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ABSTRACT 

Humans are social animals and need interpersonal 

recognition. This interpersonal recognition which is 

transacted in form of positive or negative strokes is 

very important at workplace because it has a direct 

effect on emotions of receiver and thereby the 

resulting behavior. The kind and amount of positive 

strokes an individual gives or takes differs amongst 

males and females and the conflict resolution 

strategies used by them. The conflict management 

further leads to team cohesion and performance. So 

it is imperative for leaders to understand the conflict 

resolution style used by their subordinates/ team 

members and type of strokes they use so as to 

manage them better. The present study is an attempt 

to understand how giving and taking positive 

strokes links to conflict resolution style used by 

males and females at workplace and implications 

for leaders are suggested.    

Keywords: Interpersonal transactional strokes, 

Conflict resolution styles, Accommodating, 

Avoiding, Competing 

INTRODUCTION 

There is not even an iota of doubt that we are all 

social beings. Intentionally or unintentionally we 

have social interactions continuously. It can be a 

“gaze” to a stranger or a “yawn” in a meeting or 

a simple “hello” to a friend. These are all, social 

interactions. Each social interaction is called as 

stroke. The study of these social transactions 

between people is called as transactional 

analysis. Eric Berne developed Transactional 

Analysis in the 1950s; while treating his patients 

via psychotherapy. In TA the term stroking was 

first introduced. Stroking is concerned with an 

act of recognition from another person. Today, 

we have evolved our system of communication 

which can be as complex as possible. There is a 

plethora of platforms to self -express or even 

suppress our true feelings. One can cry in 

isolation because someone has been promoted 

and simultaneously; “like” this “someone’s” 

picture on the facebook page! Such situations 

are making us multifarious beings.  

All of us give or take strokes. These can be 

positive, negative or mixed; action or verbal. A 

stroke determines the outcome in a social 

transaction. It can be used to generate a positive 

work environment or it can be a reason for any 

kind of conflict. TA is applicable for conflict 

resolution in the organization. It provides 

support to the managers for understanding 

behaviour of people. On need basis, managers 

can use conflict resolution strategies for 
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understanding and managing people at work. 

There are five ways of resolving a conflict: First 

is the accommodation strategy. This requires 

giving the opposing party what it wants. This 

strategy is often used when an individual wishes 

to keep the peace or perceives the issue as 

miniscule. Next is the avoidance strategy; which 

seeks to put off conflict indefinitely. It is done 

by delaying or totally ignoring the conflict 

situation. Collaborating is a strategy that 

involves an effort to work with the other person 

to explore ways to reach a “win-win” solution to 

the conflict situation. This strategy most pleases 

the concerns of both the parties and supposed to 

be the best one. In a competing strategy; an 

individual will do anything to ensure a win.  A 

competitive attitude is nothing but a short term 

settlement. In compromising strategy, a “settled” 

resolution to a problem is sought and not 

typically the optimal solution by either party. 

This study is an endeavor to find any 

relationships between giving and taking of 

strokes and conflict management styles opted by 

working professionals. Accepting conflict as a 

natural part of work life; can challenge a 

leader’s attitude towards leadership. The study 

can make them understand the issues to be taken 

into consideration while dealing with any 

conflict resolution at workplace. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The International Transactional Analysis 

Association (2004) defines transactional analysis 

as “a theory of human personality and a 

comprehensive system of psychotherapy”. Eric 

Berne came up with the concept of TA by 

understanding the way people interact. He 

observed that sometimes the same individual 

will act like a Child (C), an Adult (A) or Parent 

(P). Dr. Berne understood that individuals alter 

their “state” in the course of transacting socially. 

This alteration can be seen by the appearances, 

manners, words, tones and gestures that people 

choose. The intention of using TA is to deliver 

better understanding of how individuals relate to 

others, so as to improve communication methods 

and thereby developing better relationship 

bonding. According to Woollams and Brown 

(1978) a stroke is a unit of affection which 

provides stimulation to an individual.  Berne 

introduced the idea of strokes into Transactional 

Analysis based upon the work of Rene Spitz 

(1945). Spitz’s work was in the area of child 

development; where he observed that infants 

deprived of handling i.e., not receiving any 

strokes – were more prone to physical and 

emotional difficulties. These infants lacked the 

touching, cuddling, and handling that other 

infants receive. Berne worked on Spitz’s theory 

and came with the concept of strokes. He 

concluded that adults yearn for strokes and 

defined this feeling as recognition-hunger; 

which is nothing but a requirement of adults to 

receive strokes. Individuals at work need strokes 

and will make up their stroke deficit; via doing a 

lot of harmful things (Hersey and Blanchard, 

1988, p. 79). The need to belong is one of the 

most fundamental motivation of an individual; 

also known as procurement of strokes, as 

investigated by Baumeister and Leary (1995).  

They conducted an exhaustive literature review 

and concluded that the need to belong is a 

fundamental, powerful and extremely pervasive 

motivation" (p. 52). A lot of studies support the 

idea that the fostering physical strokes are 

needed to uphold physical and psychological 

health e.g. Lynch and Ford (1977) and Ornish 

(1998); Bowlby (1969) and Ainsworth (1982). 

According to Barrow (2007) all individuals 

become “accustomed” to a particular set pattern 

or “diet” of strokes; the way we get used to a 
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particular balance of food. Individuals can 

become acutely aware of any changes in diet and 

in some instances, be resistant to new food, or 

types of stroke. For example, an individual who 

is being used to negative strokes (the equivalent 

of bad food) – will only seek out negativity, 

even when healthier alternatives are made 

available to him/her (healthier options). This can 

be understood as ‘what you stroke is what you 

get, and what you get is what you stroke’. 

Thomas and Kilmann (1974) have developed a 

popular framework that accounts for five styles 

of handling conflict: competing, collaborating, 

avoiding, accommodating, and compromising. 

Competing (forcing) is assertive and 

uncooperative—an individual pursues his own 

concerns at the other person's expense. 

Accommodating (smoothing) is unassertive and 

cooperative—the complete opposite of 

competing. Avoiding (withdrawal) is unassertive 

and uncooperative—the individual neither 

pursues his own concerns nor those of the other 

individual. Thus the individual does not deal 

with the conflict. Collaborating (problem 

solving) is both assertive and cooperative. It 

involves an attempt to work with others to find 

some solution that fully satisfies their concerns. 

Compromising (sharing) is moderate in both 

cooperativeness and assertiveness. In some 

situations, compromising can be understood as 

looking a quick middle-ground solution 

(Thomas, 1976). Thomas and Kilmann do not 

suggest that all conflict is best resolved by 

searching for a win/win situation. According to 

them, the conflicting behaviours of individuals 

are a combination of their personal 

characteristics and the requirements of the 

circumstances within which they find 

themselves. They developed their model by 

indicating that all reactions to conflict stem from 

two general impulses. First is assertive 

behaviour, i.e. the desire to satisfy personal 

concerns and, second is the non-assertive 

behavior, i.e the desire to please the concerns of 

others.  

 

Source: https://www.officetimeline.com/blog/what-

is-your-conflict-resolution-style 

A lot of research on gender differences in 

techniques to conflict management has shown 

that differences in orientations and normative 

expectations resulted in men and women 

perceiving and handling conflict differently. 

Men were more likely to use instrumental 

methods while women were more likely to help 

in expressive ways (Burke, Weir, & Duncan, 

1976). Women preferred negotiation and 

mediation while men tend to use social influence 

and persuasion (Lind, Hou, & Tyler, 1994). The 

traditional view of conflict as something harmful 

has changed to a view that sees conflict as a 

reality of organizational life. 

PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH 

The intent of this study is to investigate gender 

differences in relationship between positive 

strokes (both giving and taking) and conflict 

resolution styles; a subject that to date has 

received little attention. Our reading of the 

literature leads us to investigate two questions: 
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(1) According to Berne, recognition-hunger 

that is the requirement of adults to 

receive strokes is pervasive in nature. 

Also studies confirm that nurturing 

strokes are required for physical and 

psychological health. So we want to 

confirm if there are any gender 

differences on this desire of giving and 

taking positive strokes? 

(2) “What you stroke is what you get, and 

what you get is what you stroke”, forced 

us to think if this philosophy has 

anything to do with the way an 

individual resolves conflicts? 

Based upon the above discussion, following 

hypotheses were formulated: 

HYPOTHESIS 

H1 – There is significant difference between 

males and females on giving and taking positive 

strokes. 

H2 – There is significant difference between 

conflict resolution styles on giving and taking 

positive strokes. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The study was conducted on 120 respondents 

working in various organizations of Delhi NCR 

region. Out of 120 respondents 62 are males and 

58 are females. Two questionnaires were used 

for the study. The Stroking Questionnaire by 

Lewis Quinby and Conflict Resolution Mode 

Instrument by Thomas–Kilmann were used for 

the study. The internal consistencies of stroking 

questionnaire coefficients were as follows: 

giving positive strokes- 0.71 and taking positive 

strokes- 0.69. The validity of the same was 

examined by two experts from academia. The 

Thomas and Kilmann measurement has been 

found to be as valid and as reliable as all other 

measures of conflict (Kilmann and Thomas, 

1977; Rahim, 2001) and is widely used in 

academic research (Volkema and Bergmann, 

1995). 

Multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) 

was used to test the differences and relationships 

in gender, Conflict resolution styles and stroking 

profile of the working professionals. Gender and 

conflict resolution styles were taken as the 

independent variables and giving and taking 

positive strokes as the dependent variable. 

DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

The results revealed significant difference in the 

giving and taking positive strokes of males and 

females having different conflict resolution 

styles. Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of 

the gender and the conflict resolution styles of 

the respondents. The analysis of the scores 

suggests that out of the 62 males and 58 females 

in the sample, majority of individuals (42) opted 

for avoiding style as the most preferred style for 

conflict resolution. The second most preferred is 

the compromising style with 30 people opting 

for it. The least preferred styles are the 

collaborating and the competing styles. 

Table 2 shows the results of Two Way 

MANOVA – Gender and Conflict Resolution 

styles as independent variables and giving and 

taking positive strokes as the dependent variable. 

The two way MANOVA revealed that Gender 

(Wilks Lambda = .761, F value (2, 74) = 11.638, 

p value= .000); Conflict Resolution (Wilks 

Lambda = .715, F value (8, 148) = 3.372, p 

value = .001) impacted significantly on the 

combined dependent variables giving and taking 

positive strokes. Also the interaction of Gender 
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X Conflict Resolution (Wilks Lambda = .519, F 

value (6,148) = 9.568), p value = .000 impacted 

significantly on combined dependent variables 

giving and taking positive strokes. An 

examination of the Wilks’ lambda for the factor 

variable gender indicates that there exists a 

significant relationship between males and 

females on giving and taking positive strokes 

because the significance value is .000 which is 

less than .05. Thus, H1 holds true. H2 states that 

there is significant difference between conflict 

resolution styles on giving and taking positive 

strokes. This hypothesis is also accepted because 

the significance value for conflict resolution 

styles on giving and taking positive strokes is 

less than .05 (sig. value = .001).  

The further scrutiny of the MANOVA Table 

(Table 3) for giving and taking positive strokes 

on gender and conflict resolution styles reveal 

that each of the dependent variable ( giving 

positive strokes and taking positive strokes) 

have a significant relationship with gender (sig. 

value is .026 for giving strokes .000 for taking 

strokes), with conflict resolution styles (sig. 

value is .017 for giving strokes and .004 for 

taking strokes) and with the gender and conflict 

resolution styles interaction (sig. value is .000 

for giving strokes and .000 for taking strokes). 

This implies that the conflict resolution style of 

a person is significantly influenced by the 

positive strokes that he or she is likely to give or 

take from another person and vice versa. An 

examination of the estimated marginal means for 

giving and taking positive strokes in males and 

females indicates that males are more willing to 

give positive strokes than females. Also males 

are more willing to take positive strokes than 

females. A reason for such result can be that 

women are generally more cautious while giving 

and receiving compliments to others and 

especially males for fear of seeming too forward 

or attracting unwanted attention. Gender wise 

mean scores of working professionals for giving 

and taking positive strokes is given in Table 4. 

An examination of the estimated mean scores for 

giving and taking positive strokes according to 

the different conflict resolution styles 

(Competing, Collaborating, Compromising, 

Avoiding and Accommodating) indicates that 

people who give more positive strokes are likely 

to adopt accommodating style of conflict 

resolution. This is a direct result of the fact that 

people who give more positive strokes believe 

that the other person is an expert and have a 

better solution to the problem. And therefore the 

person is willing to cooperate at a high level 

even if it means giving away some of your own 

goals and wishes. On the other hand people who 

take more positive strokes are more likely to 

adopt compromising style of conflict resolution. 

Conflict resolution wise mean scores of working 

professionals for giving and taking positive 

strokes is given in Table 5. From Table 6 we 

conclude that men who are willing to give 

positive strokes are likely to adopt 

accommodating style during a conflict. Women 

who give positive strokes are more likely to 

adopt avoiding style in time of a conflict. This 

result is in fact; in alignment with previous 

studies. Few studies find men more 

accommodating (Rahim, 2001) and women 

more avoiding (Brewer et al., 2002). Women 

avoiding conflict; probably has more to do with 

power differentials than with gender differences 

(Korabik et al., 1993; Randel, 2002; Watson and 

Hoffman, 1996; Stockard and Johnson, 1992).  

Because women still are minority at workplaces 

and do not represent major positions; they tend 

to “avoid” conflicts. Men who take more 

positive strokes prefer collaborating style of 

conflict resolution. Collaboration requires the 
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establishment of trust and equality of power 

(Wilkinson, 1983). Men who accept positive 

strokes frequently; must be having both the 

qualities and thus would collaborate. Women 

who take more positive strokes are more likely 

to adopt avoiding style of conflict resolution. 

The reason for this can be that men and women 

perceive the function of compliments (positive 

strokes) differently. Men may regard them as 

primarily positive speech acts (expressing 

solidarity and positive politeness). Women, on 

the other hand, may give greater weight to a 

compliment’s referential meaning. This 

particular finding may again be because of 

differences in power positions. (Refer Table 1, 

2, 3, 4, 5 or 6) 

CONCLUSION 

Overall the female participants scored low on 

variables measuring giving and taking positive 

strokes. The male participants scored higher on 

variables measuring giving and taking positive 

strokes than the female participants. This 

supports the theory that men are more likely to 

give compliments to other men and women as 

compared to women who occasionally give 

compliment to other men and women. The 

results show that people who give positive 

strokes are more likely to adopt accommodating 

style as their preferred style of conflict 

resolution.  This is true because a person who 

gives lots of compliments or positive strokes to 

others tends to be non-assertive. He/She tries to 

maintain and atmosphere of peace and harmony 

by neglecting his/her personal needs and 

cooperating to a high degree. Furthermore 

people who take positive strokes are more likely 

to adopt compromising style during a conflict. 

We can also conclude that men are better at 

conflict handling than women. More men adopt 

collaborating style during a conflict resolution 

and are more comfortable in giving and taking 

positive strokes than woman. Woman on the 

other hand although prefer giving positive 

strokes than taking positive strokes, resort to 

avoiding and compromising styles of conflict 

resolution. This clearly means that women give 

positive strokes only to let go of the conflict and 

pass on the responsibility to somebody else 

rather than confronting the problem themselves. 

'Positive stroking', is the sense of responding to 

other people in ways that encourage their self-

esteem. A leader needs to take initiative to 

encourage stroking in his or her group. Positive 

stroking will make group members feel more 

important and secure. Our results suggest that 

women need more positive strokes so as to 

receive strokes from them. Leader needs to 

create the organization culture that these strokes 

are on work and related issues only.  Such a 

culture will not only enhance self- esteem but 

also invite more ideas and creativity. It is indeed 

a leader’s responsibility to keep a check on any 

conflict that may arise in his/ her group. Leader 

essentially needs to provoke people involved, to 

discuss and deliberate ideas to resolve the 

conflict as it should be resolved. This will 

definitely lead to greater interest and cohesion 

among group members. 

MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 

Positive stroking is a dynamic process of 

increasing appropriate social behaviour.  

Interpersonal recognition via “stroking” plays a 

very important role at workplace. It needs no 

mention of empirical evidence to the well-

established linkage between using negative 

words, gestures, body language (commonly 

called ‘negative strokes’) and poor morale, self-
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esteem, and performance of an individual and 

vice versa the linkage between usage of positive 

words, gestures and body language (commonly 

called ‘positive strokes’) and improved morale, 

enhanced self-esteem and performance. It is 

further important to focus on conflict resolution 

styles of individuals as effective conflict 

management has been found to have straight 

forward and positive impact on team cohesion. 

According to Alper, Tjosvold, Law (2000); 

effective conflict management can change 

downside effect of relationship conflict and task 

conflict on team cohesion to some positive 

impact. As is evident from the results of present 

study that males are significantly better at giving 

and positive strokes and females retracts 

themselves from doing so. It is important for 

leaders to break these deep rooted barriers 

created by females by giving more positive 

strokes so that there is better cohesion at 

workplace and healthy working relationships of 

mutual trust and understanding amongst all the 

male and female employees in the organizations. 

The leaders can also assess the conflict 

resolution styles adopted by males and females 

by observing their stroke pattern. For example if 

females are giving too much positive strokes 

then probably they are in avoiding mode. Since 

avoiding problems is no solution, it erupts out 

later in many different forms through individual 

outcomes. So, a little careful observation by 

leaders or managers can help them to handle 

situations at the right time. A leader who 

regularly and methodically strokes the 

“contributions” of all group members augments 

greatly, the quality of involvement and activity 

level of the group. 
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Table 1 – Descriptive statistics 

  Value Label N 

Gender 1 Male 62 

2 Female 58 

Conflict 

Resolution  

1 Competing 15 

2 Collaborating 15 

3 Compromising 30 

4 Avoiding 42 

5 Accommodating 18 

 

 

Table 2 – Summary of Multivariate Tests (Wilks’ Lambda) for giving and taking positive strokes on gender 

and conflict resolution styles (Competing, Collaborating, Compromising, Avoiding and Accommodating) 

Effect Value F Hypothesis df Error df Sig. 

Gender                   .761 11.638 2 74 .000 

Conflict Resolution                    .715 3.372 8 148 .001 

Gender * Conflict Resolution           .519 9.568 6 148 .000 
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Table 3 – Summary of Analysis of Variance for giving and taking positive strokes on gender and 

conflict resolution styles (Competing, Collaborating, Compromising, Avoiding and Accommodating) 

Source Dependent 

Variable 

Type III Sum of 

Squares 

df Mean 

Square 

F Sig. 

Gender Give stroke 2.492 1 2.492 5.137 .026 

Take stroke 8.483 1 8.483 16.048 .000 

Conflict 

Resolution 

Give stroke 6.255 4 1.564 3.224 .017 

Take stroke 9.060 4 2.265 4.285 .004 

Gender* Conflict 

Resolution 

Give stroke 18.729 3 6.243 12.872 .000 

Take stroke 10.561 3 3.520 6.659 .000 

 

 

Table 4 – Gender wise mean scores of working professionals for giving and taking positive 

strokes. 

Dependent Variable Male Female 

Giving Strokes 4.375 3.938  

Taking Strokes 3.312 2.583 

 

 

Table 5 – Conflict resolution wise mean scores of working professionals for giving and taking 

positive strokes. 

Dependent 

Variable 

Competing Collaborating Compromising Avoiding Accommodating 

Giving Strokes 4.375 3.625 4.000 4.438 4.562 

Taking Strokes 3.000 3.250 3.344 3.042 2.312 
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Table 6 – Gender and Conflict resolution wise mean scores of working professionals for 

giving and taking positive strokes 

 

Dependent Variable Conflict Resolution Male Female 

Giving Strokes Competing 
4.375 _____ 

 Collaborating 
4.500 2.750 

 Compromising 
4.500 2.750 

 Avoiding 
3.875 5.000 

 Accommodating 
4.625 4.500 

Taking Strokes Competing 
3.000 ______ 

 Collaborating 
4.500 2.000 

 Compromising 
3.438 3.250 

 Avoiding 
3.000 3.083 

 Accommodating 
2.625 2.000 

 

 


