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Henry Ford
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• types of problems 
in groups 

• types of confl ict 
in groups 

• ways of handling confl ict 

Think about the last group 
or team project you worked 
on. Write a brief paragraph 
about how the group 
performed. Did the group 
have any problems? If so, 
what were they? How did 
the group resolve them? 

Identifying Confl ict in GroupsIdentifying Confl ict in GroupsIdentifying Confl ict in GroupsIdentifying Confl ict in GroupsIdentifying Confl ict in Groups

Types of Problems in Groups 

When a group of people works together toward a goal, many 
obstacles can fall across its path. Some of these obstacles—
such as a thunderstorm in the middle of a class picnic—are due 
to simple bad luck. They’re caused by forces outside anyone’s 
control. Other problems, however, are caused by the relations 
among the team members themselves. 

A problem is a diffi culty that a group experiences in pursuing its 
goals. A confl ict is a clash among people. This lesson looks at 
how groups identify and solve problems and confl icts to achieve 
better results. No matter what the project—schoolwork, sports, 
or community service—the ability to control problems and 
confl icts often spells the difference between success and failure. 

The types of problems groups face fall into one of three types: 
problems with relations, problems with direction, and 
operational problems. 

Problems with Relations 

A problem with relations is a diffi culty in the way people get 
along with each other. Problems with relations usually are 
caused by personality differences among team members. 
Such differences can create obstacles to group work. 

Personality issues that can cause problems with relations 
include: 

• Overbearing members—These people hold an unusual 
amount of infl uence in a group, often because of their 
high rank on the team or in-depth knowledge. Most 
teams benefi t from their participation—but their infl uence 
can quickly dominate the team. Other members feel 
left out. Team spirit suffers. A team leader can deal with 
overbearing participants by ensuring that all members can 
explore any area related to the project. The leader should 
talk to the overbearing person in private and ask for his 
or her cooperation. 



• problem

• confl ict

• problem with relations 

• problem with direction 

• operational problem 

• retreating

• standing still

• detouring 

• encountering 

Vocabulary
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• Dominating members—These people take up too much 
of team members’ attention. They like to hear themselves 
talk. They rarely give others a chance to contribute. 
As a result, the team cannot build a sense of joint 
accomplishment. A team leader can deal with dominating 
members by ensuring that everyone participates during 
discussions. A leader might say, “We’ve heard from you 
on this, Joe. I’d like to hear what others have to say.” 
The leader should get the team to agree on the need 
for limits and focus in discussions. 

• Reluctant members—Many groups have one or two 
members who rarely speak. These people feel unsure of 
themselves. They are the opposites of the overbearing 
members. If invited to speak, they commonly say 
something like, “I am participating; I’m listening. 
When I have something to say, I’ll say it.” A team leader 
can deal with reluctant members by dividing project tasks 
into assignments and reports. The leader should then say, 
“Does anyone else have ideas about this?” while looking 
at the reluctant participant. Or the leader could say, 
“Corinne, what is your experience in this area?” 

• Feuding members—Sometimes a group becomes an arena 
for competition. Feuding team members can disrupt an 
entire team. Usually, the issue is not the subject they are 
arguing about but the contest itself. These people just like 
to compete. Other members feel like spectators. They fear 
that if they participate in any disagreements, they will be 
swept into the contest and forced to take sides. A team 
leader can deal with feuding team members by getting 
the opponents to discuss their differences privately and 
by offering to referee the discussion. The leader should 
set ground rules for managing the differences without 
disrupting the group.
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Problems with Direction

A problem with direction occurs when team members want to pursue different goals. 
For example, suppose a teacher of a US history course asks class teams to make 
presentations on a famous president. But team members can’t decide which leader to 
focus on—George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, or Abraham Lincoln. Such a team 
is experiencing a problem with direction. Groups in this situation tend to fl ounder 
or wander. 

Floundering 

Floundering teams may have trouble at all stages of a project. At the beginning, they 
sometimes suffer through false starts. They waste time in pointless discussions. They 
engage in activities that don’t lead anywhere. As the group progresses, team members 
may resist moving from one phase to the next. At the end, teams may put off decisions, 
saying, “We need something else. We’re not done yet.” 

Each of these types of problems has a different cause. For example, start-up problems 
may indicate that group members are not yet comfortable with each other. They’re 
not ready to have real discussions and make decisions. Or they may not know how to 
organize the task. Floundering when trying to make decisions may indicate that some 
members disagree with the group’s work. These members don’t want to admit they 
don’t support the group’s decision—but when it comes time to vote, they withhold 
their support. 

A team leader can deal with fl oundering by asking the group to look critically at how 
it is running the project.
Monkey Business Images/Shutterstock

A team leader can deal with fl oundering by asking the group to look critically at how 
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A team that fl ounders after completing one phase of a project may not have a clear 
plan. It doesn’t know what to do next. Floundering at the end of the project may 
indicate that team members don’t want to separate. But it may also be a sign that 
they are reluctant to expose their work to review and possible criticism from outsiders. 

A team leader can deal with fl oundering by asking the group to look critically at how it is 
running the project. The leader could say, “Let’s review our mission and make sure it’s clear 
to everyone,” or “What do we need to do so we can move on? What’s holding us up?” 

Wandering 

Wide-ranging, unfocused conversations are common in a group that is wandering. 
Wandering is the human tendency to stray from the subject. It can happen when 
team members lose track of the meeting’s purpose or when they want to avoid a 
sensitive topic. Discussions spin off in many directions at once. 

For example, suppose a group is trying to identify the reason for breakdowns in a 
work process. One member recalls how Sue, a classmate, solved a similar problem. 
This reminds someone else of how Sue solved a totally different problem. This, in turn, 
reminds a third group member of an incident between Sue and Ms. Long, her English 
teacher. This leads to a discussion of how great Ms. Long was and how everyone misses 
her since she moved to Florida. And so on. When the meeting ends, team members 
wonder where the time went. 

A team leader can deal with wandering by preparing a written agenda and passing 
it out to members. The agenda should show how much time the group will spend on 
each item. The leader can then refer to the agenda when the discussion strays too far. 
If it’s not possible to do an agenda, the leader could write the topics and time limits 
on large paper and post it in on the wall. 

Operational Problems 

When teams accept opinions as facts, rush to accomplishment, or discount input or 
information, they have operational problems. An operational problem is a diffi culty 
that is linked with confl icts over procedure, method, or approach. Problems with operations 
may arise when team members want to pursue the same goals, but use different means. 
For example, once the group in the US history class has decided to study a particular 
president, members may have trouble deciding who will do which part of the project. 

Operational problems may pop up when some team members express personal beliefs 
with such confi dence that the others assume they are hearing facts. Many times team 
members hesitate to question self-assured statements from other members. Besides 
not wanting to be impolite, the reluctant members think they need more information 
before they challenge someone else’s assertions. 

A team leader can deal with unquestioned acceptance of opinions as facts by asking 
“Is that your opinion, or is it a fact?” or “How do you know that is true?” The leader 
might also say, “OK, let’s accept what you say as possible, but let’s also get some 
information to test it.” 
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Rush to accomplishment is common to teams that are pushed by one or more members 
who are impatient for results. These members are unwilling to take the time needed 
for group problem solving or decision making. Many teams will have at least one 
“do something” member who is impatient or insensitive to pressures affecting the 
group’s task, such as deadlines or project guidelines. These members reach their own 
conclusions on a course of action before the group has had time to consider all the 
options. They urge the team to make hasty decisions and discourage further discussion. 
Their body language and comments constantly communicate impatience. 

Team members must realize that improvements don’t come quickly. Quality takes 
patience. A team leader can deal with a rush to accomplishment by reminding team 
members of their prior agreements. The leader should confront the “rusher,” using 
constructive feedback. And leaders, in their well-intentioned efforts to keep things 
moving, should make sure that they themselves do not pressure the group.

Dwight D. Eisenhower: Bridging 
Differences to Gain Victory
Sometimes it takes a real leader to get people 
to work together for their own good. 

During World War II General Dwight D. 
Eisenhower became supreme commander 
of Allied forces in Western Europe. One of 
Eisenhower’s most valuable skills was his ability 
to create strong leadership teams—particularly 
among team members who didn’t get along 
with each other to start with. Eisenhower knew 
that to invade Europe and defeat the Germans, 
he would need a united Allied force. 

To create such a force, Eisenhower realized 
he’d have to get very different leaders from 
different countries to cooperate. Some of 
these leaders were arrogant and overconfi dent. 
Some were biased against their own supposed 

team members. Eisenhower had to build cooperation among the British, American, and 
other forces and combine land, sea, and air forces in the battle for Europe. This effort took 
patience, charm, and the ability to negotiate with subordinates who didn’t always trust 
each other. 

Eisenhower became general of the army in December 1944, commander of US forces in 
Germany in 1945, and Army chief of staff in November 1945. He resigned from the military 
in 1948 and took a job as president of Columbia University. In 1952, he was elected president 
of the United States. He served two terms. 

American BiographiesAmerican BiographiesAmerican BiographiesAmerican Biographies

General Dwight D. Eisenhower talks with 
troops on the eve of D-Day in 1944.
Courtesy National Archives, photo no. 531217
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Types of Confl ict in Groups 

Although groups can have any number of confl icts, they all boil down to three 
basic types. Each of these types relates to the problems you learned about earlier. 

• Problems with relations often result from confl icts in perspective.

• Problems with direction are frequently tied to confl icts in purpose. 

• Operational problems involve confl icts in practice. 

Confl icts in Perspective 

Confl icts in perspective involve people’s motivations. They have to do with 
team members’ differing beliefs and values. The student who wants the 
highest-possible grade point average (GPA) believes that it will help him or her 
get into a good college. Such a student believes that a college degree is critical 
for success. A student who wants only a high school diploma, on the other hand, 
doesn’t think college is important. These two students’ values are different, and 
those values will determine how they act and react in a group. 

On a higher level, confl icts in perspective can cause international problems. 
For example, the confl ict between the Israelis and Palestinians in the Middle East 
is not simply a practical issue of who will live where. Rather, it’s a basic difference 
of perspective about who has the right to live where. 

If people try to solve perspective-level confl icts by ignoring or working around 
them, the confl icts will continue. That’s because the participants have not 
addressed the underlying issues. Even so, such confl icts are diffi cult, and 
sometimes impossible, to resolve. At times, people must agree to disagree and 
work out the best compromise possible. 

Confl icts in Purpose 

Confl icts in purpose involve what people want to achieve. These confl icts arise 
when members can’t accept the team’s goals and objectives. 

For example, one team member might say, “I don’t care what grade we receive on 
this assignment. I just want to get it done.” Another member might say, “I want us 
to put together an A� presentation so that I will keep the highest GPA possible.” 

It’s easier to establish goals than it is to change team perspective. For this reason, 
purpose confl icts are usually easier to solve than perspective confl icts are. To deal 
with confl icts of purpose, the leader should set clear goals before the project begins—
with input from team members. 
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Confl icts in Practice 

Confl icts in practice have to do with the team’s processes and procedures. If members 
can’t agree on when the team will meet, where it will meet, or who will lead the 
meetings, they have confl icts at the practice level. 

A leader’s best bet in dealing with confl icts of practice is to set up operating procedures 
before the team begins its work. At the least, the leader can insist that practices and 
procedures should support the team’s objectives. 

Ways of Handling Confl ict 

In dealing with confl ict in groups or teams, it’s important to understand how people 
react to it. Generally, they react in one of two ways: fi ght or fl ight. 

Some people fi ght when they perceive a confl ict. They engage and may become 
aggressive. At their worst, they lash out, explode, argue, and become competitive. 
At their best, they express their own perspectives, yet continue to work with team 
members to arrive at a solution. 

When faced with confl ict, other people will resort to fl ight. These people are passive. 
At their worst, they pout, withdraw, passively resist, and avoid working through 
confl icts at all costs. At their best, they thoughtfully refl ect on the issues at hand 
and offer their ideas to try to resolve them. 

Most people have developed strategies for handling everyday confl icts. They may 
retreat. They may detour around the problem—a method that works sometimes, 
but may become habit-forming. Other situations are more diffi cult to deal with, 
however. You can’t retreat. You can’t pretend that the problem doesn’t exist. You 
can’t get around it. You must adjust. 

What is adjustment? Does it mean giving in to avoid trouble or making a scene? 
Does it mean forcing others to give in to your wishes, never compromising, and 
relying on the other person to adjust? 

Experts have identifi ed four main methods people employ to handle confl ict—
retreating, standing still, detouring, and encountering.

Retreating 

 Retreating is blocking or moving away from a problem or confl ict. People who retreat 
don’t want to confront confl ict head-on. Some people who retreat simply refuse to 
defend their point of view. They may give up without even trying. They may try to 
place the blame on others. In extreme cases, they may even withdraw from society 
to try to escape reality. 

Sometimes retreat is understandable. Loss of a loved one, for example, might cause 
someone to retreat in fear of future loss, rejection, or loneliness. 
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Standing Still 

Standing still  is avoiding a problem or confl ict by using defense mechanisms. 
Some people prefer to stay in one place rather than to risk defeat or rejection. 
They include, for example, the student with great potential who takes the easiest 
course, so that he or she doesn’t have to work very hard. The adult who prefers 
to stand still says, “It was good enough for my parents, and it’s good enough 
for me. Why change now?” 

Other forms of standing still include such defense mechanisms as rationalization 
and projection (see Chapter 3, Lesson 2, Building a Positive Attitude) or just 
daydreaming, forgetting, and regression. 

Detouring

Detouring is moving around, or avoiding, a problem or confl ict. People who 
constantly avoid important issues may think they’ve dealt with a problem, 
but the solution is temporary. The problem is bound to arise again. If your 
friend Mark says, “Suzanne gets good grades because she’s the teacher’s pet,” 
he’s detouring, rather than facing the fact that he doesn’t study enough. 

The displacement defense mechanism is a detouring behavior. Compensation 
is another way of detouring. It involves substituting traits or attributes that 
give you a more pleasant picture of yourself than your undesirable traits do. 
A rejected or insecure person may compensate by showing off, being sarcastic, 
or misbehaving—just to get attention. 

In some cases, compensation has favorable results. For example, a guy who 
doesn’t make the varsity basketball team might compensate by becoming a 
whiz in computer science. 

Encountering 

Encountering is the best way to handle problems. Encountering is facing a 
confl ict head-on and reaching a solution. The person who faces problems stands 
a much better chance of solving them than the person who avoids or ignores 
them does. You probably fi nd it easy to advise others about how to face their 
problems, but when it’s your own problem, it’s a different story. 

Like everyone else, you face problems and confl icts every day. You interact 
with others every day. You must compromise—adjust to those around you. 
To function in society, you must learn to meet, encounter, and resolve those 
problems and confl icts.
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Overcoming Obstacles: The Berlin Airlift 
Resolving confl ict takes determination, persistence, and teamwork. No group of Americans 
proved that better than the men and women who mounted the Berlin Airlift in 1948. 

World War II was barely over when relations between the Allies and the Soviet Union 
began to worsen. Eastern Europe came under Soviet control. In 1946, British Prime Minister 
Winston Churchill warned that “an iron curtain has descended across the continent.” 
The Soviets tightened their control of the roads leading into Berlin, the capital of Germany. 
After the war, the Allies had divided Germany into four zones: American, British, French, 
and Soviet. Berlin, which the Allies also divided into four zones, lay deep inside the Soviet 
zone. In June 1948, the Soviets set up a blockade to try to drive the other Allies out of 
Berlin. The Western Allies had to rely on an airlift if the 2 million Berliners were to survive. 

The task of supplying Berlin by air fell to the US Air Forces in Europe, commanded by Major 
General Curtis E. LeMay. He had 102 C-47s, each with a capacity of three tons, and two 
C-54s, which could carry 10 tons each. He put Brigadier General Joseph Smith in charge of 
the operation. General Smith called it “Operation Vittles” because, “We’re hauling grub.” 

AMERICANS in action

Loading airplanes during the Berlin Airlift. 
Courtesy US Air Force

Loading airplanes during the Berlin Airlift. 
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The fi rst deliveries took place on 26 June 1948. On that day, C-47s made 32 fl ights 
into Berlin with 80 tons of cargo, mainly powdered milk, fl our, and medicine. 
As time went on, the transports delivered not only food, but also coal to heat 
the Berliners’ homes. 

The airlift’s demands grew to be too much for US Air Forces in Europe to handle. 
So the Military Air Transport Service took over. It was created in June 1948 by 
combining Air Force and Navy transport units. Major General William H. Tunner, 
a World War II veteran, took command. 

General Tunner arrived in Germany in July 1948. He quickly set about speeding 
up the delivery of cargo. This effort earned him the nickname “Willie the Whip.” 
He set a goal of one landing every minute, day or night, if the cloud ceiling in 
Berlin was above 400 feet. At times the aircrews came close to reaching this goal, 
touching down just three minutes apart. To keep the aircraft going, military and 
civilian mechanics worked around the clock. Crews from the US Air Force, US Navy, 
and the British Royal Air Force fl ew the transports. Soviet forces harassed, but did 
not attack, the cargo planes. 

On Easter Sunday, 17 April 1949, this system delivered 13,000 tons of cargo, 
including almost 600 railroad cars of coal. This “Easter Parade” set a record 
for a day’s cargo during the operation. The Easter Parade required near-perfect 
teamwork. 

By spring 1949, it was clear that the Soviets had not halted the airlifts. The Soviet 
Union signed an agreement on 5 May 1949 to lift the blockade. But this did not 
settle the basic issue of freedom of access to the American, British, and French 
zones of Berlin. Despite the return of surface traffi c into the city, the airlift continued 
until 30 September. This built a reserve of food, fuel, and other supplies in case the 
Soviets resumed the blockade. 

Between June 1948 and September 1949, the airlift delivered more than 2.3 million 
tons of cargo, about 75 percent of it in American aircraft. American aircrews made 
more than 189,000 fl ights, totaling nearly 600,000 fl ying hours and more than 
92 million miles. 

Because of the teamwork of the American and British aircrews, West Berlin 
remained free and democratic. The city and Germany itself were reunited under 
democratic government in 1990. 
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Using complete sentences, answer the following questions on a sheet of paper. 

 1. What are three types of problems groups face? 

 2. What do groups having problems with direction tend to do?

 3. What are the three types of confl ict in groups? 

 4. What should a leader do to deal with confl icts of purpose?

 5. What are the two ways people generally react to confl ict?

 6. What have experts identifi ed as the four main methods people employ 
to handle confl ict?

APPLYING YOUR LEARNING

 7. How do you think an extravert would tend to react to confl ict? How would 
an introvert tend to react? Why?
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