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Conflict Management Defined
Effective conflict management takes a proactive approach to handling conflict in the workplace. It occurs most 
often in organizations that value collaboration and open communication and includes the ability to:

• Influence others. Individuals must be able to persuade others that their ideas are worth adopting.

• Be assertive. Assertive individuals are not afraid to honestly express their feelings and needs, but they do so 
respectfully and with sensitivity to others’ perspectives.

• Actively listen. People who truly listen to others are able to understand the meaning and feelings behind 
what others are saying.

• Coach. Individuals who coach others help them explore possible courses of action and evaluate the pros and 
cons of those actions.

Conflict management is essential in reducing the negative aspects of disagreements and maximizing the ben-
efits that can be derived from conflict, which include:

• Enabling the expression of diverse viewpoints.

• Addressing unacknowledged problems.

• Identifying new opportunities for improvement.

Impact
Not all conflict is bad. In fact, a lack of conflict in the workplace can signal deeper problems, such as compla-
cency or a reluctance to raise dissenting opinions. Conflict can be particularly productive if the issue in question 
is important to the business and if employees’ interactions are handled in the proper way. Unmanaged conflict, 
however, can be detrimental to organizational productivity. 

Companies that attempt to proactively use conflict management techniques must develop policies and pro-
cedures that are consistent with their broader objectives. In some instances, organizations develop integrated 
conflict management systems. 

Techniques for Development
The path to effective conflict resolution involves five stages:

1. Believing that resolution is possible. While the parties involved in conflict must believe that resolution is pos-
sible, they must also believe that there is no single “right” solution. They should focus on the desire for resolu-
tion so that the tone of discussions is collaborative. 

2. Uncovering all sides of the situation. All parties should be given the opportunity to tell their stories without 
interruption; solutions must be sought in the presence of complete information.
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3. Listening for possible solutions. During the storytelling stage, solutions may emerge that appear to address 

all parties’ concerns. The parties should discuss potential solutions and identify details that may need to be 
adjusted.

4. Moving into the present. Resolution cannot occur until all parties have moved on from past events.

5. Creating an agreement. Effective resolutions include agreement on what role each party will play to reach the 
desired outcome, what actions each party promises to take, when those actions will occur, and what objec-
tives must be reached.

To promote good conflict management, organizations should strive to instill in employees:

• Emotional objectivity and emotional intelligence. If strong emotions like anger and hostility cannot be avoid-
ed, they can be diffused by channeling them so they occur at appropriate places and times and by introduc-
ing humor into a situation. 

• An understanding of how cultural differences affect conflict resolution. The more differences that exist among 
team members, the more likely it is that misunderstandings will arise. These differences affect the success of 
conflict resolution activities.

• Collaboration. Collaboration thrives when all parties communicate information openly and display concern 
for all; trusting attitudes prevail; and respect for opposing interests exists.

• A culture of cooperation. Open communication and an attitude of cooperation enable employees to focus 
more clearly on how to resolve problems and find solutions that accommodate all parties.
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