A Guide to Human Centered
Conversations at Work
This guide is the third part of a four-part series focused on workplace communication. In
part one, we highlighted the importance of empathy and self-regulation. In part two, we
discussed the steps to setting expectations, providing, and receiving feedback. In part
three, we’ll focus on how to navigate and resolve workplace conflicts. From the reasons
as to why conflict arises, to steps for finding resolution and the variables to keep in mind
as individuals and as a team.

Part 3
Resolving Conflict

At Hummingbird Humanity we believe in amplifying the voices of all employees. Our
varied lived experiences will inevitably lead to moments where voices express
disagreements.
Resolving conflict is a vital skill for anyone in the workplace, but especially for those in
leadership positions. Navigating different perspectives, personalities, and working styles
while leading everyone towards the same goal is not an easy feat yet imperative.

86%
Research shows that 86% of employees and
corporate
leaders
believe
ineffective
communication is the root cause of workplace
failures. Let’s start by discussing some of the most
common reasons for conflict.
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Reasons for Conflict
There are many causes or reasons for conflict in any work setting, some of the most
common are:

1. Communication
Different communication styles can lead to misunderstandings between employees or
between employee and manager. This can lead to a lack of communication which
exacerbates conflict.

2. Values
Any workplace is made up of individuals who see the world differently. Conflict can
occur when there is a lack of acceptance and understanding of these differences.

3. Interests
Conflict can occur when individual workers advocate for their personal goals, ignoring
organizational goals and organizational well-being in the process.

4. Scarcity Mindset

Too often, employees feel they have to compete for available resources in order to do
their job, which can lead to interpersonal conflict.

5. Personalities

All work environments are made up of differing personalities. Unless colleagues
understand and accept each other’s approach to work and problem-solving, conflict will
inevitably arise.

6. Performance

Conflict can occur when one or more individuals within a work unit are not performing or
working up to their full potential and it is not addressed by leadership.
Adapted from Human Resources at OU
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Avoiding Conflict
Now that we know some of the reasons
why conflict can arise in the workplace, let’s
look at the steps leaders can take to
address it

1. Acknowledge It
The first step is acknowledging a difficult
situation
exists.
Honest
and
clear
awareness of conflict is the start of a
successful resolution process.

2. Vocalize Feelings
Some feelings of anger, frustration, or hurt usually accompany conflict situations. Before
any kind of problem-solving can take place, create space for these emotions to be
expressed and validated.

3. The Problem
What is the stated problem? What is the negative impact on the work or relationships?
What variables might be at play? Meet with employees separately at first and listen to
their take of the situation to make sure you’re seeing all sides.

Credit https//www.instagram.com/lizandmollie/

Golden rule In a disagreement it’s easy to think in polarizing ways me versus you. To
break out of that mental model, instead imagine that there are not two but three
entities in the situation you, your colleague, and the problem.
The problem could be something specific a decision you must make together or an
assignment you need to complete. Maybe it’s more general ongoing tension between
you and your colleague, or frustration over a project gone wrong. Rather than work to
change each other, try to make progress on resolving the third entity (the problem)
together.
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4. Underlying Need
The goal of conflict resolution is not to decide which person is right or wrong; the goal is
to reach a solution that everyone can live with. Looking first for needs, rather than
solutions, is a powerful tool for generating win/win options. To discover needs, you must
try to find out why people want the solutions they initially proposed.

5. Common Ground
Find areas of agreement no matter how big or small. From agreeing on the problem, to
potential steps to resolution. This can also be a time to address fears or concerns, and
ways in which small compromises can help both parties achieve success.

6. Agreement
Once the parties have found some common ground, it’s time to problem solve together
and come up with a few ways to reach a solution. Come to a consensus as a team, on
which action makes the most sense moving forward to reach the collective goal.

7. Follow-up
Schedule follow-up, individual meetings a week or two after a decision has been made
to determine how the parties involved are feeling with the outcome.

8. Backup plan
Have some options readily available if the conflict goes unresolved. If the conflict is
causing a disruption, you may want to hire an external facilitator to mediate a dialogue
or look into individual coaching sessions. If these don’t alleviate the problem, you might
want to invite Human Resources to the conversation to document and provide
additional strategy.
Adapted from UC Berkeley
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3 Things to Keep in Mind
1. Self-regulation

When we let emotions get the best of us, we temporarily lose the ability to think
rationally. Our emotions can also intensify the tension of the situation rather than
cooling it down. Positive Psychology has this helpful guide on remaining calm during a
situation as well as a worksheet to write down your thoughts.

2. Interrupt bias

A common derailer of colleagues’ relationships is fundamental attribution error—an
inclination to assume that other people’s behavior has more to do with their personality
than with the situation, while believing the opposite of oneself.
For example, you might presume that a teammate who’s late to a meeting is
disorganized or disrespectful rather than caught in traffic or stuck in another meeting
that went long. But when you’re running behind, you might focus on the circumstances
that led to your tardiness.

A related cognitive shortcut that creates problems is confirmation bias, or the tendency
to interpret events or evidence as proving the truth of existing beliefs.
For example, if your view of your colleague is already negative, you’re more likely to
interpret their actions as further evidence that they’re not up to the task, they’re unkind,
or only care about themselves, and it will be increasingly difficult for them to prove you
wrong.

3. Avoid Gossip
Gossip heightens the risk of confirmation bias. You might find a colleague difficult at
times, but once you and other colleagues start discussing it, everyone is more likely to
interpret the person’s future actions in a negative light.
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It is perfectly reasonable to seek help with sorting out your feelings or to check with
someone else to confirm you’re seeing things clearly. Choose whom you talk to and
what you share carefully. Look for people who are constructive, have your best interests
at heart, will challenge your perspective when they disagree, and can be discreet.

Unresolved issues of interpersonal tension and conflict can create emotional stress for
employees, fracture the team dynamic, and divert attention from the organization's
mission.
Research shows that when workplace conflict goes unaddressed, it leads to higher
rates of absenteeism and turnover, as well as higher probability of unionization or
litigation if employees feel they are not being heard or supported.

Conflict is an inevitable part of life and developing effective conflict resolution skills is an
essential component of building a sustainable business model.
Leaders who don’t deal with conflict will eventually watch their talent leave the
organization in search of a healthier and psychologically safe work environment.
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Resources
Books
Crucial Conversations Tools for Talking When Stakes Are High by Kerry Patterson
Conflict Resolution Playbook Practical Communication Skills for Preventing, Managing,
and Resolving Conflict by Jeremy Pollack
Getting to Zero How to Work Through Conflict in Your High-Stakes Relationships by
Jayson Gaddis
The Anatomy of Peace Resolving the Heart of Conflict by The Arbinger Institute

Articles
7 Tips on How to Manage and Resolve Conflict in the Workplace by HR Cloud
How to Manage Conflict at Work by Harvard Law School
How to Navigate Conflict with a Coworker by Harvard Business Review
Strategies for Resolving Conflict in the Workplace by Glassdoor
Workplace Conflict Resolution 10 Steps to Success by I-Sight

Videos
Conflict Resolution How to Settle Your Differences Fairly by BrainPOP
3 Ways to Resolve a Conflict by Dorothy Walker
Why There’s So Much Conflict at Work and What You Can Do to Fix It by Liz Kislik
Conflict – Use It, Don’t Defuse It by Campbell & Clarke

Podcasts
Managing Workplace Conflict by Synergy Workplace Investigations
Tips for Managing Conflict at Work by Northwestern University
How to Resolve Conflict in the Workplace by The Leadership 480
Optimize Conflict to Drive Innovation and Creativity by Conflict Managed

