
 

Resolving Conflict 

Sometimes when we’ve stated our “I” message and we’ve reflected the other person’s 
statement, we realize that we have a conflict. Both of us own a problem and it seems as if 
one of us gets their way, the other person will lose out. When you own a problem and 
bring it to someone else’s attention and they own a problem too, the emotional level rises.  
This also happens when someone brings a problem to you and you realize that you both 
own a problem. Emotions rise in this situation as well. So, how do you lower it? 

We use reflective listening and the 2-step to lower the emotional level of a conflict. It’s 
important to step back and listen to the resistance before reflecting and sending another 
“I” message.   

1. Send an “I” message to the other person, which naturally puts you out of rapport.  The 
other person then responds to your message. 

2. You reflectively listen to the other person’s response until you get a signal from 
him/her that they feel ‘understood’. This can be as simple as a head nod. Bearing in 
mind what the other person has said, restate your “I” message.   

You run the 2-step until one of 3 outcomes is reached: 

1. You are back in rapport. The other person didn’t realize you had a problem, so they 
agree to change. 

2. You have a conflict of needs where you both have a problem. 

3. The other person doesn’t really care about your problem or they don’t want to negotiate 
a solution to the problem.   

 
First, let’s look at the situation where you and the other person both have a problem. This 
is called a conflict of needs. Both need something to happen and those two things seem 
to be in opposition to each other. Let’s look at how to solve this. 
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Win-Lose Approaches 

I Lose, You Win Attitude - Being Unassertive 

When you own a problem and reluctantly (or habitually) put other’s needs first, then 
you’re being unassertive. Sometimes we describe this linguistically as being a Martyr. This 
is a person who pretends everything is fine when it isn’t or expects others to guess what 
they’re upset about.   

Results of Unassertive Behavior: 

Resentment builds up until there’s an angry outburst (aggression) 

They shut down their feelings (depression) or get ill (from stress of holding it in) 

Other people avoid them because they can’t work out what they want or ‘who they are’ 

Others take advantage of them because they are a pushover 

I win, You Lose Attitude - Being Aggressive 

When you own a problem and insist you get your needs met without regard for others, you 
are being aggressive. Sometimes we describe this linguistically as being a Bully. This is a 
person who may hide information to get their way, or impose a solution through violence 
or abusive language.   

Results of Aggressive Behavior: 

They feel guilty about their behavior, so will have unassertive cycles 

They become anxious about other people’s resentment 

Other people avoid them because they feel abused 

Other people take them on in competitive power struggles 
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Win-Win Thinking 

Situation Your needs Other’s 
Needs

Possible 
Solutions

You’re a parent who enjoys having 
the family’s evening meal together 
with your children and your 
spouse. You plan it for 6 PM when 
your spouse gets home from work. 
Lately your spouse has decided to 
take up guitar lessons and 
scheduled the lesson at 6:30 PM. 
Your spouse either rushes through 
dinner or misses dinner 
completely. 

Your manager has organized a 
weekly meeting for Friday at 3 PM. 
Originally he stated it would only 
take 1 hour. Now the meeting goes 
for 2+ hours. As you and other 
members of your team are trying to 
get work finished before the 
weekend, you and others are 
arriving late to the meeting. Your 
boss demands this stop. 

You’ve been waiting for a long time 
to get a bonus at work so you can 
buy a new bed. When your bonus 
comes in, your spouse wants to buy 
a new coffee table. There’s not 
enough money in the bonus to buy 
both the coffee table and the bed.  
Your spouse wants you to go look 
at the new coffee table this 
weekend. You want to go look at 
the new bed. 
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How do you create a win-win solution in a conflict of needs? 

1. Set the stage of partnership - “Would you be willing to work with me to find a 
solution to this problem where we both get what we want?” 

2. Define conflict in terms of basic goals and needs 

a. State your needs/goals - “What I need is…” 

b. Ask the other person for their needs/goals and reflect those back:   
“What do you need?”  “So, what I understand is that you need …” 

3. Brainstorm solutions - “I’m sure there are many ways for us to solve this 
problem. What suggestions do you have?” Reflect.  “Here’s what I also suggest …” 

a. What happens if someone interrupts your solutions with criticism or 
questions?   

Criticism: Backtrack their suggestions. State you didn’t criticize their solutions 
and the point was to create ideas first, then decide on the best course of action 
later, once all the ideas are out. Check for agreement. 

Questions: Restate the question and answer then continue with your 
suggestions. 

4. Check solutions - “So, we have (suggestion A, suggestion B, suggestion C, 
suggestion D). Are there any others you can think of?” 

5. Choose best solution -  “Which do you believe would be the best solution for you 
to get what you need and for me to get what I need?”  Reflect the problem with the 
solution.  Make your suggestion on which solution you believe is best and how it 
meets each person’s needs.  Ask for thoughts.  “I suggest we…. because it meets your 
needs of …. and my needs of …. What do you think?" 

6. Plan and take action -  “So, the way I understand our solution is you’re going to … 
and I’m going to …” 

7. Evaluate - “Hi. I’m just following up on the solution we devised (yesterday, last 
week, last month). How did it work out for you?” 
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Because you are the person with the skills, it will be your responsibility to create these 
elements linguistically. It is also your responsibility to guide the other person through the 
process using your reflective listening, “I” messages, and the preceding steps. 

For a more formal conversation in a business setting, you can use the following checklist. 
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Follow this checklist to resolve a conflict of needs: 

Preparation: 

Include only those concerned 

Give a description of the problem and invite others to help brainstorm the solution 

Explain how conflict resolution works and the steps 

Check for a time that is acceptable 

Get something to write on for the brainstorming process 

Define the Problem in Terms of Needs/Goals: 

Use “I” messages to explain your needs/goals 

Reflective listen to other’s needs/goals 

Take time to check that people are talking in terms of outcomes rather than solutions 

Don’t accept sudden promises that the problem is solved 

Check that there is a mutually accepted definition of all the goals/needs 

“So you want … and I want …. Is that right?” 

Generate Alternative Solutions: 

Brainstorm all possible solutions without evaluating their probability of working out 

Discourage critics 

Encourage as many ideas as possible 

Write down all ideas presented 
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Evaluate Solutions: 

Test solutions by asking, “Will it work?” “Does it meet all the needs and outcomes?” 

Don’t accept solutions for the sake of speed 

Carry on using reflective listening and “I” messages 

Choosing the Solution: 

Test for agreement. Don’t vote. Seek consensus 

Summarize areas of agreement, restate needs, and look for new definitions of the 
problem if a solution seems difficult 

Implement the Solution: 

Get agreement on who does what, by when 

Write down the agreement and check that everyone agrees 

Don’t police the solution. No punishments for failure 

Criteria for success can be worked out at this stage 

Evaluate the Solution: 

Carry out an agreed method of checking to see if the conflict seems to be resolved 

If the solution didn’t work, the solution failed, not the person 
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Other Stuff to Think About 

Sometimes in conflict situations, there is a “history” between the two people involved in 
the conflict. It’s important to acknowledge attributes of the relationship when creating/
developing the partnership.   

Reiterate the partnership context - “I believe we are in this together and we need to 
work it out.” 

Refer to the whole relationship - “This is only one aspect of our relationship.”   
If needed, mention other aspects where problems don’t exist. 

Affirm possibilities - “I’m sure together we can generate many options for solving 
this.” 

Accept disagreement - “Disagreeing doesn’t mean we can’t remember the things we 
agree on.” 

Acknowledge specific difficulties - “I know in the past we’ve had trouble due to our 
tendency to …”  “This time let’s experiment by …” 

Think of a conflict you’ve been involved with and write an opening comment that sets a 
partnership frame: 
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