
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			Conflict resolution

			
					Problem: how can you get rid of a toxic atmosphere in your workplace? What can you do to overcome your own negative reactions, as well as those of your colleagues and superiors?

					Uses: conflictual situations, including minor friction, disagreements, misunderstandings and even outright animosity, are part of our daily lives, both at home and at work. Learning to analyse them and (re)act more constructively will contribute to a more pleasant atmosphere at work.

					Professional context: relationships between colleagues, relationships with your team, relationships with superiors.

					FAQs:	Is conflict always a bad thing?

	How should I deal with task-related conflict?

	How should I deal with people-related conflict?

	How can I tell if something is not right?

	How can I resolve a conflict without one person losing?

	How important are working conditions?




			

			We may not like it, we may do everything we can to avoid it, but it often breaks out all the same.

			Whenever we get a job, we dream of a “good working environment”, just like we all dream of blue skies. However, stress, demotivation and aggressiveness are increasingly present in teams. Conflict is inevitable in human relationships, and it is useful to know how it progresses so that we can nip it in the bud.

			Is conflict necessarily a bad thing for a company? Like stress, we tend to see it as something negative. However, just as we can distinguish between good stress, which is a driving force, and bad stress, which harms us, we can view conflict positively, as an opportunity for innovation and development, or negatively, when it poisons the atmosphere.

			The more attention you pay to signs of discontent, the quicker you will be able to understand and manage them… to the extent that it is your responsibility. Indeed, the roots of conflict can be found at various different levels of a company. If it comes from the institution or organisation (such as a change in working hours or production norms), you will need to evaluate how much room for manoeuvre you have. If it comes from an unpleasant remark from a colleague, you have the freedom to act. If you are leading a team, it is your duty to keep the peace between team members and to maintain an atmosphere of trust and a feeling of fairness.

			Conflicts can hurt us, cause us stress and make us ill. They make us cynical, aggressive and withdrawn. When an interpersonal conflict arises, it is important to put your emotions aside and find a win-win solution. If only one person wins, the conflict is not resolved, it is just silenced.

			Are you more of an actor or a spectator? When you witness power struggles, open conflict, hostile emails, unpleasant comments or catfights, how do you react? Do you avoid the situation? Face up to it? Enter the fray? Put up with it? Take part? It is important to understand how you work and know yourself well if you want to act in a way that is more mature and respectful of the other person and their point of view.

			When we go to the office, it is mainly so that we can work, produce things or carry out tasks, generally while interacting with other people. In spite of what Facebook would have us believe, we cannot become friends with a single click: your colleagues are your collaborators, not your friends. You need to stay professional at work under all circumstances, or you risk letting your emotions govern your behaviour. It is better to be open to dialogue and work towards your shared objectives.

			Sabrina greets Catherine very coldly. The new hire does not have the same qualifications as Sabrina, who therefore thinks that she is incompetent. “I don’t have anything against you, but I don’t think it’s right that you’re doing the same work as me.” The company culture at their law office expects employees to be friendly and informal with one another. This leads to an awkward situation: should Catherine be friendly towards someone who is hostile to her, or should she draw attention to the conflict by being openly unfriendly? After a shaky start, this situation turned out well: Sabrina and Catherine were passionate about a shared project, threw themselves into it and were recognised for their hard work. Now, they are happy to greet each other warmly in the mornings. This shows that it is possible to overcome conflict at work without holding a grudge.

		


		
			Managing conflicts: the basics

			Recognising a conflict

			Conflicts are a common and unavoidable occurrence in the world of work. They arise when the concerns of two or more seem impossible to reconcile.

			
					All conflicts have a minimum of two parties: two people, two teams, two groups, a person and a group, and so on.

					All conflicts are caused by a threat or a struggle, which can be either real or imagined.

					All conflicts result from interaction between people.

					Most conflicts are emotionally charged.

			

			Cognitive conflict or relationship conflict?

			
					Cognitive conflict is related to the object of the conflict. It involves a clash of ideas and is an opportunity for innovation and development. It is often beneficial to teams and companies.

					Relationship conflict is linked to the relationship between the people involved. Power and emotions are at the heart of this type of conflict. The object is unimportant and there is therefore no point focusing on it to find a solution – that will only make things worse! This is the type of conflict we are going to focus on.
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			The sources of relationship conflicts

			There are many reasons for relationship conflicts.

			
					Information and facts: your colleague has information that they do not pass on to you; your boss prioritises objectives that you think should be secondary; your supervisor evaluates you based on criteria that has little to do with your reality on the ground.

					Resources: your colleague has been given new equipment and is praised for completing tasks quickly while you struggle with your old PC; you do not have time to complete all your tasks.

					Competing interests: your colleague has their eye on the same promotion as you; your supervisor suggests new working hours that you are not happy about; your colleague wants to open the window even though you are already cold.

					Values: your boss never says hello to you; your colleague is completely set in their ways; another colleague never takes part in social events.

			

			Conflict as a process

			All interpersonal communication implies a relationship between the emitter and the receiver. Conflict emerges within the relationship. Since relationships are not static, the conflict may gradually get worse or, conversely, fade by itself and end in peace.

			There are five stages to conflict, from mere irritation to all-out war:

			
					accumulation (frustration, resentment);

					controlled indifference (tensions, reluctant communication); 

					avoidance (reduced interaction);

					cold war (subtle attacks, forming alliances);

					open war (accusations and complaints).

			

			As you can see, the sooner you take steps to resolve the conflict, the more likely you are to deal with it successfully.

			Possible reactions to conflict

			How can you go about dealing with conflict? Although we may react differently depending on the conflict, we all favour a type of strategy depending on the situation. Two factors determine a person’s approach to conflict management:

			
					their motivation to defend their interests;

					their motivation to cooperate with the other person.

			

			The intersection of these two tendencies results in five ways of reacting to conflict.
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			The ostrich

			The ostrich chooses to avoid conflict at all costs by burying their head in sand. They would rather give up their personal interests than risk expressing their disagreement. They become uncomfortable at the first sign of tension and would rather back down than deal with confrontation.

			Ostriches have no hope of resolving conflicts. Their strategy involves avoiding them.

			The cockerel

			The cockerel favours their own interests, even if this means forcing their partners to accept their conditions. Their objectives take priority over other people’s needs. They want to win at all costs and have no qualms about intimidating, dominating or pushing out their rivals.

			Cockerels have a black and white view of the world, according to which people are either dominant or dominated. This means that they work to make sure that they are winners. They find conflict stimulating. Their strategy involves constantly competing with the people around them.

			The duck

			Ducks want to be accepted and liked. They are always afraid of upsetting other people and are even prepared to give up their own interests to maintain good relationships. They tend to always say “yes”, even if they are thinking “no”. Ducks know that people sometimes take advantage of their kindness, but they persuade themselves that they were happy to help.

			Ducks are afraid of conflict because they think that it harms personal relationships and the harmony of the team at work. Their strategy is to give in.

			The stork

			Storks care about both their interests and their relationships with other people. They try to find win-win solutions and to determine and reach shared goals. Storks want to work in an atmosphere of trust and mutual respect.

			Storks therefore view conflicts positively, as they see them as an opportunity to improve work and help people to get on better. Their strategy is to collaborate.

			The dove

			Doves value dialogue. They are prepared to let go of some of their interests and know how to set out their arguments to other people so that they will do the same. They communicate in order to reach an agreement.

			Doves face up to conflict and discuss it, with the aim of finding a peaceful solution that respects all parties. Their strategy involves looking for compromise.

			Resolving conflict with no losers

			Communication above all

			No conflict management involving domination and coercion can succeed in the long term. Using force will only fuel the person’s frustration and feeling that they are not understood. Managing conflicts constructively necessarily involves collaboration or compromise.

			In all conflicts, the people involved believe that they are in the right and, consequently, that their position is the legitimate one. You cannot resolve the conflict without both parties being at least partially satisfied. This means that you will have to communicate. Conflict resolution requires communication to express the conflictual situation and the issues for the different parties, and negotiation to arrive at a mutually acceptable solution. Below are five effective communication tools for resolving conflict.

			DESC script

			This technique is used to communicate sensitive messages: telling a colleague that you disagree with them, bringing someone back into line, announcing a transfer or a dismissal, and so on.

			
					D for “describe”: be precise and factual. Avoid generalisations like “always” and “never” and approximations like “often” and “I’ve heard”. Remain objective. The facts must be indisputable and verifiable.

					E for “express”: state your emotion or feeling with complete sincerity.

					S for “specify”: suggest a realistic solution.

					C for “consequences”: make a connection between the concrete suggestion and a positive, motivating prospect.

			

			Daniel and Peter used to get on well, and they worked together pleasantly and effectively. However, ever since Daniel was promoted to manage the team, Peter has been treating him differently. Daniel feels challenged and ignored when he suggests ways of working. He decides to set up a face-to-face meeting with Peter.
D – “Peter, for the last two weeks you’ve rejected all my work suggestions at the weekly team meeting. I’ve noticed this opposition since I was made project manager.”
E – “I want to let you know that I feel disappointed and angry. I’m disappointed because I enjoyed working with you in the past and angry because I feel as though I’m being treated as an enemy.”
S – “I am asking you to consider our shared projects and to put the wellbeing of the team and the company first.”
C – “I want to be able to count on you and your skills. That will be best for all of us.”

			With DESC scripts, the essential thing is to assert yourself without putting the other person down and to adopt appropriate body language.

			
				
					EXTRA INFORMATION

					Pay attention to the body language of the person you are talking to: an expressionless face, a clenched jaw or a scowl will often tell you a lot more than a formulaic verbal response. Learning to interpret body language will be a big help to you!

				

			

			Empathy

			Empathy is your ability to put yourself in another person’s shoes. It is a natural capacity that you can develop in order to make the person you are talking to less hostile. On the other hand, if you are not empathetic, they are likely to be more hostile!

			As conflict often stems from a difference in points of view, showing the other person that you are capable of understanding their viewpoint will tend to diffuse the situation. Below are some tips to become more empathetic:

			
					Express your empathy: “I understand that you are disappointed.”

					Reformulate what the other person has just said: “I understand that you wanted to go to the training session.”

					Acknowledge the other person’s needs: “I know that it would have been useful for you.”

					Specify your own needs: “We’re understaffed and I need you to be there so that we can get the order out on Friday.”

					Tell them that you might have reacted in the same way: “In your place, I’d have been disappointed as well.”

					Create a positive link with the future: “You will be a priority for the next training session.”

			

			Active listening

			In conflicts, each party sticks to their point of view and is convinced that they are right. If everyone stands their ground and refuses to listen to other people, it will be impossible to find common ground. Listening to the other person does not mean “agreeing with their way of seeing things”, but rather “listening to their opinion in order to find a compromise”.

			The parable of the blind men and the elephant tells of a prince who was travelling through a land populated by blind men on the back of an elephant, an animal which had never been seen there. Three blind men were chosen to touch the strange animal and describe it to the others. The first blind man, who had only touched the elephant’s ear, explained that the animal resembled a coarse rug beaten by the wind on a washing line. The second man, who had only touched the trunk, said that it was a kind of very thick and very lively snake. The third man, who had only touched a leg, told the others that it was a beast as massive and calm as a tree. The blind men came to blows because they all thought that they were right and that the others were liars.

			Wisdom lies in recognising that you can only see one side of the story: your view of reality is necessarily subjective and distorted by a number of filters, namely your background, your experiences, your personality, your thoughts and your emotions. Communicating will enable you to broaden your outlook and, like in the parable, have a more accurate view of reality. It is especially useful to listen to the other person’s position because, if you fail to do so, you will often ascribe negative intentions to them.

			Active listening is a powerful tool. “All” it requires is some open-mindedness, at least for the dialogue phase. Conversely, being unable or unwilling to listen to the other person’s point of view can be seen as violent. Experience shows that it is often possible to resolve a conflict without even needing to negotiate if both parties are able to express themselves and listen to the other party.

			
				
					ADVICE FOR MANAGERS

					If a relationship conflict arises within your team, manage the conflict as a group. Give everyone two chances to speak:

					
							First, everyone will be allowed to express their own views on the conflict (how they see the situation and how they feel about it). When one member of the team is speaking, the others have to remain silent. Nobody can speak out of turn, even though this may be difficult.

							When everybody has had one turn at speaking, go round again so that they can react to what others have said. As with the first time, everyone must be quiet and listen when it is not their turn.

					

					You do not have to comment. The team manages the conflict; all you have to do is distribute and manage the speaking time. Once the two rounds are over, you can continue with what you were planning to do. There is nothing to add; you just have to let the team think things over.

				

			

			“I” expressions

			Obviously, accusations need to be avoided in conflict management. Banish “you”, which is often loaded with criticisms and judgement, from your vocabulary: “You’re annoying me. You don’t understand. You shouldn’t do that. You don’t listen.”

			Conversely, “I” expresses how you are feeling and reassures the person you are talking to: “I’m tired. I want to understand. I think you’ll do better if you write legibly. I’d like your attention.”

			Talking in the first person is often difficult for people who were taught not to talk about themselves and show off. Tell yourself that you are expressing your feelings and opinions, not praising yourself. Above all, this approach is about honesty and nonaggression.

			
				
					TEST: WHAT WORDING DO YOU PREFER?

					
							“You need to get here on time” or “I’m counting on you being here at 8”?

							“You’re stopping me from working” or “I need some quiet to concentrate on my work”?

							“You need to finish this report by 3” or “I need this report before the client gets here at 3”?

					

				

			

			By using expressions with “I”, you will avoid the conflicts that could arise when the other person feels that you are accusing them. We generally dislike being ordered around, so try not to do it to other people!

			Assertiveness

			Assertiveness is an ideal mode of communication and is well suited to conflict management. This behaviour involves being neither passive nor aggressive: in other words, you respect yourself and other people.

			If you are determined and aware of your own value, you will not be afraid of other people’s judgement. You will then be able to assert your needs and opinions. Rather than wishing that people were different, you can welcome discussion and put your point across firmly and politely. Since you do not feel threatened, you can pay attention to your objectives while listening to the other side’s arguments. You know that it is not the end of the world if you make a mistake. You are therefore not looking to catch flaws, but to move projects and ideas forward in order to get results.

			
				
					NEITHER PASSIVE NOR AGGRESSIVE

					To come across as confident, order your thoughts clearly and act with self-assurance. Ask open questions

				

			

			Calming a team
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