


  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  FEMININE AND MASCULINE? STILL USING THOSE TERMS?


  I’ve spent the last decade trying to find ways to resolve conflict that are empowering. And when I saw one that really worked, I would run it by some other mediators and then incorporate the idea and maybe some of their suggestions into this book. But one suggestion didn’t sit right. A friend mentioned that I should avoid the terms feminine, masculine, any reference to gender or individual identity, and instead just say this is how all people responded. As if every person could be lumped into one group and that we all respond to conflict the same.


  It felt like my friend was saying that instead of admiring the individual blue and pink and green Play-Doh, let’s mush them all into one big ball. (Do your kids/nieces and nephews do that too? Mash all of the Play-Doh together and then it looks like a lump of refried beans?)


  And I understand why my friend made that comment. Keeping all of the Play-Doh separate is hard. Squishing them together is easier—easier to study and to describe. Refried beans are just one color and consistency, which makes them easier to lump together.


  It took me a few months of sitting with this to understand why I was resisting my friend’s suggestion. Play-Doh is simply more interesting to look at when you can see the swirl of blues and greens and purples, and I don’t want to squish all of these colors together as if each one wasn’t beautiful, as if each one didn’t deserve a spot of its own. Just like I don’t want to squish feminine qualities and masculine qualities and nonbinary and trans qualities all together and act like they aren’t wonderful all on their own. Even more, these gender roles have developed much different responses to conflict, which all have their own value, and by pretending that there are not any differences we are diminishing their uniqueness.


  Sooooo instead of following my friend’s advice and ignoring gender, I added a gender and culture analysis to each and every behavior chapter. There is just a lot of wisdom out there that works, and I want to describe it and pass it on to you. Some people can be so tender and warm and handle so many things with patience, in an amazingly stereotypical feminine response. Others can tune out distractions and bravely face a daunting conflict, with a stereotypical masculine response. Both responses have inherently beautiful qualities and are something to be proud of. My only request is that you don’t choose a particular response because you are supposed to. Break out of your bucket! Look at all the different options and feel empowered to choose the blue or green or purple conflict resolution option that suits you.


  Psychologist Mark Cummings tells us that we observed our parents’/guardians’ fighting styles, the good and bad, the attack and the wait approach, and decided what to adopt for ourselves. What he realized was that children were drawn toward a particular approach based on their values or personality (“I want to be seen as caring,” or “I want to be seen as brave”) and then altered it later based on gender or culture. He encouraged people to return to the conflict resolution path that fit them best, saying that would be the most effective for them.


  To choose which options are the most effective, I am keeping all of our different responses to conflict separated into lots of different buckets, feminine, masculine, LGBTQ+ when available, and even a few faith-based and political buckets. And I am sticking with the terms feminine and masculine to describe them for two reasons. First, many people can relate to the terms feminine and masculine. Also, incorporating the terms that have historically been used allows me to pull from the decades of research1 analyzing feminine and masculine responses to conflict and share these with you.2


  Many of the current feminine and masculine responses are based on research by Deborah Tannen,3 who says:


 
	Men have a report-style approach to communication, and


	Women have a rapport-style approach.




  I suggest reviewing the wins from both of these historical styles in this book, and then creating your own. So instead of limiting yourself to a report style or a rapport style, empower yourself and create your resolve style.


  FIGHT LIKE A GIRL (OR BOY)


  Most of my childhood was just me and my mom. And we had a blast. But a single mom, working, going to school in the evening, has no time for gender roles. She just did what had to be done. Chopped wood, painted my nails, fixed a tire, had a tea party, helped with my homework, and taught me how to throw a softball. I followed her approach of not worrying about gender roles and just doing what had to be done—and loving it.


  I realized that I had grown up in a world where my mom taught me not to be confined by expectations. If I needed a tool from a pink bucket or a blue bucket, then I would grab it. If I needed to make up my own tie-dye bucket full of brand-new tools, that’s exactly what I did.


  I want to bring that mentality to conflict resolution. If there is an excellent approach to resolve a conflict, who cares if it is traditionally considered feminine or masculine? Reach deep into that bucket!


  So how do we actually put that into practice? Well, as I describe these 20 different behaviors, I follow them up with a typical feminine and masculine response to that behavior, including thoughts on which one might be more effective for that situation and for different people. Learn about these cool options, and then design your own conflict adventure.4


  EMPOWERMENT


  Empowerment is such a buzzword right now that I am nervous to use it for fear it will be out of style or be turned into something offensive by the time this book is published. But there just isn’t a better word.


  When I was a little girl, I looked up to Princess Diana. She had the gentlest wave. With all the power of the monarchy at her fingertips, she still managed to acknowledge people so tenderly. I remember watching how she handled all the criticism and shade—with only a perfect smile. I thought this was how you handled difficult situations. Show them you hear their concerns with a demure smile. I used to think that her brief responses showed extreme self-discipline. Now I know differently: She didn’t know what else to do.


  When my husband was young, he looked up to Jack Lambert. Lambert was 6'4", so I guess most people looked up to him. He is known as the greatest linebacker of his era. Lambert was the Steelers Enforcer, Dracula in Cleats. He had lost his teeth, and he even decided not to replace them to make him look scary. See, he didn’t weigh as much as many of the other linebackers, so scaring them was one way to get an initial edge. He wanted to be taken seriously, so he scared everyone around him: He didn’t know what else to do.


  This book is a story of empowerment when you don’t know what else to do. It is learning how to handle controversy and criticism with something more than a gentle wave or scary dentistry. It is my own story, as I learned how to tackle things that scared me. It is my husband’s story, as he created his own path for dealing with hardship. And it is the stories of thousands of employees who have walked through conflict and come out stronger and better for it.
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  CONFLICTThe Secret Playbook


  So, you could spend $100K on a doctorate to learn some vocab about conflict.


  But what if we saved you just a bit of time and money and reviewed the most important terms.


  What causes conflict? Like my favorite In-N-Out burger, there’s a quick and handy way to examine conflict:


  THE 3 X 3 APPROACH


  Three types of conflict:



	Internal: When a coworker in your office is driving you nuts1

  
	External: When a customer outside of your office is being really difficult2


	Systemic: When your whole office is just messed up from top to bottom3




  Three common causes of conflict:


 
	Communication: When your coworker missed out on the drawing for social skills, this means they won’t be winning any awards for kindness or clarity.4

  
	Scarcity: When there just isn’t enough of something you need, like resources for your job, time to do your job, or money for your pocket5


	Confusion: When your boss explains something and you walk away wondering if you both speak the same language; not enough guidance on job and role definitions6




  Three points of conflict:7



	Entrance: When you realize that you are not on the same page with someone (conflict awareness—this stage is hard to avoid; it’s going to happen)


	Escalation: When someone has really crossed the line and it’s time to tell them (conflict is starting to go uphill—hard to escape; you’re in the thick of it)


	Exit: When you figure out how to deal with each other going forward (conflict resolution—hard to achieve; until you found this book!)
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    Source: Author


  Everybody does conflict. What does this mean? It means conflict can and does happen everywhere, to everyone, in every aspect of your office (and your life).


  Conflict is like a 3:00 a.m. salted caramel truffle ice cream craving—we all have them. (We do all have them, right? It’s not just me?) Even the kindest, calmest person finds themselves in conflict. It’s because we all have different values and different expectations, and when those bump into each other we end up in conflict. The key is to realize that these conflicts don’t have to spiral out of control, you just need to learn a few new tools for dealing with your coworkers. Now that we understand the 3 x 3 theory to diagnose these conflicts, we can learn some of these new tools. First, read this book. Second, go out and tackle the conflicts in your life. Third, be excited about what you learn and how you grow. Fourth, celebrate with the salted caramel truffle ice cream.
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  POSITIVE CONFLICTChoosing the Right Mindset for Wrongdoings


  People say you can always count on death and taxes. But with Han Solo proving that cryogenics can help us avoid death, and with some of the crazy schemes that people go through to avoid taxes, perhaps it is more accurate to say you can always count on conflict. Every single relationship, given time, will experience a conflict. This doesn’t mean there is something wrong with the relationship—it means it is deepening.


  Once people move past the honeymoon phase of their workplace, they begin to see past the curtain. They realize that Sarah is a micromanager, Tom is vain, Shantara tells inappropriate jokes, Ralph is a pushover, and Leah is always late. This doesn’t mean you need to quit—it means it is time for some difficult conversations.


  This section provides a variety of choices you can make as you tackle conflict. You are not powerless. You are not stuck in your situation. But you do have a lot of decisions to make as you take back control. Choose your process and your outcome, and assess the effect on your mental health as well as the effect on your office. As you move through this chapter, take time to choose: What do you want from this conflict?


  CHOOSING YOUR RESPONSE


  So why are we looking at conflict from a gender viewpoint? (Please see earlier note about gender, and remember that means that a person of any gender is having a feminized or masculinized response.)1 Think about how the royalty shamed Princess Diana. The Old Boys Club dismissed the new female hire. The chairman of the board would hit on his assistant after having a few drinks? What are we taught to do? Smile and wave, girls. Smile and wave.


  So, some of us stuffed our frustration down, thinking we would just put up with it to keep our peace and keep our job. A study conducted by Alice Eagly and Steven Karau showed that given the same circumstances, women had to work harder than men to receive a promotion. This study also showed that when men and women occupied the same leadership position, women were perceived less favorably. We were seen as either too weak or too aggressive.2 This made us look like babies, wimps who wouldn’t stand up for themselves. Until some of us had more than we could bear, and then we exploded. We screamed and protested and shouted at the injustice—and rightly so! Now they call us bullies.


  But shouldn’t there be another option? Shouldn’t there be a way to bring about change and respect without being a meek wallflower or an abrasive tyrant? Can’t there be an option in between where we treat people with the respect we expect?


  This requires two things:



	Respect yourself. Realize that you deserve a healthy office environment. If your children were being mistreated at the office, wouldn’t you stand up for them? Of course! But don’t you deserve to be treated well in the office too? And don’t you deserve someone to stand up for you? Absolutely! So, take that same Mama Bear energy you would use for your kids and use it to stand up for yourself!


	Empower yourself. Once you identify your boundaries and your requirements for a healthy office, you will then need to protect those boundaries. And in order to protect those boundaries, you need the skills to be able to say “that is enough; it is time for change” in a way that people can hear you.




  Realize that when you run into a conflict it is often indicative of a deeper issue with yourself or the other person. When members of the Boston Philharmonic Orchestra were getting into conflict, conductor Ben Zander told them that first they needed to look within themselves to find out why they were reacting this way.3 In conflict, there is an unrecognized concern or an unvalidated value. Once we are at peace about those values, conflicts begin to lessen, which is why conflict is empowering—it is a signal to us that it is time to grow. Zander continually paused when members of his orchestra began to argue and told them to enjoy this opportunity to learn about themselves.


  This book gives you the practical skills to move through conflict, and it also asks you to do some self-care and examine how you can grow through the conflict.


  Going through conflict can be uncomfortable, but if handled appropriately it can be a positive experience. Yeah, right, you’re thinking, the same way a root canal can be a positive experience, if we are able to focus on the outcome. But what you decide to do about conflict now will determine if this conflict will be a negative or a positive experience.


  The reason most conflicts stink so much is that we don’t know how to make them positive.


  “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” you’re thinking. “That’s taking it a little far. Conflict can’t be a positive experience. The middle seat on the back row by the bathrooms of a bumpy plane would be a more positive experience.” Just wait, keep reading. Let me try to make a believer out of you.


  The key to a positive conflict outcome? Talk to each other.4 I mean, that’s it. To be totally honest, you could probably stop reading this book now, because you have the main point: Figure out ways to talk to each other. We are taught how to do quadratic equations, invest in stock portfolios, change a tire—but we are not taught how to sit down and talk to each other.


  Choose to Talk to Each Other


  One manager told me about an explosive argument with his team about the company website. A new hire was criticizing the website, calling it outdated and embarrassing. She addressed it at every staff meeting, she asked the IT department to redesign it, and she asked if time and funding could be allocated to work on the problem. “It was annoying—she kept nitpicking the website we designed,” the owner said. “I remember she told me she felt excluded from the office, which was true, because we stopped inviting her to staff meetings. We were just so sick of her constant complaining!” People began to make fun of the new hire behind her back, saying that she would just disagree with any idea they had. They stopped telling her about meetings. People were putting notes on her office chair, “Hi, welcome to my office. Tell me your idea—so I can make fun of it.” The manager was realizing he must have hired a critical, entitled millennial and it was probably time to just fire her. But, thank goodness, the manager (who was a millennial himself, by the way) wasn’t a big fan of cancel culture. He wanted to see if they could work the problem out.


  The manager asked her to come in and they just talked about what had been going on. And he listened. He was able to see where she was coming from. He called me later and said, “You know what? She was right. Our website was outdated and not useful. It was horrible having to fight with her about it for a year—it made the whole office uncomfortable. But now that I finally listened to her and did something about it, we have a much better website. Our sales are up and employees are happier. And we realized something: She will fight really stinking hard to make sure something is perfect. And our office is the better for it. We all apologized to her. She teases us about it now—good-naturedly. But we also learned that if we need something done right, we should take it to her.”


  Going through this conflict was hard because the team wasn’t using the right communication tools. But in the end, it was positive—their website and their staff relationships improved.


  Imagine if you went through life and everyone was like you. There wasn’t any opportunity to learn anything new about anyone. I mean, actually imagine living with clones of yourself. (Okay, it does sound nice for a minute, we could always agree on dinner and what to watch!) But


  

  

  

  

  

  Choose the Effect on You


  

  

  Choose How to Enter into Conflict


  

  

  

  


	Conflict forces us to learn more about other people.


	Conflict forces us to learn more about ourself.


	Conflict forces us to realize that we can have a difficult conversation with someone and not explode.




  Choose to Protect Your Mental Health


  

  

  

  

 
	Anxiety


	Trouble focusing


	Difficulty trusting coworkers


	Project failure


	Employees losing hope and motivation


	Absenteeism and turnover


	Termination




  

  

  Choose the Effects on Your Office


  

  

  

  THE PRICE OF CHANGE IS TALKING


 
    

  



  

  WORKPLACE COMMUNICATION CONFLICT THEORY


  Choose Your Ingredients


  

  

  

  Choose Your Outcomes


  

 
	Eggs for connection


	Butter for comfort


	Sugar for joy


	Flour for raising hope


	Cocoa for respect


	Vanilla for kindness


	Baking soda for lightening up difficult situations




  

  

  

  

  ORGANIC PROCESSES ARE UNPREDICTABLE


  

  CHOOSE TO ATTACK THE PROBLEM, NOT THE PERSON


  

  

  

 
	The temporal lobes analyze the expression that we see on someone’s face and interpret it (wide eyes indicate fear or surprise, upturned lips indicate joy, etc.).


	The frontal lobes are constantly adjusting what we think, feel, and do depending on our surroundings, and anticipating how someone might react to those adjustments.


	The insula takes this external information and internalizes it. This tells our body how to make adjustments in our communication to get the desired reaction.10




  

  

  

  

  

  

  “Attack the Person” Conversation


  


	This conversation could easily go off the rails because of a lack of my own self-confidence.


	If I don’t feel completely comfortable with myself, then when I am placed around someone tougher than myself, I might need to tear her down to feel better.


	I might feel threatened and go out on the attack.


	I might interpret her normal statements as judgmental, because I am judging myself, so I am hearing her comments through my negative self-filter.


	I feel ashamed, guilty, frozen.16




  

  

  

  

  

  “Attack the Problem” Conversation


  

  

  


   

  

  



  “Attack the Person” Conversation


  

  

  “Attack the Problem” Conversation


  

  

  CHOOSE HOW YOU FIGHT


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


	Women have a high emotional intelligence (EQ).22 They are able to quickly pick up on signs of microaggression, emotional connection, and anxiety. (Men were typically higher skilled at recognizing signs of aggression.) Women can discern the other’s emotional state and adjust their response to be the most effective.


	Women are great at multitasking.23 Technically, they aren’t actually better, they can just do more things quickly and shift between tasks faster. They are able to consider their own interests, the other’s interests, and their surroundings simultaneously.


	Women have a high level of nurturing and empathy.24 This helps women to see where the other side is coming from.


	Most importantly: Women are typically incredible at expressing their feelings. Even though men were reported to feel emotions stronger, women were better at expressing these emotions verbally.25 This is the key to a successful fight—being able to articulate what you want in a way that the other person can hear it. Without this ability, the fight never gets resolved.




  

  

  
     

  

  

  

  

  



  FIXING THE FIGHTING IN TWO STEPS: (1) ASSESS; THEN (2) ACT


  

  
  
  

  (1) Assess


  

  

 
	Internal: Internal conflicts come from two or more employees within the company that are having a disagreement. Almost all the conflicts described in this book are internal. Which makes sense—you spend most of your time around your coworkers and sometimes you just drive each other nuts.


	External: This is when an outside factor causes the conflict. Say your vendor increased their prices. Or it could be learned from childhood. If someone grew up in a racist household, then that racism might be exposed through jabs or outright harassment or discrimination in the office. This is why it is important to assess the roots of the conflict: When you know where a conflict is coming from, you are better prepared to address it. Some of these conflicts should be handled by a kind conversation. Others need to be addressed by HR or a judge. There are some conflicts (physical violence, racism, abuse, etc.) that are so insidious you should get help instead of trying to resolve them yourself. But what this book can do for these abusive conflicts is to help you identify them and be able to articulate your goals, so that you can plan the next step.


	Systemic: A conflict is systemic if it is affecting the entire company. If you are facing this situation, then a kind conversation with one person is likely not sufficient. This is when you will need to address the conflict at a higher level and likely work with management to begin change. Remember, many companies have systemic issues—they were built on a competitive instead of a collaborative culture.




  

  

  


	Understand your triggers, your situation, and those around you


	Name why the conflict is happening, and be able to impress people by describing it with fancy conflict vocabulary and theory


	Plan out your own conflict resolution adventure


	Act by standing up for your interests without people writing you off as wimpy, whiny, or wild




  (2) Act


  

  





  ABOUT MEDIATE.COM


  Mediate.com has been helping mediators since 1996. With more than 15,000 articles, news items, blog postings, and videos, and more than 5 million visitor sessions each year, Mediate.com is the world’s leading mediation website.


  Mediate.com serves as a bridge between professionals offering mediation and people needing mediators. Mediate.com also offers resources for those seeking to resolve conflict, such as online calculators, tutorials, trainings, and directories.
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  ACR PRACTITIONER’S GUIDE SERIES
AN ACR/ROWMAN & LITTLEFIELD PARTNERSHIP
PUBLICATION SERIES


  ACR/Rowman & Littlefield Publication Editors:


  Michael Lang, Institute for Reflective Practice, Sarasota, Florida, mlang@mediate.com


  Susanne Terry, Institute for Reflective Practice, Danville, Vermont, sterry@highreachfarm.com


  Cheryl Jamison, Belonging & Connectedness Consultant, Columbus, Georgia, cheryl.jamison26@gmail.com


  Books in the ACR Practitioner’s Guide Series are field guides for the benefit of practitioners actively engaged as third-party intervenors, scholars, educators, trainers, researchers, and participants in conflict resolution processes. Each book is a practical guide that illuminates thought processes that lead to action—the underlying rationale for practice decisions—rather than simply describing “what to do.” Grounded in Reflective Practice principles, the books examine the application of theory and research in relation to practice choices and guide the reader/user in a deeper understanding of why we make particular choices in our work.


  Titles in Series:




  The Guide to Reflective Practice in Conflict Resolution by Michael D. Lang


  More Justice, More Peace: When Peacemakers Are Advocates edited by Susanne Terry


  Beyond Equity and Inclusion in Conflict Resolution: Recentering the Profession edited by S.Y. Bowland, Hasshan Batts, Beth Roy, and Mary Adams Trujillo


  Self-Determination in Mediation: The Art and Science of Mirrors and Lights by Dan Simon and Tara West


  Rising Above Office Conflict: A Light-Hearted Guide for the Heavy-Hearted Employee by Clare E. Fowler


  


  Forthcoming:




  Walk It Like You Talk It: An Action Guide for Practicing Conflict Resolution by Gloria Rhodes
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  About ACR


  The Association for Conflict Resolution (ACR) is a professional organization enhancing the practice and public understanding of conflict resolution. An international professional association for mediators, arbitrators, educators, and other conflict resolution practitioners and researchers, ACR works in a wide range of settings throughout the United States and around the world. Our multicultural and multidisciplinary organization offers a broad umbrella under which all forms of dispute resolution practice find a home. Website: www.acrnet.org; Twitter: @ACRgroup.
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