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 Realistic and Non-realistic Conflict 

Several well adjusted middle class American boys who were eleven or twelve years old attended a two-week-long experimental camp in the summer of 1954.  They participated in activities that seemed natural to them and were not aware that their behaviour was under observation by behavioural scientists.

The experiment was conducted in three stages.  The first, which lasted about a week, was designed to produce a sense of togetherness in each of two groups.  Each group came to the camp in a separate bus, and besides living in the same cabin, the youngsters in each group engaged in numerous co-operative activities.  They cooked, improved swimming places, camped out, and so forth.  As a result, each group developed a “we feeling” – a sense of cohesiveness.

In the second stage of the experiment, conflict was produced between the two groups by creating a series of competitive situations in which one group could achieve its goal only at the expense of the other group.  A tournament of competitive events was set up with desirable prizes only for the victorious group.

As they competed in baseball, touch football, tug-of-war, and other events, good sportsmanship eroded and hostility began to develop.  Name-calling, threats, physical conflict, and raids on each other’s cabins took place in the second period of their stay.

In the third stage, some strategies were developed for reducing the level of conflict and preventing the further development of unnecessary strife.

Mere social contact at pleasurable events did not reduce the conflict.  The two groups were brought together for movies, eating in the dining room, shooting off fireworks, and so on, but these experiences, far from diminishing the conflict, provided opportunities for the rival groups to berate and attack each other.
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 Realistic and Non-realistic Conflict (cont)
The conflict was finally resolved when the two groups committed themselves to superordinate goals (goals that could not be achieved without the cooperation of both groups).  Water came to the camp in pipes from a tank about a mile away.  The behavioural scientists arranged to have the water system break down.  The two groups co-operated in searching for and correcting the trouble.  On another occasion they jointly raised funds to go to a highly desired movie.  The camp truck broke down away from the camp one time and both groups combined to pull it.  The campers, of course, were not aware that these situations had been purposely manufactured by the researchers. 

While the mutual hostility did not disappear immediately, there was a gradual decrease in conflict, which led in time to pleasant interaction.  The two groups began planning activities together, and friendships were formed across group lines.  Members of both groups requested that they go home together on the same bus rather than on the separated buses in which they had arrived.  At a rest stop on the way home, one group invited their former enemies to be their guests for malted milks.

This experiment by Muzafer Sherif and his colleagues at the University of Oklahoma was followed by experiments by Robert Blake and Jane Mouton with more then 150 nearly identical groups of adults drawn from industrial organisations.  These experiments with adults showed that certain conditions stimulated needless and counterproductive conflict, while other conditions tended to mitigate or prevent conflict.

Anthropologist Ruth Benedict noted that some societies are characterised by more conflict than others.  In a series of lectures at Bryn Mawr College in 1941, she spelled out specific characteristics of cultures that she believed caused high levels of conflict and those characteristics, which, she thought, tended to prevent or control conflict.
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Realistic and Non-realistic Conflict (cont)
Where two or more people are together for any length of time, some conflict will be generated.  That is inevitable.  The experiments of Sherif, Blake and Mouton, and others analyses of scholars like Ruth Benedict and Abraham Maslow suggest, however, that certain conditions, behaviours, and organisational climates tend to produce needless conflict, while other climates and conditions do not tend to generate unnecessary disputes.  Social scientists now make an important distinction between realistic conflict and non-realistic conflict.  In realistic conflict there are opposed needs, goals, means, values, or interests.  Non-realistic conflict, however, stems from ignorance, error, historical tradition and prejudice, dysfunctional organisational structure, win/lose types of competition, hostility, or the need for tension release.

Realistic conflict can be faced and resolved using methods like those described in the next two chapters.  Unrealistic conflict, however, creates unwarranted tension between two people and can cause much unnecessary destruction.  Unrealistic conflict should and – to a significant degree – can be prevented or controlled.  There are important actions that individuals can do, and significant steps that groups and organisations can take, to prevent the development of needless conflict.

“Excerpt from Chapter 12: People Skills by Robert Bolton Ph.D”
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