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Introduction

very day in offices, retail stores, factories and

any number of other workplaces, people are

having conflicts with co-workers. It’s normal,

natural and nothing to fear. When handled

properly, conflict can actually create positive

changes and new opportunities in your

organisation. Successfully making the shift in your

perspective from seeing only the negative in

disagreements to seeing the prospect for positive

change is the first step to resolving difficulties.

To find positive outcomes in what on the surface

looks like a negative situation, you have to become

skilled at calming the infernos by helping

employees through discussions that prove to them

that they can solve their own issues. Become a

coach for your team and colleagues — someone

they can trust to bring the real and right issues to

the table for effective problem solving.

If you can broaden your perspective to include the

other person’s point of view, you’re sure to come

out of the dispute with a better working

relationship. Being at the centre of controversy is

never a good idea for anyone, so decide to use the

uneasy situation as an opportunity to improve

systems, relationships, and your credibility.

In this book, I tell you what the most common

causes of workplace conflict are and how to

address them by using a proven mediation method



and philosophy. And remember: Every story always

has more than one side.

About This Book

This book is a tool intended to help managers (or

anyone who has a job) work through conflict with

peers, subordinates and even bosses. It’s primarily

aimed at those employees in organisations who

find themselves negotiating difficulties without the

benefit of having professional conflict resolution or

mediation experience.

Although my focus is on how to facilitate conflict

resolution, if you’re the person experiencing

conflict, this book outlines the kinds of structures

that may be in place to support you, and what will

be expected of you during each step of the

process. Throughout the book, I also highlight the

kinds of attitudes (such as good communication,

getting to the underlying issues of the conflict and

taking personal responsibility in finding a solution)

that can help everyone avoid workplace conflict,

no matter what level.

The chapters are chock-full of facilitation

techniques and tools that come from successful

conflict resolution experts, delivered in a way

that’s easy to understand and ready for you to

apply right away.

To help make this book easier to navigate, I

include the following conventions:



I introduce new terms in italics and then define

them.

I use bold text to highlight key words in bulleted

lists.

Foolish Assumptions

I’m assuming you have a job, paid or volunteer,

and that you interact with people. I’m also

assuming you have some sort of responsibility —

be it keeping the line moving at the manufacturing

plant or trying to keep your reputation intact as

the star manager in the strongest department of

an international corporation. And I’m thinking

you’re currently experiencing some trouble. You

may be sick and tired of a conflict between two of

your employees, you may be bickering with a

colleague, or perhaps you’re at a loss as to what to

do about the problems between you and your boss.

My final assumption? I’m guessing you want to do

something about it.

Icons Used in This

Book

Throughout the book you’ll notice icons in the

page margins to signal something I want you to

pay particular attention to. Here are the icons I’ve

used and what each represents.



 If I know an easier way to do something or

have an idea for creating a better working

environment now and in the future, this icon

tells you that.

 I use this icon to flag some important

information that you don’t want to forget.

 This icon alerts you to common blunders that

you want to avoid.

Where to Go from Here

Workplace Conflict Resolution Essentials For

Dummies is a book I hope you refer to again and

again. You don’t have to read it cover to cover to

gain the insight you need to deal with conflict at

work. You can flip to the chapter that best meets

your needs today and come back to other sections

as needed.

You may have a bookshelf full of management how-

to tomes, but it’s still a good idea to start with

understanding what makes an employee tick and

why she sees the world the way she does, so start

with Chapter 2 to get right to the heart of the

matter.

If you feel you have a pretty good handle on how

emotions, values and group dynamics contribute



to conflict, and you’re ready to mediate a problem

between two or more people, head straight to

Chapter 6 and follow through to Chapter 10.

Finally, if you feel you may be in over your head

and you’d like to find out more about how to enlist

the help of an expert, check out Chapter 11 to see

what your company may be able to do.

Although this book is designed so that you can

start anywhere, don’t feel obligated to jump

around. If you’re a traditionalist who likes to read

every book from cover to cover, just turn the page!



 Five Things You Can

Control When in an

Unresolved Conflict

Your plan for the future: Consider what’s important to you

and follow a strategy for a period of time that feels

comfortable. Knowing what you want your future to look like

helps you look past the current situation and focus beyond

temporary problems.

Your perspective: Instead of staying wrapped up in a

conflict, ask yourself whether you can find a learning

opportunity somewhere in the situation. Or maybe if you

purposefully and mindfully examine what’s going on, you can

honestly say, in the scope of things, the disagreements aren’t

really that important to you.

Your responses: You can’t control someone else’s actions,

thoughts or feelings. But you can control how you react to

what’s happening, and look for ways to respond to hot button

topics that won’t escalate your anxiety or your anger.

Your investment: In trying to control everything, you lose

your ability to control anything! Instead, try to reduce your

investment in the drama. Spend less time thinking about it,

talking about it and engaging in it.

Your role in the conflict: Step outside of your thoughts and

feelings and consider how your actions and reactions look to

others. Consider the impact of your actions, and honestly

identify your role in the conflict. When you have your answer,

see what you’re willing to change.
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Chapter 1

Conflict Resolution 

at Work

In This Chapter

 Looking at causes of workplace conflict

 Using a mediation process to help employees

through problems

 Finding and using conflict expertise

ou may love your family and friends but, truth

be told, you spend much of your time with the

people at work. Not getting along with co-workers

or having members of your team at odds with one

another can be stressful and distracting. In

addition, problems in the workplace rarely stay at

work; they can permeate every aspect of your life.

So you need to take the time to understand what’s

behind a conflict, get beyond the surface issues

and work to help find satisfying resolutions for

everyone involved.

Settling differences effectively requires you to step

back and look at the broader picture, be mindful of

another person’s point of view, and take into

account peripheral factors that may be creating or

provoking problems, like group dynamics or

workplace norms.



In this chapter, I give you an overview of conflict

resolution so you can successfully mediate

problems in your workplace, whether those

problems are between two individuals or within a

larger group. I also tell you about additional

conflict resolution resources you may have at your

disposal.

Considering Common

Contributors to Conflict

For the most part, workplace difficulties fall into

common categories, such as

Communication (and miscommunication)

Employee attitudes

Honesty

Insubordination

Treatment of others

Work habits

Effectively addressing conflict takes into account

the obvious surface issue, the emotional climate

surrounding the topic, and your knowledge of the

viewpoints of the people involved in the dispute. In

this section, I provide insight into how differing

perspectives can cause employees to feel like

ships passing in the night. I also discuss emotions,

touch on the importance of communication in your



organisation, and look at group dynamics,

including your role in the group.

Acknowledging differing

perspectives

You and each of the employees on your team have

a lens through which you see the world and one

another. Everything you see, hear and say goes

through your filter on the way in and on the way

out. These filters determine how you present and

receive information.

Your individual kaleidoscope is shaped by things

like your personal history, education, values,

culture and the roles you play in your life, both at

work and at home. Everything you consider

important works together to create your

worldview. The same is true for your co-workers.

 Values in this context are things like safety,

respect, autonomy and recognition.

Being familiar with your employees’ and

colleagues’ values helps you resolve conflicts. For

example, say that two employees are having an

argument over where to stack some binders. If you

can appreciate that one employee sees respect as

paramount in his environment, and that his

workspace is being encroached by his colleague

with a lackadaisical attitude toward boundaries,

you have a better chance of helping the two

resolve the issue. Rather than swooping in to tell



the pair that the binders they’re arguing about

should go on a shelf, you can facilitate a

conversation about the real issue — respect. After

you address the issue of respect, where the

binders should go will be relatively easy to decide.

In Chapter 2, I go into more detail about filters,

values and the emotions individuals bring to

conflict.

Recognising emotions in others

Most organisations embrace positive emotions.

Where managers often falter is in failing to

recognise that every emotion — from upbeat to

angry — is a clue to discovering people’s personal

values. Positive emotions are a sign that values are

being met, while negative ones suggest that some

work still needs to be done!

It’s obvious that a situation has turned emotional

when tears flow or an employee ratchets up the

volume when he speaks, to the point that the

entire office slips into an uncomfortable silence.

What’s a little more difficult is knowing what to do

with such passionate responses. Emotional

reactions are often seen as negative behaviour in

just about any workplace, but if you spend some

time investigating and interpreting them, you can

get a leg up on how to resolve the trouble. Check

out Chapter 2 for a complete discussion of

emotions at work.



Handling communication

mishaps

Communication makes the world go round, and

the same is true for you and your employees. Word

choice, tone of voice and body language all

contribute to whether or not you understand each

other.

Using vague or confusing language causes

communication misfires. Phrases such as ‘when

you get a chance’, ‘several’, or ‘sometimes’ don’t

accurately state what you really mean. Similarly,

words like ‘always’ and ‘never’ can get you in

trouble. Choosing your words wisely, and in a way

that invites dialogue, makes for a less stressful

work environment and models good

communication. See Chapter 2 for more tips on

communicating effectively.

Deciphering group dynamics

Two employees can completely understand each

other and work like a well-oiled machine. Then a

third co-worker joins the team, and now you have

group dynamics in play. Wow, that changes

everything! A team that’s cohesive and meeting its

goals can be exhilarating from management’s

perspective. But if cliques form and co-workers

start looking for allies to enlist in power plays

behind closed doors, communication breaks down.

Teams have a propensity to label members — the

caretaker, the go-to guy, the historian and so on.

Employees start to make assumptions based on



the labelled roles, such as assuming that the go-to

guy will happily accept any assignment you give

him. Conjecture based on limited or selective

information causes miscommunication,

misunderstandings and, ultimately, conflict.

To address what happens when members of a

group are undergoing difficulties, investigate how

and when the problem started and determine if

the problem stems from just a few staff members

or if the impact is so great that you need to tackle

the problem with the entire team. And flip to

Chapter 3 for more information on the way group

dynamics can contribute to conflict.

Assessing your own role

Something you’re either doing or not doing may be

causing friction on your team, and you may not

even know what it is. Most people in conflict tend

to spend more time thinking about what the other

person is doing than looking at their own

behaviour and attitudes toward the difficulty.

Chapter 4 outlines some of the common missteps

that colleagues, and especially managers, make in

their attempts to handle problems at work. I

discuss ways you may be unwittingly pitting team

members against each other, address the dreaded

micromanaging accusation, and explain how

underrepresenting your team to the higher-ups

may unite them in a way that puts you at the

centre of a storm.



Mediating like a Pro

When I meet with clients in conflict, I prefer to use

a tried-and-true mediation process that looks at

both the surface issues and the underlying causes

for the difficulty. In this section, I show you why

mediation is your best bet for a long-term solution

and improved working relationship.

Following eight steps to a

resolution

Using a solid process to mediate a meeting

between co-workers in conflict gives you a

foundation on which to manage and monitor the

difficulty. Follow these steps from a professional

mediation process:

1. Do preliminary planning and setup:

Carefully investigate who’s involved and

what you believe the issues are, and invite

the parties to discuss the matter with you.

Provide a private, comfortable and

confidential environment for the meeting.

2. Greet and discuss the process: Explain

your role as a neutral facilitator and go over

the ground rules, including your expectation

for open minds and common courtesy.

3. Share perspectives: Give each person an

opportunity to share her point of view and

discuss the impact the conflict has had on

her. Reflect, reframe and neutralise



emotional content while honouring the spirit

of what she’s sharing.

4. Build an agenda: Allow both parties to

create a list of topics (not solutions) they

want to discuss. The list acts as a road map

that keeps the discussion on track.

5. Negotiate in good faith: As co-workers

discuss initial ideas for solutions, set the

tone by listening to any and all ideas.

Brainstorm and play out how suggestions

might work and whether they satisfy what’s

most important to the employees.

6. Hold private meetings as necessary:

Confidentially explore what’s keeping each

from moving forward, and discuss what each

is willing to do (or ask for) in the spirit of

progress and real resolution.

7. Craft agreements: Bring employees back

together and let them share, if they so

choose, any discoveries they made during

the private meeting sessions. Begin to

narrow down solutions and come to an

agreement (with details!) on who will do

what and when.

8. Monitor follow-through: Keep track of

progress, address hiccups and refine as

appropriate.

Facilitating a conversation

between two people



Before you begin the mediation process, you need

to consider the following:

A suitable meeting space: You want the

employees to feel comfortable enough in the

meeting location to open up about the real issues.

Meet in a place that has lots of privacy and is seen

as neutral territory.

Confidentiality: You need to build trust for a

mediation conversation (see Chapter 6 for details

on setting up a meeting), so agreeing to keep the

conversation between the colleagues is a must,

whether you act as mediator or bring in an outside

expert.

Time and interruptions: You probably want to

set aside up to four hours to work through the

issues, and you want to clear your schedule of

other responsibilities so that the meeting isn’t

interrupted.

 When you make the decision to mediate a

conversation between feuding parties, a few

things change for you. It’s imperative that you

walk a fine line between manager or colleague

and mediator. As a manager, you have the

power to make decisions; as a mediator, you

have the power to put the onus on the

employees and act as a neutral third party.

Practising the arts of reflecting and reframing an

employee’s point of view may be an initial


