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What is conflict?

• Conflict is any situation in which your concerns or desires differ 

from those of  another person.

From Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode instrument



Why do we have conflict?

• People have emotions

• People have different personalities

• People react differently to stress

• People care deeply about issues

• People just plain don’t agree about those issues



Workplace conflict results

• American workers spend more than two hours every week dealing with 

conflict at a cost of  about $400 Billion in paid hours per year

• About 25% of  employees have called in sick to avoid ongoing conflict

• Almost 10% of  employees have seen conflict result in project failure

• 27% of  employees have seen conflict morph into a personal attack



How do we react when confronted?

Flight

Fight

Freeze

All of  the above



What are you?

• If  someone disagrees with you strongly, how do you react?

• Pretend it isn’t happening or leave the conversation

• Get defensive and try to prove your case even if  you know you’re wrong

• Go blank and find it hard to respond at all

• Depends on the situation



Why do we react the way we do?

• It’s the modern version of  the ancient survival instinct

• It’s physiological



Physical signs of  stress

• When we perceive any kind of  threat:

• Adrenaline and cortisol flood our system

• Our heart rate increases

• Our palms sweat

• Our breathing becomes more shallow and rapid

• Our pupils dilate

• Our skin becomes pale or flushed

• The muscles tense and may cause trembling



Dealing with these instincts

• Whatever your personality, understanding what is happening can help you find a way to 

handle conflict

• Emotional intelligence 

• Term coined by Peter Salovey & John D. Mayer in 1990

• The ability to monitor one’s own and others’ feelings and emotions, to discriminate among them and to 

use this information to guide one’s thinking and action.

• Daniel Goleman and Gary Cherniss came up with a somewhat less long-winded definition:

• The ability to recognize and regulate emotions in ourselves and others.



Dealing with these instincts

• Whatever your personality understanding what is happening can help 

you find a way to handle conflict

• Personality quiz

• What your color means



The Colors of  Your Life

• No one’s personality is purely one color

• Everyone has a mix, and sometimes the color that is clearly our style at 

work is not the one we emphasize at home

• At different times in our lives the balance of  colors may change



Communication

• Communicating is not:

• Arguing

• Winning

• Sarcasm

• Accusations

• Silent treatment

• Withdrawal

• Playing games



Communicating with the other person

• Remember – to them YOU may be the difficult person

• You know you have to talk it out

• Talking it out means a two-way dialogue that is:

• Honest and open

• Expresses opinions

• Shares feelings

• Articulates ideas

• Open communication should enable both parties to make better decisions



A win-win approach

• Go back to underlying needs

• Recognize each other’s differences

• Be open to adapting your position in light of  all the information

• Don’t bring personality differences into the mix

• Commit to a solution



How to make it possible

• Be honest with yourself

• Stabilize yourself, otherwise you will be reactive

• Objectively assess you own side to remove bias

• Appropriately share your own side

• Be aware of  the impact of  your words on the other party

• Invite the other side to talk so you can understand their perspective

• Create action, or the discussion will be for nothing



Stabilizing yourself

• You can’t address the issue without working on yourself  first

• Emotional Intelligence

• At work we often call it having the “soft skills”

• Inward: Self-awareness and self-management

• Outward: Social awareness and social skills



The physiology of  stabilizing yourself

Adapted from Emotional Intelligence 2.0 by Travis Bradberry



How it works

• Every time cells communicate with each other they physically build up the 

connection between them (myelin sheath)

• The more the sheath is built up the easier it is for cells to pass electrical 

signals to each other

• Over time, the brain will facilitate the transmission of  a particular electrical 

signal for a given situation almost automatically

• “Neurons that fire together wire together” – Dr. Donald O. Hebb



Putting it into action

• Remember the old adage: “Count to 10”

• BREATHE

• Focus your thoughts on your desired outcome and what you need to do 

differently to achieve your goals



Assess your own side

• If  your emotions control you your initial reaction may be:

• The other opinion is ridiculous

• I’m getting frustrated

• I need to raise my voice to set them straight

• If  you control your emotions your reaction could be:

• I wonder why they think that

• I’m curious

• I’m going to ask them why



Ask yourself  questions

• What is the real issue here

• What am I feeling

• How am I behaving

• Are my emotions proportional to this situation

• Are my thoughts rational in this situation – don’t use the other person to 
rationalize your reaction

• Am I in some form of  flight, fight or freeze – don’t justify your actions



This is a true story

• Remember that your side of  the story is only one side

• Challenge your thoughts and emotions

• Look at behavior and don’t read anything more into it

• Rethink



Share your side

• Begin a conversation in a positive way

• I’d like it if  we could talk about something that I know is important to you and which is 

also important to me

• Be clear about what you don’t want to do and what you really do want to do

• I don’t want us to argue or for it to become personal

• I do want us to see if  we find a solution to this issue and work together to turn this into 

a win-win situation



Impact

• Pay attention to the reaction of  the other person to your words

• Pause the conversation if  either one of  you begins to disengage

• Get the conversation back on track



What you need for positive communication

• Shared goal

• Element of  trust

• Active listening



Shared goal

• Shared goal

• Both parties must believe they are heading in the same direction and care about the 

interests of  both

• Show a willingness to be open to hearing the other point of  view

• Being open doesn’t mean you agree – it just means you are willing to see their point of  

view



Trust

• Element of  trust

• Make it clear that your side is your perception and do not push it on the other person

• Be emotionally consistent

• Be a role model by trusting that the other person shares your goal and wants to find a 

solution

• Even a small amount of  trust will lead to a willingness to listen on the part of  both



Active listening

• One of  the hardest things to do in our society

• Body language - look at the other person when they speak and don’t pull 
faces or make gestures

• Don’t focus on what you want to say next – it’s their turn to express their 
opinion

• Acknowledge their emotions to yourself  and defer judgment

• Respond evenly and reject your tendency to flight, fight and/or freeze



Invite them to speak

• If  the other person doesn’t volunteer their point of  view say:

• I would like to hear your concerns

• I understand you might see things differently – please tell me about that

• If  they still won’t talk:

• You look as thought you don’t agree with me – please tell me why

• I know this is uncomfortable, but I really would like to find a solution – please share 

your opinion



Invite them to speak

• If  the silence still stretches into infinity:

• Let me see if  I understood what you said the other day correctly – you think that . . . . 

• Last week you had some very clear ideas about this issue – could you remind me what 

those were exactly?

• Are you thinking that . . . . ?

• Are you afraid that . . . . ?



What if  they are wrong?

• Often life is rendered in shades of  grey, but sometimes things are actually 

black and white

• If  the other person is wrong:

• We are trying to get to win-win, not win-lose

• We want to share information and talk things out

• We should never interrupt to push our own side



What if  we are wrong?

• Be the person you know yourself  to be:

• Apologize

• Admit that you were incorrect

• Ask what you can do to make the situation right again



Action

• The end of  the conversation is not the end of  the matter

• Action must follow the conversation if  things are to change

• An action plan must provide a measurable way to evaluate, track and assess 

progress

• An action plan must encompass who, what, when, why and how



Document the action plan

• If  the conversation was with an employee, documents decisions and actions 

and provide a copy to that employee

• If  the conversation was with a colleague, you may still want to document

• You don’t want to make it a negative experience for either one of  you, so you could just 

e-mail the colleague your notes and suggest you check back with each other in a certain 

time period



Further Reading

• Living Your Colors, Tom Maddron

• Emotional Intelligence 2.0, Travis Bradberry

• Emotional Intelligence Activities for Busy Managers, Adele B. Lynn

• Please Understand Me II, David Kearsay

• Leaders Eat Last, Simon Sinek



The end


