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For Mom and Dad, the most precious souls ever.

—Doc E

For John Duncum, the man who taught me everything I know about conflict resolution, and even more about how to be a leader, a father, and a husband.

—Doc G




Introduction

You know those days: Flight delay after flight delay transforms a trip into an exhaustive test of patience. The airline reps assure everyone that boarding will commence in ten minutes despite no aircraft at the gate. Ten minutes morph into thirty. Sixty. The gate TV monitor reads On Time. Why do carriers refuse to post accurate status reports? That alone makes your ears steam, compounding the fret you have over not getting a good night’s rest before the potentially career-changing interview you have in the morning. You manage to subdue the frustration—then customer service announces that your original 5:05 p.m. departure has been pushed back once again, with a new departure time of 10:59 p.m. You glance at your watch. Seven o’clock. What do you do?

Or envision an office scenario: Your company’s CEO has hired and assigned their nephew—an inexperienced, recent college grad—to your team. You’re tasked with a new product launch, the success of which is critical for your company to rebound from recent declines. With quarterly numbers due in short order, your direct reports need to be on their A game. Except that Mr. Neo Nephew regularly arrives late, doesn’t complete paperwork, is constantly on his phone, and rolls his eyes when you give him instructions. Confounding the situation, your other team members are kissing up to him to garner favor with the CEO. What do you do?

There’s no shortage of potentially exasperating interpersonal clashes thrust upon us. Some, admittedly, may be ripple effects of our own doing. Or we may be innocent bystanders roped into a mess. No matter the origin, these conflicts can elicit confusion, ire, and, often, a sense that we lack control over certain areas of our life.

An old college acquaintance hounds you to make more time to get together, right when you’re slammed both at work and at home.

Commuting to work for a critical all-hands-on-deck meeting, you stop to pick up coffee and breakfast treats for everyone. What was an impromptu act of kindness becomes a stressful hustle as the line takes forever. Just when you think you’re going to get to the counter with seconds left to spare, another customer cuts in front of you.

You’re asked to sign a petition at work, and even though you can see how a divide between you and your colleagues will cause you difficulty down the road, you don’t believe in the cause.

Your teenager has started running with a bad crowd and huffs out of the room the second you bring it up.

Your spouse disapproves of one of your favorite, but expensive, hobbies, and the two of you have gotten sideways on discretionary spending.

What do you do?

What if there were an efficient way to reliably turn the tables in your favor? From professional to personal, inconsequential to monumental, the conflicts you bump into can be vastly diverse, just like the individuals involved. No singular methodology will solve every problem. A strategy that succeeds in one case could backfire in another.

Ah, but there is a pattern. And patterns can be reprogrammed.

Human beings are capable of incredibly complex calculation and dynamic creation—if and when our environment allows. The evolved part of the brain, our cerebral cortex, houses the mechanics for reason, analysis, logic, thoughtfulness, and talents such as patience, listening, foresight, and altruism. We tap into our cortex on routine days, when life is proceeding as normal and we have time and energy. When we’re stressed, it’s a different story. Feeling overtaxed, overworked, frightened, cornered—these conditions push us substantially outside our comfort zone and can induce an involuntary suspension of cortical functions. In the face of pressure, the brain is designed to flip off information processing “luxuries,” like memory and problem-solving, in favor of using subcortical structures (such as the thalamus, which regulates alertness, and the basal ganglia, which controls conditioned habits) that operate faster and with less consumption of resources. This protective mechanism and quick-response neural shift has served the survival of our species well.

For an oversimplified analogy, what do you do when you inadvertently rest your hand on a scalding surface? Do you weigh your options, assess the merits of rotating your shoulder left versus right, take a minute to ballpark your skin temperature? Of course not! You yank back your digits before a conscious thought can be formed. Humans react to conflict in a not-so-dissimilar way. When we’re faced with external pressure, our deep-rooted habits, desires, and behaviors launch into action.

The good news: through three decades of building and facilitating team chemistry for Fortune 500 companies, professional sports franchises, schools, government agencies, medical centers, nonprofit organizations, and families (including marriage counseling and mediation), we’ve discovered that people all respond to conflict in one of five core, hand-on-the-stove ways. We’ve witnessed some truly wild $#!% and jaw-dropping relationship cacophony (some of which we’ll share in the pages to come), but we’ve realized that no matter how unexpected or appalling the conflict, each person’s approach to it can be distilled into one of five styles.

When riled by one another, humans will instinctively (1) avoid, (2) compete, (3) analyze, (4) collaborate, or (5) accommodate. Because these are ingrained by-products of the subcortex in action, they are predictable. If you can predict how someone might behave in a circumstance, you can formulate a game plan. All you need to know is which of the five patterns someone is wired to use when smacked in the nose by a stressor.

Enter How to Get Along with Anyone.

Intensive study of human performance and organizational psychology combined with careers full of trial and error have taught us that the escalation of disagreements is rarely a result of content. Blowups appear to be substance driven, and oft dressed up as such, but they’re actually people driven. No, we don’t mean bad-actor caused, though that certainly does happen. We mean that when people don’t fully attend to one another, they miss cues, considerations, and opportunities to keep differences from mushrooming—or better still, to benefit from those same differences. The first step toward preventing and resolving conflict is to focus on figuring out the people participating in it, not the underlying “problem.”

Section I of this book will arm you with tools to better understand your own style and the styles of the people around you. Central to this process, we’ll supply you with a formula for identifying your coworkers’ and loved ones’ Conflict Personality Styles—whether they are Avoiders, Competitors, Analyzers, Collaborators, or Accommodators (or whether they are multi-styled, as is someone who’s an Accommodator around their boss but an Avoider in family situations). You’ll then learn how to use this knowledge to foster great communication and great relationships, designing a bulletproof conflict vest for yourself.

In Section II we’ll point a microscope at the five Conflict Personality Styles, uncovering the inner workings of each. Once you have a leg up on knowing how a friend or foe responds when their buttons are pushed—to avoid, compete, analyze, collaborate, or accommodate—what’s your next move? What should you do next to guide an otherwise sour interaction down a productive path? Leaning on real-world work and family illustrations, the second half of this book will walk you through the blueprints for thriving in your interactions with each Conflict Personality Style.

One word of warning: as in every Marvel Studios blockbuster, there are villains lurking. There are people out there seeking to bring others down by tapping into conflict sensitivities and weaknesses, intentionally pushing hot buttons, fearmongering, and worse. Today, an increasing percentage of the population struggles to have civil discussion over points of disagreement. There are those who fan these flames for their own personal gains. There are bad actors—“hackers” wishing to leverage human psychology to do harm.

We put hackers in quotation marks purposefully. Modern emergence of the term in the 1960s was meant to describe, according to the history of computing’s Jargon File, “the intellectual challenge of creatively overcoming and circumventing limitations of systems to extend their capabilities.” Advocates of true hacker culture frown on their terminology being misused to label nefarious or illegal activity. Hacking in its pure form is about meaningful, value-add expositions of aptitude. Respected hacks expand a body of knowledge, reveal openings for design improvement, and elucidate how to overcome obstacles. Life hacks are for the purpose of increasing productivity and happiness. What’s more, revered hackers are passionately community minded. They favor working collectively—very anti-conflict.

In our polarized world, interpersonal interaction and empathy have taken nosedives to all-time lows. More than ever, we need to channel the original spirit of hacking: bringing out the very best of human psychology to heal divides, restore teamwork, and build a better future together. We need conflict heroes. We need you. Which is why we’ve written this book: to put in your paws the ingredients for immunity to conflict kryptonite. In addition to aiding you in becoming more impervious to ne’er-do-wells seeking to exploit your conflict blind spots, we aim to make conflict resolution fun. Rhetorically speaking, who adores relationship strife? The unpleasant and exhausting nature of interpersonal dissonance is why so many people try to steer clear of it or brush it under the rug. Visceral feelings about conflict are why we can struggle to see the forest for the trees. The trees are the hullabaloo swirling in and around a disagreement. There is a clear, productive path through the forest, if you realize the trees are useful navigational beacons rather than Halloween-inspired encroachments on your well-being.

We’re here to give you the tools to see a conflict for what it is. We’ll show you how to use it as a vehicle to shepherd organizational, family, and team unity. Junctures at which people are not exhibiting the best versions of themselves are turning points—portals for superheroes to save the day and flip the switch from interpersonal tensions to low-stress environments, and even opportunities to find humor in them, too. While our fingers are crossed that you’ll prevent a horde of altercations altogether, we want you to have fun playing the superhero as well. We’ve therefore polished the tips of How to Get Along with Anyone to be as enjoyable as they are empowering.

Lastly, we’d be remiss if we didn’t mention that we’re also excited about the economic and positive impact you can make. Digest, if you don’t mind, a few statistics regarding the volume of time and money sunk into inter-collegial conflict in professional settings:



	156

	The number of hours a salaried employee in the United States annually spends, on average, engaged in moderate to intense workplace conflict that is reported to adversely impact job performance. That adds up to essentially one month of work per year per person.




	385

	The millions of employee days, nationally, lost each year to conflict and conflict mediation. For frame of reference, if this figure were to be solely concentrated at Amazon (which today employs 1 out of every 153 American workers), the result would be a 100 percent shutdown of the company 350 days per year.




	26%

	The proportion of supervisors’ and managers’ average time spent on addressing and resolving conflicts that disrupt workflow—essentially more than one full workday each week.





	$395

	The estimated billions of dollars in annual cost of conflict for corporate America.





To boot, these data points don’t incorporate the residual fallout from conflict—for example, cooling off, coworker venting, stress reduction efforts, or taking sick days. Nor do the above numbers factor in the costs of litigation from grievance filings, insurance premium increases, sabotage to projects and equipment, brand reputation hits, and employment roster instability.

If left unresolved, workplace conflict leads to shifts in employee attitudes, behaviors, and interactions that spawn ripple effects to the culture and decreased motivation. As productivity declines, so does job satisfaction. Commitment wanes and morale suffers. Absenteeism increases, eventually resulting in higher turnover, increased hiring and training expenditures, and more frequent, disruptive restructuring.

To say that conflict takes a bite out of the bottom line is possibly the understatement of the year. Yet, alarmingly, fewer than 40 percent of full-time employees in the United States have received any form of conflict resolution training. We are struck by this gap every time we conduct a seminar and hear audience reflections, such as “Holy cow, why isn’t this a required course in school?” and “Gosh, if I’d known about Conflict Personality Styles all these years, I wouldn’t have been so obsessive about ducking issues with my colleagues!”

Whether you’re consuming How to Get Along with Anyone to climb the ladder, break through a glass ceiling, succeed as a leader, or simply get along better with your office compadres; whether you seek to unwrap a riddle or two about quirky associates or friends, or make cocktail parties more interesting, or generally reduce friction in your daily interactions; whether you’d like to improve your win rate in disagreements with your partner or moody sixteen-year-old, or further cement bonds with those you love, or just be a grand master of human behavior—we hope that you find this book equal parts useful and entertaining. We hope, after reading, “difficult” people no longer seem so difficult.

So, without further ado, buckle up your rocket suit for a relationship-enhancing exploration of the bold frontier of conflict psychology!




Section I




1 Identify the Trigger

Think about a friend or relative of yours suffering from a malady or medical condition.

Though we might wish that the list of debilitating conditions was much shorter, or that our loved ones could be immune from illness, sickness is a fact of life. Crohn’s disease, epilepsy, diabetes, depression, back pain, anxiety, chronic migraines, and on and on… mental and physical anguish is no joking matter, life-threatening or not. It breaks our hearts to see a loved one in pain.

Now, imagine, for a second, your loved one being ridiculed for their ailment. It’s bad enough to encounter ignorance… the boss of a loved one with colitis not allowing bathroom breaks during a meeting, your family member with depression being “advised” to snap out of it, a perfectly healthy stranger pulling their car into a handicapped parking space. It’s a whole other level of frustration to witness someone intentionally poking fun at your loved one for a struggle of theirs that is no fault of their own. Frustration is much too mild of a descriptor.

Cue Will Smith.

By now you’ve probably heard about “The Slap.” In 2022, Will Smith won his very first Oscar—best actor in a leading role for King Richard—thirty-seven years into a legendary career. To say it was an emotional night for him would be an equally legendary understatement. Full of nerves, anticipation, hope, joy, pride, and more, Will sat front row while Chris Rock, albeit innocently enough, sought a few laughs at the expense of Will’s wife, Jada, who suffers from alopecia areata. Smith’s cauldron of emotion boiled over. He marched up on stage and gave Chris the business.

In the language of our business: Will got Triggered.

Emotions can get the best of us, the most reserved of us. We can suddenly flip from rational, thoughtful, mild-mannered Bruce Banner into some crazed compilation of Lou Ferrigno and Edward Norton. This is in no way because we’re bad people, or even unskilled at emotional regulation. It’s because a button gets pushed. Something to which we have a pronounced sensitivity gets called out excessively, or uncomfortably or inappropriately. At such a juncture, we are vulnerable to doing or saying things that we otherwise wouldn’t condone. We are vulnerable to being Triggered. Just like Will.


“Whatever is emotional is opposed to that true cold reason which I place above all things.”

—Sir Arthur Conan Doyle (as Sherlock Holmes)



Interestingly, not all stressors are created equal. A conversation that Triggers you might not Trigger your spouse. A situation that doesn’t bother you in the least bit (one you might not even notice) could regularly upset your neighbor. We each have particular peccadillos. Awareness of others’ hyperacuities is paramount to great relationships, teamwork, and fostering positively collegial environments. But how in the world are we to know everyone’s particulars in the vast sea of pet peeves?

It turns out that disagreements, friction, strife, discord, arguments, clashes, and the like—interpersonal instances when someone loses or feels a lack of control, when they can’t pull the puppet strings the way they want—can be grouped into three core categories, called Conflict Types. The good news: successfully navigating interpersonal tension—more productively stated, maintaining harmony—doesn’t require the depth of friendship or trust that would be needed to understand all the nuances of someone’s disposition. Complete strangers can overcome obstacles to collaborating. Having history is helpful, but, elegantly, half the battle of preventing dustups is being cognizant of which distinct type of conflict is most apt to Trigger you and which type is most apt to Trigger the people in your personal and professional circles.

The three Conflict Types are as follows:


	Task Conflict. Task Conflict centers on getting things done—done by their deadlines and in their required quantities… no matter how. You might hear, “The ends justify the means.” Task Conflict flares up when due dates or target goals are unmet.

	Process Conflict. Process Conflict centers on the way things get done. Someone experiencing Process Conflict is not concerned with specific end goals or their delivery dates; they care, instead, about the methods, systems, or policies being employed. A “my way or the highway” attitude may come into play.

	Relational Conflict. Relational Conflict centers on the people involved in a disagreement and their individual habits, quirks, preferences, and tastes. In Relational Conflict, the parties will fight over anything… simply because they just don’t like one another. When there seems to be no functional, objective rhyme or reason for a dispute, you probably have Relational Conflict on your hands.



A word of warning: we tend to have a blind spot for our own Triggers. That’s part and parcel of how we get Triggered in the first place. When approaching pressure-packed interactions, people frequently make the mistake of not self-assessing, not taking a thirty-second time-out to ask themselves whether they are, or might become, Triggered by the circumstances. Before entering the ring, ask yourself: Is the subject of the presenting pressure a task, a process, or a relationship?

Admittedly, for this pregnant pause to be effective, you must know which of the three Conflict Types is your hamartia—your gateway to potential irrationality. To aid you, let’s play a little game. We’ll present you with three scenarios. Take your time and, as vividly as you can, envision being in the middle of each one. What does it feel like? What emotions might be bubbling below the surface?

In striving to visualize (really, feelize) each scenario, try to pinpoint which would most make you want to slam your head into the nearest wall. Read through each script, dwelling after each to mentally put yourself into the moment. Then, after enacting them all in your mind, pick the one that would generate, for you personally, the greatest amount of frustration, anger, annoyance, anxiety, or exhaustion.

Ready? Go!


SCENARIO 1

A decade ago, you took a giant leap of faith, quit your job, took out a small business loan (which, honestly, you couldn’t afford), and launched your own business. It was scary but exciting. With failure not an option, you poured in your proverbial blood, sweat, and tears—every available waking hour. Over the ten years that have ensued, you’ve taken only one vacation, but your commitment to this longshot is beginning to pay off. Your start-up just hit midsize business status, last month reaching the one-hundred-employee mark.

To celebrate, you decided to take a ten-day beach-lounging excursion to Hawaii with your significant other, to whom you promised that you wouldn’t check e-mail for the entire duration. For the recent company expansion, you brought on a hot-shot prodigy in your profession named Jasmine from Texas A&M University (whoop) to oversee the operations of the business. While you think highly of Jazz, it took everything you had to relinquish day-to-day control. Before departing, you hand Jazz a priority list with seventeen items you deem essential for her to complete before you return.

She of course agrees and says she’s “on it,” but not exactly in a confidence-exuding tone. You board your flight on Monday, switching on your e-mail’s vacation settings, and prepare to kick back. Tuesday is wonderfully restful. Wednesday features a nice waterfall hike and drinks seaside in the evening. An unplanned Thursday starts out in a beach hammock, flipping pages of a spy novel you bought at the airport… but your mind begins to wander. You find yourself wondering, How is Jazz doing with the tasks I assigned her? Is she running into any hiccups? Might she need my advice on anything?

You sneak a peek at your phone while your significant other is nodding off. Logging into e-mail you see a screen-scrolling litany of unread messages. Clicking over to your company’s customer relationship management platform, you find that no progress has been reported on any of the seventeen priorities you tasked to Jasmine. Two of them have yellow blinking caution symbols, which indicate that a customer has reported an error or complaint.



SCENARIO 2

Jump back to the beginning of scenario 1 but tweak the narrative. You’re still the sole owner of a start-up into which you’ve devoted ten years of copious time and personal resources, all at the expense of your family, arduously growing the business to one hundred employees and, at long last, profitability. You’ve accomplished this by singlehandedly developing a systematic process that just won a J. D. Power award in your industry sector for systems efficiency.

You are so proud of the accomplishment. It has provided for your recent, confident workforce expansion (of course, taking out a substantially larger line of credit to fund). You relied on the process to guide job descriptions, interviews, and hires. The process has even permitted you to finally step back from day-to-day managerial activities and take the trip to the Aloha State that you and your significant other have always dreamed about.

Of course, this wasn’t without hiccups. You tried hiring a COO—Steve, who turned out to be a jerk. In addition to ruining numerous previous vacation plans of yours, Steve had to be fired amid much hullabaloo for his complete lack of delivery in performance. That debacle set you back at least two years. So, before nailing down your plans for Hawaii, you made sure to methodically work through the decision to hire Margaret, a Stanford MBA grad with an incredible résumé, impeccable references, and a task-master reputation. With a feeling of relief that Margaret is a 180-degree pivot from Steve, you welcome her to the company, turn over the keys, and smile when she very soothingly and assuredly tells you, “There’s nothing to worry about; I’m on top of it.”

You sense you are in such a good place that you don’t even take your phone on vacation with you. Ten days of bliss and a nice, deep tan ensue. When your plane touches down upon returning, you call Margaret to thank her for accommodating your unplugging and to let her know you look forward to seeing her tomorrow morning.

Margaret doesn’t answer. You get her secretary, who can hardly talk straight: “It’s a disaster here! Margaret scrapped the process you built! We’ve been frantically trying to reach you, but you forgot to leave a copy of your itinerary and we didn’t know which resort you booked. We started cold-calling all the hotels on Oahu, Maui, Kauai. The seventeen-point priority list… it’s like 170 items long now. I think we’re going to go bankrupt!”

The line cuts out as your plane stops taxiing. What the #$@&?! The only words of advice you left with Margaret when you departed were follow the process!



SCENARIO 3

Erase the previous two simulations from your mind. Now, conjure up a pressure-packed Fortune 500 environment. You’re a midlevel manager at a behemoth, publicly traded company that practices Jack Welch–style “rank and yank” employment policies. You are overworked. Exhausted. You want more than anything to finish out this quarter and escape to a leisurely two-week New Year’s holiday with your family.

It’s December 1. Your production numbers are wavering around the lower threshold that your boss typically uses to trim staff and cut budgetary inefficiencies each January. But at no fault of your own, you feel, given recent market declines in your industry. When you get into the office on Monday, you are greeted by a red exclamation-point-tagged e-mail from your boss titled “URGENT.” The body of the message merely says, “See attachment.” You click it. Up pops a litany of seventeen things that must be finished before the company shuts down at noon on Christmas Eve.

Ugh. How many hours are there between now and then if you work fifteen-hour days and don’t take off any weekends? Is it even possible? You crack open the lid of your triple espresso caramel macchiato, close the blinds, lock your door, and prepare to grind.

A mere ten minutes into your first report, you hear knock, knock, knock. You ignore it. Knock, knock, knock. Knock, knock, knock. Reluctantly, you open the door. Your colleague, Bob, who might also be on the chopping block come January, barges in, plops down on your couch, and proceeds to elaborate (in no short words) on every detail of office drama, his family drama, his girlfriend drama, and especially every imagined slight from your coworker Clare, who, by the way, you are counting on to close one of your biggest yet most failure-teetering projects.

By the time Bob leaves your office, you’re almost happy to dive into your boss’s task list—cake compared to listening to Bob!



SCENARIO 3B

Just for fun, let’s give scenario 3 an alternate-ending twist. The backstory is the same. But instead of it being Q4 with a month-long grind ahead of you, it’s the last week of June. Your Mr. Spacely–esque boss has been breathing fire up and down the halls of your office building, threatening to rescind bonuses, cull the weak from the herd, and do a massive reorg if your team doesn’t hit its quarterly numbers. You’d lose outstanding staff, people who’d become dear friends, whose families you care deeply about supporting. Production has been teetering, looking like it might fall into the red.

When you click on the URGENT e-mail, you roll your eyes at seeing yet another mismanagement effort. You get those kinds of messages from your boss on a regular basis. “Your precious ‘rank and yank’ is going to get you one of these days” you mutter under your breath. You know that a laundry list of to-dos would only derail your people, inciting nervousness, shifting concentration away from what’s really important. DELETE.

You call an impromptu team meeting, give your best “win one for the Gipper” speech, pat everyone on the back, and get down to business. While you make sure your people get home for their family dinners every night, you stay late. You hit it as hard as you’ve ever worked. Your team is inspired. They step up, you find a new reserve of energy (and buy stock in Rauch Fruchtsäfte GmbH & Co. OG—Red Bull’s manufacturer), and, together, crush it.

It’s now Friday, June 30. What a helluva week! At noon, you stroll into your boss’s suite and plop a printout of your Q2 final report on his desk. Thirty percent above target revenue. Ten percent under budget. “Thank you for the motivational push,” you say. The figures are so sexy, you doubt he hears your sarcasm. You don’t care; it feels great to stick it to him. Grinning ear to ear, you walk out. One by one, you hug each of your employees as you tell them to get out of there and take the whole week of July 4 off.

What a sense of satisfaction. You jump in your car and hit the road. It’s as hot as… well, it’s hot, and you run into early weekend traffic. You don’t mind. Cold margaritas and a weekend of just-you indulgence awaits. You’ve got the windows down and your XM radio cranked up. Your favorite song is playing. Nothing could spoil your mood. Until…

Your cell phone buzzes. You answer without looking at the caller ID (you’re a conscientious, hands-free driver, of course). It’s the one family member you hate getting cornered by—the ultimate drama queen (or king). Extended family politics being as complicated as they are, you can’t easily excuse yourself and hang up. Your relative launches into a tirade about a family disagreement that’s been brewing. The family member calling you has been making it worse than it should be. Way worse, it turns out. An intervention has been scheduled for tomorrow. You feel your blood begin to boil. Your hard-earned, carefree weekend just got snatched away from you… glorious R&R suddenly supplanted by two days full of dealing with he said, she said BS.



So which scenario would be likely to cause you the most discomfort? All three can toggle your switches. But for most people, one is more apt to hit home than the others. If scenario 1 makes your pulse race to the point where the little vein in your forehead starts popping out, you are Task Triggered. If scenario 2 causes your left eye to begin twitching such that your family members duck for cover, you are Process Triggered. If scenario 3 or 3B makes you wish you were instead listening, on repeat, to the sound of someone’s nails screeching down a chalkboard, you are Relationship Triggered. If all three situations give you an identically stark “Emotional EKG” spike… stop reading; put this book down and go to your nearest emergency room!

All kidding aside, sometimes more than one Conflict Type can Trigger a person. It’s not common though. Usually, one of the three scenarios is distinctively more pronounced than the others in the angst elicited. For instance, when contemplating time, you might pose to yourself, “Does it bother me when someone misses a due date?” You might think, Yes, of course. But how would you respond to that someone explaining, as to why they didn’t get their work done in a timely fashion, “I wanted to make sure to get the job done right”? Do you admit, “Well, yeah, that is more important in most cases”? If so, while you may prefer it when people adhere to deadlines, you are Process Triggered rather than Task Triggered.

Alternatively, your posture may be, “I don’t like it when people are late. And I don’t like it when people don’t pay attention to details. What really bugs me, though, is when my boss does those things!” You look at tasks and processes as valuable commodities. But they don’t launch you over a cliff. In this instance, you are Relationship Triggered.

Of course, it’s possible that the scenarios we presented didn’t have much of an effect on you (assuming you gave it the good ole college try in terms of genuinely internalizing the scenes). That’s not a reflection on your Triggers; it’s a factor of our choice of illustrations. You might, for example, find scenario 1 to be entirely unrealistic; if you were in Hawaii with your partner, you’d have zero desire to check your phone. Or you’d never hand over the reins of a company or project or assignment to someone else, thus making both scenarios 1 and 2 nonstarters. (Granted, an inability to delegate, or having an underlying compulsion to be in control of tasks or processes, suggests that there is a Trigger in there somewhere, but we digress.) Perhaps you dismiss scenarios 3 and 3B because, when you’re in the zone (for either work or fun), door-knocks and phone ringtones don’t exist. What ringtone? You pop on your Bose high-def, noise-canceling headphones or turn off your phone when it’s go-time—or me-time. You’re agile at doing do-si-dos when it comes to family members, or, in your family, drama tends to be overblown and fizzles out if you let it. All these situations might be a pain in the buttocks to deal with, but they don’t cause, for you, a highly visceral reaction. If so, it’s probably the case that we didn’t pick examples particularly germane to your life. Try to think of alternate narratives that you know would give you the psychological version of hives or heebie-jeebies. Remember the last time you felt X. What were the factors? Is the crux of the conflict hitting to-do or time targets (a Task Trigger), process or policy adherence (a Process Trigger), or a basic dislike of someone or someone’s personality (a Relational Trigger)? By putting your mental imagery talents to work, you can explore what sorts of things truly drive you batty and, thus, discover which Conflict Type will Trigger you.

It’s also possible that no matter how authentically you try to mentally simulate them, none of the core Conflict Types get a rouse out of you. If this is the case, we’re sorry but, no, it doesn’t mean you are a superhero. (Well, you could be a superhero; superheroes have Triggers too!) It merely means that your Trigger is likely to, instead, be out on a more extended branch of the Conflict Type tree. There are a few relatives:


	Emotion. A specific emotion displayed by another person, or a specific emotion elicited in you, causes your brain to go haywire. Maybe you can’t stand intolerant people, or jealousy drives you bonkers, for example. This is a cousin of Relational Conflict, but a certain emotion (or emotions) in general rather than the emotional dynamics of a particular relationship or a particular person is your Relational Trigger.

	Events. You find yourself, from time to time, getting nutty over a specific action taken by another person, or a specific phrase someone might say, or a stance they might take. For instance, you get pissed when you’re interrupted, or your skin crawls when someone refers to himself in the third person. This is an interpersonal stepsibling of Process Conflict. Note, however, it’s the action, the phrase, or the event that is your Process Trigger since the Triggering can occur regardless of who is involved—that is, it’s not about certain individuals.

	Time. Time pressure, such as feeling like the face of a clock on the wall is staring over your shoulder, or a volume of work with a limited window in which to juggle it all, causes you to short-circuit. This is Task Conflict’s fraternal twin.

	Conditions. You might be thrown off your game by overall environmental conditions. These Triggers can be internal, such as being out of homeostasis (being too hot or too cold, being overtired, being dehydrated, having a headache or low blood sugar, or having to go to the bathroom). Or these Triggers can be external, such as being in a place full of chaotic visual or auditory distractions, or the general malaise of a gray, rainy day. Yes, Conditional Triggers might make you snap, but they aren’t really Conflict Types. They are highly transitory; they persist only until the condition dissipates and thus, though equally as powerful as other Triggers, control over them can be restored more easily, regardless of the tasks, processes, or relational variables involved.



In contemplating this matter, you might realize that you have a combination of Triggers, or situationally specific ones, or multiple Triggers spanning from your work life to your home life. That’s perfectly normal. Just keep in mind, please, that figuring out your (and then your colleagues’, friends’, and family members’) Triggers is not a point-scoring exercise. This is crucial to understand: you are not a better person or a more skilled professional if you have fewer Triggers or more concrete ones. One kind of Trigger is not healthier or superior to another. There is no one “Trigger Profile” that predicts future job performance or things like marital bliss. Nor does having fewer or less frequent Triggers correlate with happiness. And finally, no one is “Trigger free.” Acknowledgment is the first step toward growth; how we handle our Triggers is a fundamental determinant of our character.

The key to all this is awareness—knowing what Conflict Type Triggers you, needles at you distractingly, brings out a bad habit or two, causes you to lose perspective. When we get Triggered, we tend to skip self-care and bypass conflict prevention steps. But when we maintain awareness of our Triggers, our emotion is less apt to escalate or, if it does start to escalate, we’re more apt to remember the tactics we have at our disposal. We stay levelheaded. We’re better equipped to solve problems. And we’re better able to move through conflict rather than getting mired in it.



How about detecting others’ Triggers? Do a Trigger Analysis. Pick a relative, friend, or coworker. Reflect on the last time they got sideways with you or were perturbed by something you said or did. Take your time; fully reimagine the situation or circumstance so that you have a vivid, realistic feeling for the moment. Then, ask a round of questions:


	1. Was the focus of the disagreement or tension primarily on what was or wasn’t done (or a quantity of honey-dos not accomplished), the time it took to complete, or a deadline that was missed or moved? Yes? Your loved one or colleague is likely Task Triggered. No? Move on to question number two.

	2. Was the matter of contention about how something was done, a course of action that was taken (or wasn’t taken, but your relative, friend, or coworker felt it should have been)? Was there a problem with some kind of policy, procedure, system, or stance? If a blinking neon “yes” sign pops to mind, the person you are imagining is probably Process Triggered. None of these? Go to question number three.

	3. Did your family member or work associate make nontopical personal attacks? Was a wide or patternless range of justifications offered for their ruffled feathers rather than something consistently connected to Task Conflict or Process Conflict? Did they harp on your relationship with them? Did they express an emotion seemingly out of context or non sequitur in scale? Did they pick a fight? Just when the friction between you two began to subside, did they make an intentional effort to stoke the fire? Does this person, in general, not get along well with you (especially across a spectrum of issues)? In contemplating these questions, if you are thinking, “Oh yeah, and then some,” the person you are doing a Trigger Analysis of is almost certainly, you guessed it, Relationship Triggered.



Unsure? If you answer “no” or “I don’t know” to all three questions, perhaps there was a Conditional Trigger involved in the episode you envisioned. Did the problem occur when your relative, friend, or coworker was sleep-deprived or hungover? Had they not eaten breakfast or lunch? Were they late for another appointment? When a Conditional Trigger is at play, there may not be an actual conflict or, at least, you can’t make a Trigger determination. You’ll need to start again. Think of another clash and run through the Trigger Analysis anew. Here’s a flowchart to provide you with an assist:


Trigger Analysis

[image: Image]


If you get to the bottom right-hand corner of the tree yet there doesn’t appear to be a Conditional or Transitory Trigger you can put your finger on, you may not know the person in question well enough to figure out their Trigger(s) from a single episode. Or they are adept at hiding their Triggers; some folks are self-conscious of their Triggers, actively working to deflect or downplay them. A redo is required. To confidently predict which Conflict Type is apt to Trigger someone, it helps to consider multiple data points. Run a variety of skirmishes, scuffles, and squabbles through the Trigger Analysis, including ones that don’t involve you. Try to ascertain the common denominator: Does it tend to be tasks or processes or relationships at the center of things that upset a special someone?

The more pain points of the people around you that you can assess via a Trigger Analysis, the more inoculated you’ll be against conflict; you’ll have the intel to ward off fights and fracases, to turn the tables when others’ communication starts heading in an unproductive direction. Knowing people’s Triggers gives you armor against two prevalent mistakes—two mistakes opposite of each other but both critical to preventing conflict.

One: treating all debates or differences of opinion as cauldrons of conflict. When you jump to a conclusion that someone is going to react poorly, subconsciously you treat them differently. You put up your guard, unnaturally overemphasize or deemphasize subjects, don your kid gloves. Subconsciously they, in turn, pick up on your changed behavior, posture, or language. They change their own behavior, posture, or language as a reflex. The interaction becomes clunky, contrived, uncomfortable. A problem has been created where there wasn’t or needn’t have been one. The self-fulfilling prophecy is in high gear. The error made here is treating a non-Triggered interaction as more problematic than it is. There are plenty of occasions when disagreements are of a Conflict Type that is not the dominant Trigger for anyone involved. If you know the parties’ Triggers, you’ll recognize when no one is going to lose their head. Your work is already done. All you must do is stay out of the way and be patient. Issues between people who are not Triggered almost always resolve themselves amicably, on their own, through the normal course of communication and “business as usual.” This is because untriggered people do not experience a disruptive emotion spike; their temperature remains moderate enough to allow for rational conversation and problem-solving. They can see the issues fundamentally for what they are and make logical adjustments effortlessly. In fact, we tend to eschew use of the word conflict with these kinds of situations. We recommend you do the same.

Two: failing to spot when someone’s cheese is about to slide off their cracker. In other words, you are working on a problem that isn’t a Trigger for you, but you haven’t stopped to realize that it is a Trigger for another person in the equation. You assume everything is hunky-dory. You overlook their budding frustration. You accidently push their buttons. The problem escalates unnecessarily. When confronting a challenge that is “no biggie” for you, don’t presume that it



	Level and type of emotion.

	Timing of when issues should be addressed.

	Setting where issues are best addressed.






TACKLING TASK CONFLICT









	1. Focus on the type of emotion involved. You might think that frustration or anger would dominate the interpersonal friction in Task Conflict. The emotions displayed often look that way, but those are typically only surface manifestations. Beneath them, the true emotion elicited by Task Conflict is stress, a sense of pressure, and high anxiety. So strive to help Task Triggered people feel as if their issue is being handled quickly and efficiently. Tone is important: lower your voice in both amplitude and tempo. Communicate that the situation is being handled, and affirm that you care about completing the task as much as they do.

	2. Attend to timing. Task Conflict is inextricably intertwined with a sense of urgency to get to-do items resolved. Not surprisingly, therefore, Task Conflict resolution hinges on moving expediently. The when outranks the how. Task Conflicts must be addressed now. Not soon, not quickly. Immediately. The acronym ASAP may be tossed around loosely for a range of office assignments, but when Task Conflict arises, “as soon as possible” is vital. The longer the conflict festers, the more upset Task Triggerees will become and the more the trouble will escalate. Not because these folks are bad actors, selfishly stomping their feet. Rather, because of their desire to quash problems. Addressing task-oriented challenges early, before someone gets Triggered, will prevent them from bubbling over with blinding, counterproductive emotions.

	3. Realize, and give hearing to, the fact that people Triggered by Task Conflict have a need to feel that action is being taken. The best way to assure them that their concerns are being headed is to engage with them directly, personally. Avoid bogging things down by incorporating lots of people. Definitely steer clear of any kind of e-mailing (or other digital) back-and-forth that inserts a pseudo barrier between the parties. This leads to inefficient communication, adds yet another entry on their “Today’s Agenda” calendar (responding to your message), creates another step in arranging meetings, and can seem like you’re attempting to stall or minimize the immediacy of the situation. Pick up the phone and get on it! Or better yet, if it’s an internal issue, get your fanny over to their office.





PROPITIATING PROCESS CONFLICT








	1. Zero in on the frustration or anger expressed. Directly validate those emotions because of the concerns spurring them. Don’t dance around the subject. Authentically communicate that you are keenly interested in the opinions and perspectives of a Process Conflict Triggeree. No matter how absurd or overblown an espoused idea may come across, give it a hearing.

	2. Be swift. The timing for responding to a disconnect, problem, strife, and so on in Process Conflict—or at least demonstrating a genuine desire to respond—is identical to Task Conflict timing. If you use a “slow burn” strategy—that is, taking your time working through the conflict or waiting to get into it because you want to “do a little extra homework”—Process Conflict Triggerees’ frustration and anger will fester. Thus, jump to it!

	3. But be significantly deliberate in how you quickly act. Emphasize, as we just did, the word how; Process Conflict is all about prioritizing the way we are doing things over getting them done as expediently as possible. Process Triggered people want to feel as if they are in control of the situation. Process Conflict Triggerees’ angst is about their ideals being adhered to. So use thorough communication and thoughtful planning. Often, a conference or team-style gathering works best—one in which the input of those Triggered is clearly valued and affirmed. Certainly, that can be done one-on-one, but for sticky conflict, a group setting can be an effective way to show that their opinion is valued.





REGULATING RELATIONAL CONFLICT



	1. Put on the brakes. No, that’s not to say quit attending to the problem. Rather, lean on the Old Farmer’s Almanac advice: “Don’t plant your seeds too early; don’t pick your flowers too late.” Applying this wisdom to conflict means knowing that Task Conflict and Process Conflict are rapidly blooming flowers; they’ll wilt in a hurry if you don’t tend to them soon enough. Relational Conflict, however, must germinate. If you spring to action, heavy-handedly, attempting to defuse Relational Conflict like a line cook trying to satiate a crowd during a breakfast rush, emotion will be too amplified to help people get where they need to go; you’ll end up pouring gasoline on the fire (or in keeping with the simile, too much grease on the griddle). Indeed, when someone is riled, it’s incredibly hard to stay patient, to refrain from fast-forwarding to the “fixing” part. With Relational Conflict, patience itself is a central objective. There is far more raw emotion in Relational Conflict, which, since lacking a basis in a task or a process, necessitates a peeling back of the layers. That takes time and thoughtfulness. Participants will likely need a breather. Perspective must be regained.

	2. Devote time to reframing, away from all the swirling reactiveness, insulting, and manipulative behavior. The pilot light for the excessive emotion in Relational Conflict is primarily lit by a lack of communication, lack of listening (or, maybe better said, lack of hearing), lack of empathy, and selfishness. With these interpersonal deficiencies comes a strong, reflexive need to vent. Most people in Relational Conflict have unwittingly become bottled-up. A substantial part of your job, therefore, is to be a conduit for healthy, productive venting so a Relational Conflict Triggeree can get a little relief, while allowing you to foster communication, empathy, and unselfishness. The most effective strategies for positive venting and redirecting hinge on furthering your understanding of others. The rest of this book will lay out customized blueprints. Short of using those, let the other person know you hear them; let them know their feelings are not misplaced and they’re not alone in a wish to work through them.

	3. If the previous two steps initially prove impossible, separate the parties. Putting on the brakes and reframing communication as constructive sharing, listening, and empathizing sometimes requires people in Relational Conflict to discontinue their interaction temporarily. You may have to do double duty here, walking through steps one and two, individually, with each Relational Conflict “side” before working on unification. The goal is to defuse the amplitude of emotion caused by the interaction, itself having become toxic. Then the parties can reset, opening the door to reengaging.











KABOOM!





























SHE DIDN’T UNCOCK THE TRIGGER
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