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Disclaimer 

Please understand that the purpose of 
this presentation and handout is 
educational.  Nothing in either should be 
construed as specific legal advice for a 
particular situation.  Sound legal advice 
requires an understanding of all the facts 
of a particular situation, something that 
cannot occur in an education setting.



9/30/2010

2

MANAGING CONFLICT 
IN THE WORKPLACE

SMOOTH SEAS DO NOT MAKE 
SKILLFUL SAILORS.

African Proverb
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Deserted 
Island

MYTHS AND TRUTHS 
ABOUT CONFLICT

Myths and Truths

Myths:
� Conflict is only at work.
� Conflict is dysfunctional in the 

workplace.
� Conflict represents communication 

breakdown.
� If avoided, conflict will eventually go 

away.
� Conflict always results in a winner and 

a loser.
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Myths and Truths

Truths:
� Conflict will occur

� Communication is a must
• Express appreciation
• Express optimism
• Don’t stop talking until a solution is reached

Myths and Truths

� Conflict can help build                          
relationships

� Conflict can be a motivator for change
� Most conflict can be managed
� Most people deal with conflict by:

• Fight or Flight
• Avoid initial aggressive reactions

Greatest Mistakes

� Ignoring the situation
• Most common response
• It will only get worse
• Conflict seldom resolves on it’s own

� Becoming aggressive                                         
“In your face”
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NEGATIVE
REACTIONS 
TO CONFLICT

Which one best describes you?

� Firecracker
• Blow up to sudden anger
• Usually apologize
• You will know it will happen again

� Cold Shoulder
• Two people who take pride in not 

communicating with each other
• They have a contest to see who can hold out 

the longest
� Backstabbing

• Positive to your face / knife in the back

Which one best describes you?

� Social Zinger
• Throws verbal darts in front of others
• The “I was just teasing” syndrome

� Trivia Fights
• Those who battle over the little things
• They will fight over the details
• They seldom get to the real issue

� Having the last word
• They must have the last remark
• The conflict is seldom over
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THE INGREDIENTS FOR 
CONFLICT

Diversity, Beliefs/Opinions , Needs, Generations, P ersonalities

Ingredients

� Diversity
• People who think differently
• Different cultures

� Beliefs/Opinions
• Opinions of black and white issues

� Needs
• Ignoring the other party’s needs
• Confusing needs and desires

Ingredients (cont.)

� Perceptions
• Self-perceptions
• Perceptions of the other party
• Perceptions of threat

� Power
• Wanting to control behaviors in others
• Inflexibility

� Generations
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The Generations

Traditionalist Baby Boomer Gen X Nexters

65-88 46-64 30-45 0-29

The Generations

Generation Census Total Years % Workplace

Traditionalists 76 Mil 1922-1945 10%

Boomers 80 Mil 1946-1964 45%

Gen Xers 46 Mil 1965-1980 30%

Nexters 76 Mil 1981-2000 15%

Historical Significance

� First time in Country’s history:
• 4 Generations in the workplace
• Management must learn to compromise
• Avoid control

� No longer treat everyone the same

� Next Crisis in our Country
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Ingredients (cont.)

� Personality  Differences
� Core Value

• Relationships
• Responsibility
• Competency
• Freedom

What are examples of words,                
phrases or behaviors that let you 
know conflict is going on around you?

Passive Behaviors

� Writing e-mails vs. talking
� Withholding needed information

� Not returning messages
� Delay giving required support

� ?
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Aggressive Behaviors

� Getting others to take sides
� Shouting

� Threatening
� Undermining other’s reputation

� ?

Unintentional Behaviors

� Sweaty palms
� Nervous gestures

� Closed body posture
� Tense facial expressions

� Tears
� ?

Sources of 
Organizational Conflict

� Change
� Conflicting goals and                   

objectives
� Limited resources

� The domino effect
� ?
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Knowing yourself is the first 
major step … in gaining personal 
control in conflict situations.

POSITIVE
MANAGEMENT 
STYLES

Managing Conflict

� Competition
� Is win/lose-oriented when dealing with conflict 

and always intends to be the one who wins
• Emergency situations
• Decisive action

• Implementing unpopular change
• When other methods fail
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Managing Conflict

� Accommodation
� Functions with the priority of ending the 

conflict and making the other person 
happy again through giving in
• Preserving the relationship vs. arguing the issue
• When the issue is more important to the other person
• When you want others to express their own point of view
• When you want others to learn by their own choices

Managing Conflict

� Avoidance
� Prefers to simply remove him/herself from 

the situation
• If others can resolve conflict more effectively

• If both parties see the issue as minor

• If additional time is required

• If both parties need a cooling off period

Managing Conflict

� Compromise
� Though a compromiser believes she/he is 

achieving a small win, they are both losing 
as well
• To reach agreement when both sides have equal power

• To find common ground when both parties have competing 
goals

• To achieve a temporary settlement on a complex issue

• To reach a solution due to time pressures
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Managing Conflict

� Collaboration
� Someone who is willing to work through a 

conflict and look for a win-win solution
• Merging experiences from people who have different 

backgrounds

• Being creative to explore solutions

• Looking for solutions where there may not be much 
conflict

Matching Style to Fit the Conflict
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Conflict Game : “Pick a style . . . any style” 

� PLAYERS:  Do not let anyone else see your 
card.  Act out the conflict using the style 
written on your card.  Limit your time to 2-3 
minutes per conflict and pair. 

� OBSERVERS (Everyone else!): Raise your 
hand when you think you know the styles 
being used by each player. When nearly 
all hands are raised, have the observers 
guess which style each member of the pair 
was using.
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Group Discussion

� Observers tell what clues they observed for 
each style that was used.

� Players talk about how they felt playing 
their roles.

� Were the styles comfortable for the 
players? Why? Why not?

� Discuss the implications of the strategies or 
styles that were used.

Advantages vs. Disadvantages

� Competition
� Accommodation

� Avoidance
� Compromise

� Collaboration

Which style do you most frequently use 
in a conflict with the following people:

� Spouse
� Child

� Co-worker
� Boss

� Parent
� Sibling
� Friend 
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IT COMES DOWN TO 
COMMUNICATION

Developing Your 
Communication Skills

� All conflict is resolved by communication
� Utilize the three W’s of communication

• Who
� Speak to the key person
� Don’t allow yourself excuses for not speaking to the key person

• When
� Discuss the issue within 24 hours
� This is not necessarily “the sooner the better”
� Prepare your thoughts

• Where
� Consider a neutral location
� Equal footing

Most 
Embarrassing 
Moment
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Communication Impact

� Our WORDS have 7%
� Our TONE & PACE have 38%

� Our PHYSIOLOGY has 55%

Resolving Conflict 
Begins With “Listening”

� Basic acknowledgements
• Non verbal responses

� Silence
• We are better speakers than listeners

� Use silence to get a response from someone

� Questions
• It tells the speaker you’re interested
• It says you want “more”

Resolving Conflict 
Begins With “Listening”

� Paraphrasing
• It verifies the content
• Let the speaker finish speaking first
• If the speaker indicates you 

misunderstood, ask them to repeat

Don’t overuse paraphrasing
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If we manage conflict constructively, 
we harness its energy for creativity 
and development.
Kenneth Kaye

Problem-Solving 

� Attack the problem, not the person
• Distinguish between the behavior and the person.
• Putting a person on the defense prevents them 

from being open.

� Describe your feelings, but never act on 
them
• Define your feelings and take ownership of them.
• As you offer your perspective, allow others to do 

the same.

Problem-Solving 

� Move from justification to resolution
• Move them quickly off the path of justifying 

and on to problem solving.

� Look forward, not backward
• Rule to follow:  no finger pointing, only 

solution pointing
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� Identify the points where you can give 
rather than take
• Determine a concrete list of subjects to 

be discussed
• Identify in advance an order of 

importance for your concessions.
• Systematically tackle one point at a time 

until mutual satisfaction is achieved.

Problem-Solving

Problem-Solving

� The angrier the event, the less likely 
logic will work
• Stay open, adaptable and friendly.
• Avoid language that breeds 

defensiveness.
• Stay calm and diplomatically keep the 

discussion focused.

Agreeing to Disagree

� Maintain professionalism
� Sometimes you just need 

to let things go
� Know when to seek a 

facilitator or mediator
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“The most important single ingredient 
in the formula of success is knowing 

how to get along with people.”

Theodore Roosevelt

www.canfieldsolutions.com
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