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Exploring the Nuances of Conflict 

Inspired in part by concepts described in The Conflict Paradox by Bernard 
Mayer, this interactive workshop will examine the contradictions at the 
center of almost all conflicts, including those we encounter in labor relations. 
Learn about the tensions between competition and cooperation, avoidance 
and engagement, and emotions and logic. 

• Emily Martin, Labor Relations Adjudicator/Mediator 

• Matthew Greer, Labor Relations Adjudicator/Mediator  

 

 

 

 
1. In conflict, polarization makes it hard to find nuance. Important details are found when 

you can see the gray.   
 

2. Paradoxes are guideposts for finding complexity in conflict, not an either/or choice.  
The “&” reminds us that concepts are intertwined 
 

3. You don’t have to choose between being the “jerk” or “sucker,” cooperation and 
competition exist in all conflict.  Cooperative gestures can be a good start followed by 
proportional responses. 

 

4. Conflict management means choosing which conflict to engage or which ones to 
avoid. Picking a path that avoid potholes is often important. However, having the 
courage to engage might also be the key.   
 

5. Emotions and Logic are both key to decision making. Make space for emotions. 
Recognize their powerful role, yet monitor and keep in perspective 
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Hacks for Better Conflict Management 
1. When we are in conflict, our brain goes into fight or flight mode.  Our field of vision 

narrows- like we have blinders on.  Practice widening your vision.  Literally, practice by 
holding your fingers out on the edge of your vision and adjust your eyes.  This is 
practice for taking a broader view. Then use this physical skill of expanding your field 
of vision when you feel your fight or flight mode engage (but you won’t need to hold up 
your fingers).   
 

2. Conflict is stressful. So take good care of yourself to avoid any extra stress that can tip 
your thinking into an even more polarized view. Eat and sleep.  Chocolate at 3:30 pm 
has helped many a TA.  Whatever helps you stay centered, present and not too 
grouchy can help you be a better negotiator.  
 

3. Eruptions happen.  Sometimes conflict gets to a point where someone erupts into a 
rant.  After that happens, remember that everyone is affected. This isn’t a good time 
for deep thinking or tough questions.  Take a break, or throw some “soft ball pitches” 
into the discussion as everyone winds back into a productive mindset.  It might take 20 
minutes  

 

 

Mayer’s Paradoxes 
(not intended as a comprehensive list) 

1. Competition & Cooperation 

2. Optimism & Realism 

3. Avoidance & Engagement 

4. Principle & Compromise 

5. Emotions & Logic 

6. Neutrality & Advocacy 

7. Community & Autonomy 
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Related Blogposts/Slideshares 

Bernard Mayer’s slides on a May 2015 talk entitled The Conflict Paradox  
https://pt.slideshare.net/leadr/bernie-mayers-presentation-the-conflict-paradox 
 
 

Gordon White’s blog post on preparing for negotiations 
http://www.theconflictjourney.com/2014/05/13/13-preparing-negotiation-conflict/ 
 
What statements are most likely to trigger me or result in my over reaction while I am in 
conversation with the other party? How can I prepare to stay in balance? 
For instance, you may anticipate hearing the other party say, “You are lying,” which you know 
is likely to be highly aggravating for you. 
Emotional reactivity has a physical (nervous system and hormonal) component. 
You have to notice your reaction then shift attention to one of the following: feeling yourself 
breath, feeling your feet on the ground, feeling the sensation in your body that corresponds to 
the emotion, imagining an iron rod passing down through your spine into the earth, or some 
other similar practice. Which works best for you? You have to practice doing it when you are 
not in a difficult conversation. Switching attention to the physical helps to dissipate your 
reaction, after which you will be able to respond more intentionally and constructively. 
Having prepared yourself to self-manage, you might be able ask curiously, “What tells you I’m 
lying? 
 

James Fearon Brown’s Blog post on Paradox of Conflict  
http://brownresolution.com/pirates-conflict-paradox/ 

Gilbert and Sullivan fans check this out! 
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