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What is conflict?

CONFLICT IS NEITHER GOOD NOR BAD. PROPERLY
MANAGED, IT IS ABSOLUTELY VITAL
Kenneth Kaye

Conflict is an inevitable fact of life. It is borne out of differences and will arise in any
situation where people are required to interact with one another. Conflict occurs when
people’s interest’s or different points of view intersect within a shared environment.
Conflict is generally regarded as barrier to progress. However, it is not always a bad
thing and can be a creative force for an organisation or team when managed effectively.
Research suggests that some conflict may increase creative thinking and innovation as it
encourages people to share perspectives and to challenge what is currently
happening.(1)
Reflection
Think about the last time your team did something innovative to solve a
problem.
What problem existed?

How did you solve it?

What was the conflict that initiated the solution?

3

The absence of conflict can take the form of Group Think when members of a team try
to minimise conflict by suppressing different viewpoints. This has been demonstrated in
many examples to have negative effects.
Reflection
Thinking about your innovative solution:
What would have happened without the conflict?

Patrick Lencioni saw conflict on a continuum (2) where too little conflict resulted in
artificial harmony and perhaps “Group Think” and, at the other end, too much conflict
resulted in anger and personal attacks. In the centre was a spot where conflict was
constructive. An example of positive conflict would be passionate disagreement around
important issues in order to make effective decisions.

Constructive

Artificial
Harmony

Destructive

Ideal
Conflict
Point

Personal
Attacks

This booklet looks at the destructive conflict that has a negative impact on performance,
relationships and resilience. We look at some tools to discover how you react to conflict
as a manager and we look at some ideas to create an environment where conflict stays
in the constructive zone.
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Personal – what is my style?
Even in healthy conflict, there can be tension and this can affect people in different
ways. For most of us, our natural inclination is to walk away from trouble – and to hope
it will just go away. The problem is, mostly it doesn’t.
More importantly, walking away means that we don’t gain understanding of the conflict
and this understanding is the most reliable way to be able to start to deal with it.
How we approach any conflict has a significant impact on whether and how it is
resolved. Many of us see conflict as a win-lose situation – or as a right-wrong situation.
This self-assessment will help you discover how you respond to conflict.
Task
Look at the statements in the table below. Assign each of the statements a rating from
the following:
1. Not at all like me
2. Sometimes like me
3. Exactly like me
When you have finished, add up your score and read the interpretation provided.
Statement
I don’t say how I really feel when I am upset with someone because I
don’t want to hurt them.
I rarely disagree with anyone.
When someone raises their voice, it makes me tense and I want to run
away.
I never lose my temper.
I am always told that I should stand up for myself more.
If I am really angry with someone, I just avoid them.
I have ended relationships without trying to talk through differences.
I often keep my opinions to myself when I think that others will disagree
with them.
I have resigned from jobs simply because I didn’t want to work with a
particular colleague.
I apologise just to end arguments or confrontations, even when I know I
did nothing wrong.
I secretly think that I am right but don’t often say it.
I am scared to argue with people in case I say the wrong thing.
I loan money or personal items to people and want them back but am
afraid to ask
I never go back to shops to return goods, even when they are faulty
Total

Score
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Interpretation
How did you do? Add up your score – the lowest number is 14, and the highest possible
is 42. Use the following scale to determine just how much of a conflict coward you are:
14-25: You are not frightened of conflict at all and are quite happy to speak your mind.
But, be careful that you are not too aggressive in your dealings with other people, as
you could cause undue offence or upset.
26-35: You have a fairly healthy approach to conflict but you could probably use a little
help in managing certain situations more effectively.
35-42: You definitely need more work in handling conflict. Make a commitment to
changing your attitude towards conflict, taking small steps to begin with. Practise stating
your position in an assertive fashion, e.g. when someone asks you to do something and
you don’t have the time, say so but suggest an alternative solution.

Reflection
Thinking about you respond to conflict, what implications might that have as a
manager?

Later in the booklet, you will find a questionnaire that looks at your conflict management
style.
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Conflict at work
Conflict at work takes many forms. It may be that two workers simply don't get on; or
that an individual has a conflict with their manager. Conflict may take the form of rivalry
between teams; or it may be apparent by the lack of trust and cooperation between
large groups of employees and management.
Conflict may be expressed openly or it may be demonstrated in irritation, resentment,
loss of morale or lack of engagement.
This definition of conflict comes from the University of Wisconsin (3) and it has some
interesting points about what conflict is and who might be involved.
Reflection
Think about a conflict situation that you found yourself in. It could have been
in your private or your professional life.
Now read the following definition and think about what the disagreement
was, who was involved, and finally, what needs, interests or concerns were
threatened.

We define conflict as a disagreement through which the parties involved
perceive a threat to their needs, interests or concerns. Within this simple
definition there are several important understandings that emerge:
Disagreement - Generally, we are aware there is some level of difference in
the positions of the two (or more) parties involved in the conflict. But the
true disagreement versus the perceived disagreement may be quite different
from one another. In fact, conflict tends to be accompanied by significant
levels of misunderstanding that exaggerate the perceived disagreement
considerably. If we can understand the true areas of disagreement, this will
help us solve the right problems and manage the true needs of the parties.
Parties involved - There are often disparities in our sense of who is involved
in the conflict. Sometimes, people are surprised to learn they are a party to
the conflict, while other times we are shocked to learn we are not included in
the disagreement. On many occasions, people who are seen as part of the
social system (e.g., work team, family, company) are influenced to participate
in the dispute, whether they would personally define the situation in that
way or not. In the above example, people very readily "take sides" based
upon current perceptions of the issues, past issues and relationships, roles
within the organization, and other factors. The parties involved can become
an elusive concept to define.
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Perceived threat - People respond to the perceived threat, rather than the
true threat, facing them. Thus, while perception doesn't become reality per
se, people's behaviours, feelings and ongoing responses become modified
by that evolving sense of the threat they confront. If we can work to
understand the true threat (issues) and develop strategies (solutions) that
manage it (agreement), we are acting constructively to manage the conflict.
Needs, interests or concerns - There is a tendency to narrowly define "the
problem" as one of substance, task, and near-term viability. However,
workplace conflicts tend to be far more complex than that, for they involve
ongoing relationships with complex, emotional components. Simply stated,
there are always procedural needs and psychological needs to be addressed
within the conflict, in addition to the substantive needs that are generally
presented. And the durability of the interests and concerns of the parties
transcends the

One idea from this definition is the nature of the different dimensions within conflict.

Procedural
Substantive

Personality

Conflict
Substantive elements deal with content of tasks and includes differences in viewpoints,
ideas and opinions about ideas, values or tasks.
Procedural: this conflict is about differing views about how to do something.
Personality: this is about individual differences and how people relate to each other.
This conflict is emotional and is usually driven by feelings of anger or frustration, or
perceptions about the other party’s character, motives, values and personality.
A conflict situation may involve all three elements.
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1. Substantive conflict
Substantive conflict is conflict about decisions, ideas, directions and actions –
disagreements about the substance of issues. When handled properly, substantive
conflict can create something positive for the organisation.

Mark has parental responsibilities and wishes to begin work at 9.30 am. However, his
manager wants all team members to begin work at 8.30 as this is when their office
opens to the public. As a result, Mark persistently arrives late.
Rather than letting the situation escalate, Mark and his manager approach the
situation with a view to solving a problem. They discuss the situation and each of
them shares their perspective.
During the discussion, Mark learns that his manager is worried that, if someone calls
in sick, the office won’t be able to open on time. They both look at the customer flow
and realise that most customers arrive after 9:00 and that there is another big rush at
5:00 which is about the time they close.
As they both discuss this, they realise that Mark could move his hours so that he
starts 30 minutes after the rest of the team and finishes 30 minutes after, extending
hours for the customers.
Addressing the managers concerns about illness, Mark
suggests that he trains another staff member who
could assist in an emergency. He knows that one of the
team members has been interested in this customer
facing role and it would be an opportunity to up skill
them.
The innovations would not have happened if there had
not been conflict to start with.

2. Procedural conflict
Procedural conflict is conflict about how or when something is done. It is about the
methods involved rather than the subject. Discussion of procedural issues can result in
clarity for everyone.
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Elaine and Ian are working together on a project. Their objective is to create new
customer service standards that can be used in their workplace.
In the initial meeting, Elaine proposed that they both interview their customers to find
out what they need and how they defined good customer service.
Ian disagreed about two elements in Elaine’s suggestion. He didn’t think both of them
needed to interview each person, and he thought that they should ask the staff first.
He was worried that, if they didn’t have clarity about the constraints staff were under,
they may not understand the environment.
As they both discussed their perspectives, it became clear that it
wasn’t a case of choosing one of the options over the other.
They decided to split the tasks; Elaine interviewed the customers
and Ian interviewed the staff. They then compared the views
and this allowed them to see any gaps.

3. Personality conflict
Personality conflict is emotional and is usually driven by feelings of anger or frustration
and perceptions about the other party’s character, motives, values and personality. It
can be difficult to resolve personality conflicts but converting it into either substantive
or procedural can be helpful.
Mike has always found it difficult to get on with Mark. He thinks Mark is too casual and
always seems to be running late. Mike realises that this is now affecting the rest of the
team and he doesn’t want to appear unprofessional himself. He thinks about an
example where the conflict is being demonstrated and remembers that in team
meetings, he gets annoyed because Mark is always late. He knows this bothers him
and he then becomes very abrupt and rude to Mark. He wants to turn this into
procedural conflict so he can have a conversation with Mark that is less emotive.
He finds a time when he can talk to Mark and explains
the effect on him when Mark arrives late for the team
meeting. He keeps calm and explains the impact.
Mark didn’t start arriving on time for every meeting but it
became obvious that he was making an attempt. Mike felt
better because he had explained the impact in a calm and
professional manner.
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Signs of conflict
Some signs of conflict may be visible, such as a heated exchange between colleagues
however, not all forms of conflict are so obvious. Some individuals might hide their
feelings as a way of coping with a problem; while a team might react to pressure by
cutting itself off from the rest of the organisation.
Often there is a series of occurrences that build into conflict. The earlier constructive
conversations occur, the easier it is to resolve conflict.

Conflict escalation stages (4)
Discomfort
Incidents
Misunderstanding
Tension

Crisis
Discomfort is the sense that something is not right but you cannot pin point what it is.
Some relatively minor incident happens that leaves you feeling worried or irritated but
you ignore it.
Another incident results in a misunderstanding about objectives, points of view or
intentions. You are more likely to place a negative assumption about another’s
intentions.
A build-up of negative interactions creates tension where the relationship is weighed
down with negative attitudes and opinions. People interpret actions negatively.
As tension builds there may be a crisis when conflict spills out. The crisis might be have
a minor impact (a sharp response) or major (someone angrily walks out of a room).
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Reflection
Think about a workplace conflict situation that you found yourself experienced.
What were the substantive conflict elements? (What was it about?)

What were the procedural conflict elements? (What about the how and when?)

What were the personality conflict elements? (What were your feelings about the
people involved?)

What were the signs of conflict that others would have seen?

What was the source of the conflict?

What was the role of the Manager in managing the conflict?
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The role of the manager
The top ten causes of conflict
Employees surveyed in the CPP Global Human Capital Report ‘Working Conflict and How
Businesses can harness it to thrive’ identified the following top ten causes of conflict.

Chart Title
Personality clashes
Stress
Heavy workloads
Poor leadership
Lack of honesty/openness
Poor line management
Lack of role clarity
Lack of clarity around accountability
Clash of values
Poor selection/paring of teams
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Four common conflict management mistakes
“It’s not my problem”

ONE

Managers have a responsibility to actively manage conflict in
their teams.
Leaving conflict unaddressed or expecting team members to
solve the problem can easily cause the situation to escalate. This
can affect the happiness, wellbeing, motivation and productivity
of those involved in the conflict, as well as the wider team.
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“Conflict. What conflict?”
Many managers fail to spot the early signs of conflict in their
team member’s interactions with each other. Signs can be seen
in:
Body language Facial expressions Tone of voice

TWO

Licence Creative Commons http://www.wikihow.com/Handle-Angry-Customers

“It will blow over”

THREE

Conflict is usually borne out of small annoyances or
disagreements that can often be resolved when addressed early.
Failing to take prompt action, can lead to conflict escalation.

Taking sides

FOUR
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Even if you empathasie or agree with one
individual in particular, you should remain
objective while discussing conflict between
team members. Remember that your role
is to help the individuals address the
issues causing the conflict and to reach a
resolution that works well for both of them. It’s also essential to
provide ongoing support to both team members after discussing
the conflict.

What is my conflict management style?
Task
Read through the statements below. Tick or circle the statement that is closest to how
you would behave in each situation. Please note that there are no right or wrong
answers to this self-assessment.
1) You receive a complaint from a senior colleague that a member of your
team was confrontational and disruptive during an interdepartmental
meeting. Do you:
a) Send a different team member to the next meeting.
b) Instruct your team member to apologise for their behaviour.
c) Consult your team member to get their side of the story.
2) Internal re-organisation has resulted in your team being merged with a
team from another office. However, both teams remain polarised and do
not interact with each other. Do you:
a) Organise a team building session.
b) Let the situation lie – you are sure it will be resolved over time.
c) Tell all team members how you expect them to behave with each other.
3) A shouting match breaks out between two of your team members during a
team meeting. Do you:
a) Facilitate a discussion in order to get to the root of the problem.
b) Come to a quick decision on the topic in hand and move swiftly on to the
next issue.
c) Have a break to let people cool down. Re-start the meeting but do not refer
to the controversial topic.
4) Two of your team members are constantly arguing. Now everyone else in
your team is taking sides, and this is beginning to have a serious impact on
work. Do you:
a) Concentrate on trying to deal with the overdue work rather than the
argument.
b) Find out who started the argument and remove them from your team
(either by sacking them or transferring them to another team).
c) Organise a team meeting with a conflict resolution professional.
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5) An opportunity for promotion has arisen in your team. Two of your team
members are competing for the promotion by creating rumours and
innuendo about each other. Do you:
a) Give the promotion to another person who has not been involved in this
behaviour.
b) Ignore them.
c) Take each of them aside, explain that their behaviour is ruining their
chances of promotion and give them some time to change.
6) A new, expensive piece of equipment is causing friction as your team
members cannot agree on when it can be used and who can use it. Do you:
a) Devise a rota for using the equipment.
b) Tell the team they must work it out between them.
c) Work with the team to find a solution that meets everyone’s needs.
7) A mistake has occurred and two of your team members each blame the
other. Do you:
a) Concentrate on solving the problem, rather than finding out who was
responsible.
b) Investigate the mistake, discover the culprit and punish them accordingly.
c) Arrange for training for the team so that no one is put in the position to
repeat the mistake.
8) A customer is being difficult and one of your team members eventually
loses their temper. Do you:
a) Spend time with your team member discussing why the confrontation
occurred and help them to understand what they could do in the future to
prevent such a situation occurring again.
b) Take over the situation and try to solve the customer’s problem yourself.
c) Stay out of sight unless the customer specifically asks to talk to you.
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Scoring
The table below shows how many points you receive for each answer. Add these up to
discover your conflict management style.
Answer A

Answer B

Answer C

Statement 1

1 point

3 points

2 points

Statement 2

2 points

1 point

3 points

Statement 3

2 points

3 points

1 point

Statement 4

1 point

3 points

2 points

Statement 5

3 points

1 point

2 points

Statement 6

3 points

1 point

2 points

Statement 7

1 point

3 points

2 points

Statement 8

2 points

3 points

1 point

Totals
Results
1-8 points – you are an AVOIDER
An avoidance style of conflict management is unassertive and retreat-oriented. Avoiders
tend to shy away from conflict at all costs. Avoidance manifests itself in behaviours such
as sidestepping issues, and postponing or withdrawal from threatening situations.
However, there are some cases where avoidance is the best method of conflict
management. Avoidance is best used:








when the stakes are not high
when the issue is trivial
when you don’t have time to deal with the issue
when the context is not suitable, i.e. the time or place is wrong
when there are more pressing issues to deal with
when you are taken by surprise and unprepared for the conflict
when you are too emotionally involved
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9-16 points – you are a FACILITATOR
A facilitator does not run away from conflict. Rather, they dig deep to get at the root of
the problem and use conversation and negotiation to reach a satisfactory conclusion.
Facilitators adapt to situations to achieve compromise between the conflicting parties.
Facilitation is best used:





when the responsibility for the conflict should be shared
where there is a high level of trust
where you want to gain commitment from others
where there is a need to work through difficult feelings and emotions

17-24 points – you are an ARBITRATOR
This method of conflict management is assertive and uncooperative. For an arbitrator,
solutions are much more important than preserving relationships. An arbitrator will use
their position of authority or power to satisfy their own concerns and force their
decision or solution on conflicting parties. This method is best used:
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when you know you are absolutely right
when there is a need for a quick decision
when there are adverse consequences to not resolving an issue immediately

Action plan
This has been adapted from “Managing Others produced by the Chartered
Management Institute”

1

Be aware of conflict
 Don’t ignore the early signs
 Watch for changes in the environment

2

Prepare yourself to take action
 Stay calm and avoid passive or aggressive behaviour
 Listen to all points of view and be neutral

3

Investigate the situation
 Take time and don’t jump to conclusions
 Understand and summarise all points of view
 Try to identify any underlying causes of conflict

4

Decide on your approach
 Is it a serious or trivial matter?
 Should you make a ruling yourself?
 Are there any organisational or legal issues?
 Can those involved reach a mutually agreed solution?

5

Let everyone have their say
 Take an assertive approach and set ground rules
 Let all parties explain their views

6

Identify options and agree on a way forward
 Explore the reasons for the disagreement
 Seek win/win solutions
 Have parties assess options and agree on the best way forward

7

Implement what has been agreed
 Ensure everyone is clear and takes responsibility
 Consider a written agreement

8

Evaluate how things are going
 Keep an eye on the situation
 Evaluate how well the solution is working

9

Consider preventative strategies for the future
 What lessons can be learnt from the conflict?
 How could it be handled better?
 Can you improve culture or procedures?
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Preventing destructive conflict
One of the most effective strategies for managing destructive conflict is to prevent it
from arising in the first place. Through good communication, potential sources of
conflict can be addressed before they have the chance to escalate.
Open communication is a valuable method for preventing destructive conflict. It can be
encouraged by:
Noticing non-verbal signals
A person may say that they agree with what has been said, but their hesitant tone
tells a different story. By noting this, you may provide an opportunity for someone
to share their concerns.
“It sounds like you are not sure about this option. Are there factors which we have not
considered?”
Challenging assumptions
Bringing assumptions out into the open can clarify expectations and provide an
opportunity to correct any concerns.
“We have assumed that you would like to take on this role as you have done this
before. Are our assumptions correct or would you like us to discuss other options?”
Thinking about how we phrase things
By asking questions in a curious, empathetic manner rather than a challenging
tone, we encourage someone to share rather than shut them down.
“It seems like you are concerned about something. I would appreciate it if you could
share this so we can work out what to do next.”
Clarifying details
By summarising your understanding, it provides an opportunity for someone to
share theirs so that you can build a shared understanding.
“Just to check we are on the same path, I am doing the first stage and then handing it
to you within two weeks. You will complete the final stage and we will have it finished
by the 10th. Is that your take on it?”
Listening attentively
Active listening requires more than just hearing someone. It is about focusing on
what and how they are saying or not saying something. Active listening provides
no gap for distraction.
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The power of curiosity
I HAVE NO SPECIAL TALENTS. I AM
ONLY PASSIONATELY CURIOUS.
Albert Einstein

You know your point of view and the evidence that says you are right. Guess what – the
other person in the conflict knows their point of view and the evidence that says they

are right. You both can’t be right, can you?
Certainty closes us off to new information, makes it more difficult to see other people’s
points of view, and heads us off into a win/lose situation. There is another way to
approach conflict and that is with curiosity.
Be curious about the other person’s perspective and have an open mind.
Their perspective may contribute something new to the situation and will add different
ideas. How does this issue look from someone else’s point of view?
Curiosity isn’t debate. It is not listening to prove yourself right. Curiosity starts with an
open mind and a willingness to listen to the other’s ideas and perspectives. Curiosity is
about respecting someone else’s right to hold a dissenting view and being open to the
idea of learning something new.
It can be difficult to move to that curious mindset, so here are some suggestions to help
you shift.








Ask them to share their perspective. “We seem to disagree on this one. I would be
really interested in hearing your take on it.”
Don’t talk while they are explaining and don’t think up arguments. Listen with an
open mind and then think about what they have said.
Check your understanding. “So, it sounds like you are thinking…”
Think about the elements that you have in common and share those. “It sounds
like we both agree on the need for the change but we don’t agree on the process.”
Build some neutrality into the discussion – use a whiteboard to visualise your
thoughts, take a walk and talk about it outside, move away from your office
space.
Physically change – one idea is for you to share your perspective and then each
of you changes seats. The movement may help you to be more open to new
perspectives.
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Positive tips for managing conflict
As a leader or manager, you need to be able to deal with conflict when it occurs. These
suggestions will help you take decisive action to resolve disputes, ensuring that
relationships in your team remain healthy and productive.
Create a positive working environment
Conflict is less likely to occur in working cultures based on mutual trust and respect.
You can create this kind of environment by treating everyone in your team fairly and
equally, providing them with praise and recognition, and being open and honest at all
times.
Provide the team with tools for constructive conflict.
The next chapter focuses on some tools that can create a space for creative and positive
conflict.
Learn to spot the signs of conflict
Although they are often quite subtle, you can start to detect the signs of conflict simply
by being aware of the interactions within your team. Conflict might be reflected in team
members’ body language, facial expressions or tone of voice.
Deal with conflict as soon as it occurs
Conflict is usually borne out of small annoyances or disagreements that can easily be
resolved if they are addressed at the first sign of trouble. However, when ignored, these
seemingly small issues can quickly escalate and prevent the individuals from working
effectively together. If you notice conflict between your team members, it is extremely
important to take action and help them resolve the situation before it spirals out of
control.
Set some ground rules for discussing conflict
If you become aware of conflict between team members, it is a good idea to bring them
together to talk about the problem. Before getting the conversation underway, set
some ground rules. Team members should listen to one another, respect one
another’s points of view, and refrain from interrupting each other. The tone of the
conversation should be calm, rational and non-threatening. It is, therefore, important
for team members not to engage in this kind of discussion if they are feeling angry or
emotional.
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Be fair and even-handed
Even if you feel as though you empathise or agree with one individual in particular, it is
important that you remain objective while discussing conflict between team members.
Your role is to help the team members address the issues causing the conflict and to
reach a resolution that works well for both of them.
Equally, make sure you treat each individual fairly. Give them time and opportunity to
present their own perspective on events and allow them to respond to any criticisms. It
is vital to ensure both parties feel they have not only had the opportunity to state their
case but that they have also been listened to.
Don’t allow one person to dominate the conversation and ‘bully’ a more reserved
colleague into submission. If you find that one person is constantly interrupting or
talking over the other, ask questions of the person who is being dominated. This allows
them to talk to you, and you can prevent the dominant person from interrupting. If they
do attempt to interrupt, politely ask them to wait until the other person has finished
what they are saying, then ask them what they wanted to say.
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Tools for building in constructive conflict
Four word build
Adapted from http://conflict911.com/cgi-bin/links/jump.cgi?ID=19015

Choose a word, idea or concept that you want the group to explore about a difficult
situation that has been hard to discuss or an issue that is contentious.
Task

1. First of all give each person in the group a sheet of

This exercise is taken and adapted
from the book Playing with Fire
The book contains many other

paper and a pen. Ask each person to write down
innovative exercises to help explore
communication and conflict.
four words that come up for them when they think
of the word or concept being explored. They should
not consult with others, just write down their own ideas. If they seem hesitant,
point out that there are no 'right' or 'wrong' words, just their own ideas. For
example, if the word being explored is 'conflict' someone may have written:
War - Argument - Disagreement - Fight
2. Next, ask the members of the group to form pairs. If there is an odd number of
people, a group of three can also be formed. In the pairs, there will now be two
people with eight words between them, which represent, for them, the word
being explored – in this case 'conflict'. Ask them to agree on four words to keep
from their eight original words, and therefore they will also have to eliminate
four words.
This can lead to a lot of discussion about the words and the reasons why they chose
them. Through doing so they will come to understand each other's reasons for the
words they chose and how they understand the original word or concept. Their
decision to keep or eliminate a word will need some form of decision making and the
means by which this happens can, in itself, be of interest later in the exercise.
For example, for 'conflict', the two people may have:
War - Argument - Disagreement – Fight and Anger - Difference - Change Disagreement
and they may agree on Anger - Change - Argument - Disagreement
3. So now the pair have 'their' four words for the word or concept being explored.
(In the case of a group of three they will have reduced their original 12 words
down to four.) If you have the group numbers, ask each pair to join with another
pair and do exactly the same thing.
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That is, there will be groups of four people discussing eight words and they will
need to reduce the 8 words down to four.
This further discussion of the original word, this time with each pair bringing their
learnings and insights from their own discussion, creates even deeper exploration of
the word or concept.
The outcome of this will be groups of four people with their group's four words
to represent the word being explored.
This process can obviously continue again and again, but ideally you need to end up
with about eight words for the whole group of people you are working with
4. Next, the review of the activity: Ideally, have the whole group's eight words
visible to all, for example on a flip-chart or whiteboard, with the original word or
concept above the list of eight words. Various different questions can then be
asked about the exercise. Choose from some or all of those given below and, of
course, you can create other questions that you feel are relevant:





Ask for any observations any of them have about the final words.
Ask if there are any new insights into the original word that they
gained through the exercise.
Ask how they felt about doing the exercise.
Ask what, if anything, they learned from doing it.

The group will already have had a rich discussion of the word or concept the
exercise is exploring, but now they can see where they got to as a group. This is
likely to have led to various insights and learnings for many of them and sharing
them in the group is likely to increase this.
It will not be possible to list all the different possible nuances and aspects that can arise
in facilitating these different applications of the exercise, as they will be very dependent
on the context of the situation. But hopefully it can be seen that this is a very nonthreatening, all-involving exercise that can tease out the different views and
understandings held by the members of the group that are associated with the word or
concept being explored.
But it doesn't stop there…
One of the other very useful aspects of the exercise can arise when there is a discussion
of:
“How did you come to the decisions in your pair or group with regard to which words to keep
and which ones to drop?'”
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This can lead to a lot of insights into how each person present took part in the process
of the decision making, irrespective of the word:





Were they passive in one group and more active in another?
Did they try to 'dominate' the discussion and decision reached?
Did they take into account the contributions of others?
Did they feel listened to in their group? etc.

Various questions can be asked and discussion of the answers enables reflection and
observation on the approaches used to come to decisions in a group.
It is important that there is not deemed to be a 'better' way or a 'worse' way of doing so
but that this review is used to identify the kinds of approaches used. Obviously if an
approach is used which is genuinely not felt to be effective then the approach should be
challenged and not any particular person.
Anyone could be prone to using the approach at some time, even if one person is seen
to use it more than others. It is unlikely to lead to a useful discussion if finger pointing
and criticism occurs.
It is a very useful teamwork exercise when used in this way and if this is the intended
focus then the original word is of lesser importance.

Make a fist
Adapted from http://conflict911.com/resources/Exercises_and_Training_Activities_To_Teach_Conflict_Management/

An incredibly easy and short demonstration/exercise to get people talking about
resistance and assumptions. This is a short exercise that takes about 15 minutes in
total.
Task
Ask for two volunteers to join you in front of the group. Ask one person to make a fist.
Tell the other person to open the fist of the other person.
What usually happens is that the person making the fist will resist the attempt to
unclasp the fist, even though no instruction was given to resist.
If there is resistance, ask the person why s/he is resisting. Then indicate that you didn't
provide that instruction, and that often we assume things that are not intended.
What would have happened if both had been more curious about the other’s actions?
Hint
Your volunteer may, in fact, not resist. If this happens, you have two options. Laugh, and
make some comment about the situation, OR:
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Ask for another pair of volunteers to join you, and repeat the exercise, OR, ask the first
pair to reverse roles. When you do it a second time, it's more likely you'll get resistance
as you would expect.

Build not demolish
Adapted from http://www.crnhq.org/content.aspx?file=66138%7C37476d

In traditional debate, participants address an issue in order to refute their opponent.
This activity asks participants to build on, and add value to, each other’s points. It
rewards creative response to another’s statement, rather than opposing it.
The role of the facilitator
The facilitator needs to read this document to be familiar with the guidelines and tools
of this game.
A facilitator might also assist team preparation and audience involvement by handing
out, ahead of time, a list of some specific conflicts within the chosen issue. The
facilitator may involve the audience in discussion and question time, between speakers,
at the end, or both. The facilitator could follow the evolving problem solving closely,
summarising and seeking clarification of each speaker’s key points. The facilitator might
choose to summarise key points on a blackboard or butcher's paper for all to see.
Scoring
This is a new concept of winning. Success is everyone gaining something from the
proposed solution(s). The teams start off with 20 points each but lose points for every
foul used. Conflict resolution fouls can include:










Put-downs
Blaming – making the other person wrong
Not listening to the other side
No acknowledgement of previous speaker’s key point
Impolite verbal or body language
Interrupting
Introducing irrelevancies
Name-calling or personal remarks
Stereotyping, racist, ageist or sexist remarks
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Format
Choose a topic for discussion that is relevant and topical. The topic needs to be worded
in a neutral way and open-ended to encourage discussion. Some suggested topics are:




What can be done to improve housing in this city?
What are our thoughts on green spaces in our city?
Voting – how do we encourage people to vote?

Divide the team into two smaller teams and introduce a topic for discussion.
Each team represents the perspective of one party involved. For instance, in the issue
"What can be done to improve housing in this city?" one team could represent "renters",
the other might represent "landlords". Each team thinks about their response and
chooses a speaker to speak for the team. If the team is large enough, have two or three
speakers and a research team.
This speaker will be called a conflict-resolver and is addressed by that title throughout
the game (e.g. "The second conflict-resolver to speak will be..."; "Analysis of the issue
will be done by the first conflict-resolver, ...")
The facilitator usually decides which team goes first. Then speakers alternate, one from
each team. A good guideline is: "No interruptions, one person speaking at a time".
Round one
Conflict-resolver Team 1: Analysis




Clearly state the conflicts seen from your team's point of view.
Clearly state your team's needs and concerns around these conflicts.
Don't offer solutions at this stage.

Conflict-resolver Team 2: Analysis




Clearly state the conflicts seen from your team's point of view.
Clearly state your team's needs and concerns around these conflicts.
Don't offer solutions at this stage.

Round two
Conflict-resolver Team 1: Options
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Present the options and describe how they meet your team's needs and
concerns. Be objective; don't be for or against any one option. Respond as a
conflict-resolver to the points made by earlier speakers.

Conflict-resolver 2: Options


Present the options and describe how they meet your team's needs and
concerns. Be objective; don't be for or against any one option. Respond as a
conflict-resolver to the points made by earlier speakers.

Round three
Conflict-resolver Team 1: Solutions




Put forward your team's solutions or action plan.
Say why your suggestions work best for everyone, and deal with any problems.
Respond to earlier speakers on both teams.

Conflict-resolver 2: Solutions




Put forward your team's solutions or action plan.
Say why your suggestions work best for everyone, and deal with any problems.
Respond to earlier speakers on both teams.

Announce the scores.

What do we need as a team?
Adapted from http://conflict911.com/resources/Exercises_and_Training_Activities_To_Teach_Conflict_Management/

Facilitator's opening statement:
"One of the key challenges facing people who need to work through conflicts
together is a lack of clarity about what they need. What they expect regarding how
those needs are met at the workplace, and the relative priority of these
expectations, is at the heart of this exercise. By clarifying desired outcomes from
their work together, we can begin to build an agenda that describes our needs in
practice."
Step 1: Individually, each participant should “brainstorm” a list of responses to the
following question:
"When I think about working in this team, what do I want my working day to include?"
Take three minutes of quiet time to write down as many answers as possible to the
focus question.
Step 2: Going around the circle, each group member should identify one desired
outcome to share with the others. The facilitator should record these responses on flip
chart paper. Go around the circle a couple of times… if a “desired outcome” has been
previously stated, participants are encouraged to identify other items from their
personal lists.
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People may "pass" if preferred. After completing two or three turns around the group,
the facilitator should ask members to review the flip chart list and identify any other
items from their personal lists that they now feel are important to add to the group list.
*At the end of this step, the group's list should contain 12-15 items. This assumes five to
seven members per group; if working with a larger group, it is advisable to break into
subgroups.
Step 3: Describe the two different sets of needs to the group.
Procedural needs are those around how we work together and how we organise our
work. For example: a need to have people arrive on time for team meetings is
procedural.
Psychological needs are those that focus on how people feel. For example, that the team
members trust each other.
Ask the group to look at the items and decide which items are procedural and which are
psychological (some items may be both).
Step 4: Building an action agenda often flows from the listing of desired outcomes in
Step 3. You may return to this list and ask participants to identify (with check marks or
coloured dots) the "top three" items on the collective list that should now be acted upon
by the group. After people are polled in this manner, the group should identify those
priority items that now appear to be meaningful and actionable for the group, and set
aside time to address those items in the best possible way.

De Bono’s hats
Edward de Bono’s Six Thinking Hats technique is an extremely useful way to debate an
issue, solve a problem or to arrive at an important decision. The technique encourages
a group to approach the issue at hand from all possible angles.
De Bono suggests that, when thinking about an issue, people put on six different
metaphorical hats. Each hat has a different colour, and represents a particular type of
thought process, as shown below:
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Colour hat

1
Information
gathering

Role
The white hat helps a group to think about how information can help
them tackle a particular issue.
Questions to ask:
 What information do we have about the issue, e.g. reports,
feedback etc.?
 What does it tell us?
 What information do we lack?
 How are we going to get it?
The red hat allows everyone in the group to express their feelings,
without having to offer a rational explanation

2
Feelings, intuition
and emotions

Red hat thinking can also be used to encourage the group to think how
others, e.g. customers, might feel about a particular course of action.

The black hat is the hat of logic and critical judgment (although it
should never be seen as the negative hat).
3
Caution and
assessing risks

Black hat thinking encourages a group to consider any weak points in
an idea or solution, and to work out how to avoid or counter them.
The yellow hat is the optimistic but logical hat. It allows the group to
consider the benefits of a new idea or a particular decision, and how
feasible this would be.

4
Benefits and
feasibility

Yellow hat thinking is useful in helping a group to see the bright side
when they are feeling negative or despondent about an issue, and to
view any creative ideas in a rational light.
The green hat is the hat of creativity, and is designed to encourage a
group to seek new approaches/innovative solutions. Every idea,
however ‘way out’, should be heard and not criticised at this stage.

5
Creativity, new
ideas and
possibilities

Questions to ask can include:
 Is there a new way we could do this?
 What about approaching the issue from the opposite viewpoint?

Process control

The blue hat represents the whole thinking process. It is normally used
by the chairperson or person who has arranged the meeting or
discussion. The chairperson can use the blue hat to direct the group
towards another type of thinking. For example, if the group is running
out of ideas, they may suggest the group returns to some creative
green hat thinking.

6
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Putting the technique into practice
1. When you have an issue or problem to discuss, print out the coloured hats and attach
each to a separate sheet of flipchart paper, then pin them up around the room prior to
your meeting or discussion. Alternatively, you may ask the group to suggest what issue
they would like to explore when you meet.
2. Start the session by explaining that the Six Thinking Hats technique is designed to
encourage everyone to approach a problem or issue from a variety of different
perspectives.
3. Starting with the red hat, discuss the issue at hand, by asking the group to move
around the room, “wearing” each hat in order. When the group runs out of ideas and
the discussion tails off, move on to the next hat. You may allow the group to move back
and forward between hats if necessary, but it is important to make sure that each hat is
used.
4. You or someone else in the group should adopt the blue hat, in order to facilitate the
meeting, and ensure that everyone is “wearing” the same hat at the same time. This
person should also capture all the group’s ideas and thinking on the appropriate
flipchart sheet when “wearing” each different hat.
5. At the end of your session, agree actions with the group and assign activities as
appropriate.
Benefits of the Six Thinking Hats technique
Because the technique allows an issue or problem to be examined from each angle in
turn, no single view (or person) is allowed to dominate a meeting or group discussion.
Ideas, decisions and solutions that are reached using the Six Thinking Hats method
should, therefore, be more robust and effective than they might otherwise have been.
The technique also encourages participants to approach any future issues or problems
they encounter more holistically.
Although most commonly used by a group, the Six Thinking Hats technique can also be
used effectively by any individual who wishes to take a rounded approach to issues and
problems.
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Step back in time: a conflict management exercise
Task
Think of at least three situations in the past where you were involved in a conflict then
fill in the table provided with the details – a description of the situation, the outcome,
how you felt, what you would do differently if you could go back in time, and what you
learned from this experience.
Look through your results to see if any common themes emerge.
Situation 1

Situation 2

Situation 3

Describe the
situation.

What was the
outcome?

How did you feel at
the time?

What could you
have done
differently?

What have you
learned?

Are there any common themes you can see?
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Resolving conflict in your team
The step-by-step approach outlined here will help you manage conflict effectively and
come to a mutually acceptable solution.
1. Seek advice and guidance
If you are faced with a complex or challenging conflict situation in your team, and you
are unsure how to handle it, seek some support before taking action. You may wish to
consult your line manager or a trusted colleague who is particularly adept at handling
conflict.
2. Define the problem
Once you have been made aware of a problem, call a meeting with the people
concerned to determine the facts of the situation. You might consider holding separate
meetings with each party if the situation is particularly complex.
At this stage, it is best to keep things as simple as possible. Asking the right questions
will be key, but make sure that you ask each party the same questions in order to
remain impartial. It may also be useful to find out if there were any third parties
involved in the situation, and ask them about their understanding of it.
The language you use can have a great bearing on your success. Be careful of stating
absolute facts, especially if they are open to interpretation or could be wrong. For
example, use phrases like “as far as I’m aware” or “as I understand it”. These leave room
for discussion and should be less challenging. Equally, they allow for the possibility that
your understanding or knowledge is wrong, or at least incomplete.
Try to ensure that your definition of the problem is entirely neutral. One useful
technique is to view the situation as if you were seeing it recorded by a video camera.
Once you have established the facts, capture what you think has happened in a
statement. Deliver the statement to the parties involved to ensure that you have an
accurate picture of the situation.
3. Identify the possible negative issues
Find out what problems and constraints the people involved are dealing with. Let them
take turns to list their issues. When doing so, emphasise that these problems are only
possible negatives – do not encourage anyone to defend/judge their actions or
perceptions. Do not look for solutions at this stage.
4. Examine the positive aspects of the relationship
Ask the parties to identify the positive aspects of their dealings with one another. Talk
about what has worked well in the past. By discussing the positives, you will pave the
way towards a resolution.
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5. Look for possible solutions
Ask the parties to describe their desired outcomes. What specifically do they
want/need? What would they actually be prepared to commit to?
Ask the parties to brainstorm all the possible solutions, without asking for any form of
commitment at this stage.
6. Develop a suitable solution
From the various options available, ask the parties to develop a solution and create a
plan, detailing actions and objectives. Ask each party to commit to this strategy.
7. Set up a supporting structure
Without a structure to support the initiative, it is unlikely that the conflict resolution plan
will succeed. This may involve a number of meetings, but these should be decided upon
and put in place at the outset.
8. Measure the cost of non-compliance
Ensure that everyone is aware of the cost of not resolving the issue. Discuss negativity,
loss of productivity, and the possible impact on the organisation if the dispute is not
resolved. They must own the possible positive outcome as well as the possible negative
outcome, so let them do most of the talking.
9. Evaluation
It is important to evaluate the progress of the agreed-upon solution. Decide when and
how you are going to evaluate the decisions taken and the progress that has been
made. You may wish to draw up a timetable for certain actions, marking them off when
they have been achieved. Hold the parties accountable for this.
10. Summarise your discussion
Finish on a positive note by asking the parties involved to restate their positive
aspirations. Remind all concerned what it is that they want, and what the organisation
expects from them.
Evaluate your conflict-management skills
After handling a conflict situation in your team, spend some time reflecting on how
effectively you did this. Consider what you did well, as well as what you might wish to do
differently in the future. Make a note of these observations, so you can refer to them
next time you are required to handle conflict within your team. You might also find it
helpful to solicit some feedback from the team members involved to find out how
effective they felt you were at helping them resolve the situation.
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The role of the mediator
The objective of mediation is for the parties concerned to resolve their dispute
themselves. Mediators are impartial – they do not take sides, advise or make
judgements about who is right or wrong. Their key role is to help people communicate
with one another to determine a mutually acceptable outcome.
Mediation is a voluntary process where a neutral third party works with disputing
parties to resolve a workplace conflict. The mediator helps the parties to discuss their
differences, identify areas of agreement, and decide on a range of possible solutions.
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