
Responding Effectively   
to Conflict

 Understanding the Impact of Conflict
 3 Insights
 Key Mediator Skills

Presented by Kristine Paranica, NDSU Ombuds
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Understanding the impact of conflict
Think of your own difficult workplace situation that you were personally involved in, 
no matter how it turned out. Take a moment to think and talk about your situation 
and answer the following questions:

 The fundamental experience of conflict
What is conflict for you?
 Think back to a recent conflict:

What was hard about it?
How were you impacted?
What emotions did you experience
How did you judge/experience the other person(s)
How did you react (vs. when you are calm/happy)
How did you “recover” from this experience



Conflict Insight #1

The Universal Experience of Conflict
Awareness of the incapacitating effects of weakness and 
self-absorption is the first step to responding, rather than 
reacting, to conflict.
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Defining “Conflict”
 Conflict can be understood as a crisis in human interaction

 It can be de-stabilizing internally, as well as relationally
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6 People in conflict tend to 
experience a sense of 
both:

Weakness: unsettled, 
confused, fearful, disorganized, 
vulnerable, powerless, and 
unsure

Self-absorption: self-
protective, defensive, 
suspicious, and incapable of 
stepping outside of their own 
frameworks



Experiencing Weakness &
Self-Absorption
1st Level of Awareness

 What are your personal triggers?

2nd Level of Awareness

 What happens to you emotionally and physiologically when these triggers 
occur?

 What does it feel like when you are acting from a place of weakness (e.g. 
frustration, etc.) and/or self-absorption (e.g., defensiveness, etc.)?

3rd Level of Awareness

 When do your reactions to what is happening in the moment tend to be driven 
by these feelings? 

4th Level of Awareness

 What helps you not react to your emotional triggers?
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Destructive 
Conflict Cycle
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When I start to get triggered and 
into conflict, I feel…..



Conflict Insight #2

We can choose to respond effectively to conflict rather than REACT.
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Insight #2: Choosing to 
Respond Effectively to Conflict

 Strength: shifts toward increasing 
clarity, confidence, personal strength, self 
confidence, organization, decisiveness

 Compassion: shifts toward increasing 
attentiveness to the other, 
responsiveness to the other, openness to 
the other’s humanity, and appreciation 
for the other’s situation
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People can and do make dynamic shifts along two 
dimensions while conflict unfolds: 



Destructive & Constructive Cycles
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Spotting Thomas’s shift from 
self-absorption to compassion
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Look again – what caused the shift?

^Learns new information

*Shifting from red to blue (kinda purple…)
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How Thomas operated from his compassionate strength

1
1*Responds with strength & compassion
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*Thomas’ moral growth on display 
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“Helps” list – what helps you shift 
from red to blue?

…

Compassionate 
Strength

Weakness & 
Self-Absorption



‘R.E.C.’ Yourself 
Before You Wreck Yo
Self

• Check It – Identify that you’re feeling weak and 
self absorbed.

• Name It – Ask yourself “How/why am I 
experiencing weakness and self-absorption?”

• Shift It – Use your own personal “helps” list to 
get out of the downward spiral.

• Ground Yourself – Remind yourself what your 
moral standards of personal behavior are.

• Voice It –Voice your needs, concerns, challenges, 
etc. (Empowerment)

• Hear It – Listen for their needs, concerns, 
challenges, etc. (Recognition)

• Explore It – Figure out what responding 
effectively means in your situation, then act 
accordingly. (Compassionate Strength)

• Remember – Coming to an agreement isn’t the 
benchmark for success; operating from 
compassionate strength is success - no matter what 
the outcome may be.

How to Respond 
Effectively to Conflict in 
your relationships
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How Thomas 
RECed Himself

 Check It – Thomas noticed he was upset.

 Name It – Annoyed b/c of his personal space 
being invaded, he got into a downward spiral.

 Shift It – New information he learned by accident 
caused a shift (at least he was listening!)

 Ground Yourself – Realized he was being self-
absorbed and not his “best self,” he decided he 
didn’t want to be that way.

 Voice It – He didn’t do this, did he? Reminder 
that strength – compassion = selfishness.

 Hear It – He definitely listened for the other 
person’s needs, problems, concerns, etc. 

 Explore It – He realized he was in the wrong, 
changed course, balanced his strength with 
compassion, and realized moral growth.

 Remember – What would him just “coming to an 
agreement” about his stuff have looked like? What 
opportunities would have been missed?

17
CA
N



18
Possible “Helps” for Greater 
Strength and Compassion

• Create the time and space 
to deliberate and decide.

• Develop strategies that 
break limited or restricted 
thinking.

• Seek input/feedback.

• Enhance personal 
resources for dealing with 
the conflict.

• Prepare and rehearse 
communication responses. 



Conflict Insight #3
Effective Communication skills can help make shifts happen!
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Mediator Skills Adapted for Every Day Use

• Process Observing – Pay attention to signs of conflict (we’ll look at some 
examples in a moment).

• Check-Ins – When you notice conflict (in yourself or others), consider checking in 
with people in a non-confrontational way early on.

• Ex. – “I noticed you seemed upset in the meeting, do you want to talk?”

• Active Listening – Being attentive, asking clarifying and open-ended questions, 
using non-verbals to show you’re listening, listening for emotions.

• Reflections – Reflecting back to people what they’ve said (helps them know you’re 
listening and that you understand them).

• “So it sounds like you’re upset because…” or “What I hear you saying is ___...”

• Reflecting can lead to shifts in other people and in yourself.

• Summarizing – Recapturing the main ideas of what the key issues seem to be and 
how they seem to be impacting the relationship.

• Know when to check in and/or get outside help…
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Responding Effectively to Conflict
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