Conflict in the
Workplace?
Deal with It!

BY DIANA

AT A GLANCE
+ Unresolved conflicts can be

detrimental to your business.

+ Asking why a decision or an

action is made or an opinion is
given can shed light on a
person’s motivation or behavior.

+ Having consideration or regard
for each other’s perspective
and feelings is one of the most
important elements of true
collaboration.

+ Being adept at resolving

differences gives managers
credibility and the ability to
coach and facilitate an optimal
resolution.

106

V I N EYA R D & WINE RY M ANAGEM ENT

Managing disputes
with a clear head
and open mind will
strengthen your
team’s ability to
communicate
and perform.
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onflict at work happens
every day and, when it
does, it can be very costly to
a business if left unaddressed
and unresolved. Conflict can
result in mistakes, poor customer service, stress-related
workers compensation claims,
injuries, absenteeism, reduced
productivity, increased employee turnover and even claims of
harassment, hostile work environment and bullying.
Webster’s dictionary defines
conflict as a “competitive or
opposing action of incompatibles: antagonistic state or
action (as of divergent ideas,
interests or persons).” That

wording conjures up images
of preparing for battle and,
when taking this stance, only
the strongest shall survive. But
when you come from the opposite viewpoint of “a healthy
exchange of ideas and creativity,” it helps reframe and refocus individuals, which more
easily lends itself to positive
and productive outcomes.
Let’s face it: Humans come
in all different forms, with perspectives and beliefs that are
as diverse as each individual.
So it should come as no surprise that differences of opinion, approach and perception
are a real part of our everyday
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lives. Since most of us spend about
one-third of our lives at work, these
differences commonly spill over
into our workplaces. Conflicts occur
every day between teams and
groups, co-workers, supervisors
and direct reports.

THE CORE ISSUES
There are many workplace situations that can result in conflict.
These scenarios usually surface
when the “why factor” hasn’t been
explored. Proactively taking time
to ask why a decision or an action
is made or an opinion is given can
shed light on a person’s motivation
or behavior.
For example, let’s imagine two
sales managers aren’t working
together and are barely speaking
to each other. During the inquiry
session of discovering why this is
happening, several organizational
issues come to light. The employees bring up lack of clarity around

territory boundaries, using an example where one has an ongoing relationship with a customer who isn’t
in his or her territory and the customer wants to work with him or
her anyway. When the sales managers have to cover for each other
due to vacations or other time off,
the notes in the database regarding that particular customer are
either absent or highly abbreviated
and not comprehensible. There are
other dynamics that involve the different styles and personalities of
the two sales managers; however,
these become exasperated when
organizational parameters or performance expectations aren’t clear.
In our fast-paced work environments, taking time to understand
what’s happening — and why —
the inquiry often gets pushed aside
for the sake of deadlines, lack of
empowerment by one or more
of the people involved, top-down
authority, and/or deference to an
individual who has discomfort with

discussing differences. In many
cases, actions and decisions should
be solely based on facts or evidence, but this means the underlying emotional experience is often
ignored.

EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE (EQ)
Emotional intelligence refers to
the ability to recognize emotions in
ourselves, and their effect on others, through self-awareness, selfmanagement, social awareness
(empathy) and relationship management. The goal is to become
open-minded enough to adjust in
these areas by knowing our own
strengths and limitations, as well
as sensing others’ feelings and
respecting their perspective. By
doing so, we maximize our personal state of being which, in turn,
improves our interactions and relationships.
It’s particularly important for a
manager to be more adept with
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EQ, which includes the understanding of how to navigate differences
using his or her higher brain functions. The ability to get past the
“fight or flight” responses and
be fully present in mind and heart
leads to the opportunity for the
most dynamic resolutions to happen. When misunderstandings are
addressed from a mature emotional
state, the manager can facilitate an
engaged and respectful interpersonal dynamic. As a result, most
people can move forward with better actions and decisions.
Respect between colleagues
is another important factor for circumventing disagreements. Having consideration or regard for each
other’s perspective and feelings
is one of the most important elements of true collaboration. It’s
important that respect involves
an ongoing open, nonjudgmental
approach. A person’s level of selfworth can be shaken in a continued
blaming, shaming and judgmental
environment, and repairing disputes or bridging differences then
becomes very difficult. This isn’t
to say that repairing working rela-

tionships can’t happen; however, it
will take more time and attention to
shift and rebuild trust. Some longstanding conflicts may damage the
good will between people to the
point where they don’t even say
hello or speak to each other unless
they have to. This naturally impacts
the entire team negatively and the
manager’s credibility can be questioned.
Respect then allows for better
understanding. Applying the “why
factor” promotes engagement and
creates the optimal opportunity
for resolution. A general manager
can steer a problematic relationship between departments toward
alignment and harmony with a nonjudgmental inquiry process. For
example, an idea for a new marketing approach to selling wine in
a tasting room is presented with
enthusiasm by the sales team, and
the tasting room staff doesn’t recognize its value or understand how
to apply it and therefore isn’t motivated to try it out. Asking questions
of the sales team such as, “What’s
the benefit of doing it this way?”
and “Can you recommend some
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approaches for implementing this
new approach?” You can also ask
the tasting room staff, “What do
you need to better understand the
benefits of the new approach?”
Some more general, open-ended
questions to get to the heart of the
situation are, “Why did you choose
to do it that way?” “What do you
mean by that?” and “Can you help
me to understand this better?”
Even when you don’t see eye-toeye, using questions to get to the
underlying motive builds trust and
understanding, both of which dismantle conflict.

RESOLUTIONS
To reach synchronicity in the
workplace, the manager needs to
be adept at resolving his or her own
differences or disagreements. This
will give you credibility and ability to
coach and facilitate an optimal resolution. Here’s an overview of the
key elements that minimize escalation and move toward alignment.
• First, take a few deep breaths.
This is an important step to give
the mind time to transition from
basic instinct to thoughtful reflection and give the other person the
benefit of the doubt;
• Check assumptions and identify
the real issues and sources of
conflict;
• Actively listen, clarify facts versus feelings, and proceed with no
blame or judgment;
• Avoid emotional statements,
depersonalize the situation, and
look for common ground;
• Be curious, not furious. Ask
open-ended questions with an
inquisitive tone;
• Stay engaged and explore ideas
to identify options or alternate
solutions;
• Take personal responsibility for
your part of the communication breakdown or relationship
mistrust;
w w w. v wm m e d i a . c o m

• Be willing to change your behavior (everyone contributes) toward
a more positive outcome;
• Mutually identify actions or decisions and agree who will do what
and by when. Put this in writing
to reinforce intention and implementation; and
• Check in, follow up and reinforce
what’s going well, review what
needs to be changed and continue to stay engaged.

OTHER INFLUENCES
Other factors that impact working relationships include the organizational structure and culture,
different values, motivations or
interests. In the fact-finding stage
of a conflict, identifying as many of
the contributing factors as possible
will lead to better problem solving.
Also, the managers’ communication

skill level should not be ignored in
the review of issues. For example,
two managers from different areas
of a winery, such as the accounting department and the marketing
and sales department, may be giving direction on a project that can
be interpreted differently based on
self-interest or respective priorities.
The quality of the collaboration of
those two managers will influence
their teams and, more important,
the project’s flow and outcome.
Quality of partnerships varies
depending on a team’s skill level
and is directly related to its members’ emotional maturity and ability to be open and nonjudgmental.
Generally, problem solving evolves;
teams become more adept with
practice, and there’s a shared satisfaction that brings the gratification
we all seek in our day-to-day work
environments.
This is a small window into
developing better emotional aware-

ness and resolving misunderstandings in the workplace. Training in
this area can be advantageous for
all employees, especially managers and leaders, in organizations
that want to have a cooperative and
positive work environment.

Diana Laczkowski, senior associ-

ate at The Personnel Perspective,
holds a bachelor’s degree from
the University of Colorado and a
certification in conflict resolution
from Sonoma State University. She
works with employers on interpersonal employee relations, including conflict resolution/mediation,
small and large group facilitation,
day-to-day employee relations and
conflict resolution training. Learn
more about her work at www.
personnelperspective.com or call
(707) 576-7653.
Comments? Please e-mail us at
feedback@vwmmedia.com.
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