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I have a distinct memory of standing in the kitchen at my children’s
nursery school— that was well over 40 years ago— asking myself—
“What do we humans really need to figure out here?” An answer came
immediately into my mind: our greatest challenge is dealing with conflict. 1
don’t remember now if some of the children had just been arguing, if the
adults in charge were not getting along, or if my mind had just zoomed
out to a much needed answer and it struck me profoundly. I didn’t think
to question how I was handling conflict myself at that time. I lived in a
Win/Lose paradigm. Someone has to win the argument. One person is
right, the other is wrong, and the goal of conflict is to prove your point,
have the other person see the error of their ways, concede, and change
their mind and their behavior. The goal is to win the argument and get
your way.

What I didn’t realize at the time was that the other person always feels the
same way, and so we end up in a power struggle, a tug of war. We are
both trying to dominate the other into submission in some way. We each
feel justified and we believe that winning the argument will bring us
satisfaction. Or we try to sidestep conflict in some way because it feels too
difficult, too threatening, or not worth it.

I have to remind myself that what I really want is to restore safe, friendly,
caring connection with whoever it is I am in conflict with, and not stay
stuck in the belief that winning the argument or maneuvering around it
are the only ways to deal. And as much as I still often feel I have
something of value that needs to be heard or something worth defending,
I know that many of the ways I have engaged in conflict do not produce
the desired result, no matter how right I think I am. The Win/Lose
approach to conflict too often leaves one party feeling injured, alienated,
and unheard. It seldom brings real resolution or reconnection.



There are times when the Win/Lose model seems to work. We may
actually get our way with no harm done or we may choose to concede and
let the other person “win.” We may get our most upset feelings out, calm
down, hear the other person’s side and feel heard after all. We may still be
able to find agreement or let the whole thing go. In those cases we have
managed to ride out the storm and find our way back into caring
connection despite not having the best skills. And that’s okay—good
enough when that happens.

But too often the tug-of-war only appears to work.

« We get what we want by dominating but there is damage to the
relationship

« We stay convinced the other person is wrong and hold onto our
righteousness or our victimization

« We don’t really find resolution but we’re tired of fighting so we give
in, with despair or resentment

« We start to doubt ourselves and lose our footing

« We're afraid we will be abandoned so we agree to things we don’t
really agree to

« We become resigned to not feeling heard and retreat

« We or they cannot summon the strength to apologize, and we “agree”
or let it go but

« We have walled ourselves off

« We tell ourselves it isn’t worth the bother

« We convince ourselves that giving in is “taking the high road”

More often than not, the ways we deal with conflict leave at least one of
us wounded—fearful, hurt, angry, untrusting, resentful, less willing to be
fully open and honest. And then we have to deal with that... or we don’t.
But for lack of better ways to reach resolution, we will often let it all go
eventually for the sake of the relationship continuing... until the next
time.



What if an upgrade were possible?

Conflict is inevitable in relationships but it can be a source of growth. We
will never see eye to eye in all things. We have differing needs, values,
goals and strategies for survival. We grew up with wildly different
expectations for relationships and differing role models for how people
are supposed to behave, especially when they disagree. Many of us have
learned extremely dysfunctional coping strategies, but we haven’t
questioned them because they are all we know.

As a psychotherapist of over thirty years, as someone who has been in my
fair share of dysfunctional relationships and who still has to deal with
conflict like the rest of us, I can tell you that constructive conflict
resolution may very well be the most difficult task of all for us humans—
to transform our disagreements into deeper understanding of ourselves
and one another, work things out the best we can, and commit to
restoring our relationships whenever possible without violence to any

party..

Our greatest challenge is to create a Win/Win.

Many of us have not been taught, have not seen it role-modeled, and
therefore may not understand that disagreement and conflict are not
necessarily bad. Disagreement is actually necessary to our survival. No
one person or group has all the answers, knows best for everyone, or can
see every issue from all points of view, no matter how much any of us
would like to think we do. Someone with a financial background may not
see all the social, cultural, or gender issues and implications of a given
economic policy. A heart surgeon may or may not understand the
importance of diet and exercise in heart health. Someone who has never
had children likely does not know best parenting practices. A woman may
not understand what it 1s like to be a man competing in this economy, or a
man may never be able to grasp what it is like to give birth.



We do best in all these arenas when we can put our heads and our hearts
together, hear many points of view, take what works for us and leave
what doesn’t without having to hate, ostracize, or assault anyone. But
many of us have not learned this, many more of us have not learned how
to do this, and most of us have not learned specific skills to handle
disagreements, especially when there is a lot at stake.

The present state of discourse in our country today is evidence that these
skills are lacking and the fallout has become more and more dangerous to
us all.

The Win/Lose paradigm for dealing with conflict unquestioningly assumes
that we are each the ultimate authority wherever we say we are. This is no
one’s fault. This is simply what many of us have learned and what our
culture in many respects has not questioned or corrected. Four of the five
strategies for dealing with conflict we will examine all grow out of this
model.

When we are angry, hurt, or afraid, are triggered into our deepest wounds
and unconscious reaction patterns, and when we are fiercely attached to
being right or getting a certain outcome, we most often deal with conflict
in the four following ways:

1. Combatively and with overt aggression

2. Passive-aggressively

3. Submissively

4. By Avoidance
The fifth way offers the hope of healthy resolution

5. Mediating



It may not be obvious that the first four of the above strategies operate within
the Win/Lose paradigm. Active and passive aggression are obviously combative
strategies for “winning.” But passivity and avoidance also stem from the same
paradigm. Avoidance and submissiveness are designed to minimize how badly we
are overpowered, how badly we lose.

None of these four ways of addressing conflict is a formula for resolution, for
mutual and willing agreement, for creating safe relationships, or for building a
foundation for navigating conflict with greater ease in the future. These strategies
are the reason why so many relationships crash and burn, even where there has
been love and hope for lasting partnership, friendship, or collaboration.

We need strategies for dealing with conflict that protect, preserve, and enhance
relationships. The Win/Win model means we are committed to being open to
opposing points of view, to standing up for ourselves without violence, and to
doing everything possible to reconnect with each other.

For this course, we will focus on conflict in our most intimate relationships, with

people we perceive as critical to our welfare— our spouses, children, close
friends, employers and employees, and any others we depend on or need for
some reason and have an investment in keeping in our lives. Our conflict type
may show up everywhere or we may have one way of handling conflict with our
spouses and children and a very different way of being with friends, our
employer, a casual acquaintance or someone we may never see again.

The reason to focus on our intimate relationships is that our most entrenched
and dysfunctional ways of handling conflict are most likely to show up where we
have the most at stake, with the people that matter most to us. And we don’t
have to work out every conflict with everyone we encounter. When someone yells
at me in the parking lot for taking what they thought was their spot, it’s not
being avoidant or submissive to simply apologize and go my way if I don’t want
to engage in a lengthy discussion about what happened or their behavior. There
are people we may simply not want to tangle with or situations that we avoid
because we are choosing where to put our energy. What matters is that we feel we
have a conscious choice about who to respond to and how.



But please feel free to apply what we are talking about to any and all conflicts you
find yourself in!

In our intimate relationships, where we continue to interact over long periods of
time, where we care deeply and are deeply affected by how we all behave when we
disagree, and where we want the relationship to continue or we depend on it for our
livelihood or our sense of belonging, for example, how we deal with conflict
becomes critically important to our welfare and the healthy sustainability of the
relationships themselves.

Let’s focus first on defining the four most common conflict styles before we talk
about the fifth approach which is constructive and has the greatest possibility of
bringing us back together.

No matter what your strategy is for dealing with conflict, don’t blame yourself. You
either learned these behaviors by the example of others and/or there is an unhealed
wound inside you from past experience that generates dysfunctional behaviors.

Dealing with conflict can be scary.

We fear attack

We fear being made to look bad

We haven’t learned how to accept feedback or make amends without losing face
We fear being abandoned

We fear we might actually be wrong and that is too much to bear

We fear we will lose control or that the other person will

We’re stuck in the Win/Lose paradigm of conflict and we don’t want to lose

Let’s repeat the 5 conflict styles again: Combative, Passive-Aggressive, Submissive,
Avoidant and Mediating

You will see as we go through the different conflict types that they can overlap or
that you may have more than one approach depending on who the conflict is with,
how big the consequences could be, or other variables. It may be that you generally
start out one way and end up another. Perhaps you tend to start out combative but
end up submissive when you fear more rage or abandonment. With your closest
relationships you may let it all rip, while you may have a more submissive or
avoidant approach at work.



There are all kinds of possible permutations to the basic conflict types. We
break them down to make them identifiable, but like all psychological issues,
the beliefs and feelings we have and the ways we deal are complex. So don’t
feel you have to define yourself in one way only. Most likely you deal with
conflict in a number of ways. I have been very combative myself when 1 feel
most wronged or misunderstood, and I have also shut down and been passive-
aggressive, submissive or avoidant. But I would say that as loving a person as
I believe I am, when I have been most triggered by my husband I have often
been very combative... and that is changing as I am learning a better way...

The purpose of this inquiry is not to blame or shame ourselves or anyone. It is
to get clear on what doesn’t work. It is to identify the problem so we can look
for solutions. Then we can discuss the fifth approach.

We all have conflicts. Even in our closest relationships, we let some
disagreements go and move on without having to resolve every little thing that
comes up. This is not a sign of a bad relationship or that we are dysfunctional
or need therapy! This is normal and functional in relationships where there is
otherwise good communication and a commitment to maintaining love and
connection. That being said, most of us can use an upgrade, especially when it
comes to issues that don’t go away and cause one or both people lasting
distress.

Have you had that experience, where you find yourself having the same
argument with someone again and again but nothing changes? If so,
understanding your conflict type or types can be the first step in making the

changes you would like to make.




The Combative Approach to Conflict— I have to win
the argument and I become aggressive to overpower
you

I will tell you that with my husband my approach to conflict has been highly
combative at times. I can be avoidant and even submissive to begin with, but
when I haven’t dealt directly with an issue that matters to me, at some point
I can become righteous, loud, interrupting, and dominating. I used to have a
very hard time letting go or being accountable for my part in the
disagreement. And of course when I am that way, I ignite my husband’s
most defensive conflict style which can also be very combative. We would
both feel terrible afterwards and apologize. We’d look at ourselves and each
other and wonder how we could have been so unconscious, so reactive,
sometimes over what appeared to be the smallest thing... and then we’d
laugh and blame it on the full moon or Mercury in Retrograde!

We always managed to find our way back to one another because we have a
deep love and commitment to reconnect. But there had to be a better way!


https://phyllisleavitt.com/quizz-combative/

The Combative/Dominating approach to conflict is
characterized by overt aggression. When you are at
odds with someone:

1. Are you argumentative? Do you have a comeback for everything the other
person says?

2. Are you out of control with your anger or other strong emotions, unable to
rein them in? When your “fight” switch turns on, are you unable to turn it off,
even when you might want to?

3. Do you become loud, scream and yell, shout the other person down?

4. Do you have other aggressive, combative behaviors like throwing
things, slamming doors, banging your fist on the table? Are you ever
physically violent in the heat of battle or do you provoke others into
aggression?

5. Do you interrupt, refuse to let the other person talk or finish a sentence?
6. Do you become fixated on your point of view, unable to hear what the
other person says and thus dominate by being inflexible, close-minded,

judgmental and intolerant?

7. Do you dominate with righteousness, arguing the moral superiority of your
position? Do you attack with shame and blame?

8. Do you threaten with aggressive body postures, facial expressions, and tone
of voice?

9. Do you threaten harm, abandonment, withholding of resources or
affection?

10. Do you enroll others in your defense to subdue your opponent?



11. Are you relentless in pursuit of winning the argument, even when the other
is clearly upset, crying, or noticeably undone?

12. Are you unable to accept an apology and keep the fight going regardless?

13. Did someone you grew up with or are close to role-model this conflict type
and/or teach you that anything less than aggression is a sign of weakness? If
so, who behaved this way and how do you feel about them—then and now?

The combative approach to conflict can feel powerful and justified, and it used
to feel that way to me. But underneath I really felt powerless to be heard, to be
seen, and to have my point of view or my needs validated. And although we
are usually blind to it in a moment of anger or pain, an aggressive approach to
conflict almost always evokes aggression in others or one of the other three
most common responses to conflict mentioned above— none of which work to
resolve the issues or bring us back together!

But do not blame yourself if you do any of these things. We learned these
behaviors somewhere— in our family of origin, on the playground, in the
workplace, or from the role models of people in power, in governance and
world affairs. Many of us have learned that domination of others with
aggression 1s justified, a sign of strength, and the only way we will ever get
what we want and need in this dog-eat-dog world.

And then we’re surprised, angry, or dismayed when the other person doesn’t
immediately see the error of their ways and give us what we’re asking for. I
have felt exactly this way with my husband— shocked that he didn’t see how
right I was and immediately come around! But aggression does not elicit
openness, understanding or willing compliance. This is where so many of us
get stuck. Without understanding what we are doing, without a way to get a
grip on our own behavior or access better tools, we typically keep doing more
of the same and getting the same responses. What might start as an argument
about whether the garden needs watering or not, can soon feel like a mortal
wound to ourselves or the relationship.



I did not feel seen or heard growing up. My mother’s anger, impatience,
unavailability and critical nature ran the household and dominated my father
as well as us kids. So when that wound of invisibility got triggered with my
husband, I felt threatened to my core and what came out of me was aggression
fueled by deep feelings of powerlessness.

Ironically, I swore I would never be like my mother— but in some ways I was
behaving just like her! With other people, for the most part, the very same
trigger elicited anything except the combative approach. But in this most
intimate relationship, where it mattered most, I could be like a runaway
train... until I ran out of steam and could get back into my adult self.

Consider that your most automatic unconscious approach to conflict might
stem from childhood wounds.
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But take some time now and go over the questions associated with the
Combative Style of dealing with conflict. You might want to write them down
and journal about them. The more time you give this, the more you are apt to
learn about yourself and others.

If you identify with the combative type:

« Write down exactly what you say and do when you’re in fight mode. On a
scale of 1-10, how combative do you think you are in general? What are
your most extreme behaviors? Don’t be afraid to be honest with yourself.
This exercise is for you and you don’t have to share with others unless you
want to.

« How do you feel about your aggressive behaviors? How do others react
when you are combative or dominating?

« Do you feel justified in behaving this way, or do you feel ashamed, sad,
scared, numb, or do you tend to deny or minimize that you act this way at
times?



« Are there times when you think the combative style of conflict is
appropriate or warranted? What are they and how do you behave in those
situations? Is the outcome desirable to you? To others?

o Is there someone or others you would want to talk to about what you
have learned about your combative behaviors? If so, feel free!

« Having explored this conflict style, is there anything you would want to
change? Be specific. This is for you.

If you don’t identify with this approach to conflict, think of people in your life
or in the media who are combative.

Notice how you feel about them. Do you admire them, wish you could be
more forceful yourself? Or do you feel critical of them, wonder why they don’t
have more self control? Or do you have some other reaction?

Notice how you react to combative people. The way you respond to someone
who has a combative approach to conflict may help you identify what your

style is. Do you become passive-aggressive, submissive or avoidant? How does
the whole interaction feel to you? What generally is the outcome?




The Passive-Aggressive Approach to Conflict— I’m
angry, hurt, or fearful but I won’t tell you directly or
deal with you directly

What generates passive-aggressive behavior is an inability or unwillingness
to own or express anger or upset directly, so these feelings come out
sideways. Little things can have a passive-aggressive flavor. I've done many
of these myself— roll my eyes, sigh in a way that expresses impatience or
disgust, get up to leave, refuse eye contact. And there are bigger ways. A
client of mine took out his phone and started texting when his wife was
crying. Another client would lapse into some version of “Poor me, this is
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what I get after all I've done for you...” when his wife had a complaint.
What he really felt was rage at not feeling appreciated. His wife would then
feel pressured into taking care of his hurt feelings, her own got ignored, and
nothing got resolved. Another client told me her ex-husband always brought
his new girlfriend to her home when he picked up the children and made

sure she would see how happy they were together.


https://phyllisleavitt.com/quizz-passive-aggressive/

There are many ways passive aggressive behavior shows up. Remember:
passive-aggression is an indirect form of aggression, designed to dominate the
other person into some form of submission, emotionally or in some other
way. It is based on the Win/Lose model of dealing with conflict. My first
husband would not pay child support on time. He invariably came late to
pick up our children when he knew I had to be somewhere or had plans with
friends. In those instances, I felt all the powerlessness I believe he wanted me
to feel. These forms of passive-aggressive behavior can have a long lasting
impact not only on the person at whom they are directed, but on children or
others when they are caught in the middle.

I was just as dysfunctional. I retaliated by speaking ill of my ex to others, and
I didn’t always hide my feelings about him from our children.. I had no skills,
no awareness, and no guidance about how to handle my own anger and pain
and they definitely came out sideways. We were in a passive-aggressive tug of
war and neither of us won anything.

Aggression and passive-aggression most always arise from unhealed feelings
of powerlessness and fear. What would it have been like for me back then (36
years ago) if I had understood any of what was happening, if I had kept my
pain and grief out of my children’s hearing, and if I had known that our
conflict styles had contributed to the failure of our marriage in the first place?

And, can I look back now on the terrible mess we created with compassion
and commit even more fiercely to do conflict differently now?
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Take some time now and go over the questions associated with the Passive-
Aggressive Style of dealing with conflict. Write them down if you wish and
spend time with the ones that have the most meaning for you.

See if you identify with this conflict type by asking yourself the following
questions:



1. Do you refuse or feel unable to put your true feelings, wants or needs into
words and express them instead in disrespectful sounds, facial expressions or
gestures? Do you deny, minimize or justify these behaviors?

2. Do you look at your phone or computer or do something similar when you
don’t like what you hear or don’t want to engage? Do you deny or minimize
these behaviors when confronted?

3. Do you downplay or dismiss the validity or severity of the other person’s
issue? “Oh, you’re making a fuss over nothing.” Stop whining.” “I had it a lot
worse with my mother..." “I can’t believe you’re holding onto that! Why
can’t you put the past behind you? "You're such a drama queen!” “Stop
being such a victim...”

4. Do you ever imply negative judgment of the other person and their issues
without saying it directly? “Be a man!” “I thought you were more open...” “I
should have known you’d ...”

5. Do you ever attack the other person’s character and motivations instead of
addressing the issues? This usually looks like a lot of You, You, You
Statements and a lot of blame and shame. “You’re so selfish. It’s always
about you...” “I knew you’d have an excuse.” “You're just like your
father...”

6. Do you deliberately distract, change the subject, suddenly have to leave,
etc. to thwart the other person, throw them off track, or shut the
conversation down? (This is different from Avoidance) “I have a terrible
headache. We’ll have to talk later.” “I think something else is really going on
with you. This isn’t about me, it’s about your work stress or your childhood,
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etc.

7. Do you feel injured when someone has an issue with you and behave like a

victim? Do you demand they address your hurt feelings instead of dealing

with the issue they have with you? “How can you say that about me!” “ After

all I've done for you!” “No one understands me...” “There you go again—

it’s Always my fault...”
-



8. Did someone close to you role model this conflict style? If so, who behaved
this way and how do you feel about them—then and now? What effect did
they have on you?

If you identify with this type:

« Write down exactly what you say and do when you’re being passive-
aggressive.

e On a scale of 1-10, how indirect and aggressive do you think you are in
general? What are you like when you are most passive-aggressive? Don’t
be afraid to be honest with yourself. This exercise is for you and you
don't have to share it with others unless you want to.

« What do you say and how exactly do you behave when you are being
passive-aggressive?

« How do you feel about your passive-aggressive behaviors? How do others
react to you when you defend this way?

« Do you feel justified in behaving this way, or do you feel ashamed, sad,
scared, numb, or do you tend to deny or minimize that you act this way
at times?

« Write down who and what triggers you most? Are there certain people or
certain types of people who trigger you to become passive-aggressive, or
are there identifiable situations in which you behave this way?

« Was an indirect way of expressing anger and upset role-modeled for you
growing up? If so, who behaved this way and how do you feel about them
—then and now? What effect did they have on you?

o Are there times when you think the passive-aggressive approach to
conflict is appropriate or warranted? When? How do you behave in those
situations?

o Is the outcome desirable to you?

« Is there someone or others you would want to talk to about what you
have learned about your combative behaviors? If so, feel free!

« Having explored this conflict style, is there anything you would want to
change? Be specific. This is for you.



If you don’t identify with this approach to conflict, think of people in your life
or in the media who are passive-aggressive type.

Notice how you feel about them. Do you feel critical of them, wonder why
they seem so hurtful?

Notice how you react to passive-aggressive people. The way you respond to
someone who has a passive-aggressive approach to conflict may help you

identify what your style is. Do you become combative, submissive or
avoidant? How does interacting with them feel to you? What generally is the
outcome?




The Submissive Approach to Conflict— I repress my
feelings and needs and give in to you

For many people, conflict brings up fear— fear of being wrong, of being
shamed, blamed, abandoned, or physically hurt. For some of us, giving in to
the will of people we perceive as more powerful than we are may feel like the
only safe option.

One of my clients had been terribly physically abused as a child. Whenever
her boss came into her office she flinched— the fear of assault was so
present for her. She had, understandably, a very submissive approach to
conflict in her marriage and with her children as well. It wasn’t until she
came to therapy that she realized there might be another way.

We may even start out in a disagreement trying to assert ourselves, but when
the conflict escalates or the threat feels overwhelming, we retreat and give in.
When the experience of being overpowered— by a look of disapproval, an
implied or overt threat, or an actual experience of harm— has happened too
often or too painfully, we may give in before showing any sign of resistance.


https://phyllisleavitt.com/quizz-submissive/

When I was quite young, before I had done any inner work and before I was
in an intimate relationship (often the most triggering), my conflict style was
almost 100% submissive. I had no idea how to advocate for myself, did not
have access to the word NO, and was in awe of people who could get angry
or risk openly disagreeing. My version of submissiveness was to freeze in the
face of conflict. Often I could not speak. My throat constricted and my body
froze.

This level of helplessness can feel excruciating, but I seemed to have no
control over it. When I was 9 or 10, a neighbor boy came to our house
looking for my brother who wasn’t home. He walked right up to me and
stuck his tongue in my mouth. I felt nauseous and frightened but I said
nothing and did nothing, just waited until he left.

Perhaps becoming combative later on was the pendulum swinging in the
opposite direction. If I couldn’t speak before I was sure as heck going to
speak now! If I couldn’t be heard before, I was determined to be heard now!
It might have been a necessary step in my growth to fight back, but it wasn’t
any more functional in the long run, and it didn’t get me what I needed,
which was care and safe communication in my relationships.

There are certainly instances when it 1s a healthy conscious decision to
compromise or acquiesce. Being submissive is different: it i1s an abdication of
our needs or our stand because we are afraid of the consequences (real or
imagined) if we don’t.

Although I know now that my mother came by her wounds honestly like the
rest of us— she wasn’t born a bad person and I don’t believe she intended to
be hurtful— there was no getting through to her when I was growing up.
Her needs came first and my needs were a source of irritation to her, and so
I silenced myself. And because she sometimes let loose with her anger, I was
determined not to be that way myself, and you know how that turned out!



With my first husband, I was both combative and submissive. Combat came
first— arguing, yelling, trying desperately to stand up for what I believed in
— and then, feeling totally helpless, I eventually submitted to many things I
knew were not good for me or our family, and I felt tremendous shame.

Powerlessness 1s a toxic feeling for us humans. If submissiveness is your
conflict style, have compassion for yourself and understand you learned this
strategy somewhere, often through repeated experiences of having been
overpowered by others and particularly those you depended on.
Submissiveness for many people is actually a survival mechanism. Know
now that you have a right to heal, you have a right to your voice and your
needs as much as the other person, in balance with knowing others have that
right, too.

There are many ways the submissive approach to conflict shows up in
relationships. See if you identify with this conflict type by asking yourself

the following questions:

1. Do you easily give up your side of an argument when another person is
very forceful or if you fear they will become so?

2. Do you tend to doubt your point of view, your values, beliefs and needs
especially when other people are convinced they are right and you are
wrong?

3. Do you blame yourself easily when there is conflict?

4. Are you especially sensitive to feeling judged as less than or morally
inferior for your point of view?

5. Do you fear abandonment when there 1s conflict?

6. Do you fear increased rage, shame, blame or physical harm when there is
a disagreement?



7. Do you ever freeze in the face of conflict?

8. Have there been times— with people in your family, school, workplace or
community when submitting felt like the best or only response possible?

9. Do you become overly pleasing with those you are afraid to disagree
with?

10. Do you apologize even when you don’t feel you are in the wrong?

11. Do you tend to let go of your opinions and needs easily because you
believe giving others what they want is laudable self-sacrifice or some
version of taking the high road?

12. Did someone close to you role model submissiveness and/or demand you
stand down in some way?

3t 3 sfe st sie sfe s sk sk sfe e sie sfe s sk o s sk sk sk

Take some time now and go over the questions associated with the
Submissive Style of dealing with conflict. Write them down if that calls to
you and journal about the characteristics of submissiveness you relate to or
talk about them with a therapist or trusted friend.

If you identify with this type:

« Write down exactly what you say and do when you’re being submissive.
On a scale of 1-10, how submissive do you think you are in general?

« What are you like when you are most submissive? Don’t be afraid to be
honest with yourself. This exercise is for you and you don’t have to
share with others unless you want to.

« How do you feel about your submissive behaviors? How do others react
to you when you cope this way?

« Do you feel okay with this approach, or do you feel ashamed, sad,
scared, numb, or do you deny, minimize or have reasons for why you act

this way at times?
-



« Write down who and what triggers you most? Are there certain people
or certain types of people who trigger you to become more easily
dominated, or are there identifiable situations in which you tend to
respond this way?

« Was a submissive way of dealing with conflict role-modeled for you
growing up? If so, who behaved this way and how do you feel about
them—then and now? What effect did they have on you?

o Are there times when you think the submissive approach to conflict is
appropriate or warranted? When? And how do you behave in those
situations? Is the outcome desirable to you? To others?

« Is there someone or others you would want to talk to about what you
have learned about your submissive behaviors? If so, feel free!

« Having explored this conflict style, is there anything you would want to
change? Be specific. This is for you.

If you don’t identify with this approach to conflict, think of people in your life
or in the media who are submissive, easily controlled or fearful of asserting
their needs.

Notice how you feel about them. Do you feel critical of them, wonder why
they don’t have more self confidence and assertiveness? Or do you have
some other reaction?

Notice how you react to submissive people. The way you respond to
someone who has a submissive approach to conflict may help you identify
your own style. Do you become aggressive, passive-aggressive, or avoidant?

How does the whole interaction feel to you? What generally is the outcome?




The Avoidant Approach To Conflict— I avoid
conflict as much as possible. The conflict remains,
but I do my best not to show others that I disagree,
have strong feelings, or want something different

The desire to avoid conflict is not necessarily a bad thing. Most of us would
rather not argue or feel distant from others. It is perfectly reasonable to
“choose our battles,” and decide if the issue is worth temporary rupture for
the sake of achieving greater understanding and a safer, closer relationship.

But when we actively avoid conflict or the potential for conflict, it is usually
because we don’t think we can handle it, and so we close the door to
engagement. Deliberately icing someone is not avoidant; it is passive-
aggressive. And an avoidant approach to conflict is not the same as
consciously making a choice to let something go... if letting go really serves
the good of ourselves and the relationship, AND, if we can really let it go!
Too often we might think we are letting something go, but we find ourselves
feeling resentment and having endless arguments in our head that we never
bring up, perhaps until we blow up!


https://phyllisleavitt.com/quizz-avoidant/

When I was young, I avoided people with a combative, aggressive conflict
style as much as I could. They terrified me. In my early twenties, I worked in
a bakery with a woman who, it turned out, was a rager. One day my cat got
into her apartment (did no damage) and she screamed at me at the top of
her lungs in the middle of the bakery parking lot. My only coping strategy at
the time was to try to please her and otherwise avoid her as much as I could.

In this case my conflict style was both avoidant and submissive. These two
are often connected, just as the combative, aggressive approach is often
connected to the passive-aggressive conflict style. Needless to say, I left the
bakery as soon as I found another job.

Avoidance and submission were all I knew to do when I was young. The
thought of saying anything back to this woman felt like asking to have my
head chopped off (I didn’t even have that thought), and there are certainly
circumstances where it is perhaps better to avoid than continually put
yourself in the line of fire. But looking back, I wonder what it would have
been like for me to look her in the eye and ask her to stop yelling. What
would I have needed to feel about myself to tell her that her behavior was
unacceptable or even ask her what about the cat incident was so infuriating?
Who knows what might have ensued. Maybe she would have screamed more
or maybe we would have had a meaningful conversation.

An avoidant conflict style sends an unspoken message of helplessness that is
easily perceived by people who want to dominate, which 1s exactly what
went down with the bakery lady. And that is why you often see people who
are avoidant paired with people who dominate them... until one of them
(usually the more submissive one) seeks helps or has exposure to a healthier
role model.

The avoidant style of conflict, if left unaddressed and unhealed can create a
void in relationship, a space where we tiptoe around each other out of fear
of ourselves and other people. And too often the void becomes
insurmountable.



Bob and Carol were a couple I saw many years ago. They were both
avoidant. They once prided themselves on the fact that they didn’t argue,
but they ended up avoiding issues that were too important to simply let go
of. By the time they saw me, they were barely roommates: they were
irretrievably estranged. They sat silently on the couch, Carol crying but
making no sound and Bob stiff and not looking at her. Bob didn’t come to
therapy to work it out: he came to tell Carol he was in love with someone
else and filing for divorce. Too often in intimate relationships we avoid
conflict because it seems safer, but what we really need is a safe way to face
conflict and work it out.
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Take some time now and go over the questions associated with the Avoidant
Style of dealing with conflict. Write them down and journal about them if
they apply to you.

Avoidance of conflict can take many forms. See if you identify with this
conflict type by asking yourself the following questions:

1. Do you feel at a loss or helpless when there is disagreement?

2. Do you shut down when conflict occurs or when you think it might occur?
3. Do you stop talking or find an excuse to leave?

4. Do you minimize the importance of an issue to avoid confrontation?

5. Do you tend to placate others to avoid anger, blame or retaliation?

6. Would you rather give up your position or needs than risk expressing
your truth or your needs?

7. Do you ever feel hopeless about being heard, seen or having your needs
met?



8. Do you avoid relationships with people who are assertive or have strong
opinions? Do you feel helpless or afraid around such people?

9. Do you fear your own anger or other strong emotions?

10. Do you prefer to work alone, live alone, have more solitary pursuits so
that you don’t have to deal with other people and their issues?

11. Do you sometimes feel relationships aren’t worth the trouble or do you
end relationships quickly and don’t turn back?

12. Do you think conflict is inherently bad or always destructive?

13. Did someone close to you role model avoidance or in some way imply
that conflict is bad?

If you identify with this type:

« Write down exactly what you say and do when you’re being avoidant.
On a scale of 1-10, how avoidant do you think you are in general? What
are you like when you are most avoidant? Don’t be afraid to be honest
with yourself. This exercise is for you and you don’t have to share with
others unless you want to.

« What do you say and how exactly do you behave when you are being
avoidant?

« How do you feel about your avoidant behaviors? How do others react to
you when you cope this way?

« Do you feel okay with this approach, or do you feel ashamed, sad,
scared, numb, or do you deny, minimize or have reasons for why you act
this way at times?

« Write down who and what triggers you most? Are there certain people
or certain types of people who trigger you to go into avoidant mode, or
are there identifiable situations in which you tend to respond this way?



« Was an avoidant way of dealing with conflict role-modeled for you
growing up? If so, who behaved this way and how do you feel about
them—then and now? What effect did they have on you?

o Are there times when you think the avoidant approach to conflict is
appropriate or warranted? When? And how do you behave in those
situations? Is the outcome desirable to you? To others?

o Is there someone or others you would want to talk to about what you
have learned about your avoidant behaviors? If so, feel free!

« Having explored this conflict style, is there anything you would want to
change? Be specific. This is for you.

If you don’t identify with this approach to conflict, think of people you know
who appear avoidant or fearful of asserting their needs.

Notice how you feel about them. Do you admire them, wish you could have
less conflict in your life, or do you wonder why they don’t have more self
confidence and assertiveness? Or do you have some other reaction?

Notice how you react to avoidant people. The way you respond to someone
who has this conflict style may help you identify what your style is. Do you

become aggressive, passive-aggressive, or submissive with avoidant people?
How does the interaction feel to you? What generally is the outcome?




The Mediating Approach to Conflict— I embrace the
conflict and come from a place of wanting to work it
out with you for a Win/Win

The essence of the mediating approach is that it embodies a Win/Win model
for resolving conflict. It is an approach that strives to value and honor all
party’s positions and needs. It takes conflict out of the realm of domination
and submission and seeks reconciliation— even a little bit.

Most people I know and have worked with did not grow up learning a
mediating approach to conflict. We generally employ one of the four types
explained above or bounce back and forth between them depending on the
circumstances. The whole field of mediation, of non-violent communication
and conflict resolution, using the skills of reflective listening and “I”
statements, is relatively new. It eliminates “us against them”™ as it focuses on
mutual listening and resolution as opposed to arguing a point or forcing our
will on others, even indirectly.


https://phyllisleavitt.com/quizz-mediation/

I had a breakthrough experience with the mediating conflict style many
years ago with a co-worker who was also a friend. I had done something
that upset him (no memory of what it was now) and he asked if we could
talk. He told me kindly and calmly what was on his mind, listened to my
side of the story, told me what he needed from me and asked me what I
needed from him. I had never had that experience with anyone until that
moment and it was a revelation. The trust in our friendship grew from there.
I had the visceral experience that he was safe, that conflict could be safe, and
it could bring people closer... But I still had a long way to go before I could
embody this way of being in much of my personal life.

You have a mediating approach to conflict if you identify with any of the
following items. You may not always feel or do these things, but you hold
them, or some of them, as important and you strive to embody them more
and more.

1. If you accept that conflict is part of life and you are willing to engage with
a desire for resolution

2. If you are willing and able (even a little bit able) to see there is more than
one side to a conflict that needs to be considered, that the other person may

have something valid that also needs to be heard

3. If you can restrain your most reactive impulses for the sake of finding
resolution, or if you even have the desire to do so, however imperfectly

4. If you can consider that you may have a part to play in the conflict that
you could be responsible for

5. If you seek resolution over doggedly needing to be right
6. If you don’t demonize your “opponent,” don’t need to shame and blame

them, can restrain those impulses if they arise, and take responsibility if you
err



8. If you can apologize when it is appropriate: if you can also accept a
sincere apology

9. If you are willing to compromise and look for solutions when needed

10. If your tone of voice, body posture and words reflect a desire and a
willingness to get through the conflict together and reconnect, and if you can
and are willing to re-ignite that intention when you lose it

11. If you care about your impact on others, without losing regard for their
impact on you

12. If you can come back to the table and try again even when a conflict
ends poorly

13. If you hold the health of the relationship as primary and can let go of
having to be right at all costs

I have had to learn the mediating approach. It didn’t come naturally and it
wasn’t something anyone I knew modeled growing up. I am still learning
with every new interaction, to catch myself sooner, hold my center better,
and remember how incredible it feels when I don’t lapse into any of the
other four conflict styles. Sometimes it’s two steps forward, one back. It can
be very difficult to embody a mediating approach when I am convinced I am
right or an old wound of feeling invisible or unheard is activated, or when
my husband is triggered and reacting from wounds in his childhood.

When one of us is triggered into an unhealed wound, we most often regress
to the age of that wounding and slip right back into the automatic
unconscious defenses we used to survive an earlier time in our lives. We are
being defensive, attacking, subservient, avoidant, or passive-aggressive as a
two or six year old, and our partner or close other is often regressing as well.
We become like two children are squabbling.



Have you had that experience? Where some small issue suddenly flares as if
gas was poured on a fire and you don’t know how you got there and you
don’t know how to put it out? It’s usually because one or both of you has
opened up an old hurt place and a volcano suddenly erupts.

It happens to the best of us!

Terry Real, a wonderful couples therapist, once said something like this:
“It’s okay if you become a two-year-old, but not both of you at the same
time!” Somebody has to maintain or retrieve their adult self. It i1s our adult
self that is best able to embody a mediating approach to conflict, that can
restrain our worst impulses, consider the other person’s feelings and needs
(even a little), take responsibility for what is ours, and seek resolution and
reconnection.

The beauty is that when one of us can stop being right for a minute, listen
and demonstrate a sincere desire to come back together, the other person
almost always follows suit. My husband and I are having this experience
more and more often now. We still have our moments of flare-up, often over
what appear to be small things— my exasperation over the way he leaves a
trail of crumbs, his irritation when I tell him to lower the flame under the
oatmeal! Or it can be over something bigger— if he looks at his computer
when I’'m sharing something emotional, or if I become impatient, finish his
sentence and interrupt his flow of thought with something he is struggling to
get out. We still do these things, but we are getting quicker at reflecting on
ourselves, becoming accountable, and resetting our inner relational dial to
resolution and reconnection mode.

Focusing on the mediating approach has brought us so much relief. We
laugh at ourselves faster and more often. Recently we had a big upset when I
forgot something that was important to him. I got a little defensive and told
him he is no different. He felt I was doing the “right-back-atcha” thing— and
I was. But I managed to tell him I feel he holds me to a different standard
than himself when it comes to remembering important things. He asked me
to point it out to him the next time that happens.



Well, 1 did, which was only a day or two later. He immediately went into
defense mode himself. With as much self-possession as I could muster,
without becoming combative, passive-aggressive or any of the other less
than functional approaches to conflict, I reminded him that he had asked me
to point it out to him when he forgot something important. And he heard
me! And he apologized! And it was over!!!

It wasn’t that I had won: WE had won!

We are learning not to defend ourselves when the other is upset. Defense
almost looks like one of the first four conflict styles, none of which works to
resolve anything! In fact, the first four conflict styles keep the conflict going,
and for some of us that means the anger, hurt and distancing go on for
hours or days or until the relationship falls apart.

The mediating approach is the path to true listening, resolution and
reconnection. It is the path from hostility to understanding, from frustration
to patience, from separation to connection, and from war to peace.
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Take some time now and go over the questions associated with the
Mediating Style of dealing with conflict. Write them down if that feels
helpful or talk them over with a partner or friend.

Approaching conflict with a spirit of mediation can take many forms. See if
you identify with this approach by asking yourself the following questions.
And don’t be dismayed if you have not embodied this conflict style or if you
know it but have struggled to embody it.

1. Do you have a desire to resolve conflict or are you stuck in who will win
the argument?

2. Are you able to restrain any of your automatic defensive reactions?



3. Do you make space for the other person to be heard?

4. Do you take their upset as seriously as you take your own?

5. Are you able to take feedback about yourself?

6. Can you stay engaged with goodwill and still speak your truth?
7. Are you hopeful that conflict can be resolved?

8. Are you able to stick around or come back to the table when the
conversation isn’t going well?

9. Can you focus on your responsibility to find resolution rather than on
blame of others?

10. Do you feel you can keep your most upset feelings in check, and access
the adult part of you or come back to it when you lose it?

11. Do you value open, healthy relationships as a priority in your life?
12. Do you think conflict can be a source of growth?

13. Did anyone close to you role model a mediating approach to conflict?
If you identify with this type:

o Write down exactly what you do when you even attempt to take a
mediating approach.

o On a scale of 1-10, how much are you able to embody this conflict type?

« What are you like when you attempt to mediate conflict? Don’t be
afraid to give yourself credit. Maybe you are good at this.

« What do you say and how exactly do you behave when you are in
conflict resolution mode?



« How do you feel about yourself when you are able to take this
approach, however imperfectly? How do others react to you when you
behave this way?

« Do you feel good with this approach, or do you sometimes feel it takes
too much work or others might not appreciate your efforts?

« If you have used this approach, what have been the results overall? Is it
worth strengthening? Why?

« Is there someone or others you would want to talk to about what you
have learned about a mediating conflict style? If so, feel free!

« Having explored this conflict style, is there anything you would want to
change in your own behavior? Be specific. This is for you.

If you don’t identify with this approach to conflict, think of people you know
who do

Notice how you feel about them. Do you admire them, wish you could be
more like them, envy them, or wonder how they got that way? Or do you
have some other reaction?

Notice how you react to mediating types. The way you respond to someone
who has this approach to conflict may help you identify what your style is.
Do you become aggressive, passive-aggressive, submissive or avoidant when

others focus on resolution?




for taking this Quiz! | hope
you have learned a lot about

the many possible approaches
to conflict and that you have

m new insight, not only into your
own conflict style, but also
info what possible upgrades

you would like to make in
order to have conflict become

9W a greater source of growth
and reconnection in your

relationships, rather than a
source of anger, fear and
rupture.

The Mediating Approach to Conflict is the best one |
know for fostering healing, reconciliation and
reconnection during or after conflictual interactions.
For a detailed course in the specific skills needed to
embody a Mediating Approach that you can apply in
your own life, please go to this link for the PDF:

The 6 Secrets For Repairing_Relationships

Warm regards,
W
e



https://phyllisleavitt.com/wp-content/uploads/6-Secrets-to-Repairing-Relationships-1-1.pdf

