The What and Why of Conflict
Competent Leaders

Difficulties are meant to rouse, not discourage. The
human spirit is to grow strong by conflict.
—William Ellery Channing

The basic nature of human beings is to avoid painful or unpleas-
ant experiences whenever possible. How many different versions
of “I'd rather go to the dentist than [fill in the blank]” have you
heard in your life? For most of us, dealing with conflict ranks
right up there with impromptu public speaking or firing an
employee. If you've ever filled in the blank above with anything
resembling “deal with conflict,” you’re in exceptionally good
company.

So what might motivate you to strive toward conflict com-
petence? First, we believe that conflict in the workplace is bound
to occur, so you may as well equip yourself with the skills to deal
with it. Your workplace may be a Fortune 500 company or
a family-owned small business. It may be a government office, a
school, or a nonprofit agency. It really doesn’t matter, because
conflict occurs in all workplaces. In our work, we have had the
opportunity to interact with thousands of executives, directors,
managers, and team leaders engaged in their personal leadership
development processes. What we have learned from them about
leadership and conflict, stated simply, is this: conflict is inevitable
for leaders, and it exists at the root of some of their best ideas
and at the core of many of their worst failures.
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Second, the effects of conflict on both human resources and
the bottom line are dramatic. So there is a level of leadership
responsibility involved in addressing conflict. Effective leaders
hold themselves accountable for establishing work environments
that provide safety and respect while helping the organization
meet business and financial goals. Effectively handling conflict
encompasses both of these objectives.

Third, despite the avoidance response most of us experience
when engaging in conflict, not all conflict is negative, painful, or
unpleasant. On the contrary, conflict, if harnessed effectively, can
be the catalyst for new ideas and creative solutions to challenging
business issues. Jeff Weiss and Jonathon Hughes (2005) suggest
that “executives underestimate not only the inevitability of con-
flict but also—and this is key—its importance to the organization.
The disagreements sparked by differences in perspective, com-
petencies, access to information, and strategic focus within a
company actually generate much of the value that can come from
collaboration across organizational boundaries. Clashes between
parties are the crucibles in which creative solutions are developed
and wise trade-offs among competing objectives are made” (p. 2).
In other words, wise leaders should embrace conflict and find ways
to encourage the proliferation of differences as a strategy that
enables the organization to get and stay ahead.

Both the science and art of leadership have been studied and
chronicled for decades. There are a myriad of leadership models,
definitions, theories, and concepts. Who among us doesn’t recall
the great discussions focused on leadership versus management?
Is a leader a manager? Is a manager a leader? Do leaders manage?
Can managers lead? Today most of us agree that there are
key differences between leadership and management. Neverthe-
less, the study of leadership and management shows no sign of
slowing. In fact, over thirty-five hundred new management books
are published each year (Pfeffer, 2005). In order to describe the
conflict competent leader effectively, it seems appropriate to
begin with a brief discussion of leadership.
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Because we work in the field of leadership development, we
prefer to think in terms of experiences, growth, and learning
rather than a linear definition of leadership. It makes sense,
though, to identify our broad definition of leaders. We believe
that leaders are those whose roles in organizations include
accountability for influencing others or establishing structure for
others to follow, or those who are recognized for developing
priorities for the organization. In most cases, leaders have formal
role designations or titles: team leader, supervisor, manager,
director, vice president, or president. In short, we believe
that leaders are best identified by those who look to them for
leadership. If you are a person who is consistently looked to
for leadership, you are most likely a leader.

Leaders constantly learn from their experiences and actively
seek opportunities for development. Leadership development has
been defined at the Center for Creative Leadership (CCL) as the
“expansion of a person’s capacity to be effective in leadership
roles and processes” (McCauley, Moxley, and Van Velsor, 1998,
p. 25). The expansion of these capabilities occurs over time and
is usually maximized through a variety of experiences that provide
challenge, support, and opportunities to learn. And certainly
context is important in shaping the development process. The
most successful leaders continue to learn throughout their careers.
They become aware of their most effective strengths and use
them relentlessly. They are just as aware of their limitations, or
“developmental opportunities,” and strive to improve or, in some
cases, to minimize the effects of these limitations.

For many leaders, the area of conflict presents one of their
most demanding challenges. This makes sense considering the
sheer volume of conflict opportunities that leaders face. Leaders
can find themselves in personal conflicts with others in the orga-
nization. They are also sought out to mediate conflicts among
their direct reports or peers. Leaders are often asked for advice
about how to handle conflicts or are looked to for conflict coach-
ing. At times, they must grapple with conflict involving vendors,
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clients, or other stakeholders. At other times, they must consider
the culture in their organization, which may include assessing
how conflict is treated at a strategic or systems level. Fur-
thermore, the costs and opportunities associated with conflict
demand leaders’ attention. Because conflict is so often emotion-
ally charged, there is a sense of urgency when it occurs, so it
attracts leadership attention immediately. And conflict is fre-
quently not resolved quickly, so leaders find themselves involved
for substantial periods of time. Conflict definitely qualifies as a
demanding leadership challenge.

The relationship between leadership and conflict appears
natural and inevitable. It is our belief that defining conflict in
broad terms makes the most sense for discussing its relation-
ship to leadership. With this in mind, we refer to the work of
our colleagues Sal Capobianco, Mark Davis, and Linda Kraus,
the creators of the Conflict Dynamics Profile (CDP). The
CDP is a groundbreaking assessment instrument that provides
feedback on an individual’s behaviors before, during, and
after conflict. Its creators define conflict as “any situation in
which people have incompatible interests, goals, principles or
feelings” (Capobianco, Davis, and Kraus, 1999, p. 1). This defini-
tion certainly encompasses many different situations and con-
texts, as do a leader’s role and scope. Leaders confront conflicts
that arise regarding both short-term and long-standing issues,
handle disagreements about strategies and tactics, and referee
struggles for resources. They also discover conflict resulting
from misperceptions, misinterpretations, misunderstandings, and
miscommunications among people. It appears that conflict can
result from almost anything that puts at least two people in
opposition.

As mentioned, in addition to handling conflicts among
others, leaders often find themselves in disagreement with some-
body about something. This is not to disparage those wonderful
moments when everybody is “on board,” the team is “flying
in tight formation,” or the entire organization is “marching in
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the same direction.” These are times to savor and reinforce.
Realistically, though, the notion of 100 percent buy-in is a lofty
goal. When complete buy-in or agreement isn’t possible, why not
respond as one of our close associates does with a hearty, “That’s
great! We see it differently!” As we have already suggested, con-
flicts and disagreements present opportunities and should not
be avoided. Some kinds of conflict can be productive and are
at the very heart of creative ideas, innovative approaches, and
previously unseen possibilities. Differing opinions and diverse
perspectives can lead to new solutions and unexpected break-
throughs. Or conflict can become destructive when the disagree-
ing parties don’t handle their differences effectively. This
dichotomy is at the fulcrum of the leader’s most crucial chal-
lenges when developing conflict competence. How do leaders
encourage the exploration of differing viewpoints while minimiz-
ing the hazards of polarization? How do they know when to
intervene in a dispute between or among others? What are the
signs that a conflict is getting out of control? How do leaders stay
attuned to their personal reactions and behaviors when they are
involved in a conflict? Are there ways to construct effective
organizational approaches to conflict? We believe that conflict
competent leaders understand the dynamics of conflict, are aware
of their strengths and developmental opportunities for handling
personal conflict, model appropriate behaviors when engaged in
conflict, find ways to foster constructive responses among others
while reducing or avoiding destructive responses, and encourage
the development of a conflict competent organization through
systems and culture.

How does a leader acquire the skills and experience to develop
this area of competency! Acquiring experience, if you agree
with the notion that conflict is inevitable, will not be a problem.
Lead long enough (we suspect a few days at most will be enough),
and you will encounter conflict. A participant in one of our
conflict workshops commented in the program evaluation, “I
won't have to look very hard to find opportunities to practice
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the approaches I've learned in this class.” Acquiring experience
is not the issue.

Acquiring the skills is the primary challenge. And leaders
who are conflict competent don’t just “acquire” skills. They study,
hone, and develop their skills over time as they encounter expe-
rience after experience. True to our leadership development
roots, we believe that the most effective practices for developing
competence are centered on exposure to a variety of develop-
mental experiences coupled with the ability to learn. In one of
the most extensive and revered studies of executive develop-
ment, The Lessons of Experience, McCall, Lombardo, and Mor-
rison (1988) categorized the key developmental experiences
of leaders into three sets of lessons: assignments, the impact of
others, and hardships.

Anyone using this framework can begin to imagine the
variety of conflict experiences associated with each category.
The assignments people accept during a career can be rife with
conflict. How often are aspiring leaders given the challenge to
“fix” an existing problem? Or “take over” a floundering project?
Or present to an unfriendly audience? Or accept a new role with
little or no training? A leader in any one of these cases can
be instantly engulfed by the conflicting viewpoints of resistant
workers, unhappy customers, or feuding colleagues. During a
recent workshop, the general manager of a restaurant described
the conflicting priorities she faced while opening a new facility:
“I needed to keep the pressure on my assistant managers to com-
plete the hiring of new employees by the deadline while at the
same time insisting that they manage the training of existing
employees in order to open the restaurant on time. I’'m sure they
thought I was unfair, unfeeling, and uncompromising in my
approach. But what choice did I have? We had to have a critical
mass hired, and we had to have the staff trained. There was no
way | was going to be unprepared to open on time. As it turned
out, we had a great opening, but I worry that I damaged some
relationships along the way.”
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When considering the impact of others, most leaders are
able to quickly identify people who provided positive models
of accomplishment as well as those who were negative models.
In later chapters, we explore the impact of constructive and
destructive behaviors on conflict situations. For most of us, it is
easy to recall the actions of others that demonstrate both sets of
behavior.

Finally, lessons learned as a result of hardships can be associ-
ated readily with conflict situations. Most leaders are able to
identify events or periods of time they describe as personal or
career setbacks. A senior vice president at a major high-tech firm
with whom we worked described his greatest challenge over the
final few months of his tenure like this: “I'd estimate that 70
percent of my work-related energy was spent on managing the
lousy relationship I had with my boss. We just didn’t seem to see
anything eye to eye. Not only did I constantly battle him at work,
but I found that I'd carry the negativity home with me every day,
and it began to spill over with my family and friends. I didn’t
know it at the time, but my wife later told me I was like a flea
carrying the plague. Every person | touched was likely to be
infected by the conflict I was bringing home from work.”
Although not all setbacks and hardships are the direct result of
conflict, it is reasonable to assert that they can provide the pre-
cipitating event or starting point for a conflict to develop.

We are certain that all leaders will experience conflict as they
lead. In leadership development terms, those with an adequate
ability to learn will be in positions to acquire, analyze, and apply
knowledge to their experiences. Experience and ability to learn
are the ingredients that lead to skill development, which is nec-
essary for becoming competent—in this case, conflict compe-
tent. Our purpose is not to review the extensive research and
documentation about best leadership development practices.
Rather, the bulk of this book explores what we have learned
about conflict and how leaders develop the skills to become
conflict competent.
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Individual Conflict Competence

Conflict competence is the ability to develop and use cognitive,
emotional, and behavioral skills that enhance productive out-
comes of conflict while reducing the likelihood of escalation
or harm (Runde and Flanagan, 2010). Conflict competence
improves relationships and leads to creative, lasting solutions.
Fortunately, the skills needed for conflict competence can be
learned.

We believe that developing skills, learning mental models,
and applying basic principles are the keys to developing con-
flict competence. Our model is simple and involves three key
steps: Cool Down, Slow Down and Reflect, and Engage Con-
structively. The model suggests that those who deal well with
emotions, are mindful of the ramifications of conflict, and use
effective skills during conflict have the best chance of productive
outcomes.

A number of principles (adapted from Runde and Flanagan,
2010, pp. 3-5) focus on the essence of individual conflict
competence:

1. People are generally reluctant to address conflict. In order
to overcome this reluctance, they need to believe that the
value of managing conflict effectively is significant.

Motivation is as important as knowledge in developing
conflict competence. Changing established beliefs and
patterns of behavior is difficult, and unless people see value
in doing so, it won’t happen.

2. Individual conflict competence involves developing
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral skills that enable you
to cool down, slow down and reflect, and engage conflict
constructively.

Our Cool Down, Slow Down and Reflect, and Engage
Constructively model (see Figure 1.1) outlines a path you
can use to manage conflict effectively. When faced with
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Figure 1.1 Individual Conflict Competence Model
Cool
Down

Engage Slow Down
Constructively and Reflect

conflict, people respond in a variety of ways. They think
about what is happening. They experience emotional
reactions that are influenced by the ways they view and
interpret the conflict. They also take action to address the
concerns that the conflict raises. In order to be able to deal
effectively with conflict, you need to be able to improve
your cognitive, emotional, and behavioral skills so that you
can cool down, slow down and reflect, and engage the
matter constructively.

Cognitive skills include developing self-awareness about
your current attitudes and responses to conflict and an
understanding of the basic dynamics of conflict.
Self-awareness plays a key role in leadership more
generally as well as in conflict management. This includes
an understanding of how you currently view conflict, what
triggers you in the first place, and how you behaviorally
respond when conflict occurs. Improved self-awareness
allows you to leverage effective responses and at the same
time work on improving areas where you are less effective.
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4. Emotional intelligence includes understanding
your emotional responses to conflict, and regulating those
responses to attain and maintain emotional balance.

In order to use constructive behavioral responses to
conflict, you first need to manage your emotional responses.
When these are in balance, you can become curious, and
curiosity is a key factor in engaging your conflict partner
constructively (Frederickson, 2009). Conflict is all about
emotions, and managing your emotions provides a
foundation from which to consciously choose constructive
behavioral responses.

5. Behavioral skills include engaging constructively by
understanding others’ perspectives, emotions, and needs;
sharing your own thoughts, feelings, and interests;
collaborating to develop creative solutions to issues; and
reaching out to get communication restarted when it has
stalled.

There is considerable agreement about the kinds of
behaviors that work well to resolve conflicts. These include
listening to understand how other people see an issue, sharing
your own perspectives, working together to develop effective
solutions to problems, and keeping communication open.
When you use these behaviors, conflict moves in more
productive directions.

6. Engaging constructively also includes reducing or
eliminating the use of destructive behaviors. These fight-or-
flight responses to conflict typically escalate negativity.

[t may be easier to default to destructive fight-or-flight
behaviors, either because these are the kinds of responses
you have learned or because you are upset, and turn
reactive to protect yourself. Reducing these behaviors
depends in large part on developing and practicing new,
more constructive approaches and on regulating emotional
reactions to conflict.
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We encourage leaders who want to be conflict competent to
learn more about the dynamics of conflict and their responses
to it, enhance their emotional intelligence, reflect on what is
happening in the conflict, and improve their constructive com-
munication skills. In the next few pages, we provide an overview
of these skill areas.

Understanding the Dynamics of Conflict and
Your Responses to It

Conflict competent leaders do not have to be experts in the study
of human behavior. They will benefit, though, from understand-
ing the nature of some basic human responses such as “fight or
flight” and the “retaliatory cycle.” Many of us experience strong
emotional reactions to conflict. At times our instinct is to dig
in and defend our positions at all costs. When confronted with
arguments different from our own, we respond by arguing equally
or more vehemently for our side. This is the “fight” response. In
other situations, we find our emotional barometer urging us to
escape the conflict situation, avoiding the confrontation or dis-
agreement as best we can. Removing ourselves from the conflict
as completely as possible and avoiding the other party seems the
only reasonable choice. This is the “flight” response.

There are times when despite our intentions (and the best
intentions of our conflict partner), the conflict seems to spin
more and more out of control into the ever-deepening chasm of
irreconcilable differences. The nature of our communication and
the perceptions of our conflict partner contribute insidiously
to a pattern of responses that leads us down a path of negativity
and destruction with little hope for resolution. This “retaliatory
cycle” is observable, manageable, and reversible.

The key to applying this understanding of the dynamics of
conflict lies in the ability to observe and detect a myriad of subtle
human interaction cues. A raised eyebrow here or strain in the
voice there may be the clues that alert the conflict competent



12 BECOMING A CONFLICT COMPETENT LEADER

leader to the potential conflict lurking just below the surface.
The real trick is to monitor the clues and decide just how to
respond. The conflict competent leader is adept at encouraging
constructive conflict and equally skilled at handling conflict that
becomes destructive.

[t is especially crucial for conflict competent leaders to under-
stand and embrace their own strengths and developmental oppor-
tunities in regard to conflict. The most effective leaders are known
for being models of exemplary behavior. This notion has never
been truer than as it applies to conflict. Self-awareness is critical.

As human beings, we experience emotions. As individuals, we
experience emotions in unique and profound ways. In addition, as
human beings, we have the ability to reason. Each of us has our
own “wiring” when it comes to thinking and reasoning. We are
uniquely individual. In our individuality, we respond to conflict in
cognitive and emotional ways. For leaders, it is of utmost impor-
tance to be aware of their personal reactions to conflict so that
they can manage their responses and model the most effective
behaviors before, during, and after conflict. The way leaders are
seen handling conflict sends strong signals to those around them
about their ability to assist them when they experience conflict.
In order to establish credibility as a conflict competent leader, you
must model constructive engagement in conflict. In Chapter Two,
we will explore these subjects in more depth.

Managing Your Emotions

[t is only recently that significant attention has been paid to the
role of emotions in conflict. Our experience is that conflict is all
about emotions, and enhancing your capacity to manage them
effectively can make the difference between well-managed con-
flict and disaster. Emotional regulation is a challenge, but one
that is essential to becoming conflict competent. Yet people
generally try to suppress emotions and look as though they are
“playing it cool.” This tendency is influenced by culture; many
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cultures prefer emotional reserve, and others support being more
direct about emotions.

In many Western countries, it is as though there were an
invisible sign outside the front of the headquarters building that
reads “Check Your Emotions Here.” People feel that they need
to repress emotions. Yet research has found that repression is the
worst of all emotional management techniques (Gross, 1998a).
It is essential to find a way to manage your emotions so that you
can be more balanced when you face conflict. In Chapter Three,
we will explore several approaches for doing this.

Reflecting on Conflict

Confusing and chaotic—these two terms describe the landscape
of conflict. When your emotions get aroused, your thoughts can
become scattered. It is easy to go into defense mode to protect
yourself from perceived threats to your interests. When you're
dealing with conflict is the very time, though, when you need
clarity in order to discover insights and solutions.

Taking time to reflect about how you are experiencing a
conflict is critical before engaging with others to find solutions.
Thinking about other people’s perspectives and interests can
deepen your understanding of why people may be behaving the
way they are. People rarely spend enough time reflecting on
and preparing for conflict conversations. This work can lessen
the tension associated with such discussions by helping you think
through possible approaches and potential responses from the
other person. We will look more deeply into slowing down and
reflecting in Chapter Four.

Fostering Constructive Responses (and Reducing
Destructive Responses)

One of the basic tenets of our work is this: people who are most
effective at handling conflict behave in constructive ways. These
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constructive behaviors are identifiable, learnable, and applicable.
The more you employ these behaviors before, during, and after
conflict, the more effective you become at handling conflict.

The work of Capobianco, Davis, and Kraus (1999) presents
two sets of behaviors associated with responses to conflict: con-
structive behaviors, which tend to reduce tension and keep the
conflict focused on ideas and information rather than people;
and destructive behaviors, which tend to make things worse and
escalate the conflict. The focus shifts to personalities and people
and away from ideas. Capobianco, Davis, and Kraus suggest
thinking of conflict as a fire: constructive behaviors help control
the fire; destructive behaviors fan the flames.

Capobianco, Davis, and Kraus have identified seven con-
structive behaviors and eight destructive behaviors. The
constructive behaviors are perspective taking, creating solutions,
expressing emotions, reaching out, reflective thinking, delay
responding, and adapting. In this book, we have added an addi-
tional constructive behavior, listening for understanding. The
destructive behaviors are winning at all costs, displaying anger,
demeaning others, retaliating, avoiding, yielding, hiding emo-
tions, and self-criticizing.

Chapter Five deals with destructive behaviors, and Chapter
Six focuses on constructive ones. In these chapters, we will
explore in depth how the use of constructive behaviors leads to
favorable outcomes as well as a reduction of destructive behav-
iors. Conflict competent leaders will not only discover how to
use constructive behaviors themselves but also see the desirabil-
ity of coaching others to do the same.

Team and Organizational Conflict Competence

The most effective leaders do more than just enhance their own
conflict competence. They model effective behaviors and influ-
ence or develop others. They also find ways to transform their
teams’ conflict climate and their organization’s conflict culture.
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They champion the establishment of processes and systems that
enable team and organizational conflict competence. This can
include supporting training, coaching, and mentoring at all
levels. It also involves the development of norms or agreements
for how people will deal with each other when conflict arises.
Conflict competent leaders espouse a systems approach to han-
dling conflict and the use of a wide variety of approaches to
resolving conflict.

In team settings, conflict competence includes creating
the right climate to support the use of the Cool Down, Slow
Down and Reflect, and Engage Constructively model among
teammates so that they can have open and honest discussions of
issues. Creating the right climate includes developing trust and
safety, promoting collaboration, and enhancing team emotional
intelligence.

In order to manage conflict effectively, team members need
to be able to discuss issues openly and honestly. When they can
robustly debate issues without turning a task-focused conflict into
one involving relationship conflict, they can develop better,
more creative solutions. This is not easy to do and requires devel-
oping norms that produce the right climate for managing conflict
constructively. This includes changing attitudes about conflict so
that it is not just something to avoid. It also means creating a
safe environment in which team members trust that what they
say won't be used against them. Working together with team
spirit produces collaborative effort that can enable people to give
others the benefit of the doubt when conflict emerges. Managing
emotions is important in team settings as well as in individual
contexts, because emotions are contagious and, if not addressed,
can spread tension throughout the team. Team members also
need to use constructive behaviors when addressing conflicts so
as to maintain a solution-oriented focus to their discussions. We
will address team conflict competence in Chapter Seven.

In organizational contexts, conflict competence involves cre-
ating a culture that supports the Cool Down, Slow Down and
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Reflect, and Engage Constructively model. This includes align-
ing mission, policies, training programs, performance standards,
and reward structures to reinforce the conflict competence model.
It also includes creating integrated conflict management systems
to support these cultural changes (Runde and Flanagan, 2010).
In order to be conflict competent, an organization needs its
leaders, managers, supervisors, and employees to be individually
conflict competent. At the same time, the organization needs to
align its conflict management processes with its mission, values,
policies, performance standards, and reward structures in order
to reinforce the kind of conflict behaviors it wants its personnel
to use with each other and with its vendors and customers. This
involves creating systems to reinforce its conflict model and to
provide multiple avenues for employees to address conflicts, pref-
erably at the lowest possible level at the earliest possible time.
We believe that talented leaders make lasting, significant
contributions to organizations. When they harness the tremen-
dous upside of conflict while minimizing the potential for harm,
the organization will reap benefits perhaps previously unimagi-
nable. We will look at how they can do this in Chapter Eight.

Why Conflict Competent Leaders Are Needed

Organizations have long recognized that they need leaders with
intelligence and technical proficiency. Recently, attention has
increasingly been paid to the importance of the emotional aspects
of leadership (Goleman, 1995). Our experience confirms this
trend. When executives and managers are asked about their
toughest challenges, their responses frequently focus on an issue
that strikes at the heart of emotional intelligence: conflict man-
agement. They found conflict hard to handle because it is filled
with difficult emotional issues that sometimes flare up and at
other times go underground.

Research suggests that leaders who are more effective are
better able than less effective leaders to address conflict. A study
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of more than three hundred managers found that the partici-
pants’ bosses, peers, and direct reports rated them as more effec-
tive leaders when they were seen as exhibiting higher levels
of constructive responses to conflict (Capobianco, Davis, and
Kraus, 2005). Conversely, those who engaged in destructive types
of responses were not seen as effective leaders. Similar connec-
tions have been drawn by other researchers based on field obser-
vations suggesting that those who have developed constructive
approaches to conflict are viewed as leaders even when they
do not hold formal leadership positions (Patterson, Grenny,
McMillan, and Switzler, 2002).

We believe that competency in dealing with organizational
conflict is a hallmark of effective leaders and crucial to organi-
zational success. The organizational costs associated with poorly
handled conflict are too high to ignore.

The Costs of Conflict Incompetence

When conflict is mismanaged, costs mount. Some out-of-pocket
costs like absenteeism and lawsuits are relatively easy to see and
compute. Others, like poor decision making, lost opportunities,
and diminished quality of working relationships, can prove more
costly, though they are more difficult to quantify.

One obvious cost concerns management time wasted dealing
with conflict rather than addressing more productive issues.
Surveys by the CCL and Eckerd College show that most manag-
ers estimate that between 20 and 40 percent of their time is spent
dealing with conflict (Center for Creative Leadership, 2003;
Runde, 2003), figures that are consistent with earlier manage-
ment studies (Thomas and Schmidt, 1976; Watson and Hoffman,
1996). How and why does so much time get consumed?

One of our clients, whom we will call Mary, was frustrated
because she was unable to focus on her main tasks. When asked
what was diverting her attention, she complained that her
subordinates were constantly coming to her to resolve conflicts.
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Mary was a good problem solver, so they approached her to fix
their problems rather than resolving the issues by themselves.
Although this worked well for the employees, it became a major
drain on Mary’s time and energy until she was finally able to use
techniques described later in this book to lessen her burden. Her
predicament illustrates one way that ineffective conflict manage-
ment can waste managers’ time.

A second conflict-related cost is the loss of employees. It has
been estimated that more than half of employee retention prob-
lems are related to poorly handled conflict (Dana, 2005). When
conflict creates morale problems and interferes with employees’
abilities to do their jobs, they may look for a better place to work,
particularly when the job market is strong. Many of these prob-
lems occur with the employee’s manager. The replacement costs
of finding, training, and bringing a new person up to speed can
often exceed the annual salary of the employee who leaves. It
certainly costs more than addressing conflicts in the first place
so that employees do not get frustrated and leave. If turnover
becomes an organizational problem, an effective leader needs to
determine if poorly managed conflict is at least partially at fault.

Absenteeism and health costs related to work stress also
contribute to the financial toll exacted by ineffectively managed
conflict. One form of absenteeism represents an attempt to avoid
dealing with conflict: the employee takes a sick day in order to
delay or escape dealing with the unpleasant problem. Another
aspect of absenteeism relates to actual physical or emotional
distress or illness associated with conflict. Research has demon-
strated a connection between workplace conflict and stress as
well as the detrimental health effects of workplace stress (Quick,
Quick, Nelson, and Hurrell, 1997; Yandrick, 1999). Health
claims and their effects on insurance premiums as well as the
productivity losses associated with absenteeism can constitute
significant financial drains on organizations.

A variation on absenteeism is presenteeism. In this case, the
employees will be physically at work but will not be focused on
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their job. Instead they will be thinking about the conflict while
at work. Research suggests that presenteeism may have a more
profound effect on productivity than absenteeism (Hemp, 2004).

Grievances, complaints, and lawsuits often stem from inef-
fectively managed conflict. Many times, the complainant just
wants an opportunity to talk about the problem or receive an
apology for a perceived wrong. If it is handled effectively at the
start, the issue can be resolved informally with much less cost.
Yet problems are often ignored or not handled well. Then the
conflict spirals out of control and becomes a dispute that requires
more formal third-party intervention, which can increase the
time, effort, and cost required for resolution. Even if an organiza-
tion prevails in such a dispute with an individual employee,
vendor, or customer, it hasn’t truly won. The process, whether
litigation or a less complicated approach such as mediation, can
still take costly time for preparation and participation. In addi-
tion, there is always the possibility of losing on the merits, which
can cost a great deal more.

Workplace conflict can lead to an even more extreme
problem: workplace violence. The National Institute of Occupa-
tional Safety and Health (1997) estimates that more than one
million workers are assaulted each year at work. A significant
number of these assaults are perpetrated by disgruntled custom-
ers, patients, coworkers, and employees. The emotional toll on
the targets of the violence as well as on their coworkers can be
enormous and can increase the costs associated with retention,
absenteeism, and health care.

Many of these costs directly affect organizational productiv-
ity. When managers are spending their time dealing with conflict
rather than developing new products or helping their employees
serve customers, productivity lags. When workers brood at their
desk about conflict issues, spend time complaining to coworkers
about the conflict, stay home to avoid it, or even leave the orga-
nization when conflict becomes unbearable, the organization
suffers too.
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In one of our programs, we have participants estimate how
much conflict currently costs their organization. We use the
Dana Measure of Financial Cost of Organizational Conflict survey
(Dana, 2006), which enables users to provide their own estimates
for cost categories described in this chapter. Although they are
encouraged to use conservative estimates for each of the cost
categories, our participants are constantly surprised at the high
cost of conflict their organizations incur. They say that their
surprise comes in part because they had never systematically
reviewed conflict-related expenses or at least had never con-
sciously attributed those expenses to poor conflict management.

Beyond Costs

Although cost savings alone make a compelling case for leaders
who can address conflict in an effective manner, there are addi-
tional reasons for leaders to be conflict competent. People operate
differently in situations where conflict becomes destructive.
These changes can disrupt the effective functioning of an organi-
zation. For example, when facing conflict, some people begin
withholding information from those with whom they have con-
flict. When sharing begins to dry up, decisions may be made based
on inadequate information. When the relationships become too
tense, managers may feel compelled to reorganize work groups
so as to separate individuals. This tactic may temporarily relieve
the tension, but it can be counterproductive to bringing the best
talents to bear on the issues faced by a work group.

Although most people think of conflict as negative, conflict
theory suggests that there are creative opportunities that can
emerge from conflict when it is managed effectively. Imagine
what an organization would look like if it had absolutely no
conflict at all—pretty boring and static. Some suggest that leaders
need to make sure that there is sufficient debate and conflict in
their organization to ensure that varying approaches to impor-
tant issues are considered and appropriately vetted. The key in



The What and Why of Conflict Competent Leaders 21

these cases is to stimulate debate without letting it become
destructive or focused on personalities as opposed to the task
at hand (Roberto, 2005). Conflict that involves the airing of
different opinions can stimulate creativity as ideas feed off one
another and new concepts emerge. When conflict can be used
constructively to elicit ideas and appropriately challenge them,
it can help prevent teams from falling into the trap of group-
think, where extreme concurrence seeking can lead to suppres-
sion of conflict and a consequent drop in the quality of decision
making (Turner and Pratkanis, 1997). A classic example of
groupthink was the failure of the Swiss watchmaking industry
to grasp the cutting-edge digital technology that became the new
standard. The Swiss watchmakers decided that the new technol-
ogy was a fad that wouldn’t last. The Swiss experts needed little
debate. They were convinced that the technology was fallible
because a watch without a mainspring certainly wouldn’t work.
Their decision resulted in a massive loss of market share from
which the industry never fully recovered.

Effective strategic planning requires sharing information and
debating the ideas developed from that information. Conflict
avoidance causes both the information sharing and the vetting
to dry up and undermines the rigorous debate required for supe-
rior strategic decision-making quality (Amason and Schweiger,
1997). In one example, a group of executives was examining
the company’s mission and vision. After several days, it became
apparent to the facilitators that most of the executive team
members refused to engage in any meaningful debate with the
senior member of the team. They deferred to his opinions and
yielded to his suggestions. The facilitators intervened by provid-
ing feedback about the lack of debate and suggested that the
team examine how they handled conflict before proceeding
with their primary objective. Eventually the team began sharing
observations about their lack of open communication. They
chose to table their examination of the mission and vision until
after they had resolved their communication issues.
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Effective conflict management can also be a key to stimulat-
ing a collaborative workplace environment. Disagreements inevi-
tably arise when people from different parts of an organization
begin working together. If these disagreements cannot be ad-
dressed in a successful manner, they will undermine collaboration
and prevent the realization of the benefits that conflict can bring
(Weiss and Hughes, 2005). Our conflict programs frequently
focus on engaging participants in exercises and simulations that
elicitdisagreements. Participants are taught to employ approaches,
techniques, and behaviors that enable successful resolution of
differences. As participants find that they can be successful in
the classroom, they gain confidence that they can use the same
approaches, techniques, and behaviors in the workplace.

When an organization is able to develop a culture that
emphasizes the use of constructive conflict management and
resolution internally, it also helps create an environment where
employees will interact with customers, vendors, and other exter-
nal parties in a more effective manner. If an organization espouses
high customer service values but ignores or mismanages internal
conflicts, employees are likely to look at these actions as their
cues for how they are to deal with others. Once poor habits
such as ignoring internal conflicts become ingrained, they can
become a major obstacle to development of successful customer
relations. But if an organization can align its internal conflict
management strategies with the way it wants to treat its clients,
then it can achieve higher-quality client interactions (J. Lynch,
conversation with Craig Runde on Dec. 12, 2005).

Knowing how to engage and resolve conflict also helps build
stronger relationships—with clients, with vendors, among
employees, and between managers and employees. These rela-
tionships can help these interdependent parties become more
creative and productive and can make work life more enjoyable.
Strong relationships can better weather problems and allow
people to look for ways to resolve conflicts that enable all parties
to gain. The first step along this path is to become familiar with
the basic dynamics of conflict.
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Summary

Conflict competence is a term we use to describe skills that
leaders can develop to improve their personal ability to manage
conflict and to help their teams and organization address it more
effectively. Becoming conflict competent involves developing
cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and normative skills in order to
address the inevitable conflicts faced in organizational life. Moti-
vation for beginning this effort can come from examining the
high costs of conflict incompetence as well as reflecting on
the substantial gains that can come from conflict competence.

Tips and Exercises

Take some time to think about what conflict competence could mean
to you, your team, and your organization. If you believe as most
people do that conflicts are inevitable, then it will only be a matter
of time until the next one comes along.

¢ If you were able to manage your emotions, reflect on the conflict
to understand it better, and engage constructively with the other
person or persons, how would things change?

e What are the costs of conflict incompetence to you, your team,
and your organization?

e If you could manage conflict better, what would be the benefits
to you? Think about benefits both at work and at home.

e How would more effective conflict management improve the
output of your team?

e How would things look different if your organization were conflict
competent?

e How would this benefit the organization? How would it benefit
you?

Improving your ability to manage conflict takes work. We think
that leaders will undertake that work only if it makes a meaningful
difference to them personally. This is why reflecting on these ques-
tions is a crucial first step.







