When Co-workers

Cl

Workshop training can prepare professionals
to handle conflict—like professionals.

By KAREN WATKINS

en are never so likely to
1 settle aquestion rightly as
+ J J . when they discuss it freely."
—Lord Macaulay, 1830
Belief in the benefits of conflict still ex-
ists. Indeed, some people believe conflict
to be not just okay, but creative. Still, the
common attitude toward confrontation is
negative: people dislike it, avoid it, and
when involved in it, seek to stop it.
This attitude is supported perhaps most
strongly in business environments. Organ-
izational experiences lead employees to
believe that those who confront get fired;
that positive information flows up the
organization, negative down; that disagree-
ingwith the boss isasign of disloyalty; and
that conflict in awork group is a sign of
dysfunction or poor management. These

Organizational experiences lead

se who confront get fired

norms repress the natural evolution of skill
in confronting differences, leaving employ-
ees feeling out of control when conflicts
flare up.

Trainers can help managers develop skill
in managing conflict—in gaining sufficient
control over interpersonal confrontations
to discuss them rationally and promote
problem solving. Trainers first should
point out that conflict management does
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not exclusively mean stamping out sparks.
Certain situations call for escalating con-
flict—for bringing subdued opposition out
into the open.

One strategy for escalating conflict isto
bring opposing parties together and con-
front the behavior the manager has seen.
When employees display dissension
through gossip, snide remarks, or other
forms of unprofessional behavior, the
manager should address the behavior
directly, in the presence of al parties
involved.

Another conflict escalation strategy isto
speak directly to the root issue, if known.
If the issue is not known, the manager
should probe for it. Oblique references to
problems lead to tangential solutions at
best.

Trainers should also encourage
managers to develop an open and trusting
climate for frequent, healthy airing of dif-
ferences. Managers can take a number of
steps to create this type of climate. For ex-
ample, In Search ofExcellenceauthors Peters
and Waterman emphasize "management
by walking around." Seeing people on their
turf helps equalize roles and reduce bar-
riers to trust. Spending time getting to
know people through small talk isan effec-
tive way of letting people know they're ac-
cepted as individuals with differences of
opinion. Enthusiastic searching for dif-
ferent viewpoints on key decisions create
a healthy business environment.

For times too hot

Managers may find it tougher to de-
escalate conflict when necessary. Trainers
can help them develop skill in cooling
down explosive situations, too.

This behavioral training should start
with teaching managers to respond dif-
ferently to conflict than expected, or to
respond "inappropriately." Conversation
should be presented as an equation. Since
a person often matches the feeling he or
she receives from the other persons com-
ment, a conversation that begins with a
negative statement will end up negative
and will look like this; -1 + -1 =
Instead of allowing that to happen,
managers should respond to negative
statements with positive ones (-1 + 1
= 0); "This isthe dumbest workshop I've
ever attended" can be answered with "You
really seem upset. | would like to help.
Maybe we could discuss this at the break.

When the conflict situation is one in
which the manager can agree with the op-
posing party (-1 + 1 = 0), a statement
such as"l really can't see why you're throw-
ing money into the old supervisory train-
ing program when we desperately need
money for a new productivity improve-
ment program" can be answered with i
agree that we need additional funds -0
develop the new productivity program.
Unfortunately, the old supervisory pro-
gram is what we can now afford.”

Another situation may call for <o
response or only a neutral comment (- 1
X 0 = 0); "I am fed up with these stupid
forms" can be answered with "l se;.
Neutralizing angry remarks does not, v
itself, lead to conflict resolution, but it st ts
the stage for rational discussion.

Another de-escalation strategy to tea -h
managers is to give an angry person an vc-
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tion outlet. Perhaps the best use of this
strategy' is to ask the person to express his
or her position in writing. To write, a per-
son must calm down enough to gather
thoughts together. Writing is a reflective,
Krational activity; it produces more artic-
ulate, reasonable, evidence-supported

Cartain situations

escalating conflict-for
bringing subdued opposition
out into the open

R

srdrerients tharn does en impassioned oral
argument. As aresult of writing out his or
her position, the angry person may con-
vince the other patty to compromise.

One other strategy that can help man-
agers de-escalate conflict is to appeal to
higher values or beliefsthe conflicting par-
tieshave in common. For example, a man-
ager might say, "Look, we may not agree
on who should head the new career devel-
opment program, but | know you both are
asconcerned as | am that this organization
needs to plan more consciously for em-
ployee development. Let's work together
to build the best program we can, and in
the process, let's keep discussing the
qualificationswe need in aprogram direc-
tor."

Training delivery
| hree workshop activities can be used
I to develop skill in managing interpersonal
® conflict: case analysis, role reversal, and
narrative history.
| or case analysis, the trainer interviews
two or three people in the organization to
identify current conflict situations. The
Utrainer turns these into generic cases
within the same industry, so the workshop
|participants will, in effect, work on real
1 organizational problems. In the workshop,
8 the trainer instructs the participants to
itak these successive steps:
*' arify the problem between the two
P is in the case.
¢ 1 ainstorm issues from the perspective
°f < ch party.
B % _nerate at least three ways to resolve
roblem, addressing issues from each
| Par
"termine resources needed for an ef-
e resolution, and identify the first
toward resolution.
ecify the first steps each party must

r role reversal, the trainer asks a
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workshop participant (Person A) to turn to
another participant (Person B) and des-
cribe aconflict Person A iscurrently strug-
gling with (without telling names or per-
sonality characteristics). Then Person B
assumes the role of Person A, while Per-
son A portrays his or her conflicting party
(Person C). Person B then asks Person A
the following:

B Whar are the advantages of this position
to C?

® What are the disadvantages to C?

¢ AsC, what do you really like about your
role in this conflict?

¢« What do you dislike?

¢ In this situation, what do you really
went?

With alittle pushing by the trainer to get
past the first glib responses, participants
can approach the personal issues at alevel
conducive to problem solving.

This activity is adapted from the tech-
nique of Adam Blatner, who believes that
organizational conflicts can be reduced
greatly when people learn to assume con-
flicting parties' roles.

The last activity, narrative history, uses
Kurt Lewin's model for understanding be-
havior. The trainer asks workshop par-
ticipants to chronicle a conflict they have
been involved in by identifying critical
events. For each event, participants des-
cribe the following:
¢ Antecedents—what triggered or led to
the event;
¢ Behavior—what exactly was said and
done;

« Consequences—what
this behavior;

e Context—who was involved, when
(time of day, week, month, year), and
where.

This activity works best when par-
ticipants chronicle more than one conflict.
Participants can identify patterns, and
once they do so, can begin to break the

resulted from

patterns.

Throughout the workshop, the trainer
should emphasize that aperson's image of
conflict resolution greatly affectshis or her
potential for success. An image of conflict
resolution as a healing ritual—as a series
of positive steps-holds the most poten-
tial for effective conflict management.

Today, when any
corporate action
can turn into a
major media event,
it pays
to be prepared.

Media Challenge,
a two-day hands-on
seminar, trains business
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handle the media.
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and on-the-spot inter-
views. Sudio experience
iscomplete with lights,
make up and a full
technical crew.

Call (803) 285-2336
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