Managing Conflict: Escalating And De-Escalating
In our classes about relating to others, we’ve learned about the importance of listening and the use of positive strokes. Today we will look at how you can use some of these communication skills to manage conflict.

Before we discuss techniques for dealing with conflict, we need to learn more about the topic of conflict. It is important to recognize that conflict is normal. Conflict does not predict divorce or break-up. Rather, certain behaviors that people use when disagreeing with their partner predict separation and divorce. Research on couples who ended up divorcing gives us insights into identifying dangerous patterns of thinking and behaviors.

This pattern of behaviors was observed among couples that ended up divorcing:
• A complaint is made (“You left your towel on the floor this morning.”)

• If complaints are not acknowledged or dealt with in a satisfactory manner, they become criticism (“You always leave your towels on the floor…you are a SLOB!”)

• Complaints/criticism are met with defensiveness.

• Interaction begins to involve contempt—eye-rolling, sarcasm, and belittling.

• Partners finally stonewall, meaning they dismiss each other, disengage from one another, and ignore each other completely.

We also know of some other problems in communication:
• “You” statements (or accusation) vs. “I” statements (or feelings)

• Mind-reading

• Sarcasm

• Gunny-sacking (keeping things in and then dumping them all at once)

• Sharp tone of voice

Now that you understand more about what destructive behaviors in conflict situations look like, let’s turn to some rules for escalating and de-escalating conflict.

The conflict will escalate or increase if:
• There is an increase in emotions like anger, frustration, etc.

• One feels that they are being threatened.

• People get involved, choosing sides.

• The individuals were not friendly prior to the conflict.

• The individuals have few peace-making skills.

• They want to engage in conflict.

The conflict will de-escalate if:
• Attention is focused on the problem, not the participants.

• There is a decrease in emotion and perceived threat.

• The individuals were friendly prior to the conflict.

• They know how to make peace, or have someone help them do so.

• There is a desire to reduce conflict.
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