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Conflict Response Styles 
 
As Child Care and Development Fund State Administrators (SAs) embark upon cross system integration 
and development of long term partnerships and collaborations, it is important to remember that conflict 
is inevitable. Conflict resolution plans developed at the beginning of the partnership will be essential as 
partners work to solve difficult problems and move systems forward. Partners come to the collaboration 
table with different values and biases, job constraints, and fears of impending change.  
 
Conflict occurs when individuals or groups are not obtaining what they need or want and are seeking to 
satisfy their own self-interests. Individuals may not be aware of the need and unconsciously start to act 
out. Other times, the individual is very aware of what he or she wants and actively works at achieving 
the goal. Conflict is often inevitable and can, in fact, be welcomed when it highlights difficult issues. The 
key is to identify real areas of disagreement and resolve them before they turn into unnecessary barriers 
to developing solutions. 
 
A classic model for framing conflict is to look at one’s style of responding to conflict and the styles the 
group employs. Theorists identified five conflict response styles: 

 Completion; 
 Collaboration; 
 Compromise; 

 Avoidance; and 
 Accommodation. 
 
These conflict responses are based on two variables1:  

 Assertiveness (regard or concern for self); and 
 Cooperation (regard or concern for others).  
 
No one style is better or worse than the other, although some may be more adaptive depending on the 
circumstances. The graphic on the next page illustrates the five conflict response styles. 
  

                                                           
1 Kilmann, R. & Thomas, K. (1975). Interpersonal Conflict-Handling Behavior as Reflections of Jungian Personality 
Dimensions. Psychological Reports. Vol. 37, #3 (pp.971-980). 
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Conflict Response Styles2 
 

 
 
Although you should be able to use any of the above responses, place a dot or a mark where you believe 
that you have a tendency to respond. Most of us have a response that we are most comfortable with in 
the face of conflict.  

 What response (or combination of responses) offers you the most comfort or security or is the most 
natural response for you? 

 Can you think of a response style that worked well for you when negotiating conflict in a group?   
 What about a response style that was not successful? 
 
  

2 Modified graphic using Kilmann, R. & Thomas, K. (1975). Interpersonal Conflict-Handling Behavior as Reflections 
of Jungian Personality Dimensions. Psychological Reports. Vol. 37, #3 (pp.971-980) and Roger Frame The Conflict 
Whisperer (2013, February 24) Conflict Response Styles. Retrieved August 22, 2013, from: 
http://www.frameworks4learning.com/conflict-response-styles/. 

                                                           

http://www.frameworks4learning.com/conflict-response-styles/
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Conflict Response Styles: Group Activity 
This activity is designed to explore various ways that people generally respond to conflict. Each style is 
appropriate in one circumstance over another, but people tend to have a favored or most common 
response. As a collaborative leader, think about how you might use this activity to help partners 
understand the varied conflict response styles, identify their own preferred response, and see if patterns 
exist within the group. Partners will have greater insight into their own patterns and identify alternative 
responses when the circumstances call for something different from their preferred style. 
 
Instructions for Use with Groups 
1. Draw the graph with the five styles on a flip chart. 
2. Identify the five styles without the arrows or dimensions. (You will add those later). 
3. Ask partners to place a dot (colored file dots that stand out against the white flip chart) on the flip 

chart on the location that represents their most common or most comfortable response to conflict. 
This might be a combination of responses (e.g., avoid/compromise). 

4. Ask the group to notice any patterns that emerge. For example, it may be a group that is naturally 
very competitive or avoidant. It might be a group that claims that it always collaborates (when it 
might be obvious that this is not true).  

5. Discuss how group members might cultivate a wider range of response styles and what values their 
response styles reflect. Discuss when and where not to respond to conflict (“Pick your battles 
wisely”). 

6. Talk about the strengths and limitations of each style. For example, when riding in a tiny automobile 
approaching an oncoming semi-truck on a one lane road, is it not more appropriate to avoid being 
competitive and perhaps just avoid a conflict and accommodate? Illustrate how compromise is not 
always the most effective resolution (splitting the orange when one sister only wanted the peel and 
the other sister only wanted the pulp – cutting it in half as a compromise means they each only get 
half of what they wanted;  collaboration would result in both their wishes being fulfilled).  

7. Find an example of when each style is appropriate and when it is ineffective (perhaps if overused). 
For example, when the drivers of a tiny car and a large truck are trying to share a narrow road, it 
might be adaptive for the driver of the tiny car to ‘avoid’ or ‘accommodate.’ 

8. If time permits, consider whether common conflicts (when people perceive incompatible goals or 
scarce rewards or resources) occur because of different information, conflicting views on process or 
methods, conflicting goals or conflicting values. Which is the most difficult to resolve?  

 
 
 
 

The Child Care State Systems Specialist Network does not endorse any non-Federal organization, publication, or resource. This 
document complements the Early Care and Education Systems Building Resource Guide: Effective Communication Module  

https://ECESystemsBuilding.icfwebservices.com 

https://ecesystemsbuilding.icfwebservices.com/

