War or Peace?
Conflict.  It is ever-present in any organization and in some it is the primary cause of dysfunction.  It is the byproduct of differing opinions, goals and needs.  The presence of conflict is not in question—the effective resolution of conflict is at the heart of productivity.

In many organizations, conflict is seen as a sign of weakness.  Unless folks are getting along and on the same wavelength, there must be something amiss.  One organization I worked with was appalled if the rate of employees leaving for any reason was greater than 0.5% in a year!  As companies become more multi-national the mix of cultures further accentuates the potential dysfunction.  Some cultures are stereotypically accustomed to conflict, while others will avoid it at all costs. 
Human nature basically would prefer that conflict be avoided.  After all, conflict demands attention, time and energy from those involved.  Oftentimes, individuals would rather seemingly agree with someone to avoid the conflict, but inwardly rebel at the agreement.  This unresolved conflict masks feelings and creates inward tension as well as resentment.  

.
Individual responsibility to resolve conflict is a true source of productivity, both personally as well as organizationally.  Most of us have been in situations where unresolved conflict has dominated our attention—worry, venting our frustration on friends, family or co-workers who will listen, lack of sleep and unfocused work.  Not only are we dysfunctional around the conflict, but our attitude and demeanor bleeds over into those around us, both at work and in our personal life.  The toll on productivity is great, although not apparent to those of us in the conflict.
So, how do we deal with this productivity drain?  We must:

1. Create awareness

2. Decide on an appropriate approach to the conflict

3. Get the issues on the table and seek alternative approaches

4. Reposition ourselves in that situation

Creating awareness is a tough starting point.  Self-awareness comes with much pain.  We must let go of our egocentric need to be right and look good.  Although we might have a valid, argumentative point, staying locked in that position will only lead to further argument and possibly not a resolution.  Once locked in a position, it is impossible to see possibilities.  
More likely, awareness can come in the form of feedback.  If it comes from the other conflicted individual, it will be hard for us to hear.  If it comes from a trusted advisor or friend it is more likely that we will let it in. 

Once aware, we must decide on an appropriate approach to resolution of the conflict.  There are five basic conflict resolution styles (Hiam or Thomas-Kilmann). Each can be appropriate in the right situation.  These include:
· Competition (I win, you lose)

· Avoid (we both lose)

· Accommodate (you win, I lose)

· Compromise (we both win some, we both lose some)

· Collaborate (we both win, usually more than we could have predicted)

Notice that the first four styles cause either one or both parties to lose or give up something.  Also, note that the first four styles balance relationship and outcome—when we gain an outcome, we often lose some of the relationship, or vice versa.  
In every case, we must consciously choose the right approach.  We might need to be competitive in a situation where an ethical or legal position is at stake.  We might need to avoid in the moment because there are too many flaring emotions.  We might need to accommodate because the issue is not that critical to us after all.  Compromise is the most common and useful in many situations.  Collaboration takes the most time and energy and is not suited to all situations.  

Once we are ready, it is critical that the issues be identified and spoken.  Ideas and actions must be talked about, not the individual.  Alternatives must be offered and listened to as possibilities from both sides.  Once allowed to go back into defensible positions, all possibilities disappear.  Both parties must work together to reach agreement.  Once that agreement is reached (even if it is to agree to disagree) the results and movement forward must be agreed upon and documented.  
None of us really likes to work or live in an environment of conflict.  Business does not thrive when conflict is avoided.  Ideas and creativity are thwarted in environments where people don’t allow themselves, or are not allowed to speak their minds.  

Let’s hear it for conflict resolution!
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