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Introduction 

“Before you can solve a problem you have to fully understand it.”  
Kusy and Holloway1 

 

Are you always having the same argument with your colleagues? 

Do you keep encountering the same problem no matter what 

department or organisation you work for?  

Do you keep encountering the same difficult personality type at work 

no matter what department or organisation you work for?  

If the answer is yes then it’s time to stop using band aids on your problems and 

start applying conflict resolution methods to heal rifts permanently. 

If a steep hill causes your car to stall on your drive home every day, what 

would you do? 

A. Stop the car and examine the road for problems? 

B. Avoid the hill by taking a longer route and hope the problem goes away? 

C. Take your neighbour’s car to the mechanic to find out why it doesn’t 

have the same problem getting up the hill?  

 

D. Take the time to find out what’s wrong with your car? 

In the car scenario it’s easy to see that unless you stop avoiding the issue, 

identify the problem and explore the options the problem will keep occurring. 

Temporary solutions may cost you less in mechanic bills in the short term but 

do nothing to prevent a larger more costly problem in the future. The same 

choices and consequences apply to conflict situations. Solutions are most 

effective if you apply them to the source of the problem as soon as possible.  
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This manual takes you through the steps necessary to achieve long term 

resolution to problems and conflict situations so that you are not dealing with 

them over and over again. 

To effectively conceptualise conflict dynamics this manual uses the metaphor of 

a wall to symbolise obstacles in your path that incite conflict or prevent you 

from reaching your goals. Dismantling the conflict wall requires an 

understanding of all the dynamics that contributed to its construction and 

maintenance. 

The first step involves examining the way you react to conflict. Then you can 

determine and apply the most effective conflict resolution tools and establish 

strategies and communication standards for the future.  

The toolkit outlines how to communicate with clarity, honesty and compassion 

and encourages others to do the same. As well as learn how to understand, 

deescalate and resolve difficult situations and shift conflict from a destructive to 

a constructive component of your work and life.  

It’s crucial to realistically approach conflict resolution. Tools that claim to 

eliminate conflict entirely are misleading. The truth is that conflict is inevitable. 

Accepting that conflict is inevitable is an important concept as it changes your 

reaction to conflict from something to be eradicated or overcome at any cost to 

a situation that can be navigated in a way that improves your circumstances or 

strengthens your relationships.  



CONFLICT NAVIGATION MANUAL | Gretchen Netterfield 

 
 

It’s normal to encounter obstacles and it’s normal to have different needs and 

interests to someone else. To work through those differences the main 

ingredient you need is a willingness to explore the dynamics of the conflict. 

Therefore jumping straight to the toolkit or dialogue section of this manual is 

not recommended as the tools outlined are only one component of effective 

conflict navigation.  

When self-assessing yourself or your work conflict culture it is important to 

acknowledge that most people are doing the best they can with the information, 

skills and level of insight they have. The information contained in this manual 

isn’t intended to be used as criteria for judgement but as a resource to gain the 

knowledge and skills required to choose the most effective response to conflict. 

Conflict is not resolved by arming yourself for attack or defence but by opening 

yourself up to collaborative problem solving. This allows you to truly move 

forward instead of being caught in the vicious cycle of action, reaction and 

counter reaction. By working through the steps in this manual you can learn the 

skills necessary to transform the conflict dynamic from divergence to 

convergence and from antagonism to unity. 

“You are not trapped by conflict, conflict is a catalyst.” 

 Cloke and Goldsmith2  
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 Which conflict car do you drive? 

This manual conceptualises your reactions to conflict as a car to help you 

understand the choices and components that contribute to escalating and 

deescalating conflict situations.  

Identifying which car you choose to drive helps you determine your individual 

conflict patterns as well as the dominate conflict culture in your team, or 

organisation.  

Defining your conflict pattern involves an examination of the cognitive aspects, 

such as your assumptions and beliefs, as well as the emotional and behavioural 

aspects that motivate, maintain and reinforce your conflict reactions. The six 

types of conflict cars represent the spectrum of conflict reactions and have been 

adapted from psychological, behavioural and conflict research including the 

Dimension Model of Conflict, Choice Theory and the Thomas-Kilmann 

Conflict Mode. 

An assessment tool to determine your conflict reactions has not been provided 

to encourage self-analysis rather than evaluation. Therefore you decide which 

type of conflict car best describes your reactions to obstacles in your path. The 

more you acknowledge and understand your own cognitions and behaviours the 

more you can move away from habitual, unhelpful reactions and develop and 

apply effective responses. 
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Each conflict car has a blank space under the heading ‘Physical signs’. It is 

blank so that you can take the time to identify your physical reactions to conflict 

and note the signs that tension or distress is building in your body. These signs 

may be unique to you or include general signs of tension such as clenched fists, 

tightness in the shoulders or narrowed eyes. Physical reactions to conflict are a 

warning sign that you are at an intersection. You can choose to let that tension 

and distress increase and take you in a direction that is either unhelpful or that 

you might regret later or you can see your physical reactions as a stop sign. 

Indicating you need to take a moment to stop, listen, observe and look both 

ways before continuing.  

A section on the level of authenticity is also included to highlight the 

detrimental effect that a lack of honesty has on conflict resolution. This will 

help you assess whether you are attempting to solve the real problem or a 

fabricated version of the problem.  

You may believe your conflict reactions are automatic, out of your control or 

provoked by others but it’s always a choice how you respond to difficult 

situations. Acknowledging you have a choice means not judging yourself for 

past behaviour but using that knowledge to learn better ways to respond to 

conflict in the future. 

“Out beyond ideas or wrongdoing and rightdoing there is a field. I’ll meet you 

there.”  
Rumi  
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A competitor prefers to drive a Dragster and likes to race to the conflict 

wall and smash their way through.  

Positive aspects  

 A competitor is highly motivated to learn and use assertive communication 

skills to get what they want. Competitors are also good at making quick, 

decisive decisions. 

Not so positive aspects  

Competitors are more interested in winning than finding solutions that suit both 

parties. Their assertive communication skills often turn into aggressive and 

uncooperative behaviour when they don’t get what they want. 

Cognitive components   

Competitors often assume they are entitled to win and therefore entitled to use 

power and control over others. They believe the goal of conflict resolution is an 

‘I win/you lose’ outcome.  

A competitor does not believe they are responsible for causing the conflict or 

problem but assumes they are solely responsible for deciding what the solution 

will be. 

Competitor
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Emotional components  

A competitor often feels threatened by conflict situations which triggers the 

“smash through” mentality in response to perceived threats to their authority, 

power or reputation. Their self-esteem may appear to be high but is based on 

their status and prestige, hence their sensitivity to perceived threats and need to 

feel powerful and be recognised as right.  

It must be noted that we are all sensitive to something, we all have our triggers 

and we are all entitled to our own thoughts and feelings. There is nothing 

inherently wrong with wanting to feel secure and maintain your sense of 

authority. It only becomes unhelpful to conflict resolution when someone 

chooses behaviours that accentuate the not so positive aspects rather than 

working with their strengths to become more collaborative.   

Behavioural components  

Competitors may choose to surround themselves with “yes” people or use their 

communication skills to manipulate or convince others to go along with their 

solutions. Feeling justified in racing past other people’s wants and needs can 

also lead to feeling justified in displaying inappropriate or destructive 

behaviours such as venting their anger or showing their disapproval of people 

with opposing positions.   

Competitors can become persecutors and trigger victim or rebellion modes in 

others. Third parties often become involved to rescue the victims or fight 

alongside the rebel. Thus splitting people into competing sides, which reinforces 
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a competitors desire to reassert power as quickly as possible by smashing 

through the problem to win the battle rather than resolve the problem. 

Physical signs 

What’s your stop sign? 

Result   

In the short term a competitor may feel a sense of victory from finding 

expedient solutions and therefore feel justified in the methods used to get that 

victory. The long term consequence is increased isolation, regret and usually 

countless burnt bridges. Smashing their way through problems also leads to 

missed opportunities to find the best solution.  

Level of authenticity  

A competitor will tell the truth if it serves a purpose. Their truth is often 

delivered with little or no compassion for others.  
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