict solutions. We have several cases in which interviewees
have demonstrated unusually well-developed skills relevant to conflict management. Some of
them, despite great inventiveness and intelligent insights into the nature of conflicts, have failed
to constructively affect the course of the conflict. Others have managed, through great effort on
their part, to maintain relatively good relationships with coworkers, but have not been able to
solve the basic conflict, which has continued to taint relationships among other people. Thus, an
additional observation is that there are, in many cases, limits to what conflict management skills
at the individual level can accomplish, particularly when important parties to the conflict are
unwilling to communicate about the central problems. People can simply find themselves quite
powerless in a conflict, despite good intentions, exceptional social skills, great emotional
intelligence and sharp-wittedness in analyzing causal relations. In consequence, in the face of a
difficult conflict, it is often important to consider whether one is wasting time, energy and
commitment on a situation that is actually fairly hopeless. Sometimes the better decision is to
retreat and direct one's resources elsewhere — toward a place where the conditions are more
favorable.

A third observation from our material is that, although a great propensity to reflect upon various
conflict aspects is no guarantee for constructive solutions to a workplace conflict, a thorough
understanding of the underlying causes does imply considerably less risk that individuals will
suffer negative emotional consequences from their experience. People who carefully consider
how others, themselves and workplaces function seldom become bitter and cynical, and usually
have a good ability to learn from and develop through conflict experiences — even if such
experiences were painful.

% In accord with our basic tenet we must point out that this is our way of constructing the causes of the conflicts — an
interpretation that seems reasonable and well founded within the framework of the perspective we are using. From
other perspectives the core problems might be described in other terms and with other emphases.



12

2. What do people think about during a conflict?

Introduction

Throughout the course of our research, we have looked for a way to illustrate the great
differences in how individuals perceive, interpret and manage their own experiences of conflicts.
We have asked ourselves if it is possible to describe the many separate elements of a conflict
experience — elements that one person might actively reflect upon, but that might be absent from
another person's perception and thoughts. Our idea was to create an integrated overview that
systematically describes various elements of individuals' "conflict cognition." Such an overview
could be used to identify important differences in how individuals perceive, react to and manage
conflict experiences. It could also be used as an instrument to illustrate for the individual the
possibilities of using conflict experiences to enhance personal development. The method we
chose involves framing elements that can occur as objects of reflection as questions that a person
can pose to him-/herself and seek answers to. We believe that this is a powerful way to approach
the role of reflection in individuals' ways of dealing with conflicts, partly because the nature of
perception and reflection seem to be describable in terms of the questions one usually and
spontaneously poses to oneself, and partly because we — by basing our overview on typical
questions — use a model to describe cognition that is intelligible and practicable for a wider
audience.

It is crucial to point out that when we talk about the questions a person actively reflects upon in
connection with a conflict experience, we are using the word "reflect" in a strict sense. According
to our definition and use of the concept, in order to "reflect”" upon a phenomenon (e.g., reasons
for a counterpart's behavior, one's own feelings, or the informal roles at one's workplace), one
must construct the phenomenon as a clear mental gestalt, ask oneself a question about the
phenomenon and seek an answer to this question. If we accept this use of the concept "reflect,"
we must also establish that many people go about their daily lives without reflecting at all. A
person could even experience an intense and lengthy conflict without actually reflecting upon
what is happening and why.’

A central part of our research has been to investigate the range of variation in what different
individuals reflect upon. Through an interactive process of reading the interviews in light of a
preliminary theoretical framework, comparing them with one another, and recording and
organizing separate observations, we have arrived at a typology of questions that can occur in
individuals' perception, interpretation and management of workplace conflicts. This typology is
presented in Table 2.1.

The table is constructed by arranging the questions into four main themes (The Conflict, The
Other, The Self, and The Setting), with altogether twenty sub-themes, and by further grouping
them according to four question types (What? What do I feel about it? Why? and What can [
do?). The question types largely follow a sequence from simpler to more sophisticated issues.

"It will later become clear — especially in Chapter 5 — how a non-reflective person can orient him-/herself in life.
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Questions of the type "What?" primarily concern perception, i.e., noticing a certain theme and
thereby making it accessible to conscious thought. Questions of the type "What do I feel about
it?" go one step further and imply that the person is somehow evaluating and trying to take a
position on aspects of the theme. Questions of the type "Why?" imply that the person is looking
for the underlying causes of various phenomena. Finally, questions of the type "What can I do?"
imply that the person is seeking ways to take action and improve the situation.

There is, naturally, nothing given about this particular arrangement, but we have found that it
works well for creating a clearer picture of what a person is reflecting upon. In the following
sections, we will take a closer look at and explain the different parts of the table. In doing so we
proceed in the order indicated in the far left column, where every sub-theme is assigned a letter.
When possible we provide interview excerpts as examples.® The reader should keep in mind,
however, that there are problems associated with using quotations as illustrations, since the most
important features of a person's perception and interpretation are revealed by the questions he/she
doesn't reflect upon. Therefore, in Chapter 5, we present six portraits of individuals who
perceive, interpret and manage workplace conflicts in different ways.

For the reader who finds Table 2.1 difficult to grasp, we hope that the "conflict mandala"
presented in Chapter 3 will provide some consolation through its comprehensive graphical
representation of the various dimensions.

The Conflict

A. Events

It might seem strange to include the question "What has 1. What has happened?
happened?" in this context. But it is clear that some people go | 5 )
. . . . 2. How are the events
through dramatic personal experiences without organizing these | . 9
; . P important to me?
experiences into a coherent story for themselves. Characteristic of 3. Why did it happen?
these individuals is that they either have difficulty telling the ) )

. ) ; 4. How can I influence
interviewer what has happened at all — other than in fragmented

the course of events?

and vague sweeping statements — or the stories are extremely
chaotic and hard to follow. In the latter case, the person might plunge into separate events,
feelings and circumstances without placing them in a wider context. Such stories move back and
forth in time, mixing subjective impressions with external circumstances. We feel that this
represents more than a difficulty with framing a story for someone else; it is also an expression of
a person's difficulty with creating, for him-/herself, an overview of what has happened. It is
probably the case that the episodes and circumstances coming to mind are those that are
somehow emotionally charged for the individual. These mental images, however, are adrift and
lack distinct relationships to other particulars or to an overall context.

¥ Note that the B series consists of e-mail interviews, and excerpts from this series are sometimes of a different
format than the regular interviews. Lines beginning with ">" are quoted, by the interviewer, from a previous round of
answers. Excerpts from interviews that were conducted in Swedish have been translated to English.
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But most people can give a fairly orderly overview of important events and conditions — some of
which are viewed as more significant than others — and from these stories it is clear that they see
the conflict experience as a chronological occurrence. We can view this as the result of a person
asking him-/herself the question "What has happened?" and constructing a story as a response.

The next question, "How are the events important to me?," involves taking a conscious position
on the events. This implies being able both to discern, for oneself, what in the course of events
was of personal significance and to express an opinion on the occurrence of these events.
Naturally, an individual who does not consider this question does experience certain aspects of
the events as important, but fails to work out for him-/herself what was important and to form an
opinion on various aspects. The ability to sift out, for oneself, the important aspects of the course
of events is a prerequisite of emotionally processing and integrating what has happened in a
differentiated manner.

The third question, "Why did it happen?," is quite broad. It deals with whether an individual asks
him-/herself at all why important conflict events occurred. A great proportion of our interviews
show clearly that many people never seriously reflect upon this question. A common pattern is
that the individual tells at great length about the workplace, what has happened and how he/she
has reacted both emotionally and in terms of actions, and that it is only after the interviewer poses
a direct question that the interviewee discusses the reasons for the conflict. In such cases, it is
clear from the wording that the person has never actually thought about this before, and that
he/she must — during the interview situation — search for an answer, which, when found, is often
rather brief. Even when relatively prompt answers to this question occur, one gets the feeling that
the interviewee's conceptions of underlying causes of the conflict are rather superficial, and that
they play an extremely peripheral role in his/her conflict experience. The interviewees'
experiences and reactions relate — in a very straightforward way — to the concrete conflict events
and are, thus, not influenced by a nuanced picture of important causal relations.

The fourth question, "How can I influence the course of events?," implies that one perceives
oneself as a person who can act to constructively affect the course of events. In order to do this in
a well-considered manner, one must have a conception of what is happening (Question 1), an
opinion about the negative aspects of the course of events (Question 2), and some ideas about the
causal relations underlying the events (Question 3) if one is to form an opinion on how to
intervene and change them. One must also view the course of the conflict as a variable as
opposed to a given fact. Moreover, one must have a personal opinion on what is happening that is
so clear and well rooted that one feels authorized (by oneself) to, in a well-considered manner,
intervene to change the course of the conflict and move it in a desired direction.

B. The conflict issues

The second sub-theme to the main theme The Conflict deals with what an individual perceives the
core conflict issues to be. These need not be well-defined standpoints at odds with one another,
but could simply be that someone's attitude is felt to be an obstacle to a tolerable work situation.
The question "What is the conflict about?" implies that one is working out for oneself what seems
to be the core theme of the conflict situation as such. What are the issues and problems that cause
conflicts among us? If people do not formulate an answer to this question for themselves, they
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will not be able to reflect upon how important these themes are or | | What is the conflict
upon the alternatives for handling them. It is not uncommon that 9

: . : about?
people actually have no clear understanding of the basic conflict 2. Do I feel that the
issues. If this is the case, then they act based on their feelings and

i b ht
beliefs, but lack an essential tool for looking at and evaluating SSHEs HroUSHL up are

. ; : important?
whether the issues at stake are important — whether the issues 3. Are there deeper
driven by various parties ("the presented problems") are actually | eeds and interests
of importance for those involved (perhaps there are other under- underlying the pre-
lying interests and needs). sented problems?
4. Can I do anything to

Formulating an idea as to what the conflict is about is a pre-
requisite of the second question, "Do I feel that the issues brought
up are important?," which deals with assessing and prioritizing
among the themes raised by the various parties in the conflict. More often than not, active
consideration of the conflict issues leads to changed outlooks on what is essential as opposed to
what is of less importance.

bring out underlying
needs and interests?

The third question, "Are there deeper needs and interests underlying the presented problems?,"
implies that one is reflecting upon why the present conflict issues exist and why they generate
conflict. Perhaps there are deeper underlying reasons — tied both to the situation as such and to
those involved — why certain issues appear to be important. In the conflict management literature,
it is often stressed (see, e.g., Fisher & Ury, 1981) that attention should be focused on underlying
needs and interests as opposed to the concrete standpoints of those involved in the conflict. For
example, a need for appreciation and recognition might underlie demands for higher salaries. If
one doesn't consider this why-question, one can easily become deadlocked in the positions taken
by those involved and fail to see opportunities to break up the blockades. Thus, the third question
is a prerequisite of posing the fourth, "Can I do anything to bring out underlying needs and
interests?," and thereby of helping to transform conceptions of the actual core conflict issues.

Joan was one of the few interviewees who reflected a great deal upon what needs might underlie
the "presented problems:"

Now for my theory about why this conflict goes on and on: neither A. nor the nursing staff feels deeply
seen or cared for by the others. I think A. yearns to be cared about but it is the most dangerous thing in
the world to her and so she tries to keep herself safe by compartmentalizing her life, never sharing
anything that goes on in her private life, and working to the point of exhaustion. [...] Interestingly, the
rest of the nursing staff are yearning to be cared about ("nurtured") by her as if she were their mother!
There is one nurse who keeps talking about the lack of nurturing on this unit! So I think the
staffing/safety issue is really about much deeper issues." #B14

It is not certain, of course, that Joan is correct, but the fact that she considers the possibility of
important underlying needs and interests provides an opportunity to search for suitable ways to
bring out more fundamental dimensions.
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The Other
C. Behavior

The question "What has my counterpart done?" implies that one is
reflecting more closely upon what exactly the counterpart did that
is relevant to the conflict. As many conflict consultants can
testify, it is extremely common that people involved in conflicts
fail to clarify for themselves what their counterpart has actually
said and done. The picture of the counterpart is often imbued with
sweeping generalizations about what that person is like,
presumptions about what he/she is trying to gain, unreflective
interpretations of the meaning of various episodes, etc. The
question implies that one is trying to sort out what has actually
happened and to articulate it as specifically as possible. If one
fails to ask oneself this question and to search for an answer, one

1. What has my counter-
part actually done?

2. What do I dislike in
my counterpart's
behavior?

3. What are my
counterpart's motives
for his/her behavior?

4. How can I change my
own attitudes in order
to influence the beha-
viour of my counter-

tends to react to the counterpart's behavior based on an extremely
undifferentiated conception of what the counterpart has done and
of his/her current behavior.

part?

The second question of this sub-theme, "What do I dislike in my counterpart's behavior?," deals
primarily with working out for oneself what aspects of the counterpart's behavior cause one to
react negatively. Furthermore, it can be important to consider whether there are sides to the
counterpart's behavior that have been positive and to closely examine whether one's own negative
reactions are justified.

The third question, "What are my counterpart's motives for his/her behavior?," is far-reaching.
The question can be broken down into two steps. The first deals with considering, at all, the idea
that there is probably some reason for the counterpart acting as he/she does. Many never consider
this and are therefore inclined to react to the situation based only on the reactions the
counterpart's behavior causes in them. To the extent that one can imagine the counterpart to have
a number of underlying reasons — in the form of his/her own interpretations, needs, motives,
reaction patterns, etc. — one's own immediate emotional reactions to the counterpart's behavior
tend to be tempered somewhat. The second step in this question consists of considering the
counterpart's possible reasons for his/her attitude. The chances of such reflections leading to
relevant conclusions are, naturally, dependent on how much information one has on the
counterpart as well as on how one tends to construe other people (see Chapter 4).

The fourth question, "What can I do to reinforce those sides of my counterpart I like and reduce
the importance of those sides I dislike?," implies that one is reflecting upon how one can act to
constructively affect the counterpart's attitude. This can involve, for example, strategies aimed at
reinforcing the positive sides one sees in the counterpart or adjusting one's own attitude so as to
reduce the energy and space given to the negative aspects of his/her behavior. To accomplish this,
one must see the counterpart's behavior as a variable affected by different factors (including one's
own attitude) and not as an unchangeable constant.
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D. Interpretations, opinions and perspectives

Our interviews show that the degree of insight into how the
situation appears from the counterpart's point of view varies
considerably among individuals. It seems that some never ask
themselves how the counterpart interprets the situation or consider
what is important to him/her. Others have variously detailed
conceptions of what the counterpart probably feels, thinks, and
desires. If one fails to reflect upon how the counterpart
experiences the situation, one's own interpretations and reactions
are not informed by an understanding of the background to the
counterpart's attitude. Instead, one tends to react directly — with

1. How does my coun-
terpart view the situa-
tion? Which issues are
important for my
counterpart?

2. What do I think
about the way my
counterpart perceives
the situation?

3. Are there important

opinions and actions — to what the counterpart does, often greatly

) 3 reasons for the way the
influenced by how the counterpart's attitude affects oneself.

counterpart sees the
situation?

4. What can I do to help
my counterpart reeva-
luate his/her outlook on
the situation?

The first question, "How does my counterpart view the situa-
tion?," implies that one is trying to imagine how the counterpart
interprets what is happening and what values and goals are
important to him/her. Every individual lives in his/her own story
of what has happened, what the situation is like now, what values
and interests are at stake, etc. Every individual's own special situation is different, and the
circumstances that appear important to one person can be invisible or unimportant to another (see
Stone et al., 1999). Thus, asking how the situation appears to the other can give a new
understanding of why the counterpart acts in a certain way and can also evoke new variables
useful in leading the situation along a more constructive path. Rather than reacting directly to
what the counterpart does, one can react based on an understanding of the background to his/her
behavior. Naturally, trying to enter into other people's experience of a phenomenon always
implies great problems of interpretation. The chances of simply being wrong are great and one's
insight into roles can have different degrees of depth. In Chapter 4, we will return to the question
of how the picture of the counterpart can be constructed and also provide a number of examples
in the form of interview excerpts.

The second question, "What do I think about the way my counterpart perceives the situation?,"
implies that one is evaluating the counterpart's interpretations. One might, for example, decide
that the counterpart's interpretations of certain events form a destructive pattern and that this is
not good.

The third question, "Are there important reasons for the way the counterpart sees the situation?,"
implies that one is searching for underlying causes for the counterpart experiencing the situation
in a certain way. This can be related to having insight into, e.g., the counterpart's current situation
in a workplace where areas of responsibility and loyalties are at odds.

The fourth question, "What can I do to help my counterpart reevaluate his/her outlook on the
situation?," implies that one is actively searching for opportunities to help the counterpart
reevaluate his/her interpretations. There are many different ways to accomplish this. One can, for
example, start an open discussion on how people interpret separate events or be careful to avoid
living up to a false image of oneself that the counterpart might embrace.



19

The excerpt below provides a simple and clear example of how one of the interviewees
spontaneously tries to enter into the counterpart's situation and, moreover, to use this insight to
modify her own attitude in a constructive way:

>Of course I understand that it must have been difficult and

>threatening for Monika when a new smart stand-in came, who was also

>younger and showed off. She must have felt really

>questioned in her role, which she was too.

Did you also think along these lines during the conflict, or did you mostly see things this way
afterwards?

Yes, I thought this way then too and tried to tone myself down and adapt, but without selling my soul
and lowering my self-esteem too much. #B56

The following excerpt is from a person who in effect never asked himself what might have
induced the counterpart to act in a certain way. The interviewee had been instructed to complete a
work assignment that was well under his competence level:

> Why did he decide it was more important to design web pages on contract
> than doing basic research?
I don't know. I guess the money seemed important. #B11

From other answers to the interviewer's questions we can infer that the institution in question had
received a drastic funding cutback, which might have been an important reason for the institution
head's behavior. As outsiders we cannot know the actual circumstances, but in the interview, the
interviewee's disinterest in the background to his counterpart's behavior is striking. Owing to this,
the interviewee lacks important information that might have meant both greater possibilities to
affect the course of the conflict by suggesting other solutions and less frustration with the
counterpart's behavior.

E. Emotions

Experience shows that it often makes a great difference if those
involved are aware of one another's emotions in connection with
the conflict. Emotions are "fundamental facts" that don't disappear
just because someone else thinks they are unjustified. What's
more, emotions are largely universal. We all know what it means
to feel frustration, anger, disappointment, joy, satisfaction, etc.
This implies that if we can perceive the feelings of others —
without immediately making value judgements on them — we also
have good chances to feel empathy for the counterpart's situation.

The first question, "What does my counterpart feel in connection
with the conflict?," implies consciously perceiving what the
counterpart is feeling. If this isn't obvious, one may need to ask
one’s way to a more adequate picture. Marshall Rosenberg's
Nonviolent Communication (Rosenberg, 1999) gives quite
insightful and concrete suggestions for ways to proceed.

1. What does my coun-
terpart feel in connec-
tion with the conflict?
2. What do I think about
my counterpart having
the feelings he/she has?
3. Are there important
reasons for my counter-
part feeling the way
he/she does?

4. What can I do to
enable a constructive
change in my counter-
part's feelings?
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The second question, "What do I think about my counterpart having the feelings he/she has?,"
implies a conscious and active consideration of what one thinks about the counterpart's specific
emotional experience in connection with the conflict. This might lead to the discovery that one
actually doesn't wish for the counterpart to feel frustration and anger, which is a step on the way
to being prepared to change the situation for the better.

The third question, "Are there important reasons for my counterpart feeling the way he/she
does?," encourages one to search for underlying causes of the counterpart's feelings. Certain
feelings are quite often tied to how one interprets a situation. It is possible, for example, to feel
threatened, angry, or that one has been terribly wronged because one interprets a given act as
purposefully insulting, as a sign of thoughtlessness, or as evidence of egotism, while there are in
actuality completely different reasons underlying the act in question. Misunderstanding and
incorrect interpretations are often important components of the course of a conflict. Another
important source of various feelings is a person's hopes and values. These are not always
articulated, but a dashed hope or frustration with the fact that reality doesn't correspond to one's
ideals can generate extremely strong and deep feelings. By identifying the background to the
feelings one perceives the counterpart to have, one can often find opportunities to change the
prerequisites of the conflict's future course.

The fourth question, "What can I do to enable a constructive change in my counterpart's
feelings?," implies operationalization of the insights one has gained through posing the previous
three questions. Here one sees the counterpart's feelings as a variable dependent on a number of
factors that can be changed and reflects upon the possibilities to act so that the conditions for the
counterpart's feelings can undergo a positive transformation. This can be accomplished directly
or indirectly. The direct approach implies that one invites the counterpart to articulate his/her
feelings and facilitates this by listening carefully without dismissing, diagnosing or judging what
is said. This act per se often elicits a change in the counterpart's feelings, especially if he/she
hasn't been fully aware of what emotions are involved. If there are important reasons underlying
the counterpart's feelings, then an articulation of these feelings is only the first step in a process
of working through the situation. The indirect approach implies that one — through symbolic acts,
attitude changes, listening and the like — tries to convey a message that the counterpart can
receive on an emotional level.

F. Personality traits

It isn't self-evident that people reflect upon the first question of this sub-theme, "What kind of
person is my counterpart?" Many are so busy thinking about what has happened, with what the
counterpart has done, and what they feel and think about this, that they fail to back up and
consider the counterpart as a person. Illustrating this with interview excerpts is, of course,
difficult, but in the following case we see fairly clearly that the interviewee has no picture of the
type of person her counterpart is:

How would you describe the woman that came? How would you describe her as a person?
Well, she was a young person maybe 25. I guess I was 50 then, about. She was, well, hungry for the
job, and ... she was, we thought she was bad, really, I wasn't the only one who had disputes with her.

[...]
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Could you describe her a bit more?

Well, what should I say, she came from a folk high school. She had very little money, it seemed to us,
she didn't have a car. She didn't come to work on time and such. And ... I ... We thought she was a
very unfriendly person. I don't know ... she had two kids. I guess she probably had problems of her
own. #A38

The interviewee's answers are vague and searching, and we can
assume that she has no conception of who the counterpart is as a
person that might play a crucial role in her experience and 2. What sides of my
interpretation of the conflict. In Chapter 4 we will delve more ) .

s . . . . counterpart do I like/
deeply into various kinds of conceptions of other people and into IS

. . . dislike?

what these differences mean for conflict experiences. At present,
however, will limit ourselves to saying that some individuals
hardly reflect upon other people's character traits, attitudes,
motives, value system and perspective, while others have
variously detailed pictures of and ideas on such matters.

1. What kind of person is
my counterpart?

3. Are there important
underlying reasons for
why my counterpart is
the way he/she is?

4. What can I do to rein-
force my counterpart's
positive sides and reduce
the importance of his/
her negative sides?

The second question, "What sides of my counterpart do I
like/dislike?," is important as it can allow one to choose to bear in
mind the counterpart's positive sides, thereby partly decreasing
one's own antipathy (to the extent that it exists) and partly paving
the way for a more constructive relationship with the other. Strong

emotional dissociation often leads to efforts to limit contact with the counterpart, which often
aggravates the course of the conflict.

The third question, "Are there important underlying reasons for why my counterpart is the way
he/she is?," implies that one isn't content with merely attributing certain traits to the counterpart,
but is also searching for underlying causes of such traits. This can give a deeper understanding of
why the counterpart behaves in a certain way; it might even lead to sympathy for the predicament
in which the counterpart finds him-/herself. We will return to this question in Chapter 4.

A differentiated picture of the counterpart as a person can give an opportunity to begin reflecting
upon the fourth question, "What can I do to reinforce my counterpart's positive sides and reduce
the importance of his/her negative sides?" In order to think along such lines at all, one must see
the counterpart as complex and changeable, or at least see the role the counterpart plays in one's
own life as changeable.

The Self

Introduction

Although people involved in conflicts normally spend more time reflecting upon the counterpart
than upon themselves, the main theme "The Self" has been divided into more sub-themes than
has the main theme "The Other." This is because the potential for access to in-depth information
is greater for one's own inner processes than for those of others. We could, in principle, divide
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"The Other" into as many sub-themes as "The Self," but such a fine-grained division of
reflections about the counterpart would probably be perceived as unrealistic.

G. Behavior

One normally knows how one has behaved during the course of a | 1. How have I acted
conflict. It isn't at all certain, however, that one has tried to | during the conflict?
observe one's own actions from the perspective of others. Posing | 2. What do I think about
the question "How have I acted during the conflict?" implies an | ¢pe way I acted?

attempt to view the course of the conflict as a whole and to — | 3. Why did I behave as I
within the framework of the whole — formulate precisely what one | giq during the conflict?
has and hasn't done. In this way, one can possibly perceive aspects | 4. What can I do to

of one's own attitude of which one has previously been unaware. | ¢hanse mv attitude?

For example, one's own attitude and actions may have had
consequences — for others and for the very course of the conflict — that one has never previously
considered. It is even more important to reflect upon the question of how one is currently acting,
i.e., to direct some attention to how one actually reacts and acts in ongoing interactions. If one's
actions in a situation aren't consciously chosen, one tends to follow relatively "automatic"
patterns of reaction and behavior. Experiments in social psychology show that a large part of our
behavior consists of "automatic" reactions, i.e., we have certain "behavior programs" that can be
triggered by certain situation-dependent factors, such that we fail to consciously perceive both the
signals evoking the reactions and the fact that our own behavior is a reaction to a set of
circumstances (see Bargh, 1997). For example, it is not uncommon that we spontaneously dislike
certain specific features of other people's attitudes and react to these with negative body language
that creates a greater distance between us and the other. This can occur without our being fully
aware of the change in our own behavior.

It is often quite difficult to sort out for oneself the degree to which one's own actions have
contributed to a conflict. Once aware of this difficulty, however, one is inclined to do something
to clarify one's own role, as has, e.g., Gun in the following excerpt:

I was already attending the organizational psychology course then so I knew that I could use my
teachers to mirror the situation a bit, and mostly it felt important for me to what's my role in this, and
what's the system's fault, 'cause I felt terribly excluded when I came in that way and these people I'd
met before and shown my nice side, they almost wouldn't speak to me. #A8

Regardless of whether one is aware of one's own actions, they can have consequences one doesn't
perceive, simply because one hasn't seen them in the larger context of the course of the conflict.
Thus, there are always discoveries to be made when beginning to ask questions about one's own
behavior.

The following excerpt from Marianne's interview shows, among other things, how it can be when
viewing one's own attitude as a contributing factor in the course of a conflict:

And at first I like didn't understand what was happening. 'Cause when you get a mental punch from
someone you actually like a lot you're really so surprised at first. And then you get angry, and then it
got to be that I couldn't be in the same room, as soon as she came near I got completely, well, my
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whole body started shaking and tingling, awfully unpleasant. And I think that others sitting in the same
room as us could like feel the atmosphere, how it changed when we were in the same room. And it
certainly wasn't easy for her either, 'cause I didn't know how I should act, so one moment I would bite
first like before I got bitten, and the other I'd be like a puppy wagging its tail just to get patted. So she
probably didn't know how she should act either. #A34

The first question must be answered before one can seriously begin to reflect upon the second,
"What do I think about the way I acted?" This involves consciously deciding whether one has
actually behaved in the way one deems best.

The third question, "Why did I behave as I did during the conflict?," leads us into the vast area of
self-knowledge and to a number of the questions treated in the following sections. Causes of
one's own behavior can be found in the external situation, the internal situation (e.g., stress,
circumstances of private life, frame of mind), personality traits, various psychological motives,
interpretations, opinions, the value system, cultural norms, etc. There are not infrequently
important factors underlying one's own behavior that are not directly related to the conflict
situation. If one wishes to change one's own attitude in certain respects, insight into underlying
causes can facilitate a more effective strategy for change.

The fourth question, "What can I do to change my attitude?," implies that one is using instincts —
derived from reflections upon the previous questions — to search for methods to change undesired
behavior patterns in oneself. Habitual behaviors are often difficult to change because of their
automatic nature. Thus, in order to deal with them, one must often devise various tricks and
techniques, e.g., asking others to give reminders, praying regularly that the behavior in question
will change, or focusing on a signal that can heighten one's awareness in situations that usually
trigger the unwanted behavior.

H. One's own conflict issues

This sub-theme overlaps to some extent with the second sub-
theme of the main theme "The Conflict," but it can be worthwhile
to look more closely at one's own experience of which problems
and issues have been important. Much of the literature on conflict

1. What issues, concerns,
interests and goals were/
are important to me?

2. Do I think that what

management is based on the notion that conflicts arise when
people have incompatible goals. In practice, however, goals are
often not so clear, and conflicts frequently arise when one or more
parties behave in a way that makes life unbearable for others.
Thus, it's not surprising that many of our interviewees did not
spontaneously talk about their conflicts in terms of their own
goals or the central conflict issues. They instead more often
describe a series of events and circumstances they have expe-
rienced as highly frustrating. This might mean that it's actually
quite important to consciously consider what issues, circum-
stances and goals one feels are important.

Without a clear idea about what is important for oneself in the
work situation, one tends to react fairly automatically, without

seemed important to me
is really what I want to
regard as important?

3. Are there important
underlying reasons why
I feel that certain issues
are important to me?

4. What can I do to re-
evaluate what I perceive
as important goals and
needs so that they better
correspond to my dee-
pest convictions, feelings
and values?
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considering a way to begin to realize a situation one actually desires and would enjoy being in.

The first question of this sub-theme is therefore "What issues, concerns, interests and goals
were/are important to me?" The question implies that one is looking inside oneself for what one
feels are the most important conflict issues. In the conflict management literature, investigators
often work with the concept "presented problem," comparing it with the underlying general
interests and universal human needs that matter in the conflict. These are important distinctions,
but many individuals who have become involved in a conflict even fail to formulate for
themselves a clear picture of a "presented problem." Thus, the first step is to try to work out what
one experiences as the important problems and issues in the conflict. One can then continue
digging 9for deeper and more general interests and needs that might underlie the concrete issues of
the day.

The second question, "Do I think that what seemed important to me is really what I want to
regard as important?," implies a critical evaluation of whether the goals and problem
formulations one has been engaged in thus far actually correspond to what one wishes to
prioritize. When consciously reflecting upon one's own priorities — as opposed to simply reacting
to concrete situations — one is more inclined to take into account long-term goals and interests. As
a result, one can be willing to, e.g., overlook certain sources of irritation or make an extra effort
to repair a frustrating relationship, because a long-term overall goal can create the motivation
needed to endure certain disagreeable circumstances.

The third question, "Are there important underlying reasons why I feel that certain issues are
important to me?," invites consideration of why one's priorities are as they are. Perhaps one tends
to be oversensitive to tactless comments, perhaps one has a great need for acknowledgement and
recognition beyond that which others can be expected to understand and deliver, perhaps one's
priorities are overly steered by conventional ideas about how things should be. This question
implies a reinterpretation of one's own conception of what is important — transforming it from a
taken-for-granted constant to one of many variables in a conflict situation. As concerns solving a
perceived conflict situation, reevaluation of what one feels is important can be as crucial as
changing the external circumstances.

The fourth question, "What can I do to reevaluate what I perceive as important goals and needs so
that they better correspond to my deepest convictions, feelings and values?," implies an active
reflection upon what one can do to transform one's own conceptions of what constitutes
important goals and issues (see Chapter 4).

1. Emotions

Emotions are what make conflicts important and intense experiences for us, but it's not certain
that we can distinguish what we really feel from what the feelings mean. If emotions aren't
articulated and allowed to appear as clear mental gestalts, it's difficult to relate to them. One is
then at the mercy of one's own emotions, which guide one's experience. Naturally, emotions
during conflicts are primarily negative: frustration, worry, anger, contempt, shame, degradation,

? See the discussion in Chapter 4 as well.
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dejection, stress, etc., etc. Emotions are often transient — if one
waits they eventually fade and are replaced by other emotions. It's
unnecessary to discuss here the circumstances under which this
doesn't occur, but suffice it to say that negative experiences some-
times lead to long-standing negative emotions.

1. What were my emo-
tions during the conflict?
2. Were/are my emotions
appropriate and were/
are they good for me?

. 3. Why did I feel th
People who never ask themselves what they felt and are feeling Idi d"y ! cel the way

durlqg the course of a conﬂlct probably dont‘experlence emotions | 4 ywhat can I do to
less intensely, but they fail to express them in words or pictures.

. . o . . . . change my emotional
In many interviews, we see indirectly that the interviewee is quite

state?

frustrated as a result of the conflict events, but these feelings are
either never expressed in words or expressed in vague terms such as "it was tough." Our
impression is that some of these people suffer greatly from being engulfed in negative emotions
that aren't expressed in words and that therefore cannot be accessed and worked through
constructively.

It isn't often possible to capture in an excerpt what failing to articulate one's feelings means. The
following passage, however, illustrates part of what we are referring to:

You must have felt pretty pressured when you went to the occupational health service?

Yes, but I didn't have the strength to go to work.

How did you feel then?

How did I feel, I don't know how I felt! ...

Did it upset you or something?

[silence, she becomes upset, interviewer's note]

What's the worst thing you remember?

Well, I don't know, I thought it was horrible that she went and talked behind my back and then
wouldn't admit it and that the boss didn't care about it and fire her. She'd had so many warnings, but
she's still around. #A26

The first question, "What were my emotions during the conflict?," implies that one is formulating
for oneself a nuanced picture of the emotions elicited by the conflict. This also includes
positioning these emotions in relation to other aspects of the course of the conflict and the
circumstances. In this way, emotions are brought up to consciousness, which is a prerequisite of
cognitive processing. Since strong emotions often dominate the immediate experience so
completely that there is no room for objective reflection upon what is happening, such reflection
must often wait until the storm of feelings is over — until the acute situation has subsided.

The second question, "Were/are my emotions appropriate and were/are they good for me?,"
implies that one is forming an opinion on one's own emotions, considering whether they were
appropriate and whether one feels that the emotions one has/had are right and proper. Sometimes
the conclusion is that one's emotions were on the mark: the disappointment, anger, or fear one felt
was totally appropriate and showed that one's contact with the events was quite authentic. On
other occasions one might conclude that one's emotional reactions were disproportionate to the
events occurring in one's situation, and that these reactions perhaps received fuel from completely
different sources (see the excerpt below for an example). Thus, in the latter case, one might
conclude that there is reason to deal with one's own feelings and moods.
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The third question, "Why did I feel the way I did?," leads one to search for various factors
contributing to the emotions that were evoked, which can result in the discovery of circumstances
crucial to how one feels.

The excerpt below illustrates how someone can realize that an emotional reaction has sources
other than the counterpart's behavior. Joan has just told about an incident where she refused to
obey her boss' order that she should receive special training in the use of a certain piece of
equipment. Joan felt that this order was terribly insulting.

I knew I was taking a tremendous risk, that in effect I was refusing an order, being insubordinate to my
supervisor, saying no. I realized that our relationship was not one of mutuality, of professionals
collaborating together, but of a parent-child relationship and it had to change. I also realized that my
reaction to her was so intense, that I was reacting as if she had abused me the way my family abused
me and the truth was she had not, that she wasn't skilled in how to give me feedback but she wasn't
abusive. #B14

If one finally concludes that one's feelings are not desirable, then the fourth question remains,
"What can I do to change my emotional state?" This represents one of the most sophisticated
mental competencies. It requires that one can observe one's own emotions, form an opinion on
them, and actually deal with them in a way that leads to their transformation. Below is an
example of a person who is actively managing her feelings.

This is obviously very frustrating. How do you deal with your frustration, both immediately and
afterwards?

I scream, what else? I work out of my home, so I can do that! When I was married, I also extraverted it
all to my compassionate listener husband! I also fuss and fume while I muck the horses' stalls before
dinner time. By the time they walk into their clean stalls, feed bins full, buckets clean and full, I feel
cleansed too. It's my daily therapy for whatever is producing rough edges. #B54

This woman isn't consumed and controlled by her emotions. Instead, she realizes that she has
them, has decided what to do about them and developed her own methods for venting them,
thereby achieving the state of mind she desires. The following is an additional example:

I tried to make the most of ... tried to actively enjoy all the support I got, and for a time I talked with a
woman who'd had a stroke a few years back and had had a hard time recovering and she's still not so
well. She told me that when things were at rock bottom she'd had a plus and minus book and every day
she wrote down plus and minus things. So I did the same thing and the small pleasant things disappear
so easily in all the big gloomy things, so it was a really great idea. And if you look in the book it puts
things in perspective. #A34

Some, though very few, people are able to observe and work through their emotions in the
moment, thereby affecting the course of the conflict while it's occurring. Our interview with
Kathy illustrates this:

First my reaction is to deny and defend. Do I feel like I am being attacked? Yes. Then I calm down,
and my thoughts head toward understanding as I try to explain what is obvious to me. Have you tried
to explain metaphor to a fundamentalist? Or clouds to a sightless person? It feels like that. I explain.
She is blank. I explain that to me, my impatience has nothing to do with anyone else; no one needs to
change a thing. The only one who has anything to do about that is me. If others are hurt, I shall
apologise. And when I go to them to do so, it is nothing. Nothing at all. They don't know what I am
talking about. It is all in Anne's world.
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This is a very beautiful section, but its economy in formulation

means I'm not completely sure I understood each element.

Do you mean like this:

1. You get criticized by Anne.

2. Your spontaneous reaction is to deny blame, and to defend yourself.
3. You notice that you feel attacked.

4. You deal with this feeling of being attacked, and therefore calm down.
5. You start trying to understand the meaning-making behind the
critical words from Anne.

6. You try to explain to Anne why you did what you did.

7. You see that your explanation doesn't get through to Anne.

8. You get impatient because your efforts don't give the desired
result, in the form of mutual understanding.

9. You notice your impatience, and deal with it by telling yourself
that everything is OK, and that your impatience is entirely your own
responsibility, and that if others feel hurt, you'll simply go an
apologise.

10. You go to the people to whom Anne seem to have implied that you
behaved negatively, and apologise.

11. These people don't understand what you are talking about, they
don't feel that you have been rude.

Did I get it right?

Yes, you have it exactly right. Good listening skills. #B58

J. Interpretations

Most of us form conceptions about why things happen and | 1. What interpretations
particularly about why other people behave as they do. This is | did I make during the
especially pronounced when others act in a way that we find | conflict?

frustrating. The assumptions a person makes about others' | 2. Were my interpre-
intentions and the causal relations underlying events are always | tations well-founded?
based on this particular person's own conception of what is | 3. Are there important
happening and what is important. We all have our own story, in | reasons for my making
which the specific circumstances, concerns and roles of im- | the specific interpreta-
portance to us constitute the foreground of the story and therefore | tions I made?

the platform for our interpretations of causal relations and the | 4. How can I test whe-
motives of others. We don't always consider the fact that other | ther my interpretations
people's stories have completely different ingredients, of which | are anprooriate?

we are probably unaware. Naturally, interpretations of causal

relations and others' intentions can be made consciously or unconsciously. "Unconscious inter-
pretations" are suppositions held by a person who is unaware that he/she has made an assumption
and that this assumption is perhaps not well founded. Such interpretations can have great
importance during a conflict and can be extremely resistant to change. For example, if a person is
convinced that a colleague is determined to see him/her leave the workplace, this conviction can
be so strong that nothing the colleague says or does can make the person in question change
his/her interpretation.

The first question, "What interpretations did I make during the conflict?," presupposes that one is
aware that interpretations are just that — interpretations. The question implies that one is reflecting
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upon the picture one has created of, e.g., the counterpart's motives or the reason for certain
events, and distinguishing assumptions about hidden causal relations from what one can know
with reasonable certainty.

We use an excerpt from the interview with Marianne to illustrate how a person can express an
understanding that his/her view is subjective:

This about her backbiting and claiming that [certain colleagues] think such and such, what's it about,
what do you think makes her ... ?

I don't know, sometimes it feels like that's exactly what I'm sitting and doing with her too really.

How so?

Talk ... about ... though I try not to ... I try to say that this is my picture of what's happening. But
everything I say of course is seen through my eyes, and if you saw it from another perspective it would
probably seem very different ... Right, sure it would. #A34

If Marianne hadn't been aware that her interpretation is a subjective view, she would perhaps
have run a slander campaign against her boss. Had this been the case, however, she wouldn't have
thought of it as slander, since she would never have considered that her interpretation might be
colored by her own emotions, opinions and biased access to information.

The second question, "Were my interpretations well-founded?," implies that one is examining
whether one's own interpretations are reasonable. This includes asking oneself whether there are
alternative interpretations and, if so, what factors speak for one or the other being most
reasonable.

The third question, "Are there important reasons for my making the specific interpretations I
made?," is more introspective and concerns asking oneself whether there are particular patterns in
the interpretations one tends to make and what reasons might underlie tendencies to interpret
things in a certain way. For example, one might discover — as did one of our study participants —
that previous experience of telephone harassment and anonymous threats can result in an
exaggerated tendency to interpret the attitudes of one's current colleagues as possible signs of a
potential for violence.

The fourth question, "How can I test whether my interpretations are appropriate?," implies that
one is actively taking the initiative to test the plausibility of one's own interpretations. To do this,
of course, one must be aware that one has made interpretations and be prepared to question them
and subject them to examination. A simple way to test one's interpretations — which for some
reason occurs infrequently — is to tell a counterpart in the conflict about them and ask for
comments. If this is impossible — e.g., because the counterpart would find one's interpretations
highly insulting or because he/she generally refuses to discuss the problem — one can test these
interpretations by obtaining more information and by speaking with others who are familiar with
the situation, but who seem to be relatively impartial observers.

The following excerpt from the interview with Suzie illustrates a few aspects of interpretations:

Can you describe to me what kind of person he is?
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He seems to be as insecure as are most folks. I find it odd that he speaks "baby talk" when talking to
his wife. He seems like a nice person most of the time. However, I once heard him say some very bad
things about a guy who got a promotion when he thought he should have gotten it.

To tell you the truth I sense an anger that I suspect (from watching television) could develop into the
profile for the folks who walk into their office one morning and shoot everybody.

Knowing and thinking this, why would I even try and approach someone like this? I'm not sure, but I
do sometimes have a fear from the angry words, and angry words while striking the keyboard. That's
why I chose to send an email. I did not want the situation to lead to loud voices. #B50

Suzie interprets her counterpart's attitude as an indication that he might resort to violence. She
seems to be vaguely aware that this is an interpretation that isn't necessarily correct, but she
doesn't appear to actively reflect upon its validity. This excerpt also shows how important
interpretations can be for a person's attitude. Suzie is actually afraid of what the counterpart
might be capable of and therefore avoids direct contact with him. In this case, her interpretation
(whether reasonable or ungrounded) contributes to the course of the conflict in that the parties
don't communicate directly with each other.

K. Value judgments

By "value judgments" we mean the feeling of either liking or | 1. What value judgments
disliking something or someone. Thus, we are dealing with what | did I make during the
emotional attitude one has toward something/someone rather than | conflict?

the details of one's interpretations. Recent research on the brain | 2. Did I pass good value
indicates that sensory impressions are processed in parallel by the | judgments?

"emotional brain" (the amygdala) and the "thinking brain" (the | 3. Are there any
neocortex) (Goleman, 1985)." Processing in the emotional brain important reasons why I
is considerably faster than that in the neocortex and gives | felt as I did?

experiences their emotional meaning. The process as such isn't | 4, What can I do to
accessible for conscious experience, only its results in the form of | change mv thoughts?

emotions, moods and value judgments. This implies that our brain
constantly generates emotions and value judgments that become part of our experience. The
question is, to what extent do we notice and relate to these products?

A person who is completely unaware that attitudes, value judgments and opinions are generated
through a spontaneous process tends to be steered by these products. One's opinions and feelings
are central to one's experience. That which one feels is experienced as a mental constant — a part
of who one is. Such poorly considered value judgments are often highly resistant to other types of
challenges. If someone else questions whether one's value judgment is well founded, this is
experienced as an attack against one's own self (which it is in a certain sense, as here the self is
the value judgment, among other things). The tendency then is to react defensively, using various
reactions to defend one's value judgment, e.g., rationalizations (i.e., verbal arguments supporting
the correctness of what one thinks), counterattacks, diversion, dissociation, etc.

' We aren't qualified to judge the validity of Goleman's results or of his interpretation of other research. However,
his interpretation is supported by a series of psychology experiments conducted by John Bargh and colleagues (for an
overview, see Bargh, 1997). Bargh summarizes his findings as follows: " [...] everything one encounters is
preconsciously screened and classified as either good or bad, within a fraction of a second after encountering it"
(Barge, 1997, p. 22f.).
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The first step in consciously relating to one's own thinking is to notice the value judgments one's
brain has produced during the conflict. The question "What value judgments did I make during
the conflict?" implies reflection upon what one thought and a more precise examination of what
aroused this approval vs. disapproval as well as the more exact qualities of these value
judgments. One theme of particular importance is the value judgements placed on oneself as a
consequence of the conflict events. For example, an inability to assert one's own needs can lead
to strong negative judgements about oneself. Noticing the judgments one passes on oneself is
often an important step toward restoring healthy self-esteem:

If I can't get any farther with this then I'll have to try something else, if for no other reason than to
satisfy myself that he can't come along and tramp on me. I'm not gonna go around here like a big zero,
like something the cat brought in for the rest of my life no I've gotta move on. And it also feels like a,
... even if it is a little slap in the face for him, I got a very, very good letter of recommendation from
where I was while I was away. And this also shows that the problem wasn't with me. And that's really
felt very good, that I can actually do an excellent job at other places. #A30

The second question, "Did I pass good value judgments?," implies an examination of whether the
spontaneous thoughts one has had are well founded and whether they are in accord with those
values and norms one wishes to live by. Spontaneous dislike, for example, can arise when a
certain colleague looks or acts like a schoolteacher one detested. If one discovers mechanisms
such as this at work in oneself, one might wish to control these spontaneous thoughts so that one's
own peculiarities don't "spoil" relationships with others. Spontaneous thoughts can also be
products of intuition, i.e., one has picked up signs and signals through channels that aren't
accessible by commonsense or conscious reflection, but that are nonetheless quite accurate. Many
of our interviewees reported feeling an inexplicable uneasiness at their very first contact with a
new workplace, but could not rationally explain this reaction for themselves. Some of them have
later regretted not listening to their intuition and declining the job. Our point here is not that one
should disregard all spontaneous thoughts, but that it can be advantageous to actively take a stand
on them, either by using common sense or deciding to trust one's intuition.

In order to do something about such reaction patterns, it might be necessary to ask the third
question, "Are there any important reasons why I felt as I did?," and thereby look for the sources
of one's spontaneous thoughts. If one can find such reasons, it is generally easier to discern those
circumstances that one believes aren't involved and to thereby, according to one's own
understanding, react more appropriately in relation to others.

The fourth question, "What can I do to change my thoughts?," represents the most advanced
capacity in this sub-theme. It involves deciding that one actually doesn't wish to think in a certain
way and proceeding by actively managing one's own thoughts so that they can somehow be
transformed. A good example of what this can mean in practice is found in the following excerpt:

One coping strategy. I want to like Jane. So I look for something to like about her. Right in the very
moment I am so furious. It absolutely works. If I concentrate on her generosity, then in that moment I
like her. However, (big HOWEVER) I have never been successful when she is in my face about it.
This only works in situations where she is just being generally dense or disruptive. Second coping
strategy: try to understand what is going on for her. If I can understand, I relax and find compassion
again. It would go something like this. 'Shit she is being obnoxious. Look at how she screeches out
over three aisles of desks to ask Barry if he can help her with the thingee there. Why does she do that?
[...]1 I remember she still goes to her ex-husband's house at Christmas and he cooks for her and takes
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care of her. Does she miss that in her life? Is a woman only a real woman who has a man to care for
her? How fortunate I am to have one who cares for me. I know how she must feel' And presto. I am out
of the antagonism, just like that. It's work and it works. #B58

Such a high degree of self-awareness and ability to change one's own thoughts through direct
intervention is, however, extremely uncommon. A more common approach involves increased
understanding of the underlying reasons for why the counterpart behaves as he/she does (i.e.,
themes C3, D3, E3 and F3, dealt with above). One example of this is taken from the interview
with Joan:

I guess I also try to hold her in compassion. I'm understanding more and more how she must have
come from a very critical and shaming family, perhaps where there was a lot of raging and screaming,
and that inside she is very scared and tried to do everything right so she won't be criticized. Sometimes
I can grasp what it must be like to be her to live in such a rigid way, to be so driven and perfectionistic
and I can have compassion for her, even as I stand and just watch her. And I also surrender her to do
her life as she needs to. #B14

L. Values

This section deals with the general values and norms to which a
person feels an obligation. These constitute what is sometimes an
almost invisible, though still crucial, foundation for the person's

1. What values and
norms played a role for
me during the conflict?

perceptions, interpretations, opinions and actions. If one is
completely unaware that one has definite values and norms, then
one cannot see them as variables in the conflict, but is instead
inclined to judge others without reflection. For example, a person
working at a hospital might view good patient care as a highly
prioritized value and a conflict might be based on the fact that,
according to this person, others don't properly live up to this
value.

The first question, "What values and norms played a role for me
during the conflict?," deals with clarifying what values/norms
have been important for oneself in the context of the conflict. It is

2. Do I feel that the
values and norms that
have guided my actions
are really those I wish to
stand for?

3. Are there important
reasons for my having
the norms and values I
have?

4. What can I do to deve-
lop my system of norms
and values?

a prerequisite of the subsequent questions, since the answer must
be established if one is to proceed and examine these values/ norms.

The second question, "Do I feel that the values and norms that have guided my actions are really
those I wish to stand for?," implies a scrutinizing of the values/norms one has represented in
order to determine whether they actually correspond to what one wishes to stand for given one's
deepest convictions and feelings. If one examines the half-conscious or unconscious
values/norms one has acted on in everyday life in light of a more well-considered life philosophy,
it isn't at all certain that one will find them valid and desirable.

The third question, "Are there important reasons for my having the norms and values I have?," is
aimed at discovering the underlying reasons for why one has developed a certain system of
values and norms. Various aspects of one's personal background — the religious, social and
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cultural environment in which one grew up or experiences from one's education and previous
occupations — might have helped to form certain norms and values. Awareness of how one's own
background has marked one's system of values and norms can contribute to greater tolerance for
the fact that other people have different values/norms. It can also enable one to revise
values/norms that one has accepted without close consideration, but that perhaps do not accord
with what one actually wishes to stand for.

The fourth question, "What can I do to develop my system of norms and values?," implies that
one is taking responsibility for further development of one's own norms/values by reflecting upon
how one can tangibly transform them. This can sometimes be as simple as sitting down with pen
and paper and writing down things one feels are important, then ranking the items in order of
priority:

What, ultimately, makes work meaningful for you?

Doing something that leads to development, either for an individual, a group of individuals or for the
entire organization. But many years ago I did an exercise for myself, to really penetrate things I was
good at and things that excited me and then I prioritized them. What turned out topping the list was
actually — making people happy. Oh I'm so idealistic! If other people feel good, then I feel good too.
Then came all forms of development, writing, developing new ideas, having enriching discussions,
writing funny melodies for anniversaries, singing, being with children, with people. #B56

A classic means of trying to change one's own value system is through prayer, which can serve as
a regular reminder of fundamental values and of the importance of realizing them in everyday
life. If one realizes that one's own system of values and norms is the result of a culture-specific
socialization process, a natural conclusion is that it might be a good idea to consciously expose
oneself to other systems, compare different values and norms, and in this way form a wider frame
of reference for the transformation of one's own values and norms.

M. Personality traits

Conflicts always offer an opportunity to take a good look in the
mirror and see oneself as a person. This can be desirable for many
reasons. One reason is to reflect upon how one — through one's
personality — has contributed to the conflict events, both nega-
tively and positively. Another is that the key to resolution of a
frustrating situation isn't always found in the outside world — in a
counterpart or external circumstances that should be changed.
Instead, the most fruitful and satisfying alternative is sometimes to
change oneself. A third reason has nothing to do with the conflict.
If personal development is an important goal in a person's life,
then conflict experiences provide good opportunities to gain self- | 4 How can I change the
insight and often give the necessary impetus to active efforts for aspects of my persona-

: 11
transformation. lity that I wish to
change?

1. Which of my perso-
nality traits are relevant
in this context?

2. Are there any aspects
of my personality that I
would like to change?

3. Are there important
reasons for my having
the personality traits I
have?

Relatively few of our interviewees discussed spontaneously how

1'See also Jordan, 1998a.
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their own personality affected the conflict story.

The first question in this sub-theme, "Which of my personality traits are relevant in this
context?," deals with formulating for oneself what aspects of one's own personality might have
played a role during the conflict. This could involve personality traits that have influenced how
one has acted or not acted or traits that one knows cause others to react in various ways. As in the
case of Lisa, conflict experiences can also be used to increase self-knowledge:

If anything, I learned I am not easy sometimes to get along with and close off people when I get scared
or frustrated. I have always been this way, but never really fully analyzed why and realized that maybe
this was why my parents were aggravated with me. In the same respect, I found someone, when I am
myself (even when around my parents, who disapproved), who likes me for who I am or being myself,
which is my boss Jim. I gained an understanding that I am not what my parents perceived me as; a
person with a chip on her shoulder. #B48

The second question, "Are there any aspects of my personality that I would like to change?,"
implies that one is viewing one's own personality as an object of conscious consideration, i.e.,
one sees it as a variable toward which people might have different feelings, and as something one
can imagine wishing to change. This is hardly a matter of course, as most people probably take
the basic aspects of their personalities for granted, and therefore view all criticism of their own
personalities traits as attacks on their basic identity.

The third question, "Are there important reasons for my having the personality traits I have?," is
aimed at discovering the underlying reason for why one has developed certain personality traits.
Naturally, personalities are far too complex to allow final answers to this question, but sometimes
the search itself can help one to identify important key experiences, unconscious basic
assumptions ("scripts," see, e.g., Berne, 1974), and other factors that can be reinterpreted or
transcended in other ways. In the excerpt below, Inge states that he is more inclined than most to
react to the informal roles in a work team. He also has ideas as to why this is the case:

I think the whole thing comes down to the fact that I was bullied in school and that makes it... The
worst thing with the bullying isn't really the fact of being bullied but that you're not accepted, so a
great need to be accepted, have an identity within a group and plus that you don't want to end up on the
bottom. [laugh]

Do you think this makes you extra alert to those kinds of constellations?

If you've been bullied? Uh ... I don't know, it depends on the person who's been bullied and how he or
she has chosen to handle the situation. I chose to ...well chose ... it turned out that I isolated myself
and then started to read a lot and then I took on an intellectualizing attitude to it all, plus when you end
up outside the group, another way to handle it, that's to question the group right, so that I don't want to
be there anyway, "they look sour," said the fox. [...] I feel like a great need to define the various
people in a group, who is what and like who's a friend and who's an enemy and quickly establish my
position so that it's established. #A9

The fourth question, "How can I change the aspects of my personality that I wish to change?,"
represents the full development of a flexible relation to one's own personality, through actively
searching for ways to change traits one wishes to change.

Doris was one of the people we interviewed who had reflected upon how her own personality
played a role in the course of the conflict. She had been subjected to severe harassment by her
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immediate supervisor. In the interview, she gives a detailed account of her personal background
and how it has affected her. We have chosen a few central excerpts from this story:

I think part of what last year was about was learning to stand up for myself for the first time in my life
- to meet conflict regarding myself head on and deal with it. I can deal with conflict with others, but
when it comes to my own, I had a difficult time, especially with "authority figures." [...] As a small
child, my father was in the military. He was abroad for several years, and I didn't even know him. We
lived with my grandparents. I had a happy life on a farm. I had a swing set, lots of cousins, lots of farm
animals to play with. When my father returned, we started moving all over the place. My father was a
military man, and ruled the roost. I was scared of him. [...] When I was young, to my sensitive,
anxiety prone self, love was withdrawn if I didn't do as was expected - still is but I deal with it better.
[...] I have, for the most part, been scared of every person I ever worked for. I would have done
anything to have pleased them - scared of withdrawal of love all over again? Perhaps. I succeeded in
keeping bosses happy all of these years by figuring out what made them happy and making sure they
had it. [...] John has been such a challenge - one that I took personal in the beginning, but have learned
from. [...] I believe our larger problems started when I was offered the two properties, but the
problems actually began prior to that. I didn't stand up to him, and I allowed him to "mess with my
head" [John's expression]. I think I may have had "doormat" tattoed across my head - eager to please,
willing to stand in 98 degree weather in a business suit and pantyhose because John thought I should. I
just look at it now as a learning experience. #B42

Doris certainly doesn't express directly in words that she has strategies for working through her
tendency to be too accommodating to others, but her self-insight probably implies that this is a
topic of constant interest whenever she is confronted with situations approximating the
boundaries of her integrity.

N. Perspective

One of the most difficult tasks in the search for self-insight is to
try to picture the perspectives one uses when perceiving,
interpreting and reacting to events and circumstances. With
'perspective' we mean a system of ideas, beliefs, values, patterns
of interpretation, concepts, etc. that together create a conception
of the world, a discourse or a kind of personal or collective
paradigm. All experiences are interpreted with the help of the
concepts and structures of meaning supplied by one's own
perspective. This implies that a certain perspective makes certain
interpretations possible, likely and meaningful, whereas other
interpretations are impossible, unlikely or meaningless. Thus,
one's personal perspective constitutes an important filter, but also
implies an active interpretative process, the result of which varies
across individuals even if the information is the same at the outset.
An individual's perspective is formed through a number of
different processes, including socialization into a certain culture

1. What kind of perspec-
tive do I use when obser-
ving the course of the
conflict?

2. Do I think the per-
spective I normally use is
appropriate?

3. Why is my perspective
as it is?

4. What can I do to de-
velop my own perspec-
tive and be more aware
of how it shapes my
interpretations?

and language, education within a certain field, life experiences of various kinds, personality type,
membership in groups characterized by particular discourses and value systems, etc., etc.

During conflicts, insight into the nature of one's own perspective can be important, since
differences in perspective can imply that one person finds certain issues crucial and certain
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behaviors irritating, while another person notices completely different aspects. For example, a
person trained in accounting might have an entirely different attitude toward the importance of
careful documentation than does an innovative entrepreneutr.

The first question in this sub-theme, "What kind of perspective do I use when observing the
course of the conflict?," encourages the individual to search for characteristic aspects of his/her
own perspective. Very few of our interviewees spontaneously mentioned particular features of
their own perspective as an explanation for why they feel that certain issues are more important
than others or why they have the feelings they do about certain events. Of course the question is
especially important when the parties involved in the conflict have different basic perspectives
due to their different, e.g., nationalities, social class affiliations, professions, or personality types.

The second question, "Do I think the perspective I normally use is appropriate?," encourages
examination of whether the perspective one habitually uses is appropriate to the situation at hand.
In this wayi, it is possible to realize that one's own perspective represents a limited way of looking
at the situation and that completely different interpretations are possible. At this point the idea of
considering and comparing the perspectives of others presents itself immediately.

The third question, "Why is my perspective as it is?," implies that one is searching for the roots
of one's own perspective in order to gain insight into why one sees things in a particular way.
This can lead to greater dissociation from one's own favorite perspective and perhaps to curiosity
about and openness to alternative perspectives.

The fourth question, "What can I do to develop my own perspective and be more aware of how it
shapes my interpretations?," deals with ways to purposefully transform one's own perspective, or
at least heighten one's awareness of how it continuously affects one's interpretations. The
simplest, and in many ways most effective, strategy for exposing and changing the feature of
one's own perspective is to listen actively to the interpretations and feedback of others. Naturally,
more long-range strategies for transforming one's perspective might involve attending training
programs and classes that strengthen new areas of knowledge and experience, or changing jobs.

The Setting
O. External circumstances

Our interview material reveals great differences in how interviewees begin their case stories. As
mentioned above, there were many who seemed to have trouble organizing their experiences into
a coherent picture of what had happened. Even among those who provided a clear and intelligible
picture of the conflict, many plunge straight into the critical incidents without giving any
background description of the workplace organization, culture, financial limits, etc. It seems
reasonable to conclude that, in many cases, the individuals haven't actively considered whether
the conflict is also related to various kinds of external circumstances. The first question, "What
external circumstances are of importance in understanding the nature of the conflict?," concerns
asking oneself whether there is something in the workplace's organizational structure, history,
work strain, financial conditions, etc., that plays a crucial role in the conflict's origin or character.
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If these kinds of factors aren't taken into account when one
perceives and reacts to a conflict situation, one is probably more
inclined to put the blame for what has happened on the people
involved. Below is a simple example of how it can be when a
person is aware that external frameworks play a role in the
conflict's origin and course. Marianne is employed at the offices
of an association:

1. What external cir-
cumstances are of im-
portance in understan-
ding the nature of the
conflict?

2. Are there any circum-
stances I feel are

Well you see the board and its chairperson are appointed at the annual undesirable?

meeting, and people on an elected board like this it's common that there 3. Are there any reasons
isn't the know-how about being an employer that you might want, and | Why the external circum-
things were fine during the 60s and 70s when the organization had lots | stances are as they are?
of money, but now the money's short and they're afraid, they're afraid | 4, What can I do to

they'll be held personally responsible if the organization is running at a

loss. Then like in this case they can only see the expenses. #A34 influence the external

circnmstances?

Marianne has a difficult relationship with her boss, but she doesn't see these problems only in
terms of her boss' personality. Instead she sees that both the type of organization and its history
are factors that have helped the conflict to emerge. It's not certain that this insight makes it easier
for Marianne to find solutions to concrete conflict issues, but it probably affects the degree of
personal responsibility she attributes to her boss. This can, in turn, be important both for
Marianne's attitude toward her boss and for her feelings about her conflict experiences.

The second question, "Are there any circumstances I feel are undesirable?," implies that one has
begun to view the external conditions as variables, in the sense of evaluating and forming
opinions on factors such as organizational structure, distribution of responsibility, work strain and
budget limits. Here one is searching for a connection between the external structure and the
process, on the one hand, and the individual conflict incidents, on the other. By considering what
one actually thinks about the framework of the workplace, one positions oneself more as a
subject than as a cog in the machinery.

The third question, "Are there any reasons why the external circumstances are as they are?,"
implies that one is going beyond statements of fact and wondering whether there are important
underlying causes worth considering. Here, for example, we might find crucial changes in the
relationship between the organization and the surrounding world that also imply necessary
changes in the workplace itself. Such situations can have significant conflict potential, especially
when people fail to see the necessity of the changes. External circumstances can also be dictated
by factors that are no longer relevant, which can mean that tradition alone stands in the way of
change. Reflection upon the reasons for the current circumstances can, in any case, lead to greater
chances of identifying key factors for constructive change.

The fourth question, "What can I do to influence the external circumstances?," implies that one is
actively searching for strategies to mold these circumstances, e.g., by striving toward
organizational change, a redefinition of managerial principals and criteria, or an examination of
the organization's history and traditions. In cases where workplace conflicts have their roots in
organizational circumstances rather than in personal behavior and attitudes, this is sometimes the
only possible solution.
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The interview presented in Chapter 6 provides good examples of the theme "External circum-
stances."

P. Informal roles

This section highlights the informal role structure often found at
workplaces, especially when formal roles are unclear or when an
individual doesn't fulfil his/her formal role in a satisfactory place?

manner. Perhaps most common is the presence of an informal 2. Are there any infor-
leader to whom all or most people turn for direction and advice, mal roles that I find
but there are other types of informal roles as well. The scapegoat
is naturally an extremely negative form of informal role. Other
roles can be, e.g., the secretary who has worked at the company for the present informal
from time immemorial, and who serves as so strict a guard of role structure?

things being run "correctly" that even the boss is afraid of 4. What can I do to
her/him. Most of our interviewees do not seem to have considered
the state of informal roles and the importance such roles have for

1. Are there any infor-
mal roles at my work-

unsound?
3. What are the reasons

change these unsound
informal roles?

how their workplace functions. For others, unsound informal roles
are at the center of attention, and the heart of the conflict comprises a struggle to change the
allocation of roles.

The first question, "Are there any informal roles at my workplace?," implies consideration of
whether informal roles have any significance for how the workplace functions. It isn't certain that
such roles are important for the conflict, especially when the formal role structure is clear and
explicit. Informal roles are of most significance in work teams with several members and unclear
formal roles, or with members who don't live up to their formal roles. A person who has noticed
the informal role structure can express him-/herself as follows:

There was a great deal of uneasiness in the group, worry and deep anxiety, you noticed at meetings, the
men sat there and strutted their stuff, somebody could say some rigmarole with big words, and then
somebody else would return the same at once. And the guy who ignored newcomers he was the
informal boss so you had to take what he said, but when the man who was a bit bullied, when he said
things that were pretty smart they just disappeared, they were waved aside. I wasn't the only one who
was vulnerable. Others were too. #A10

The step to the second question, "Are there any informal roles that I find unsound?," is relatively
short, since perception of the existence of informal roles often almost automatically leads to
opinions on them. It can be important, however, to clarify for oneself the reasons why one
dislikes the informal roles observed as well as to reflect upon what a sound role structure might
be like.

The third question, "What are the reasons for the present informal role structure?," encourages
one to consider the reason for the emergence of informal roles. Perhaps the explanation lies in an
unclear organizational structure, in weak leadership among management, or in the personal
ambitions and character traits of individuals.
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The fourth question, "What can I do to change these unsound informal roles?," is quite important,
since it implies that one is trying to identify strategies to change the informal roles at the
workplace. This is not generally easy, as those involved tend to deny their informal roles. One
must often begin by observing how one has been shepherded into an informal role others have
chosen, and then find ways to smoothly wriggle out of it and instead form one's own role in a
more constructive manner.

Q. Relationships

Under this heading we take up a relatively subtle phenomenon,
namely perceiving interpersonal relationships as gestalts per se,
with their own qualities that cannot be reduced to individuals and
their behavior. A relationship can be warm or cold, frustrating,
marked by distrust or confidence, relaxed or tense, close or
distant, etc., etc. Unspoken rules are developed in every relation-
ship, as are role allocations and feelings that, once developed,
have a certain permanence and stability. Many interviewees'
conflict stories focus on what the counterpart has said and done,
but don't deal with what is characteristic of the relationship
between the counterpart and the interviewee.

1. What is the nature of
the relationships I have
with my colleagues?

2. What do I feel about
the present state of my
relationships with my
colleagues?

3. Why do certain rela-
tionships have the quali-
ties they have?

4. What can I do to im-

prove my relationships

The first question, "What is the nature of the relationships I have | with my colleagues?

with my colleagues?," implies that one perceives one's relation-
ships to others involved in the conflict as just that — relationships. Here we find the counterpart
with his/her traits and behavior, oneself with one's own traits and behavior, and well as the nature
of the relationship that has developed between the counterpart and oneself. Thinking about
relationships in this way can open new opportunities for change by allowing the individual to
realize that the relationship has perhaps developed in an unfortunate, though not given, direction.

A short excerpt can provide an illustration:

I feel like I've never been treated like an adult who is capable and knowledgeable but it's always the
parent who's talking, and then I've responded just like an obstinate child, but then I've tried to work on
myself. #A34

For Marianne, the problematic relationship she has with her boss isn't just a question of her own
or the counterpart's personality traits. Marianne perceives the special relationship that has
developed between them as a separate phenomenon with its own characteristics. The nature of the
relationship affects how she reacts and acts. By seeing this, she has a chance to examine how the
relationship functions and perhaps to see what could be done to change the present dynamics.

The second question, "What do I feel about the present state of my relationships with my
colleagues?," implies that one is actively examining one's own feelings about the fact that the
relationship is as it is. Perhaps one appreciates certain aspects of the relationship, while others are
perceived as extremely frustrating. By observing the various dimensions of the relationship and
clarifying for oneself in a more nuanced way what one feels about them, it is possible to keep in
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mind the positive and try to change the negative. In this case, the focus is more on how the
relationship is constituted and less on individuals' personality traits and behavior.

The third question, "Why do certain relationships have the qualities they have?," implies that one
is considering the underlying reasons for the form a relationship has taken. Perhaps through such
reflection one can more exactly identify past events that have created a certain atmosphere or a
certain picture of the other; or perhaps one can see that the organizational positions held by those
involved entail a strain on the relationship that isn't primarily related to the individuals. One can
also look for explanations in one's own or others' perspectives, personalities, preferences or other
factors. Such an examination can reveal leverage points allowing one to constructively change
extant patterns.

The excerpt below shows how a person can express his/her thoughts on why a relationship has
special features:

I believe in the psychological model that says that our different parts fit into one another... for
example that she also likes me because she's from the upper middle class and I'm from the working
class, so I don't threaten her, but still I had certain parts too, I think I had certain parts in common with
her, that we had certain traits that she saw, I really think so. I think she was a very lonely person, had a
real hard time making both men and women friends, so that she had difficulty with relationships in
general, you see, it seems to me. [...] I think she made everybody break down and cry and run away
except me. But then she broke down and started to cry in front of me. And I've thought about this
afterwards that it wasn't just by chance, like. #A58

The fourth question, "What can I do to improve my relationships with my colleagues?," involves
actively searching for ways to transform one's relationships. This often requires a preparedness to
take an initiative that one knows will be met with resistance. Below we present a longer excerpt
from the interview with Joan as an illustration of how a relationship can be transformed through
active intervention.

So after a sleepless night I went in for a confrontation with her. She had written me up for disciplinary
action in preparation to fire me. She had been utterly baffled by my refusal of her order and thus had
reacted in an authoritarian way. But I had done my homework. I asked her what her feelings were
about me and she told me that when I got angry at her she got scared. then she cried! I told her that the
way she gave me feedback made me feel like a bad little girl and I wanted to be on an equal footing
with her.

I asked her if she would be willing to tell me immediately when she came in in the morning if she
needed to talk to me, give me negative feedback, and then we would go in her office, close the door
and discuss it like adults. I actually demonstrated all this to her including the tone of voice I wanted to
use. She listened! Then I asked if she would be willing to withdraw the disciplinary action if I set up an
inservice on the equipment for the entire staff to attend.

The upshot of this was extraordinary: I set up the inservice, everyone came, it went great. But more
than that, she lived up to the agreement about giving feedback more respectfully and I did too(no more
verbal explosions from me). Ever since then our relationship has been one of mutual respect and
collaborative. She is my biggest fan and gives me virtually anything I want on that unit, not playing
favorites, but because she respects me. It was one of the scariest things I ever did but one of the best.
#B14
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It is, of course, unusual that a single open conversation should have such radical effects on a
relationship, even if one is as clever as Joan. It is more common that relationships are
transformed through purposeful and persistent work — work in which one avoids living up to the
counterpart's negative pictures of oneself and uses one's insight into the counterpart's personality
to mold one's own attitude so that the other no longer wants to maintain negative patterns of

interaction.

R. The work team

This sub-theme deals with observing how well the workplace
functions as a system intended to produce certain results in an
efficient and qualitatively satisfactory way. If one is unaware of
this dimension, one can hardly consider how a certain
organizational structure helps to create problems nor can one
search for solutions in the form of organizational change. Instead
one tends to focus on what individuals do and don't do as well as
what they should do. In this case, the larger context is not a
variable contributing to the course of events, but rather something
that is taken for granted. In the meantime, the blame is put on
specific individuals and incidents.

The first question, "How does the work team function as a whole,
in relation to our work assignments?," encourages the individual

1. How does the work
team function as a
whole, in relation to our
work assignments?

2. What do I feel about
the way the work team
functions?

3. Are there important
reasons why the work
team functions as it
does?

4. What can I do to help
the work team function
better as a whole?

to look beyond particulars, e.g., frustration with a person's atti-
tude, and instead see the workplace as a whole. This, of course, requires that one have an idea of
what the work team's function is and that one compare how the team actually works with how
one thinks it should work.

The second question, "What do I feel about the way the work team functions?," implies that one
is forming an opinion on the state of things. This requires that an individual have his/her own set
of values and norms that can be used as landmarks against which he/she can evaluate how the
work team functions.

The third question, "Are there important reasons why the work team functions as it does?," is
aimed at finding underlying causes for possible shortfalls in how the work team functions. Posing
this question is often quite important, since one otherwise tends to place the entire blame for the
poor conditions on specific individuals. Problems are sometimes generated by insufficient
organization, poor allocation of resources in relation to work assignments, or lack of necessary
competence. Reflection upon this question can lead to a more modulated picture of the reasons
for concrete conflicts, which can, in turn, bring about a shift in attention toward problems more
relevant than those one might focus on spontaneously.

The fourth question, "What can I do to help the work team function better as a whole?," brings up
the topic of personal responsibility for the whole, and requires that one abandon the position as a
victim of external circumstances and instead seek ways to become a force for change. This isn't
always possible, but conscious consideration of the opportunities for and obstacles to change can
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still pave the way for one to take active responsibility for one's own choices in difficult situations.
It is possible to take the initiative to improve the quality of the work being done without posing
this question, but in this case efforts are often focused on details rather than on the work team as
a system. If the organization isn't appropriate to the work to be accomplished, then the problems
cannot be solved merely by getting individuals to change their attitudes.

S. Organizational culture

The previous sub-theme focused on the workplace as a system in
relation to the purpose the work team should serve. This sub-
theme focuses on the organizational culture, i.e., the atmosphere,

1. What organizational
culture dominates my

SRR .. . workplace?
style and implicit norms characterizing how people interrelate at
o . 2. What do I feel about
the workplace. The organizational culture might be cold and o
. . . our organizational
impersonal, rough, hostile, warm, open, tolerant, intolerant, culture?

formal, etc. It might also be marked by various kinds of informal
groupings, e.g., men vs. women, manual vs. white-collar workers,
locals vs. newcomers, Swedes vs. immigrants, or simply those
who are suited to the prevailing style vs. those who are not.

3. Are there important
reasons why the orga-
nizational culture has
become what it is?

4. What can I do to
improve the current
organizational culture?

The first question, "What organizational culture dominates my
workplace?," involves making the organizational culture a
conscious object of reflection by simply working out for oneself

the characteristics of the social style.

The second question, "What do I feel about our organizational culture?," implies that one is
taking a position on the predominant social style, perhaps by clarifying for oneself which
concrete components of the work atmosphere, jargon and attitude one finds destructive and un-
acceptable.

In the following excerpt, Gun reveals her observations on the informal culture that pervades her
new workplace and she takes a position on it:

So after only two weeks had gone by I'd managed to break two unspoken codes and they are: You shall
not protest, especially not if you're going to pursue it. If you do it should be coffee-break talk with the
rest of us, so criticism doesn't pay, that's pretty much the system and I thought it was a terrible period
really. #A8

Here is another example of a person who sees the organizational culture as an important factor:

Well, the worst part, that was probably the lack of comradeship there. [...] And I guess the worst was
that as soon as somebody got up and left the lunchroom or coffee-room then the crap started to fly, I
think that was the worst part. #A12

The third question, "Are there important reasons why the organizational culture has become what
it is?," can be important in understanding the motives for or background of the current social
style. It could be that a negative atmosphere serves an important purpose in that it creates group
cohesiveness among those who share a negative attitude toward others, or in that it constitutes a
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kind of support for the group members' self-esteem. Insight into such underlying contexts can
provide greater chances to work toward a constructive change by developing alternative ways to
satisfy those needs that are currently satisfied in a destructive fashion.

The fourth question, "What can I do to improve the current organizational culture?," implies that
one is considering the possibility of making an effort to influence this culture. If this seems
impossible, one can still reflect upon how to behave in order to avoid both playing along in a
game one doesn't wish to be a part of and being excluded and bullied because one openly
challenges the dominant style.

From the interview with Jane (presented in its entirety in Chapter 6), we have found an excerpt
illustrating an active attempt to influence a company's organizational culture:

On one occasion, I asked the group to be cautious and thoughtful about jokes they mailed around the
group. Some very inappropriate things were being mailed around, for example, a photograph of a
naked man on top of a fat naked woman. On multiple other occasions, lunch table conversation
centered around which woman in the office would look best naked mud wrestling. Other times, the
discussion was about, if we were on a deserted island, who would we kill and eat first. In their defense,
Michael actually initiated most of these discussions. I said, "We are part of a larger, more conservative
company, and I would like you to consider what jokes and conversations you take part in. I don't want
you to get into trouble." #B30

In this case, however, Jane's attempt didn't have a great impact since her boss, Michael, was one
of the driving forces behind the jargon that pervaded the workplace.

T. Goals and functions

Conceptions of the overall goals and purposes served by the
workplace can vary greatly even within a given workplace. For
example, one might see the workplace's purpose primarily in
terms of generating one's own monthly salary, in terms of profita-
bility or meeting certain quantitative results with an acceptable
level of quality, or in terms of producing goods or services
important to the buyers' well-being. Since there are so many
different ways to construe the meaning of the workplace in a
larger context, it can be important to consider one's own opinions.

1. What overall goals
and purposes are served
by my workplace?

2. Do I think these are
good goals?

3. Are there important
reasons for formulating
the goals in this way and
for possible shortco-
mings in reaching them?
4. What can I do to help
develop the goals and
improve our ability to
reach them?

The first question, "What overall goals and purposes are served by
my workplace?" deals with articulating one's conception of the
specific goals and purposes of one's own workplace. Many people
have never posed this question directly, but have instead taken

their concrete work assignments for granted, trying to complete
them as best they can. However, a conception of the overall purpose of the workplace is an
important prerequisite for developing and changing specific routines and other circumstances so
that the workplace can function well and in a goal-oriented way. The roots of workplace conflicts
are not infrequently found when certain individuals have ideas about how goals can better be



43

reached while others either have another picture of what the goal is/should be or lack any picture
of a higher purpose, but instead safeguard stability and tradition.

The second question, "Do I think these are good goals?," encourages the individual to compare
routine-like conceptions of the workplace's goals with his/her own conception of what is
meaningful and worth working toward (see the introduction to the interview with Jane, in Chapter
6). This question can result in clarifying for oneself which values and goals one wishes to set
one's inner compass on, which can, in turn, lead to deeper feelings of meaningfulness in one's
work. A clear conception of goals and values also provides better terms for making choices
during a conflict, e.g., by knowing more clearly which values one is prepared to fight for and
which aren't worth a confrontation.

The third question is "Are there important reasons for formulating the goals in this way and for
possible shortcomings in reaching them?" Perhaps there are evident circumstances obstructing
development of the organization's goals, e.g., lack of time for considering and continually
evaluating the goals and the relation between them and daily work activities.

The fourth question, "What can I do to help develop the goals and improve our ability to reach
them?," encourages the individual to take responsibility for doing his/her part to work toward the
goals and values he/she finds important.

Final comments
The development of awareness during conflicts

The common pattern in all of the themes dealt with above is the following: first, straightforward
experiences are organized into clear perceptual gestalts, which then are gradually transformed
from constants to variables that one can influence in various ways. Before becoming actively
aware of certain elements of one's experience, one can neither turn them over in one's thoughts
nor decide to try to influence them. This increased awareness — described here as the posing of
more and more questions — brings with it a gradually increasing number of instruments with
which one can exert an influence on one's surrounding and oneself. This is an important
component in what is called "empowerment," i.e., individuals and groups acquiring an increased
ability to take their destiny in their own hands.

Naturally, increased awareness doesn't automatically mean that one can change external
circumstances — something that becomes clear in many of our interviews (see, e.g., the chapter on
Jane). This increased awareness, however, does imply improved access to tools for active change.
It also implies more opportunities to actively choose how one wishes to manage frustrating
situations. Increased awareness of oneself and one's inner processes implies, in particular, greater
chances to constructively meet with deadlocked external situations, in that one's own feelings and
patterns of interpretation are transformed from given experiential constants to variables that can
be changed — or at least reevaluated.
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Is it realistic to expect that everyone can become so "extremely aware"?

When the reader has come this far, perhaps he or she will heave a sigh of exhaustion, wondering
whether the authors actually mean that normal people should think so much and so deeply about
everyday events. This exposition, however, wasn't intended to define the goals for what every
individual should consider during a conflict situation. Instead, we wish to illustrate the potential
of using conscious reflection as an instrument for handling conflict experiences. It is then, of
course, up to each individual to decide what is reasonable, meaningful and possible in a given
situation. In dealing with their conflicts, the majority of our interviewees used active reflection
only to a limited extent. Of the eighty questions for self-consideration described here, only a
relatively small number are usually spontaneously posed by those involved in a conflict. In many
situations, however, a large proportion of the questions are irrelevant. But we still believe that our
model can be a stimulating starting point for working with increased awareness. By becoming
familiar with the questions one can pose to oneself during daily life, one has better chances of
actively choosing the kinds of questions one wishes to consider more often — questions that one
feels might improve life in various ways.

Many people lack interest in, and perhaps the individual prerequisites of, developing their ability
to reflect in the sense that reflection is outlined here. This is also an important fact to be aware of.

In the next chapter — which is short — we present an instrument intended to give a better overview
of various dimensions of awareness during conflicts — a "conflict mandala."
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3. The conflict awareness mandala — Mapping consciousness in
conflicts

A map of awareness in workplace conflicts

In chapter 2 we presented in considerable detail the specific questions an individual may reflect
on during a workplace conflict. Since the typology involves many different issues and levels we
have looked for a way to present a graphical overview that summarizes all the particular items of
the typology. In figure 3.1 we present an instrument that can be used to represent an individual’s
level of consciousness in relation to conflict experiences. We call this chart the “conflict
awareness mandala.” The chart is composed of five concentric circles, divided into 20 sectors.
Each sector corresponds to one of the subthemes of table 2.1. The innermost circle represents the
direct experiences that are always present in the awareness of a waking person. The four rings
outside the hub corresponds to the four types of questions that can be asked for each subtheme.
The simplest type of questions are placed in the first ring, while the more sophisticated questions
are placed further out. Each cell in the mandala corresponds accordingly to one of the questions
in table 2.1. The sectors/ subthemes are grouped into the four main themes in table 2.1: The
Conflict, The Other, The Self and The Setting. These main themes are demarcated in the chart by
thicker lines. The Self and The Other have been placed opposing each other, whereas The
Conflictand The Setting have been placed in-between them. As has been explained in chapter 2
we have chosen to discern more subthemes in 7he Self than in The Other because the individual
potentially has greater access to the finer details of his or her own interior than to the inner
experience of other people. The specific order of the subthemes within the main themes does not
follow any particular principle.

The mandala can be used to give a general outline of the scope of an individual’s consciousness
in a conflict situation. This is done by colouring the cells that correspond to questions the
individual spontaneously and actively reflects on. In figure 3.2 and 3.3 we give two examples of
charts mapping the elements that play a role in two rather different persons’ reflections about
their workplace conflict experiences. The first person reflects on very few aspects of the conflict,
the other persons involved, the workplace and his self, whereas the second reflects on many
different questions, in particular regarding the course of events, the counterpart and the
workplace setting.

As we have mentioned in chapter 2, there are many individuals who do not actively use reflection
as an instrument of orientation in daily life. These persons handle daily events as they transpire,
reacting spontaneously without really thinking about what happens and why. However, even
persons who do reflect on the meaning of their experience can differ widely in their depth of
awareness. This is mirrored in the four rings. Ring 1 represents perception, i.e. the act of
becoming aware of various themes and perceiving that specific phenomena have a meaning. The
individual who only asks the types of questions in ring 1 does not do anything with that which
has been observed. For example, a person can be aware that the vague role assignments in a firm
contributes to the emergence of conflicts, but this is only an insight that flickers briefly in the
person’s mind without leading to any further consequences in terms of forming opinions,
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inquirying for further insight or taking action. In ring 2, the questions penetrate further into the
development of distinct opinions about the appropriateness of the role distribution, in ring 3 one
inquires into underlying reasons behind the vague role definitions, and in ring 4 one searches for
ways of actively influencing the way the roles are defined. Many individuals mainly dwell at ring
1, with a few excursions into ring 2. These persons are aware of the significance of many
circumstances and factors that contribute to the nature of the workplace conflict, but these
insights do not develop beyond being rather superficial observations, with little consequence for
how the individual feels, thinks and acts in relation to the conflict.

THE CONFLICT

Events Issues

Behaviour A B Behaviour

Interpretations,
opinions, etc.

THE OTHER

Issues

Emotions I E Emotions
Interpre-
tations J F Personality
THE SELF
Value K T Function
judgments
S Organizational
culture
Values
M R
Work team
Personality
N Q THE SETTING
O P | X
- Relationships
Perspective (o1 Informal P
setting roles

Ring I: Questions of "What?"

Ring II: Questions of "What do I feel about it?"
Ring III: Questions of "Why?"

Ring I'V: Questions of "What can I do?"

Figure 3.1 The conflict awareness mandala
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THE CONFLICT THE CONFLICT

THE THE
OTHER OTHER

THE
SETTING

SETTING

Figure 3.2 Figure 3.3

The mandala can also be used for discerning differences in individual orientation. A person who
is oriented towards relationships will probably have many coloured cells in the “northeast” parts
of the mandala, but maybe fewer in the “west” and “southeast™ parts (see figure 3.4). The
characteristics of an extraverted and structurally oriented individual may show up as an
emphasis on the “southeast” and “north” parts of the mandala (figure 3.5). An actively
introverted person might have many coloured cells in the “west” parts of the mandala, but
maybe not as many in the “northeast” and “southeast” parts.

The purpose of the mandala is primarily to visualize the basic principle involved: that the levels
of consciousness of individuals may vary significantly. The conflict awareness mandala can be
a starting point for increased self-knowledge and personal development, since it can be used for
visualizing characteristic patterns of awareness. We do not intend the mandala to be an
instrument for measuring and categorizing individuals. In practice this is seldom desirable, and
can be ethically dubious. It is also difficult to formulate precise criteria for how to judge if a
particular formulation in an interview is proof that an individual normally reflects on a
particular question. However, we believe that the conflict awareness mandala can be used as a
pedagogical instrument for visualizing the great potential for development that each of us have
in terms of expanded consciousness in relation to the external and interior worlds. An expanded
consciousness can lead to both an increased ability to deal constructively with conflicts, and to a
reduced1 propensity to get caught in negative emotions as a consequence of conflict expe-
riences.

"2 The general principle of the conflict awareness mandala can be adapted to other fields of experience by replacing
some of the themes and questions in our version with those relevant for the particular field one has in mind. Some
examples might be spouse relationsships, the relationship of the teacher to his class, the relationship of healthcare
professionals to their clients, political activists, management in org