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Workplace conflict on the rise
The workplace is teeming with conflict, 
now more than ever. That’s the conclusion 
of a report on conflict conducted by 
Psychometrics Canada. The talent assessment 
consulting firm concludes that the most 
common causes of conflict are warring egos 
and personality clashes, poor leadership, lack 
of openness, stress and divergent values.

What is conflict? If there’s no fighting 
involved, can it still be called a conflict? 
Conflict, in a nutshell, is a clash of differing 
needs, interests, goals or values. Whether 
open or latent, conflict has an impact on 
workplace relationships, engagement and 
productivity. How we deal with it determines 
the outcome.

Compromise is passé
Brian, an editor, has in his yearly objectives 
the creation of a style manual intended for his 
colleagues. Several months have gone by and 
he hasn’t begun writing the manual. Noticing 
this, his boss Julie is feeling annoyed. How will 
she deal with the situation? There’s a good 
chance she’ll use one of the following tactics: 
confrontation, avoidance, accommodation 
or compromise. Studies show, however, 
that collaboration would more likely lead to 
a positive conclusion. It can seem strange 
because for a long time compromise was 
often viewed as the best solution.

Pros and cons of each strategy
These strategies, adapted from the Thomas-
Kilmann model, have their own benefits 
and drawbacks. While confrontation has the 
advantage of getting the conflict out in the 

open, it can put the other person on the 
defensive, inhibiting any chance of a dialogue. 
When we use avoidance, we’re usually trying 
to avoid making waves in order to protect 
the relationship. In reality, the fear of hurting 
others can mask the fear of confronting our 
own beliefs. At any rate, avoidance often 
prolongs the conflict and generates unease 
all around. Accommodation means bowing 
to one person’s requests. The goodwill it 
seems to create often turns into resentment, 
since the accommodating person’s needs are 
neglected. Compromise can take the sting out 
of the conflict and shows some willingness 
to bring harmony to the relationship. But it 
also means that both parties are “settling” and 
losing something they want.

Our way, not the highway
Collaboration is what Stephen Covey calls the 
third alternative, not my way or your way but 
our way. Rather than splitting the difference 
between two solutions, collaboration takes 
a different path beyond linear thinking. It 
results in everyone’s needs being met through 
a better solution than the one each person 
initially had in mind – this is also known as 
synergy. A starting point for this approach is 
to explore the interests behind the conflicting 
positions.

Reconciling interests not positions
Two men are quarrelling in a library: one man 
wants to open the window and the other 
wants it closed. When questioned by the 
librarian, one man says he wants the fresh 
air and the other man says he wants to avoid 
the draft. The librarian goes to the adjoining 
room and opens a window, bringing in fresh 

Resolving conflict

“Collaboration is the third alternative, 
not my way or your way but our way.”
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Read all about it! 
A study of conflict in the Canadian workplace by Psychometrics Canada, Warring Egos, Toxic 
Individuals, Feeble Leadership, www.psychometrics.com/docs/conflictstudy_09.pdf

Stephen R. Covey, The 3rd Alternative: Solving Life’s Most Difficult Problems, Free Press, 
2011.

Roger Fisher and William Ury with Bruce Patton, Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement 
Without Giving In, Penguin, 2011.

Conflict Resolution Network: 
www.crnhq.org/pages.php?pID=10

A N  I N S I D E R ’ S 
O U T L O O K

Silence is golden

“The conflict management 
workshop given by the CODL 
taught me the importance 
of remaining neutral in a 
conflict between employees. 
An effective tool is to be silent 
and let people explain how 
they experienced a situation. 
It’ s especially important not 
to compare, not to relate it to 
our own experiences.”

Marc Boisvenue,
Support Services, Telfer 
School of Management
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air without the draft. This example, taken from 
the classic book on negotiation Getting to Yes, 
illustrates what happens when we consider 
the reasons motivating each person’s stance. 
This approach works as well in situations of 
minor importance as it does when a lot is at 
stake. It leads us to deal with a person, not 
just a “side.” As the authors say, “Be hard on 
the problem, soft on the people.” 

Preventing unproductive conflicts
A number of communication practices may 
stop conflicts from escalating. Among them:
•	 Listening closely to what people have 

to say and letting them express their 
feelings;

•	 Asking questions about their concerns 
and voicing our own;

•	 Being clear about our expectations;
•	 Addressing underlying tensions before 

they grow.

Benefits of conflict
Like stress, conflict isn’t all bad. It can spark 
innovation; it can bring people closer; it can 
fuel a sense of belonging to the team and 
organization. 

Getting back to Brian’s style manual 
conundrum, when Julie asks Brian why he 
hasn’t started the manual, he says he’s feeling 
overwhelmed by the task due to his heavy 
workload. After talking it over with Julie, he’ll 
end up publishing a monthly newsletter, 
which meets the objective of assisting his 
colleagues.

Living in hopes that conflicts will never arise is 
unrealistic and bad for both the organization 
and our own growth. A better approach is to 
learn to deal with conflict constructively and 
become better at difficult conversations.

In dealing with conflict, we could learn from 
the Titanic disaster: some experts claim that if 
the ship had headed straight for the iceberg 
instead of trying to avoid it, the Titanic 
wouldn’t have sunk.

MARK YOUR CALENDAR!

Consult the list of workshops 
offered by the CODL.

https://web30.uottawa.ca/hr/
web/en/node
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