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been the recipient of several prestigious awards including the Marlin Luther King Human Rights 
Award from the Syracuse community for his leadership in nonviolent conflict resolution, the William 
Kreidler Award for Distinguished Service to the field of Conflict Resolution from the Association of 
Conflict Resolution, and the President’s Distinguished College Professor of the Year Award from NSU.

Loraleigh Keashly, Wayne State University
Loraleigh Keashly, PhD is a graduate of the University of Saskatchewan, Canada). She is 
currently Professor in the Department of Communication at Wayne State University, Detroit. Her 
research, teaching and consulting focus on conflict and conflict resolution at the interpersonal, 
group, intergroup and organizational level. Her main research focus is the nature, effects, and 
amelioration of uncivil and bullying behaviors in the workplace with a particular interest in the role 
of organizational structure and culture in the facilitation or prevention and management of these 
behaviors. She has focused her recent attention on the academic environment and works with 
universities on these issues. She has developed and conducted trainings in building bystander 
efficacy to take constructive action in challenging situations. Her works in progress focus on 1) 
the power of relationships at work and 2) civility in academia. She has published over 40 articles 
and book chapters. She has been a consultant to organizations and an expert witness on cases of 
workplace bullying and hostility.

Ralph H. Kilmann; CEO, Kilmann Diagnostics LLC
Ralph H. Kilmann, PhD is CEO of Kilmann Diagnostics (KD) in Newport Coast, California. In this 
position, he has created all of KD’s online courses and assessment tools on the four timeless 
topics of conflict management, change management, expanding consciousness, and quantum 
transformation. Ralph’s online products are used by such high-profile organizations as Amazon, 
Bank of America, DuPont, ExxonMobil, FedEx, GE, Google, Harvard University, Microsoft, NASA, 
Netflix, Philips, Twitter, the U.S. Department of State, Verizon, Wal-Mart, the World Health 
Organization, and Zoom Video. Ralph earned both his B.S. in graphic arts management and M.S. 
in industrial administration from Carnegie Mellon University in 1970, and a Ph.D. degree in the 
behavioral sciences in management and social systems design from the University of California, 
Los Angeles, in 1972. After Ralph left UCLA, he immediately began his professional career as an 
Assistant Professor at the Katz School of Business, University of Pittsburgh. In 1991, the faculty 
awarded him the George H. Love Professorship of Organization and Management, which he held 
until 2002, when he relinquished his tenured faculty position. Instead of staying in Pittsburgh, 
Ralph moved to the West Coast, since he wanted to fulfill his California Dream, which eventually 
led to the creation of Kilmann Diagnostics. Ralph has published more than twenty books and one 
hundred articles. In 2021, Ralph wrote and published his “legacy book,” which integrates everything 
he’s ever created and presented across all his previous books and articles: Creating a Quantum 
Organization: The Whys & Hows of Implementing Eight Tracks for Long-Term Success. He is also 
the coauthor of more than ten assessment tools, including the Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode 
Instrument (TKI) and the Kilmann Organizational Conflict Instrument (KOCI). To learn more about the 
author and his work, visit his website: www.kilmanndiagnostics.com.
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Michele Lemonius, University of Manitoba
Michele Lemonius is Human Rights and Conflict Management Advisor at the University of Manitoba. 
She is a doctoral candidate in Peace and Conflict Studies at the University of Manitoba and holds 
an MA in Conflict Analysis and Manage from Royal Roads University, and a Master’s in Adult 
Education from St. Francis Xavier University. She has ten years of experience in the field of conflict 
management.

Barbara Sunderland Manousso
Barbara Sunderland Manousso, PhD, M.P.H., CEO and founder of Manousso Mediation and 
Arbitration, LLC and Solution2Conflict, has taught and practiced mediation and arbitration 
worldwide, since 1993, as a family and civil mediator, arbitrator, ombudsman, facilitator, negotiator, 
conflict resolution coach, as well as author of articles and book chapters, related to her research 
and practice. In addition, for many years, she has been a professor in Global Conflict Management 
at the University of St. Thomas in Houston, TX, training foreign-service officers. She has worked 
for years closely with many professional conflict management organizations, the Houston Better 
Business Bureau’s ADR programs, the Small Business Administration, and American and Texas 
Bar Associations. Her baccalaureate was from Brown University; Master of Public Health, from the 
University of Texas School of Public Health; and PhD, from Nova Southeastern University. She also 
holds a graduate certificate in Healthcare and Conflict. She attended South Texas College of Law 
and chaired the Healthcare Society and holds many ADR certificates, those required by statute 
and numerous conflict certificates and hours beyond statute requirements. A former president 
of the Association of Conflict Resolution Houston chapter, she is internationally recognized as a 
leader and mentor in the field of mediation and arbitration. From 2015 to 2018, she chaired the 
international Association for Conflict Resolution International’s Education, Research, and Training 
Section and from 2012 to 2015, she chaired the ACR international Health Care Section. She has 
lectured in Shanghai, China, Bangkok, Thailand, Goa, India, Halifax, Canada, Ireland, Mexico, and 
New Zealand. Students come from around the world to take her trainings in Houston. In 2019, she 
received the Suzanne Adams Award from the Texas Association of Mediators, as the top dispute 
resolution practitioner in Texas. In 2018, she was recognized for a Lifetime Achievement Award in 
mediation and arbitration from the Association for Conflict Resolution Houston Chapter, A Houston 
Business Journal Mentor, and A Woman Who Means Business by the Houston Business Journal. 
In 2010, she was recognized as One of the Fifty Most Influential Women in Houston by Houston 
Women’s Magazine. In 1992, she was recognized by the Egyptian Suez Government. In 1972, she 
was recognized by the White House as Rhode Island’s Outstanding Small Business. She is currently 
the president of Brown University’s Class of 1977.

Katsiaryna Matusevich, Barry University
Katsiaryna Matusevich, PhD is an Associate Professor of Human Resource Development at Barry 
University in Miami, where she is also leading the Human Resource Development graduate program. 
Her research focuses on exploring a link between organizational environment and employee 
well-being, and, specifically, on the role that situational factors such as organizational culture, 
leadership, social support, and team psychological safety play in promoting peak experiences 
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known as flow. On the practitioner side, Dr. Matusevich uses her expertise to partner with 
organizations to co-create solutions to improve communication, leadership, and performance 
through science-based interventions. She holds a certificate in Brain-Based Coaching through the 
Neuroleadership Institute and has a credential of a Results Coaching System trained coach. She also 
holds an Associate Certified Coach (ACC) credential from the International Coach Federation. She 
has provided executive coaching, leadership development, and communication solutions to national 
industry-leading companies in homebuilding, healthcare, financial services, and fashion.

Pavel Mischenko, Leader Talent Consulting
Pavel is the Managing Partner of Leader Talent, LLC with 25 years of experience in International 
Business Consulting, Human Resources Development, and Administration. Originally from Russia, 
he holds graduate degrees in Engineering (M.S., Moscow State University) and Family Therapy 
(M.A., Syracuse University). He designs and facilitates performance-based development programs 
in the area of leadership, management, communication, conflict resolution, and teamwork. 
Mr. Mischenko is a Faculty Member of Management Centre Europe / American Management 
Association and an Adjunct Faculty with the Syracuse University. With a strong international 
background, he has delivered consulting projects worldwide with more than 5000 executives, 
managers, and technical professionals from mid-size to large Fortune 500 companies. Pavel is a 
Founder of the BOTH® Method helping organizational leaders to build highly productive teamwork 
while effectively managing conflict and stress.

Alisa V. Moldavanova, Wayne State University
Alisa V. Moldavanova is Associate Professor and MPA program director at The Joseph R. Biden, Jr. 
School of Public Policy and Administration at the University of Delaware. She previously served as 
Associate Professor and Coordinator of the graduate certificate in nonprofit management at Wayne 
State University (Detroit, Michigan). Her current research investigates organizational sustainability 
in the context of public service organizations, the role of inter-organizational networks and other 
forms of social connectedness in enabling sustainable organizations, as well as how nonprofits and 
other public service organizations foster sustainable development in their local communities. She is 
also conducting research on the role of civil society and nonprofit sector organizations in advancing 
democracy. Dr. Moldavanova’s work has been published in leading public administration and urban 
studies journals, as well as in numerous edited book collections. She is also an editor of the 2018 
book, “The Nonprofit Sector in Eastern Europe, Russia, and Central Asia: Civil Society Advances and 
Challenges” (Brill Publishers).

Christopher T. H. Miners, Queen’s University, Smith School of Business
Christopher T. H. Miners is an Associate Professor of Organizational Behavior at the Smith School of 
Business at Queen’s University in Canada. He received his B.Sc. in Psychology from McGill University, 
and his PhD in Organizational Behavior and Human Resource Management from the University of 
Toronto. Christopher’s research investigates abilities, personality traits, and intra- and interpersonal 
processes that facilitate job performance and promote well-being. The focus of his first line of 
research is on emotional intelligence. Christopher’s current research examines the relations between 
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emotional intelligence and negotiation performance, moral decision-making, and social influence. 
A second line of his research investigates the antecedents and consequences of counternormative 
behavior in group contexts. He has published papers on these topics in a variety of journals, 
including Administrative Science Quarterly, Leadership Quarterly, and Journal of Experimental Social 
Psychology, as well as a number of book chapters. His research is funded by the Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council of Canada, and has been featured on the Discovery Channel, in The 
Economist, and by the Government of Canada and the Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers. 
He is an award-winning teacher who delivers courses in organizational behavior and emotional 
intelligence in the workplace for undergraduate, graduate, and executive audiences. Christopher 
enjoys mentoring students, and has supervised and served on many M.Sc. and PhD committees.

Jack Nasher, Munich Business School
Jack Nasher, PhD is a negotiation advisor and academic. Oxford educated, he is currently a professor 
at Munich Business School and teaches at Stanford University. He founded the NASHER Negotiation 
Institute, training and advising companies all over the world. Alongside his studies in Philosophy 
(PhD), Psychology (MA), Management (MSc), and Law (German State Exam), he earned his stripes 
at the European Court of Justice, at the United Nations in New York City, and at Wall Street’s leading 
law firm Skadden. Jack’s books became multiple bestsellers and appeared in the US, China, Russia, 
and dozens of other countries, reaching bestselling status in many. Articles from and about him 
appeared in publications such as Harvard Business Review, The Wallstreet Journal, ZEIT, and the 
China Times. Jack writes the annual Forbes list of “Top 10 World Changing negotiations”. Professor 
Jack Nasher is a Principle Practitioner of the Association of Business Psychology and regularly 
speaks at management conventions, where his research has been awarded with a gold medal. He is 
an avid mentalist and regularly demonstrates mind mysteries at Hollywood’s Magic Castle.

Terry Morrow Nelson, Nova Southeastern University
Terry Morrow Nelson, PhD is currently the Associate Dean of Student Affairs and Associate Professor 
at Nova Southeastern University’s College of Health Care Sciences. Her work focuses on identifying 
opportunities to leverage human potential for the greater good through her practice and research 
efforts.  Morrow Nelson is a Florida Supreme Court Mediator, Certified Christian Conciliator and 
President of the Morrow and Associates Partnership for Leadership and Transformation.  She serves 
on the editorial review boards for the Journal of Leadership Education, Internet Journal of Allied 
Health Sciences and Practice, Journal of Peace and Conflict Studies, and The Qualitative Report.

Yashwant Pathak, University of South Florida
Yashwant Pathak, PhD earned his doctorate in Pharmaceutical Sciences. Later he also completed his 
Executive MBA and Master of Science in Conflict Management from Sullivan University in Louisville, 
KY. He is presently working as Associate Dean for Faculty Affairs, College of Pharmacy, University 
of South Florida Health, Tampa Florida. He is actively involved in many nonprofit organizations 
including the International Center for Cultural Sudies which organized a conference at Tampa on 
eastern and indigenous perspectives on conflict resolution. He has edited several books in the field 
of nanotechnology, drug delivery systems, Nutraceuticals, conflict resolution, and cultural studies.
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Frederic S. Pearson, Wayne State University
Frederic S. Pearson, PhD is Professor of Political Science, and Gershenson Distinguished Research 
Faculty Fellow at Wayne State University in Detroit, USA; for the past 30 years he has served as 
Director of the University’s Center for Peace and Conflict Studies. He is also Distinguished Service 
and Teaching Professor. He was previously professor and research fellow at the University of 
Missouri-St. Louis and twice a Fulbright scholar in the Netherlands and U.K. His Ph.D. dissertation 
was on Middle East conflict systems, and his numerous books include: Civil War: Internal Struggles, 
Global Consequences (with Marie Olson Lounsbery); Arab Approaches to Conflict Resolution 
(with Nahla Hamdan); Arms and Ethnic Conflict (John Sislin) and Arms and Warfare, Negotiation. 
An authority on international military intervention, arms transfers, conflict resolution and 
peacemaking, Dr Pearson was editor of the 2001 special issue of the Journal of Peace Research on 
Identity-based Disputes and Conflict Management, and governmental consultant on US National 
Security, 21st Century, in Washington, DC, as well as at the UN. Other relevant recent articles have 
included studies of post-hostilities stability in civil wars, as well as intervention and the prospects 
for democratization and peaceful protest successes, inter-organizational collaboration, nuclear arms 
control, and conflict exit strategies.

Eileen Petzold-Bradley, Nova Southeastern University
Eileen Petzold-Bradley is a Learning and Development Specialist, Certified Coach, and Conflict 
Resolution Practitioner that works with diverse teams and executives in the facilitation, moderation, 
and transformative guidance through complex individual and organizational conflicts. She 
supports leaders and organizations alike to grow and enhance their conflict resolution skill toolkit 
and trains them to become more agile, resilient, and able to handle change and organizational 
challenges. Eileen is a doctoral candidate specializing in Organizational Conflicts at NOVA 
Southeastern University’s Department of Conflict Resolution Studies and served as a Graduate 
Teaching Assistant for senior faculty for three years. She is a Dispute Resolution Fellow 2021 for the 
American Bar Association’s Dispute Resolution Section (ADR Practice Management and OMBUDS 
Committees) and an active member of the International Council for Online Dispute Resolution, 
The International Ombudsman Association, and Association for Conflict Resolution. Currently, Eileen 
is the Educational Development and Outreach Director at BRDGES Academy, a leading educational 
institution offering conflict resolvers intercultural skills training and professional certifications in 
mediation. Most recently, Eileen worked with academics, leaders, and professionals from various 
industries and sectors, providing career and conflict coaching at EP Bradley and Ingeus. Eileen also 
ran an English Language Center and was the Master Franchisor for the Helen Doron Educational 
Group in Berlin, Germany. In her early career, Eileen was a foreign policy consultant carrying out 
relevant research on pressing environment and security themes to enhance dialogue and influence 
policy decision-makers and military leadership in Europe and the US for various governmental and 
international institutions. Eileen is an American and Panamanian and has lived in Europe, USA, and 
Panama. Eileen holds several coaching certifications (Marshall Goldsmith Stakeholder Centered 
Coaching and Systemic Coaching from European Coaching Association), a master’s degree in Urban 
& Environmental Planning from the University of Virginia, and a dual Bachelor of Arts degree in 
International Studies & Spanish from George Mason University.
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Brian Polkinghorn, Salisbury University
Brian Polkinghorn, MS, MA, MPhil, PhD is a Distinguished Professor of Conflict Analysis and 
Dispute Resolution at Salisbury University. In 1994 Brian was the co-founding faculty member of 
the Department of Conflict Analysis and Resolution (DCAR), Nova Southeastern University. In 2000 
he designed in launched the Department of Conflict Analysis and Dispute Resolution (CADR) and 
became the Executive Director of the Bosserman Center for Conflict Resolution (BCCR), a United 
Nations University Regional Center of Expertise, at Salisbury University. He has worked in the conflict 
intervention field since 1985 as a mediator, arbitrator, facilitator, trainer, researcher, academic 
program and curriculum developer, conflict coach, dispute systems designer and ombudsman. He 
has published over 50 articles, book chapters and books and has been the (co)principle investigator 
on several dozen research projects. Brian has also been the recipient of more than 80 research 
and program grants. He has practiced in a dozen countries primarily in the areas of environmental 
policy dispute intervention, labor-management, cross border cooperative enterprises, leadership 
development and support of peace talks. Brian is an alum of the Carter School for Peace and 
Conflict Resolution (CSPCR), George Mason University, the Program on the Analysis and Resolution 
of Conflicts (PARC), Syracuse University and was a Fellow with the Program on Negotiation (PON), 
Harvard University Law School. Brian was a National Fellow with the US Environmental Protection 
Agency, a United States Presidential Fellow, the University System of Maryland Wilson Elkins 
Professor and a Senior American Fulbright Scholar with the Evens Program in International Conflict 
Resolution and Mediation at Tel Aviv University. Brian is currently a Fulbright Alumni Ambassador 
with the Council for the International Exchange of Scholars (CIES) the scholar division of the Institute 
of International Education (IIE).

Neal J. Powless, Syracuse University
Neal J. Powless, MS, NCC, and PhD Fellow at Syracuse University’s S.I. Newhouse School of Public 
Communications, is a traditional member of the Onondaga Nation and Eel Clan. Three years 
ago, he became the University Ombuds at Syracuse University, transitioning from the Office of 
Multicultural Affairs and Career Services Center. Neal has a Masters’s degree in Counseling from 
Syracuse University and a BS in Psychology from Nazareth College. He has taught courses and 
presented internationally for over 25 years about Indigenous culture and value systems and is the 
Co-Founder/Co-Owner with his wife, Michelle, of Indigenous Concepts Consulting. His professional 
accomplishments include the production of multiple movies and films, 3’x All-American, 2002 All-
World, Professional World Championship and numerous Hall of Fame’s for lacrosse and coach of the 
Netherland’s national team since 2014.

Laura Rees, Queen’s University, Smith School of Business
Laura Rees, PhD is an Assistant Professor of Organizational Behavior, recently joining the College 
of Business at Oregon State University (USA) from the Smith School of Business at Queen’s 
University (Canada). She received her A.B. in Economics from Harvard University, and her PhD in 
Organizational Behavior from the University of Michigan. Laura’s research focuses on emotions and 
related cognitive and interpersonal influences that often arise spontaneously and without much 
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conscious thought, but profoundly shape decision-making, negotiations, performance, persuasion 
and cooperation, interpersonal perceptions and interactions, and well-being at work. Her first 
line of research examines the antecedents and consequences of complex emotion-influenced 
experiences – including ambivalence and authenticity – for both individuals and groups. Her second 
line of research investigates ethical and other implications of both complex and simple emotional 
experiences. Her third line of research explores voice habit, a new theoretical construct developed 
by Laura and her colleagues that proposes an automatic perspective of voice behavior. Her research 
has been published in journals such as Academy of Management Review, Journal of Business Ethics, 
Academy of Management Annals, Journal of Applied Psychology, Journal of Experimental Social 
Psychology, and Journal of Experimental Psychology: Applied, among others, as well as numerous 
book chapters. Laura has taught courses on negotiations, organizational behavior and leadership, 
and ethics to undergraduate, MBA, and other master’s students. She has written several negotiation 
cases and leads negotiation workshops for a variety of university and executive audiences. She is 
currently developing two podcast series focused on the application of cutting-edge scholarship in 
negotiation and conflict management, found at www.NegotiationandConflictTeam.com.

Scott L. Rogers, University of Miami
Scott Rogers, M.S., J.D., is founder and director of the University of Miami School of Law’s 
Mindfulness in Law Program and co-founder of UMindfulness, the University’s Mindfulness Research 
& Practice Initiative. Since 2010 Professor Rogers has been collaborating on neuroscience research 
exploring the enduring brain and behavior changes that may accompany mindfulness-training 
programs. A nationally recognized leader and columnist in the field of mindfulness, Professor Rogers 
has taught mindfulness to tens of thousands of people including accountants, athletes, business 
and community leaders, financial advisors, educators, firefighters, judges, lawyers, law and medical 
students, law and medical school faculty, negotiators, parents, physicians, pilots, soldiers, and 
therapists. His training programs have been integrated into numerous corporate and academic 
settings. Professor Rogers is author of “The Six-Minute Solution: A Mindfulness Primer for Lawyers,” 
“Mindfulness for Law Students,” “Attending: A Physician’s Introduction to Mindfulness,” “Mindful 
Parenting,” the “The Elements of Mindfulness,” and the forthcoming textbook, “The Mindful Law 
Student.” He lectures across the country, speaks at law, medical, and scientific conferences, and 
been interviewed in newspapers and magazines for his work on mindfulness. His work at the 
University of Miami School of Law has appeared in the Wall Street Journal and his research has been 
written about in the New York Times.

Kuryakin C. Rucker
Kuryakin (KC) Rucker, JD, PhD is a human resources and management consultant, Michigan-licensed 
attorney, and entrepreneur with over 15 years of human resources and labor relations experience 
with multiple Fortune 500 companies, large municipalities, and government contractors. Dr. Rucker 
is a native of Detroit, Michigan and earned his Bachelor of Arts in Speech Communication, Master 
of Arts in Industrial Relations and Juris Doctor in Employment and Labor Law from Wayne State 
University in Detroit. He earned his Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) in Management with a focus in Human 
Resources Leadership from Sullivan University in Louisville, Kentucky. He is also certified as a Senior 
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Professional in Human Resources (SPHR) by the Human Resources Certification Institute and Senior 
Certified Professional (SHRM-SCP) by the Society for Human Resources Management. Since 2019, 
Dr. Rucker has been the President and Senior Consultant of Rucker Management Consultants, LLC, 
located in Huntsville, Alabama. RMC is a full-service human resources and management consulting 
firm focused on partnering with small- and medium-sized organizations to provide practical 
solutions to HR and management issues. Dr. Rucker is also an adjunct professor in the Department 
of Management, Marketing and Logistics at Alabama A&M University, where he teaches courses in 
management and human resources management.

Jessica Senehi, University of Manitoba
Jessica Senehi, PhD is Professor of Peace and Conflict Studies at the University of Manitoba. She 
is a co-editor of the Routledge Companion to Peace and Conflict Studies (2019), the Routledge 
Handbook on Ethnic Conflict and Peacebuilding (2022). She holds a PhD in Social Science and an MS 
in Biopsychology from Syracuse University.

Creighlynn D. Thoele, RAISE Beyond Consulting
Creighlynn Thoele, PhD is the Chief Executive Officer for RAISE Beyond, a consulting company 
in Shreveport, LA. Dr. Thoele founded RAISE Beyond after identifying a critical need for positive 
culture change within local communities throughout the country. Centered on the beliefs that one 
person can make a difference and that a team of people can change the world, Dr. Thoele leads 
a team of Reliable, Authentic, Innovative, Solutions-based Experts (RAISE) who work together 
to make powerful, positive, inclusive, and innovative changes throughout various organizations 
and communities. Dr. Thoele previously served as the Command Culture Advisor for the U.S. 
Air Force Global Strike Command Headquarters and as a Human Intelligence Officer for the U.S. 
Army. Dr. Thoele specializes in human behavior. She has developed numerous community-based 
initiatives, ranging from strategic to tactical-level, which address a variety of local community 
challenges, including social innovation, racial and socio-economic disparities, community 
development, rising youth crime rates, innovating public education, and more. Dr. Thoele has also 
been pivotal in the development of four new non-profit organizations within northwestern LA in an 
effort to spearhead change efforts within the area’s under-resourced communities. Dr. Thoele has 
developed and facilitated courses on a variety of topics, including culture, leadership, strategy, 
performance, change management, and conflict resolution. Her growing body of research focuses 
on the impact of individual and collective behavior on organizational and operational effectiveness. 
Dr. Thoele has an MBA from Cameron University in Lawton, OK and a PhD. in Strategic Management 
from Sullivan University in Louisville, KY.

Leigh Thompson, Kellogg School of Management
Leigh Thompson, PhD is the J. Jay Gerber Distinguished Professor of Dispute Resolution and 
Organizations at the Kellogg School of Management, Northwestern University. An acclaimed 
researcher, author, and speaker, Thompson’s research focuses on negotiation, creativity, and 
teamwork. Thompson’s books include Negotiating the Sweet Spot: The Art of Leaving Nothing on 
the Table, Creative Conspiracy: The New Rules of Breakthrough Collaboration, Making the Team, 
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The Mind and Heart of the Negotiator, The Truth about Negotiations and Stop Spending, Start 
Managing. Thompson directs several executive education programs, including Negotiation Mastery 
Class, Leading High-Impact Teams, High Performance Negotiation Skills, Constructive Collaboration, 
and Negotiating in a Virtual World. Thompson created several publicly available teaching videos: 
Negotiation 101, Teamwork 101, High Performance Collaboration: Leadership, Teamwork, and 
Negotiation (MOOC series with Coursera), as well as Is Your Team Slacking?, Managing Virtual 
Teams, High-Performance Negotiation Skills for Women, and How Brainwriting can Neutralize the 
Loudmouths.

Michael A. Wahlgren
Michael A. Wahlgren is a Doctoral candidate at Nova Southeastern University with the Department 
of Conflict Analysis and Resolution. His background is in education and organizational culture with 
a dissertation focus on assessing and improving organizational cultures through workplace conflict 
resolution training. Michael is a graduate of Florida Institute of Technology and Central Michigan 
University and earned degrees in Communication and Administration. He is a military veteran and 
has held numerous leadership positions with the Department of Defense over the past 10 years.

LaVena Wilkin, Sullivan University
LaVena Wilkin, PhD is the Dean of PhD Programs at Sullivan University. Before joining Sullivan, 
she spent twenty-six years in the construction industry, and three of those years she co-owned a 
masonry sub-contracting company.  She started teaching as an adjunct instructor in 1999.  After 
selling the construction company in 2001, she came to work at Sullivan full-time as the Associate 
Director of the Evening and Weekend Division.  She has also served as the Dean of the College 
of Business Administration and the Dean of Conflict Management programs for Sullivan. Dr. 
Wilkin has facilitated workshops on communication, conflict, emotional intelligence, forgiveness, 
P.E.A.C.E. from Conflict, and workplace bullying for the Center for Non Profit Excellence, The 
Archdiocese of Louisville,  Integrating Women Leaders, FireKing, Governor’s Equal Employment 
Opportunity Annual Conference, the Academic Leadership Academy, the Society for Strategic 
Human Resources Managers, Unity of East Louisville, Duke Energy, The Archdiocese of Louisville, 
and several other organizations. She also created a basic conflict management course for the 
Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI). She also conducted a Webinar for Collaborative 
Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) entitled Managing Conflicts With Your Dissertation Chair.Dr. 
Wilkin published an article on workplace bullying in the International Journal of Business and Social 
Science, and for several years she wrote a quarterly column for Business First.She contributed a 
chapter in The Handbook of Mediation: Research, Theory, and Practice.  She is also co-editor of a 
book entitled Organizational Conflicts: Challenges and Solutions. She is the Editor for the Journal of 
Conflict Management, a scholarly journal that publishes research in many of the multidisciplinary 
areas of managing conflicts. She co-edited a book, entitled “From Discord to Harmony: Making the 
Workplace Hum”, which was published in March 2020.  She is a certified mediator, conflict coach 
and employee engagement facilitator. Dr. Wilkin earned her bachelors and master’s degrees from 
Sullivan University. She earned her PhD in Conflict Analysis and Resolution from Nova Southeastern 
University in Ft. Lauderdale, Florida. Her dissertation topic was workplace bullying in academe. 
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Dr. Wilkin is the Vice-President emeritus for the Board of Directors at Unity of East Louisville.  
Additionally, she previously served on the Board of Directors for the Society for the Prevention and 
Aggression Among Adolescence (SPAVA). 

Anthony P. Zanesco, University of Miami
Anthony Zanesco, PhD is a cognitive neuroscientist who studies attention and mind wandering, the 
dynamics of electrophysiological brain states, and how meditation and mindfulness training affect 
one’s ability to focus and regulate distraction. He completed his PhD at the University of California, 
Davis, in 2017. He is currently a postdoctoral associate in the laboratory of Dr. Amishi Jha in the 
Psychology Department at the University of Miami.

Sandore (Sandy) Zehr
Sandore (Sandy) Zehr, PhD serves as the Director of Congressional & Public Affairs for Naval 
Surface Warfare Center, Crane Division (NSWC Crane) and is the Division Manager for the 
Corporate Communications Division. In this role, he serves as the principal advisor to NSWC Crane 
regarding policy decisions, courses of action, and ramifications related to internal and external 
communication. Dr. Zehr also plays an active role with the Naval Sea System Command (NAVSEA) 
Propel Leadership Development Program. In this role, he designs course content and leads training 
courses for both new and experienced leaders across the NAVSEA enterprise. Prior to joining NSWC 
Crane, Dr. Zehr spent over 27 years in private sector corporate leadership. During this time, he 
served as Vice-President and Shareholder for Artistic Media Partners, which was Indiana’s largest 
radio broadcasting corporation. In this role, Sandy was primarily responsible for organizational 
leadership and operational oversight for part of the organization’s portfolio. Dr. Zehr serves as a 
Key Adjunct and Research Chair with the DeVoe School of Business, Indiana Wesleyan University, 
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Preface
Workplace conflict is inevitable when organizational leaders and employees with 
diverse backgrounds, knowledge, and experiences work together. Their overarching 
goal is to accomplish the mission and goals of the firm. Yet, conflict can blur their 
vision and prevent them from working together for the good of the organization. It 
may appear as though they are pulling on opposite ends of the rope, and the day-to-
day operations can be overwhelming, tiring, and stressful.

Part of the problem is that most people have not been taught how to productively 
manage conflicts, and when they do what they have always done they are getting 
the same negative results. Absenteeism, presenteeism, turnover, wasted time, loss of 
reputation, decreased productivity, and lower profitability are just some of the costs 
associated with unmanaged or mismanaged conflicts.

Conflict management is an ever-evolving area in organizational affairs. Organi-
zations are microcosms of society, and as society evolves and changes, leaders will 
benefit from understanding typical root causes of conflicts (both interpersonal and 
organizational), appropriate methods for managing conflicts, and unique concepts that 
contribute to conflict situations. Although many people believe that conflict is either 
something to be avoided or something to fight to win, when managed appropriately, 
conflicts can be the lifeblood of an organization. Conflict can be the impetus that 
sparks creativity and innovation and leads to positive organizational policy and culture 
changes.

The goal of this handbook was to offer organizational leaders, employees, and 
conflict management scholars a deeper understanding of what causes conflicts and 
provide them with solutions for turning unproductive conflicts into positive opportu-
nities for growth. This handbook offers insights into emotional intelligence, conflict 
styles, mindfulness, gender issues, employee engagement, and microaggressions 
as causes of organizational conflicts. It also provides practical solutions to resolv-
ing these situations, including learning about the importance of soft skills, creating 
collaborative practices, and designing conflict systems to reduce the likelihood of 
mismanaged conflicts. In addition, organizational leaders can help resolve them 
through negotiation, mediation, coaching, and employing ombudspersons. Finally, 
this handbook delves into topics that have been given less attention, such as human 
resources role in resolving conflicts, workplace bullying, political conflicts, ethno 
religious conflicts, birth order, and forgiveness.

It has been a labor of love and a true privilege to work with the amazing authors 
and contributors who made this handbook a reality, and we would like to express our 
deepest appreciation to all the chapter authors for their excellent contributions to the 
different dimensions of organizational conflict management. We also would like to 
express our gratitude to DeGruyter Publishing and especially to everyone there who 
provided support to us from the beginning as we wrote the book proposal, worked on 
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the suggested edits, and helped us get the book published. Finally, we appreciate our 
universities as they provided moral support throughout the entire process.

If you find gaps or areas of conflict you would like to learn more about, please let 
us know, and we will work to include those in the next edition.

LaVena Wilkin
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LaVena Wilkin
Chapter 1  
Shining a Light on Organizational Conflict

Abstract: When it comes to managing organizational conflicts, leaders often either 
try to avoid the situation or attempt to force a solution. While both avoiding and 
forcing may occasionally be an effective conflict management approach, when used 
consistently, they simply exacerbate the conflict. There is a good reason leaders use 
these approaches; they have not learned conflict management skills, so they adopt 
the approach they learned in their families of origin. This chapter offers insights into 
root causes of conflicts and offers practical tools to help leaders manage inevitable 
conflicts that arise when people work together.

Keywords: perceptions, diverse ideas, generate solutions, emotional reactions, mind-
fulness

Conflicts happen. Simply stated, life generates conflict situations. As individuals we 
have different experiences, values, beliefs, perceptions, and assumptions. In our rela-
tionships, personal and professional, we often compete for scarce resources; we have 
different communication styles; and we have different perceptions about life. Then, 
consider that we develop our conflict management styles early in life based on our 
families’ views of conflicts, and that these styles can be difficult to change, even when 
they are not productive. In a constantly changing world, leaders are managing diverse 
workforces that include more women, minorities, and ethnicities. Once taboo reli-
gious and sexual orientation conversations are now openly discussed. In some cases, 
people are not tolerant about differences, and they are vocal about that intolerance. 
All these factors contribute to a world and a workplace that is bubbling over with 
conflicted people and situations (Wilkin, 2020).

Conflict situations are exacerbated when leaders have not been taught how to 
productively manage them. Yet, teaching these skills is not part of most primary or 
post-secondary school curriculums. As a result, when the inevitable conflicts occur, 
it is easy for leaders to try to dismiss them or tell the affected employees to “go work 
it out.” The fallacy is that if the employees knew what to do, they would not seek 
help from their organizational leaders. Instead of avoiding or forcing a solution to 
conflicts, it is helpful learn and utilize skills for resolving them. The outcome can be a 
win/win for the organization and the employees (Wilkin, 2020).
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Illuminate the Conflict
Conflict is an inevitable part of organizational life and by its very nature, it generates 
change. Although the word “conflict” has a negative connotation, when managed 
productively, it is an opportunity for growth because it provides a spark that ignites 
creativity, innovation, and improvements in a dynamic organization. In fact, since 
conflict is the manifestation of discontent with an interaction, process, product, or 
service by either the firm’s employees or its customers, viewing it as a productive and 
ongoing process will help organizations thrive in a competitive environment. Dis-
putes, competition, sabotage, inefficiency, low morale, and withholding information 
are all warning signs that conflict is about to halt or slow organizational progress 
(Costantino & Merchant, 1996).

While unmanaged or mismanaged conflicts increase the chances for entrench-
ment and resistance, a paradigm shift towards appreciating healthy, productive 
conflict will keep organizations on the cutting edge. On the other hand, if an organiza-
tional culture encourages an attitude of either avoidance or arrogance, the well-oiled 
machine becomes an empty vehicle that sputters and dies on the side of the road. The 
aversion to conflict and the resultant change encourages complacency. While those 
firms are spending time and resources in litigious warfare, they miss out on oppor-
tunities to adapt to the vibrant, ever-changing competitive environment. Meanwhile, 
their proactive competition is enjoying the fruitful results of its conflict management 
efforts, the durability of those efforts, and the impact on both internal and external 
relationships (Costantino & Merchant, 1996).

Although it sounds counter-intuitive, the first step in productively managing con-
flicts is to acknowledge that they are not always damaging. Generally speaking, con-
flicts are neither positive nor negative. Rather, how we manage the conflicts determines 
if the outcomes are productive or destructive. When productively managed, conflicts 
provide opportunities for us to shine our lights on the situations, develop more effec-
tive processes, and build collaborative relationships. To illuminate the conflict, we can 
incorporate the following concepts into our strategic conflict management practices:

 – Listen to perspectives
 – Invite Diverse Ideas
 – Generate a psychologically safe workplace
 – Hone a mindfulness consciousness
 – Think about emotional reactions

When leaders LIGHT the way, they model these strategies for others. They build posi-
tive working relationships that result in improved communication, respect, productiv-
ity, collaborative problem-solving, and empathy. Employees are more motivated and 
productive because they can focus on the organization‘s vision, mission, and goals, 
rather than being sidetracked and consumed by the conflicts. Additionally, they are 
strategies everyone can use when they are faced with a conflict situation.
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Listen to Perspectives
Communication and perceptions are underlying components of all conflict (Wilmot & 
Hocker, 2011), so listening to various perspectives is the basis of managing organiza-
tional conflicts. Meanings, perceptions, and responses to conflicts are created based 
on an individual’s social realities and experiences. Often people act competitively 
or cooperatively depending upon the lens through which they view the communica-
tion, the perspective of the situation, and the perception of the people involved in the 
situation. Instead of compassionately listening to others, we tend to filter our com-
munication through our own lens of assumptions and biases (Wilkin, 2020). It is too 
easy to judge others as selfish, lazy, or close-minded when we do not understand why 
they act or interact in certain ways, or when we have not taken the time to understand 
their perspectives. We may think that our viewpoint is the only correct one.

We have been taught to believe that if we see it with our own eyes, it is reality. 
The truth is that the lens through which we view the world can skew what we see. The 
following image (Figure 1.1) is a powerful depiction of why it is important to clarify the 
perspective of not only what we see, but also what the other person sees.

No matter how they tilt their heads or how long they look at the image, some people 
only see the young lady, while others only see the old one. The picture, of course, 
contains an illusion of both. Even when the participants only see one or the other, it 
does not change the reality that both are there.

Opening our hearts and being willing to listen and understand why others have a 
different perspective can shine a LIGHT on opportunities to learn, grow, expand our 
understanding, and resolve conflicts. We can gain a new and different perspective 
(Wilkin, 2020).

Figure 1.1: What do you see? (Mi, 2013).
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Invite Diverse Ideas
One might think that since communication and perceptions are at the root of most 
conflicts, if we master listening to perspectives, we could extinguish conflicts. While 
that is a good beginning, it is also important to build on that concept and to invite 
people to present diverse ideas for problem-solving. People are more likely to buy-in 
to solutions when they helped generate them. In fact, one of the pillars of facilita-
tion as a conflict management method is creating ideas, and although that is a more 
formal problem-solving process, inviting diverse ideas and solutions is something we 
can all do when faced with a conflict. Schwarz (2002) contends that when we brain-
storm ideas, it is important to refrain from evaluating them, include the wildest ideas, 
and generate as many solutions as possible.

Generate a Psychologically Safe Workplace
It is vital that leaders create a psychologically safe space for employees to offer these 
diverse ideas because if they do not believe they can trust the leader or the process, 
they will not share their ideas or engage in the brainstorming practice. As a result, 
leaders may make unilateral decisions that only exacerbate the conflicts, which could 
cause the problem to fester, grow, and eventually spiral out of control.

Edmondson and Mortenson (2021) offer guidance for leaders to begin these conver-
sations and create a culture of psychological safety. The first step to begin the conver-
sation and recognize creative resolutions to conflicts is more effective when everyone 
feels safe, and they are willing to generate creative ways to resolve the issues. Leaders 
who are candid, humble, and vulnerable lead by example, and their employees are 
more willing to share their own concerns and ideas (Wilkin, 2022).

Sharing ideas may take some time because employees may not feel safe, or they 
may not trust that what they say will not be used against them in some way (Wilkin, 
2022). However, leaders who are mindful about their responses to shared information, 
who model respect for their employees, and who are genuine and honest can begin to 
build a psychologically safe workplace (Edmonson & Mortenson, 2021).

Many years ago, when I purchased the construction company where I had worked 
for over twenty years, I needed to hire someone to take care of the payroll and bookkeep-
ing. After interviewing several people, I hired a person who had absolutely no experi-
ence in either of these areas. My sense was that she was genuine, trustworthy, and smart. 
I could teach her how to do the tasks, but those were qualities I could not teach. Her pre-
vious employer was critical of her performance, which was why she left that organiza-
tion. I tried to impress on her that there were no mistakes, just lessons she would learn.

Our first few weeks, I did the payroll, and she watched me input everything into 
the software. After that, she did the payroll while I watched her and offered guidance. 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Chapter 1 Shining a Light on Organizational Conflict    7

Then, it was time for her to try on her own. She was afraid. She did not want to make a 
mistake. I reassured her that anything that went wrong could be fixed. Mistakes were 
made; we fixed them. She eventually gained her confidence in the job. She offered 
ideas and suggestions for ways to improve processes because she knew I valued her 
and her ideas. She became one of my most valuable employees, and years later, even 
after I sold the company, she and I are still in touch. I not only created a psychologi-
cally safe workplace for her, but she also trusted me, and she blossomed.

Hone a Mindfulness Consciousness
Until recently, mindfulness was viewed as a nebulous or new age concept that had 
nothing to do with the workplace (Wilkin, 2022). However, mindfulness is a valuable 
tool that will help leaders resolve organizational conflicts and make better decisions 
(Riskin & Wohl, 2015; Yu & Zellmer-Bruhn, 2018). Mindfulness is defined as focusing 
our attention and bringing our awareness to experiences without judging them or 
being attached to a specific outcome (Brown et al., 2007). In today’s work environ-
ment, where busyness, multitasking, and virtual meetings are normal ways of being, 
it can be difficult for leaders to focus their attention on what is happening in the 
moment. Consequently, when conflicts arise, it is easy to slip into mindlessness, act 
on autopilot, and do whatever we have done before to resolve conflicts, even if we 
know those methods are ineffective (Riskin & Wahl, 2015). Practicing mindfulness 
gives us more control over the conflict. If we can be fully present in the moment, we 
may be more compassionate towards others, ourselves, and the situation. As a result, 
conflicts are less likely to escalate and lead to unproductive outcomes (Yu & Zellmer- 
Bruhn, 2018).

Think About Emotional Responses
Every conflict is connected to some emotion because if we did not care there would not 
be any conflict. Emotions are the windows to people’s inner core, and they provide 
leaders with information that words alone do not offer. Becoming more mindful of 
emotions is one way to listen and learn without any exchange of words (Wilkin, 2022). 
Goleman‘s (2005) model of emotional intelligence provides five concepts that help 
leaders think more about their emotional responses to conflict situations. His model 
focuses on self-awareness, self-regulation, empathy, motivation, and social skills.

Self-awareness and self-regulation are at the core of thinking about emotional 
responses to conflicts. Self-awareness is the ability to understand your own emotions 
and determine why you feel a certain way. Self-aware leaders acknowledge their emo-
tions, but do not make decisions solely based on feelings. Self-regulation, the second 
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component of emotional intelligence, is the ability to monitor your emotions; emo-
tionally intelligent leaders do not allow others to push their hot buttons. In addition, 
emotionally intelligent leaders are motivated to accomplish goals.

Empathy is a significant characteristic of emotional intelligence. In fact, Wilkin-
son (2019) says empathy is the glue that holds society together. Empathy is the channel 
that connects people and provides a view of the world through the other person’s 
lens (Wilkin, 2020). Empathetic people are open and honest, and as a result, they 
easily cultivate relationships. Through self-reflection and self-awareness, empathetic 
people create and live life authentically without being too quick to judge or stereotype 
others (Wilkin, 2022).

The final concept of Goleman‘s model (2005), social skills, encompasses the other 
four concepts. People with good social skills are team players, and they enjoy mentor-
ing others and helping them grow within the organization. They understand that an 
organization is most successful when people play well together and communicating 
and building relationships are key factors in the way they interact with others.

Although the five concepts are presented as linear, they are interconnected. For 
example, it is challenging to be self-regulated and motivated if you are not self-aware. 
Likewise, empathy for others is difficult if you are not aware of your own emotions 
and what triggers them (Wilkinson, 2019). Empathetic people develop and manage 
good relationships with others, which is also a part of the concept of social skills.

Conclusion
Conflict will always happen. The determining factor as to whether the conflict will be 
constructive or destructive to your organization is how you deal with it. Avoiding or 
ignoring the conflict will inevitably cause it to come back and cause harmful effects. 
Learn how to manage it and your organization will benefit more than if it had never 
happened. So, shine a light on conflict and begin productively managing it.
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Christopher T. H. Miners, Laura Rees
Chapter 2  
Emotional Intelligence in Workplace 
Negotiations

Abstract: In this chapter, we discuss the emotional issues that warrant consideration 
before, during, and after negotiation and conflict management situations to help people 
successfully use emotional intelligence (EI) abilities at each stage. As considerations 
before negotiating, we discuss the interplay of expectations versus reality, including 
the risks as well as benefits of high levels of EI, the importance of context in shaping 
how helpful or harmful specific emotions can be, and the fact that emotions and cog-
nitions jointly influence each other. During negotiation, we highlight the importance 
of understanding how even authentic emotional signals can be (mis)interpreted, the 
complexity of perceptions and differences in perception based on individual ability 
and contextual factors, and the myriad of other intrapersonal, interpersonal, organiza-
tional, and broader cultural factors that can influence these processes. We then review 
the need to consider subjective outcomes and long-term and potential ripple effects 
for both interpersonal and organizational relationships following conflict. Finally, 
we briefly discuss important emerging trends involving EI in workplace negotiations, 
including communication channels and artificial intelligence. Overall, our aim is to 
highlight some of the most critical issues at each stage of negotiation, to provide (nec-
essarily) broad, overarching advice, and to share references that facilitate a deeper dive 
into the role of EI in negotiations. To conclude, we include a tear-away page of guiding 
questions for each stage to help you effectively adapt to any given situation.

Keywords: emotion expression, emotional intelligence, emotional (mis)communica-
tion, emotion perception, emotions as information, negotiation, conflict management

Our emotions have evolved to help us address the challenges of individual survival 
and, relatedly, navigate the complexities and embrace the opportunities of collec-
tive, social co-ordination (Keltner & Haidt, 1999). Emotions direct our attention, 
predispose us to process information in particular ways, and prepare us to take 
specific actions that can help us protect our interests and realize our ambitions 
(Inzlicht et al., 2015; Keltner & Horberg, 2015). The benefits of emotions can be 
amplified if we have the ability to perceive our own and others’ emotions accu-
rately, to understand the patterns of thought and behavior that follow from the 
experience of a particular emotion, and to shape the emotional landscape that we 

Note: The authors made equal contributions to this chapter and therefore are listed in alphabetical 
order.
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inhabit, individually and collectively, so that we can move ourselves and others in 
the direction of our goals.

In this chapter we focus on emotional intelligence in conflict management and 
negotiation at work. Emotional intelligence (EI) is a set of inter-related abilities that 
enable people to use emotions, and the informational value of them, to facilitate 
goal-oriented actions (Côté, 2014; Salovey & Mayer, 1990). Historically, researchers 
have argued that four abilities together constitute EI: the abilities to perceive, use, 
understand, and manage emotions (e.g., Mayer et al., 1999). Currently, the constitu-
ent parts of EI are under debate (Elfenbein & MacCann, 2017; Maul, 2012; Mayer et al., 
2016). Its broad definition, however, remains unchanged. Furthermore, it is widely 
agreed that EI exists as a distinct form of intelligence, and that it is separate from 
personality traits, motivational attributes, and other types of characteristics (Côté & 
Miners, 2006; MacCann et al., 2014). We focus on EI as a set of inter-related abilities, 
and on its role in conflict management and negotiation, in the following pages.

At first glance, the extant literature on EI and negotiation and conflict man-
agement (hereafter the broader term “negotiation”) appears to be sparse and often 
contradictory. The evidence ranges from EI helping people to obtain desirable out-
comes in negotiations (e.g., Elfenbein et al., 2007), to its absence in determining the 
outcomes of negotiations (e.g., objective value; Elfenbein et al., 2008), to facilitating 
desirable outcomes for the other parties in negotiations at the expense of people with 
a high level of EI (e.g., Schlegel et al., 2018). However, by examining research on the 
facets of EI (e.g., emotion recognition ability), only a part of which overlaps with the 
mainstream research on EI, and research on discrete emotions (e.g., anger), we are 
better able to delineate the benefits and potential costs that are likely to accrue to 
those higher in EI. More often than not, EI can help people to improve the process of 
negotiation, the subjective experience of it, and its consequences for themselves and 
their counterparts.

In this chapter, we discuss the emotional issues that warrant consideration 
before, during, and after negotiations. We also look into the future of negotiations, as 
technology continues to redefine the way in which people interact with one another. 
Our aim is to highlight some of the most critical issues at each stage of negotiation, 
to provide (necessarily) broad, overarching advice, and to share references that facil-
itate a deeper dive into the role of EI in negotiations.

Emotional Intelligence Before Negotiation
We now turn to important considerations before entering into a negotiation. More 
specifically, we highlight common misconceptions about the emotional landscape of 
negotiations, describe the actual emotional landscape, and identify the most effective 
ways to navigate it.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Chapter 2 Emotional Intelligence in Workplace Negotiations    13

Expectations Versus the Reality of EI and Emotions. A person may encounter a 
number of potential emotional challenges while preparing to negotiate. First, unless 
the person has completed a validated ability measure of EI and received feedback on 
their performance, the person’s beliefs about their level of EI are likely to be inaccurate. 
There is substantial evidence that people’s beliefs about their abilities, in general, are 
only weakly associated with their actual levels of the abilities (Dunning et al., 2004). 
EI is no exception (Brackett et al., 2006). It therefore makes sense, first, for a person to 
heighten their self-awareness about EI by completing the Geneva Emotional Compe-
tence Test (Schlegel & Mortillaro, 2019), Mayer-Salovey-Caruso Emotional Intelligence 
Test (Mayer et al., 2002), Situational Tests of Emotional Understanding and Manage-
ment (MacCann & Roberts, 2008), or other similar measures.

Second, while a high level of EI can facilitate a successful negotiation, by itself, it 
will fall (far) short of guaranteeing a positive outcome. In some respects, Goleman (1995) 
popularized EI by presenting it as a panacea to personal, interpersonal, organizational, 
and societal problems. EI is not a panacea, however, and the scientists who introduced 
EI to the world never claimed it to be (Mayer, 2004). It is simply another important indi-
vidual difference, along with cognitive intelligence, the Big Five personality traits, and 
many other abilities and personality traits (Côté & Miners, 2006; Joseph & Newman, 
2010; Mayer et al., 2016). No more, no less. Furthermore, there is some evidence that EI 
can be harmful. For example, intrapersonally, people with a high level of emotion recog-
nition ability can be overly sensitive to others’ subtle expressions of negative emotions 
and, in turn, allocate too many cognitive resources to these expressions at the expense 
of a higher level of job performance (Bechtoldt & Schneider, 2016; Elfenbein & Ambady, 
2002). Interpersonally, EI can be used to pursue antisocial goals, such as deception 
and interpersonal deviance, just as fruitfully as it can be used to pursue prosocial goals 
(Côté et al., 2011; Gaspar et al., 2021; Kilduff et al., 2010). Finally, expertise in the emo-
tional aspects of negotiations is much narrower than EI and requires extensive practice. 
EI can serve as a strong foundation from which to build this context-specific expertise, 
but it cannot serve as a substitute for it (Potworowski & Kopelman, 2008).

Third, people are not particularly good at accurately predicting their emotional 
reactions to events (see Wilson & Gilbert, 2003, for a review). Two of the most robust 
findings in this area of research are that people routinely overestimate the intensity of 
positive emotions associated with a desirable event (e.g., achieving a goal) and of neg-
ative emotions associated with an undesirable event (e.g., failing to achieve a goal). For 
the former, people often engage in “focalism,” whereby they concentrate on the antic-
ipated desirable event to the neglect of other concurrent events that will limit the pos-
itive emotional resonance of the anticipated event (Wilson et al., 2000). For the latter, 
people often engage in “immune neglect,” the tendency to overlook the (considerable) 
extent to which people can adapt to, and recover from, even the most dramatic, severe 
negative experiences (Gilbert et al., 1998). This information should be kept in mind so 
that one is neither disconcerted nor disoriented by the absence of a sea of joy during or 
after a successful negotiation, or a flood of misery during or after an unsuccessful one.
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Emotions Can Be Helpful and Harmful. Similarly, people often hope or even expect 
to experience specific emotions during negotiations that they believe will facilitate 
positive outcomes. For example, an individual may believe that they will remain 
calm at first, then show glimpses of happiness to help build trust and encourage co- 
operation, and finish with a flourish of anger to instill anxiety and fear in others and, 
ultimately, to benefit their own outcomes. The problem, however, is that no emotion 
is uniformly helpful or harmful; context is everything. For example, the expression of 
anger can be perceived as an appropriate manifestation of high power and a sign of 
toughness and, in turn, help a person to obtain additional resources from the other 
parties, or it can be seen as an inappropriate reaction by a person with less power 
and, in turn, place pressure on the person with less power to make concessions to 
appease the other parties for the outburst (Tiedens, 2001; Van Kleef & Côté, 2007). The 
key, of course, is to know what emotion to express, and at what intensity, at a particu-
lar time during a negotiation. This consideration brings us neatly to the importance 
of an individual’s ability to manage emotions and to its behavioral manifestation, 
emotion regulation.

Emotions and Cognition Exert Reciprocal Influence. By helping individuals to 
manage and regulate emotions, EI offers a valuable means by which to refine or 
reshape the emotional landscape of negotiations. Gross (2015) provides a multistage 
model through which emotions emerge: an event occurs, a person pays a certain 
amount of attention to the event, the event is appraised in terms of its impact on, 
and meaning with respect to, personal goals that are currently active, and this con-
text-based evaluation (e.g., Is this event controllable? Who is responsible? Does this 
facilitate or thwart progress towards my goals?) yields the changes in cognition, 
behavior, physiology, and subjective experience that define a particular emotion. 
For example, anger follows an appraisal that an event is controllable, that another 
party is responsible for the outcome, and that the outcome inhibits progress towards 
one or more goals of personal significance (Keltner & Horberg, 2015; Smith & Ells-
worth, 1985). The experience of anger will then shape the thoughts and actions of the 
person in question by instigating a sense of injustice (cognition), action tendencies 
that support restorative justice (behavior), an increased heart rate that prepares the 
person for this behavior (physiology), and the ability to consciously label the experi-
ence (subjective experience; “I am angry”).

Importantly, at every stage of the model, there is an opportunity to consciously or 
subconsciously intervene to determine the specific emotion(s) that emerge and their 
intensity. For example, people may sometimes have control over the events to which 
they are exposed: by electing to negotiate a contract with a service provider when an 
inexperienced, kind sales representative is available and a veteran, hardened sales 
representative is on holiday, a person can maximize the chance of experiencing calm 
and happiness and minimize the chance of experiencing anxiety and fear. Similar 
flexibility is available even at later stages of the model when emotions are closer to 
being fully formed. For example, reappraisal involves altering the way in which an 
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event is framed to change its emotional impact (Gross & John, 2003): if a person has 
to negotiate with the veteran, hardened sales representative who angrily shouts about 
their dissatisfaction with an offer, it could be viewed as the precursor to a personal, 
professional disaster (resulting in anxiety), or reframed as an opportunity to respond 
calmly and confidently (resulting in happiness) and to introduce additional evidence 
of the appropriateness of the offer that, together, may disconcert the sales represent-
ative (who was expecting embarrassment and appeasement instead).

Overall, EI enables accurate mapping of the emotional landscape of negotiations 
moment to moment and heightens understanding of how individuals’ and others’ 
emotions are likely to influence their thoughts and actions. In fact, most contem-
porary psychologists would argue that emotions and cognition are so tightly inter-
twined that it is pointless to consider either in isolation (Inzlicht et al., 2015; Keltner 
& Horberg, 2015). By translating their abilities to read, understand, and manage their 
own and others’ emotions into useful, actionable information, those high in EI can 
make strategic decisions that productively refine and reshape the emotional land-
scape and outcomes of negotiations. In the next section, we explore the role of EI in 
managing the processes and relationships in negotiations and, in turn, contributing 
to the outcomes of them.

Emotional Intelligence During Negotiation
In this section, we highlight three key points to keep in mind about the signals you 
send and how they can be (mis)interpreted, the (mis)perceptions you might form, 
and the myriad of other, often overlooked factors that influence all parties’ emotional 
expressions and perceptions, and ultimately their decisions and actions during nego-
tiations.

Emotional Signals Can Be (Mis)interpreted. Emotions during negotiations – and 
therefore intelligent use of them – rely on a dynamic process of signals and percep-
tions based on the perceived signals (Bühler, 1934; Scherer, 1988). In their simplest 
form, these signals can be understood as an intuitive and evolutionarily adaptive 
means of communication (Fridlund, 1994). Put simply, emotional expressions serve 
as cues of the expresser’s goals, intentions, and motivations (Keltner & Haidt, 1999; 
Oatley & Jenkins, 1992; Van Kleef, 2009, 2010)

Expressers face at least three choices during negotiations that can dramatically 
shape the conversation: how authentically to express, how intensely to express, and 
through what medium to express their emotions. First, authentic emotions are true 
reflections of felt emotions rather than feigned (Hochschild, 1983). Although it is 
tempting to think that authentic emotional displays are always preferable, they are a 
double-edged sword: anger, for example, can lead both to increased concessions from 
the perceiver as well as increased chances of impasse and reciprocal anger (Friedman 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



16   Christopher T. H. Miners, Laura Rees

et al., 2004), especially if the anger is inauthentic (Campagna et al., 2016; Côté et al., 
2013; Tng & Au, 2014). In the long run, forcing expressions can also lead to serious 
psychological and physiological distress for the expresser (Hühlsheger & Schewe, 
2011).

Moreover, even expressions of authentic emotions do not always accurately reflect 
the expresser’s intentions, for multiple reasons. Expressions may not be clearly dis-
played, or there may be no clear way to express what one is feeling, as when people 
feel complex or multiple emotions (e.g., Rothman, 2011). Expressions of the same 
authentic emotion may differ based on cultural differences in emotional expressivity 
and intensity (see Rees & Kopelman, 2019, for a summary), or when there are inter-
personal differences in the emotions or expressions expected in a given context (Tsai 
et al., 2007; see also Mesquita & Boiger, 2014). For example, in the case of a frowning 
counterpart, the frown may be the result of (authentic) confusion rather than dis-
pleasure and may be more surprising (and thus potentially riper for misunderstand-
ing) in contexts in which this kind of expression is non-normative.

Second, the intensity of emotional expressions influences negotiations beyond 
the basic idea that more intense expressions send stronger signals. Cultural and indi-
vidual differences in prototypical expressivity can influence the meaning and the 
reception of any given signal (Adam & Shirako, 2013). An intense expression from a 
more expressive individual may be a less helpful cue than one from a reserved indi-
vidual. Beyond the individual, how appropriate that expression is should also be con-
sidered. Expressions that are considered less appropriate – for example, based on the 
context or a characteristic of the expresser (e.g., the expresser’s status; Callister et al., 
2017) – or are too intensely expressed can lead to less favorable outcomes for the 
expresser (Adam & Brett, 2018; Cheshin et al., 2018; Geddes & Callister, 2007; Glikson 
et al., 2019).

Third, how expressions are communicated – verbally and/or nonverbally, and 
through what channel – also impacts their effects. Although some research has argued 
that a wide range of media, including pictures, videos, text, and emoticons (Van Kleef 
et al., 2015) influence perceivers similarly (Rees et al., 2020; Van Kleef et al., 2011), 
other work has shown that voice and face-to-face communications are perceived more 
accurately than text-only messages for conveying a variety of messages, including 
sarcasm, sadness, anger, and seriousness (Kruger et al., 2005). Although research 
exploring the differences in emotional communication in digital versus face-to-face 
interactions is ongoing (e.g., Erle et al., 2021), overall, people with a high level of EI are 
more likely to recognize how the idiosyncrasies of particular communication modali-
ties (verbal and/or nonverbal) and channels (face-to-face, video conference, chat, text, 
etc.) may independently and jointly influence emotional signals and, in turn, signal  
perception.

The Complexity of Perceptions. Interpersonal perceptions are based on signals 
from an expresser that are received and translated into mental representations of the 
expresser by the perceiver that subsequently guide the perceiver’s reactions (Blau, 
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1962; Bodenhausen & Hugenberg, 2009; Jones, 1990). Although perceptions happen 
very quickly and can be based on thin slices of information, they have important 
consequences for the relationship (Ambady, 2010; Ambady & Rosenthal, 1992; Berry, 
1990; Krumhuber et al., 2007; Willis & Todorov, 2006).

Perceivers naturally vary in their emotion recognition ability and in their emo-
tional granularity in particular; that is, in their ability to feel and differentiate between 
relatively more (higher granularity) versus fewer (lower granularity) emotions (Barrett 
et al., 2001). Perceivers are also likely to vary in terms of their ability to feel and rec-
ognize complex emotions such as ambivalence (Bagozzi et al., 1999; Grossman et al., 
2016). However, when attention or processing capacity is constrained, such as when 
under time pressure, even highly skilled perceivers’ abilities to receive and respond 
thoughtfully to emotional signals can be similarly inhibited (Van Kleef et al., 2004). 
More generally, perceivers also differ in terms of how motivated they are to under-
stand the situation (Kruglanski, 1989), which can dramatically shift how different 
perceivers respond to even the same emotional signal. For example, perceivers higher 
(versus lower) in motivation to understand their counterpart’s emotions may concede 
more to an angry opponent than to a happy one (Van Kleef et al., 2004), because they 
recognize the counterpart’s anger as a negative signal that all is not well and behavio-
ral change is needed (Cacioppo & Gardner, 1999; Weiner, 1985).

Second, the specific nuances of the signal also shape how perceivers respond. 
For example, disappointment, worry, guilt, and regret could be considered similar 
emotions to encounter in a conflict – all convey that the expresser believes the ratio of 
outcomes between the counterparts is unacceptable. However, disappointment and 
worry differ from guilt and regret. The former convey that the expresser believes they 
have received too little, whereas the latter convey that the expresser believes they have 
taken too much (Baumeister et al., 1994; Clark et al., 1996). Although subtle, such dif-
ferences matter for perceivers’ responses. For example, compared to non-emotional 
counterparts, perceivers tend to make more concessions to expressers showing disap-
pointment or worry rather than guilt or regret (Van Kleef et al., 2006).

Many Factors Influence Emotional Expression and Perception. Effectively resolv-
ing conflict also requires consideration of the intrapersonal, interpersonal, organ-
izational, and broader cultural factors at play. For example, beyond the effects of 
external time constraints noted above, how tired, emotional, and free to express 
emotion people feel will influence what and how they express as well as what and 
how well they perceive others’ expressions (e.g., Grandey et al., 2012; Marcus & 
Schuler, 2004; Muraven & Baumeister, 2000). Interpersonally, higher EI in general 
and higher levels of the ability to manage emotions in particular can help prevent 
task-based conflicts from bleeding into relationship conflict (Curseu et al., 2012; 
Yang & Mossholder, 2004). Organizationally, people who feel more psychologically 
safe are more likely to admit mistakes and believe that others do not intend to harm 
them compared to people who feel less psychologically safe (Edmondson, 1999). 
Feeling safe to express emotions authentically with coworkers helps forestall nega-
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tive outcomes for  employees such as burnout (Grandey et al., 2012), and could help 
employees feel able to raise and resolve conflicts earlier and more effectively. Cultur-
ally, matching one’s expressions and expressivity to the expectations of the context 
can help increase effective communication and perception of emotion and reduce 
potential misperception (Mesquita & Boiger, 2014; Rychlowska et al., 2015). Overall, 
the key is to recognize that signals are information, and that adequate consideration 
must be given to the various factors impacting their intelligent translation into stra-
tegic, actionable information.

Emotional Intelligence After Negotiation
Beyond objective outcomes such as who gets what and how value was allocated be -
tween parties, subjective outcomes, long-term effects, and ripple effects should also 
be considered. First, although most research focuses on objective outcomes, recent 
work has begun exploring the meaning and value of subjective outcomes. Subjective 
outcomes include how individuals feel about the objective outcomes, themselves, the 
negotiation process, and the relationship (Curhan et al., 2006). These four compo-
nents are important: subjective value is positively associated with better final out-
comes for the individual in the current negotiation (Curhan et al., 2010) and in future 
negotiations with the same counterpart (Curhan et al., 2006). Furthermore, research 
shows that EI facilitates higher levels of subject value and positive, strong relation-
ships with others in general (Brackett et al., 2006; Elfenbein et al., 2008; Foo et al., 
2004; Mueller & Curhan, 2006).

Second, beyond the complexity of actually implementing an agreed conflict res-
olution – which is too-often ignored in assessments of outcomes – long-term impli-
cations for the parties and potential ripple effects beyond the parties must be consid-
ered. Interpersonally, people form expectations of counterparts’ “enduring patterns 
of anticipated behavior” (Burgoon, 1993: 31), which in turn shape how future interac-
tions are likely to unfold. Thus, patterns of conflict can become self-fulfilling proph-
ecies if not effectively resolved in the moment. Organizationally, a study of long-term 
job negotiation outcomes demonstrated that the subjective value of negotiated job 
offers can predict satisfaction and relationship well-being one year later (objective 
economic outcomes had no effect; Curhan et al., 2009). In the same way that people 
develop expectations of interactions with others, they also develop expectations of 
interactions with organizations (Rousseau, 2004). Overall, just as emotional expres-
sions serve as information that may be (mis)communicated and (mis)perceived, 
objective and subjective outcomes are likely to have longer-term effects between the 
disagreeing parties and potential ripple effects beyond them. Successful use of EI in 
conflict situations relies on attention to these broader factors.
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Conclusion
We have focused on summarizing a few key aspects of the effective deployment of EI 
before, during, and after negotiations. Although not exhaustive, we hope that this 
analysis helps to inform and encourage the strategic use of emotions during negoti-
ations in the workplace. Thus, rather than provide an inflexible and prescriptive list 
of emotions, thoughts, and behaviors for using EI, which necessarily would not be 
helpful in all situations, we have highlighted key considerations to help you navigate 
through the stages of negotiation. We have also created a tear-away page of guiding 
questions for each stage to help you effectively adapt to any given situation. As a final 
resource, below, we highlight the role of EI in a number of emerging trends in work-
place negotiations.

First, email and other non-face-to-face channels of communication are becoming 
increasingly common in negotiations. This trend introduces at least three additional 
complexities that constrain and enable the benefits of EI to varying degrees: differ-
ences in media richness across channels, variance in (a)synchrony across channels, 
and an increase in the likelihood of using multiple channels in a single negotiation 
and/or across time. Non-face-to-face channels limit the richness of information (Daft & 
Lengel, 1986), and therefore can inhibit the clear expression and accurate percep-
tion of emotions (Kruger et al., 2005). However, as less synchrony introduces delays 
between ideation, emotions, expressions, perceptions, and reactions, less synchrony 
along with leaner channels may be helpful to those lower in EI, at least initially. For 
example, speaking impulsively (Graham & Herberger, 1983), unintentionally leaking 
emotions (Ekman & Friesen, 1969), and processing perceived information from one’s 
counterpart quickly and simplistically rather than systematically (Chaiken et al., 1989) 
become less of a concern when communication is less synchronous. However, accord-
ing to channel expansion theory (Carlson & Zmud, 1999), as familiarity with a par-
ticular channel and a particular person grows, the channel becomes effectively richer. 
Similarly, the use of multiple channels in a single negotiation and/or across time can 
also constrain and enable the benefits of EI in a number of ways. For example, adding 
non-face-to-face channels to an in-person negotiation decreases the likelihood of 
helpful emotional contagion (see Barsade et al., 2018, for a review) and expression 
mimicry (Hess & Fischer, 2013), but also decreases the likelihood of harmful negative 
emotional spirals.

Finally, an exciting yet underexplored area of research resides at the intersec-
tion of EI, negotiations, and artificial intelligence (AI). AI in general, and computer 
agents designed to negotiate with people in particular (e.g., https://jtmell.com/
iago/), will be no more or less effective than their underlying algorithms. Although 
significant progress has been made in developing emotionally expressive AI (e.g., 
DeSteno et al., 2012), research on software that can accurately detect basic human 
emotional expressions (e.g., https://imotions.com/) and predictive human-computer 
negotiation models (e.g., Mell et al., 2021) remains nascent. These developments are 
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 captivating, given our general readiness to anthropomorphize non-human entities 
(e.g., Ashforth et al., 2020) and to ascribe human characteristics such as trustworthi-
ness to robots (DeSteno et al., 2012). Although the full implications of AI in negotia-
tions remain unknown, we encourage negotiators with all levels of EI to pay careful 
attention in the coming years to how AI – which is likely to seem progressively more 
human – influences and is influenced by the emotional landscape of negotiations. 
Overall, additional research is needed to understand the role of EI in negotiations as 
new technologies alter the nature and timeline of interpersonal interactions.

Guiding Questions for Effective Use of EI 
in Negotiation

Before 
Negotiation

 –  How capable are you in terms of EI? Be honest about your abilities in general, 
and in this particular situation. How capable is your counterpart?

 –  What other abilities and/or characteristics of you and/or your counterpart 
can help, or potentially harm, you or others in this situation? Is there a risk of 
either party using EI in a harmful way, and if so, how can this be mitigated?

 –  How are your and your counterpart’s predictions for what emotions are likely 
to arise potentially incorrect? How can you proactively plan to manage the 
emotions (yours, others’) in the situation to maximize their positive effects 
and minimize their negative effects?

 –  At what stage – cognition, behavior, physiology, subjective experience – does 
intervention need to happen, if at all, if a particular emotion were to arise at a 
certain point in the negotiation? What should the intervention look like, and 
how can you facilitate its successful implementation? 

During 
Negotiation

 – What emotional signals is each party sending, and how do they (in)accurately 
reflect the expresser’s internal state? Are the signals authentic? Expressed 
with appropriate intensity? How is the medium influencing the signals?

 – How are your and your counterpart’s perception abilities (e.g., granularity) 
influencing both parties’ perceptions and inferences? What about other 
constraints such as time pressure or other factors shaping both parties’ 
motivation to understand the signals in this situation?

 – How are the unique nuances of the particular emotional signal(s) influencing 
both parties’ perceptions and responses? Are the signals being perceived 
with appropriate granularity?

 – What other factors, such as psychological safety to make mistakes or express 
authentically, could be influencing the situation? Are there any individual or 
cultural expectations or differences at play?
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After 
Negotiation

 – What aspects of the subjective outcomes are particularly likely to be salient 
in this situation to each party? How can both parties maximize the subjective 
outcomes for each other and themselves?

 – What long-term ramifications should be considered, such as how this 
situation may set a precedent for future patterns of behavior between the 
parties? What kinds of tradeoffs, if any, should be made between short-term 
vs. long-term objective and/or subjective outcomes?

 – What are the potential ripple effects beyond this relationship that should be 
considered? How will our negotiation process and/or outcomes influence 
others, the organization, and/or individuals’ relationship to the organization? 

Emerging 
Trends 

 – How are the media richness, (a)synchrony, and number and type of 
communication channels used influencing the emotions in the negotiation? 
How are they influencing both parties’ abilities to effectively deploy EI?

 – Is AI involved, even in seemingly simple ways? If so, how is it influencing 
emotions and the role of EI in the situation? For example, predictive text 
algorithms may inadvertently alter the course of the negotiation.

 – How might more extensive integration of AI (e.g., via avatars or using AI 
agents to act on one’s behalf) influence emotions and use of EI? How can 
these effects be harnessed to maximize benefits and minimize harm? 
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Chapter 3  
Psychological Safety: Creating a Healthy 
Conflict Culture

Abstract: The concept of fearless feedback can be an especially effective technique for 
the conflict management practitioner seeking to help a group or organization manage 
interpersonal conflict. Fearless feedback is grounded in the principles of psycholog-
ical safety, the latter of which is defined as a “belief that one will not be punished or 
humiliated for speaking up with ideas, questions, concerns, or mistakes” (Edmond-
son, 1999, p. 354). When group members realize that they can fearlessly share their 
perspectives, conflicts can be resolved in an efficient and rapid manner. With this 
approach, individuals are encouraged to ask questions and feel safe in voicing 
respectful disagreement because positive intent is ascribed to all parties. An equally 
important term for the practitioner of conflict manager is culture, which describes 
the unique personality of a group and illustrates the way things are done within the 
organization. The way organizational members approach conflict management and 
resolution is inextricably linked to organizational culture. For the conflict manage-
ment practitioner, effective strategies to leverage psychological safety to enhance 
corporate culture and resolve conflict include emphasizing employee engagement, 
creating favorable conditions, and monitoring/measuring progress. When faced with 
a conflicting situation, employees have three choices: ignore the conflict, escalate 
the issue, or utilize fearless feedback to address it immediately. Organizations whose 
employees’ needs for safety are met experience the development of an overall sense 
of trust within the group. A person who trusts the team to be psychologically safe will 
be more willing to take a risk by offering their personal perspective (fearless feed-
back) when faced with interpersonal conflict, thereby addressing the conflict in an 
immediate, healthy manner.

Keywords: psychological safety, employee engagement, culture, trust, social exchange, 
fearless feedback

As we begin an examination of psychological safety and its impact on conflict resolu-
tion, we will open the discussion with a brief anecdote. Often, an illustration can be a 
meaningful way to describe a concept. Before relating the short tale, some context is 
necessary. It is important for the reader to know that I am an aficionado of dad jokes. 
I like to hear them and, often to the chagrin of my family, I like to share them. In defin-
ing the dad joke, Merriam-Webster (n.d.) uses the phrase “endearingly corny” and I find 
this to be an apt description of these witticisms. However, as the introductory story will 
clearly identify, even the seemingly innocuous dad joke can be a source of conflict.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110746365-003
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Dad Joke Creates Conflict: A Story
It was a beautiful, bright fall morning in the Midwestern United States. As I drove to 
my office just after daybreak, I marveled at the beauty of the trees, as the leaves were 
changing colors, just as they do every autumn in the Midwest. The oppressive, some-
times unbearable humidity that is a part of the summer season in the Midwest was 
gone, and the air was now crisp and clear. Most importantly, the baristas at the local 
coffee shops were again crafting Pumpkin Spice Lattes, a seasonal favorite. Indeed, 
all was right with the world on that morning as I drove into my office parking lot.

As I proceeded to walk from my car to my office, briefcase in one hand and 
Pumpkin Spice Latte in the other, an autumn-related dad joke popped into my head 
and in a most undignified manner, I literally snorted as I laughed aloud. One simply 
cannot drink Pumpkin Spice Latte while engaging in raucous laughter. Sadly, I have 
no recollection of the witty thing that popped into my head that morning and can only 
recall my overzealous and unsophisticated response.

As I continued to traverse toward my office, I passed one of my employees in the 
hallway. Still chuckling to myself, I determined that I should share this pearl of a dad 
joke that was rolling around in my head. I figured my employee would also find my 
joke funny, and we could have a few laughs together to start the workday. Unfortu-
nately, I could not have been more wrong in my assessment of the situation and the 
relative humor, or lack thereof, in my new joke. From the reaction on the employee’s 
face, it was abundantly clear that my funny quip did not have the desired outcome 
and apparently, was not so funny after all. I remained undaunted, confident in my 
ability to be humorous, and simply assumed that it would just take the person a few 
minutes to “get it” as I continued down the hallway to my office.

I stepped into my office and began settling in for the day. Within a few seconds, 
I distinctly heard the sound of my office door closing. Upon turning around, I saw 
this same person standing in front of me. Of course, my initial thought was that they 
had figured out the joke and had come to my office so we could share a few laughs 
together. Again, I could not have been more wrong. Instead, the individual looked me 
directly in the eye and said, “Boss, here is what you said, but this is how I heard it” 
and I knew instantly that I had unintentionally said something offensive and created 
conflict. It was a dad joke gone wrong!

I am delighted to report that, in literally one minute, we were able to resolve the 
conflict and go on our way. By addressing the issue in the moment, the employee set 
the stage for us to deal with the conflict instantly and work together on a joint reso-
lution. Further, I took the opportunity to apologize for my blunder. In the process, 
I also learned the valuable lesson that I need to filter my dad jokes before sharing 
with others.
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Conflict Response Behavior
As practitioners of conflict management, it is instructive to focus on the behavior of 
the offended employee and the conscious choice they made at that moment in the 
hallway, when my joke did not land as I had intended. The offended party had several 
alternatives in reacting to the conflict. Of the myriad of available options, three such 
choices included ignoring the conflict altogether, escalating the issue by involving 
others, or addressing the conflict immediately by offering fearless feedback.

Ignoring the Conflict. The employee could have easily adopted the approach of 
doing and saying nothing, thereby ignoring the conflict altogether and leaving it 
unaddressed. In this scenario, the conflict would have been avoided and the employ-
ee’s concerns would have likely remained internalized and unresolved. Ignoring the 
conflict would also have had negative implications for me, as I would remain unaware 
that my joke had offended. I could have easily continued sharing the joke with others 
and run the risk of creating additional unintended conflict.

Escalating the Issue. Another response alternative available to the offended 
employee was that of involving fellow employees and amplifying the conflict. Argua-
bly, the issue would have escalated rapidly had the employee continued to the group‘s 
office cubicle area and proceeded to share with fellow employees the details of the 
hallway conversation. One can imagine that the offended individual could have 
regaled colleagues and others in the general vicinity with a colorful description of 
the incident. Recounting the incident in this manner would have ensured the entire 
team, except me, was well aware of my transgression. In this response scenario, the 
issue would have likely intensified very quickly as the team spent the remainder 
of the day in “drama mode” talking about my insensitive joke. Meanwhile, I would 
remain unaware of the conflict and left to wonder why my team was behaving in such 
a manner. Escalating the conflict would have had deleterious effects on the team’s 
performance and on my interpersonal relationships with not only the offended 
employee, but their colleagues as well.

Fearless Feedback. Instead of choosing to ignore or escalate the conflict, the 
employee adopted an approach our workgroup has labeled as “fearless feedback” 
and chose to address the issue immediately. The approach took courage on the part 
of the employee, but I posit that it did not take as much courage as one might expect. 
Why? Because our workgroup has been intentional to create a culture that not only 
makes it safe, but also encourages employees to speak up and raise issues or con-
cerns.

The concept of fearless feedback, as practiced in our group, is grounded in the 
principles of psychological safety, and it has been especially effective at helping the 
group manage interpersonal conflicts. Psychological safety is a “belief that one will 
not be punished or humiliated for speaking up with ideas, questions, concerns, or 
mistakes” (Edmondson, 1999, p. 354). When employees realize that they can fearlessly 
share their perspectives, conflicts can be resolved in an efficient and rapid manner.
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Criteria for Scenario Resolution Success
Reflecting on the scenario described, one can see fearless feedback in action. The 
employee demonstrated this by fearlessly coming to my office to offer feedback 
in real  time. It should be noted here that for this approach to be effective, positive 
intent must be ascribed to all parties. It was critical that the employee assume good 
intent associated with my actions in sharing the joke. This was indeed the case as I 
had simply not spent enough time thinking about the ramifications and alternative 
interpretations that might result from sharing the quip. Likewise, I had to assume 
that the employee had the best of intentions in taking the time to address the matter 
within seconds of the conflict occurring. Indeed, my understanding of the employee’s 
fearless feedback in that moment was that it was based on a desire to “care enough 
to share.” The employee simply wanted to improve the situation and help me, rather 
than create drama.

The workgroup described in the opening story continues to evolve and become 
increasingly adept at resolving conflict through sharing fearless feedback. The 
remainder of this chapter will offer the theoretical underpinnings for the approach, 
provide details as to the research-based development of the approach, and detail 
strategies for the conflict resolution practitioner desiring to leverage psychological 
safety to enhance corporate culture and resolve conflict.

Social Exchange Theory
The development of the conflict management approach illustrated in the scenario 
was grounded in the principles of social exchange theory. Homans (1958) described 
social exchange theory as one of reciprocity in the relationship between the employee 
and the organization. As part of the exchange relationship, employees tend to be in a 
mode of constant assessment, evaluating the “gives” and “gets” to compare what is 
being provided the organization with what is being returned in exchange (Homans, 
1958). This give and get relationship, and the constant evaluation of the balance 
thereof, is the basis for social exchange theory.

A starting point for leaders and conflict management practitioners seeking to 
increase organizational acumen around healthy conflict resolution is to establish con-
ditions that contribute to favorable social exchange. Simply stated, employees should 
perceive that the balance of the reciprocal social exchange with the organization is 
advantageous. A key outcome of favorable social exchange conditions is the creation 
of psychological safety within the organization. Frazier et al. (2017) described the con-
nection between social exchange and psychological safety by stating “the entirety of 
the social exchange system influences psychological safety” (p. 119). As such, psycho-
logical safety becomes a mechanism through which beneficial outcomes of the give 
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and get relationship between the employee and the organization are demonstrated. 
Both sides receive benefits. A practical example of the benefits of psychological safety 
through the lens of social exchange theory is with employee acceptance of organiza-
tional change management initiatives. Rimm-Kaufman (2016) found that in an envi-
ronment characterized by psychological safety, employees demonstrate an increased 
willingness and acceptance of organizational change. Likewise, Kahn (1990) noted 
that when satisfactory social exchange creates a perception of increased psychologi-
cal safety, employees respond with increased employee engagement.

The creation of a favorable social exchange environment was an essential com-
ponent in developing the conflict management approach described in the opening 
story. Employees are more willing to engage in offering fearless feedback in the face 
of conflict when they know that organizational leadership will reciprocate with an 
openness to receiving the feedback. This positive exchange environment enables all 
parties to work collaboratively to resolve the issue.

Culture
Culture describes the unique personality of the group and helps to explain the way 
things are done within the organization. Writing for Harvard Business Review, Groys-
berg et al. (2021) describe culture as “the tacit social order of an organization: It 
shapes attitudes and behaviors in wide-ranging and durable ways.” A more expansive 
definition that encompasses the indoctrination of newcomers to the organization was 
offered by Schein (2010), who defined culture as:

A pattern of shared basic assumptions that was learned by a group as it solved 
its problems of external adaptation and internal integration, which has worked well 
enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the 
correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems (p. 17).

As we contemplate the definitions of culture, it is noteworthy that we can observe 
the manifestation of the group‘s culture, or personality, in many ways. We can readily 
identify both visual and verbal cues that better help us define a group’s culture. Culture 
can be witnessed through watching teammates interact and observing the levels of 
trust and employee engagement within the group. We can even ascertain culture 
based on what people place on their desks or choose to include in the background of 
a virtual team meeting. Most importantly for the conflict management practitioner, we 
can observe culture in the way group members handle interpersonal conflict.

The phrase “Culture eats strategy for breakfast” is credited to renowned man-
agement expert and author, Dr. Peter Drucker (as quoted in Campbell et al., 2011). 
Indeed, culture is an important factor within the organization. The Society for 
Human Resource Management (SHRM) determined that nearly 25% of employees in 
the United States are unhappy with their workplace culture (Alonso, 2019). Further, 
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Alonso (2019) noted that nearly 20% of employees reported seeking a new job based 
on culture in their present workplace, and approximately 33% of employees attrib-
uted workplace culture to making them irritable at home. These statistics make a 
compelling case for the potential impacts of a negative organizational culture and 
support Drucker’s assertion as to the importance of culture.

Conflict and Culture

An additional implication of Drucker’s statement about the importance of culture is 
that it becomes a powerful endorsement for the value of an organizational conflict 
culture characterized by productive conflict handling. Relative to the linkage between 
conflict and culture, Katz and Flynn (2013) suggested that “culture is key to influenc-
ing conflict management systems and strategies” (p. 398). It is important to note that 
organizations can have an overall conflict culture in which employees adopt a similar, 
consistent style when resolving an interpersonal conflict (Gelfand et al., 2012). In such 
organizations, group members share a set of basic tenets about decision-making and 
the way conflicts should be resolved (Schein, 2010). When seeking to equip the organi-
zation to better handle interpersonal conflicts, practitioners are well-advised to ensure 
that organizational culture is made a key consideration. An argument can be made, 
based on the comment attributed to Drucker, that a productive conflict culture is even 
more important than a well-designed organizational conflict management strategy.

Reflecting on the earlier anecdote about conflict resulting from a dad joke, one 
can identify the principles of a productive conflict culture within the subject organi-
zation. The offended party adhered to the established cultural norm of being fearless 
in providing timely feedback to address the conflict. Likewise, when the feedback 
was delivered, my intentional response to honor and accept the perspective offered 
was in accordance with the tenets of the organization’s conflict culture. The beneficial 
outcome of the fearless feedback approach was that the parties involved in the inter-
personal conflict were able to collaborate and reach a timely and efficient resolution.

Employee Engagement
The establishment of the positive conflict management approach was facilitated 
by an overall organizational leadership philosophy that emphasizes a culture of 
employee engagement. A key benefit of this employee-centered approach is that 
engaged employees are more likely to participate in collaborative behavior with their 
colleagues (Anitha, 2014). Conflict management practitioners will readily agree that 
establishing a workplace environment in which employees are prone to collaborate 
offers a platform for healthy conflict resolution behavior. In addition to collaboration, 
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employee engagement research results further indicate that an engaged workforce 
exhibits beneficial employee behavior and produced an increase in organizational 
performance (Albrecht et al., 2015; Anitha, 2014; Chughtai & Buckley, 2008).

In his foundational treatise on the topic, Kahn (1990) defined employee enga-
gement as “the harnessing of organizational members’ selves to their work roles” 
(p. 694). The definition of employee engagement offered by Shuck and Wollard (2010) 
describes the construct as “an individual employee’s cognitive, emotional, and behav-
ioral state directed toward desired organizational outcomes” (p. 103). Both descrip-
tions of employee engagement offer a connection with an employee’s psychological 
state. In fact, when initially describing employee engagement, Kahn (1990) proposed 
psychological meaningfulness, psychological availability, and psychological safety as 
antecedents of employee engagement. Psychological meaningfulness is defined as “a 
feeling that one is receiving a return on investments of oneself in a currency of phys-
ical, cognitive, or emotional energy” (Kahn, 1990, p. 703). Describing psychological 
availability, Kahn (1990) used the phrase “the sense of having the physical, emotional, 
or psychological resources to personally engage at a particular moment” (p. 714). Kahn 
(1990) described employees who are psychologically safe as “able to show and employ 
oneself without fear of negative consequences to self-image, status, or career” (p. 708).

Empirical Research Results
When one considers the connection between employee engagement and psycho-
logical safety, the rationale for the leadership focus on employee engagement as an 
enabler to developing a healthy conflict management culture becomes apparent. 
The results of a quantitative research study on the subject organization presented 
further impetus for the focus on employee engagement. This study measured levels 
of employee engagement, psychological meaningfulness, psychological availabil-
ity, and psychological safety (Zehr, 2017). When normalized to a 10-point scale, the 
research indicated that employee engagement, psychological meaningfulness, and 
psychological availability each yielded a respectable score of 8.2 out of 10 (Zehr, 2017). 
However, the organizational results for psychological safety measured 5.2 out of 10, 
indicating that employees did not describe themselves as working in a culture char-
acterized by psychological safety (Zehr, 2017).

The interdependence between employee engagement and psychological safety 
was also demonstrated in the study. In alignment with previous research on the topic 
(e.g., Kahn, 1990; May et al., 2004), psychological safety was found to be a predictor 
of employee engagement (Zehr, 2017). Interestingly, the study also demonstrated that 
as employee engagement increased, so did psychological safety, thereby creating a 
virtuous cycle (Zehr, 2017). According to Frazier et al. (2017), the reciprocal condition 
whereby employee engagement serves as a predictor of psychological safety, while 
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theorized by some, had not previously been demonstrated. For the conflict manage-
ment practitioner, an awareness of the critical connection between employee engage-
ment and psychological safety can be a powerful tool in the development of a robust 
and healthy conflict culture.

Psychological Safety. In defining psychological safety, Kahn (1990) placed an 
emphasis on the individual and highlighted the ability to be oneself “without fear 
of negative consequences to self-image, status, or career” (p. 708). Edmondson‘s 
(1999) definition of the construct focused on the team culture and emphasized the 
perception that the team is safe for raising questions or concerns without the fear 
of admonishment or humiliation. Within both definitions is the implication that a 
person assessing the team as psychologically safe will be more willing to take a risk 
by offering personal perspective when faced with interpersonal conflict. Research on 
the topic supports this notion and indicates that team members are more willing to 
engage in collaborative behaviors and freely share suggestions when they believe the 
organizational culture to be psychologically safe (Carmeli & Gittell, 2009; Edmondson 
& Lei, 2014; Kahn, 1990). It is through the willingness and ability to collaborate and 
share viewpoints related to interpersonal issues that that healthy conflict manage-
ment and resolution can occur.

Psychological Safety and Trust. Psychological safety is a critical element in the 
workplace. In fact, research indicates that employees have an “underlying psycho-
logical need for safety” (Lyu, 2016, p. 1360). When employees’ needs for safety are 
met, an overall sense of trust can develop within the group. Edmondson (1999) sug-
gested that trust is a necessary precursor at both the individual and team level for the 
employee to feel that the team is safe for risk-taking and speaking up. In a high-trust 
team environment characterized by psychological safety, “people are comfortable 
being themselves” (Edmondson, 1999 p. 354).

Stephen MR Covey suggested that trust is built upon the principles of character 
and competence, and further asserted that trust is a vital component of communica-
tion (2006). Covey described trust as a glue that holds relationships together (2006). 
When team members trust each other, there is “an expectation or a belief that the 
other person is well intended” (Vaida & Ardelean, 2019). When individuals assume 
good intent from each other, fearless feedback can produce a healthy conflict culture 
within the team.

Applications for Conflict Management Practitioners
Informed by results of initial research (Zehr, 2017), principles of social exchange 
theory, employee engagement, and psychological safety were synthesized to support 
the intentional creation of the conflict management culture described in the opening 
story. Understanding that employees likely had neither the time nor the inclination 
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to avail themselves to the theoretical research on the topic, an attempt was made to 
synthesize the body of information to a few simple premises to make the concepts 
more accessible and comprehendible. To accomplish this, psychological safety was 
described simply as “fearless feedback” and employees were asked to embrace prin-
ciples of trust related to assuming each person is competent (Covey, 2006) and well 
intentioned (Vaida & Ardelean, 2019).

Embrace Fearless Feedback. Feedback can be offered in many forms, some of 
which include both declarative statements and exploratory questions. When an 
organization is intentional about embracing fearless feedback, group members are 
encouraged to ask questions. Often, this can run counter to one’s social conditioning, 
which inhibits a person from speaking up or asking questions. To illustrate, consider 
a small child who incessantly asks “why” and the reaction of the curious youngster’s 
parents. Often, adults react by discouraging the child from asking so many ques-
tions. Ultimately, individuals become conditioned to not speak up and ask questions. 
Intentionally embracing fearless feedback can create a culture in which individuals, 
despite any conditioning to the contrary, can feel more open to asking questions of one 
another and collaboratively exploring potential solutions to interpersonal conflict. 
Through fearless feedback, group members are comfortable in voicing questions and 
respectful disagreement because positive intent is ascribed to each group member.

What About Poor Performance and Poor Behavior? It should be noted that embrac-
ing fearless feedback and psychological safety does not mean that poor performance 
and poor behavior are tolerated. On the contrary, when a team member observes a 
colleague underperforming, fearless feedback challenging the underperformer can 
be offered in real time by a trusted colleague. Likewise, if someone on the team is 
being disrespectful and creating conflict, the behavior can be confronted by a team-
mate. Fearless feedback implies that individuals are free to voice dissent, but in doing 
so, should display an attitude by which they “care enough to share” and demonstrate 
positive intent.

Creating Conditions. Setting the stage for the development of a healthy conflict 
culture is a vital step for the conflict management practitioner. When an organiza-
tion focuses on psychological safety, the inclusion of a wide range of viewpoints and 
diverse perspectives becomes an important condition for successful implementation. 
While working to resolve conflict, leadership must ensure that the viewpoints of all 
parties to the conflict are included and considered. As the organization becomes 
more adept at conflict management, the diversity within the group can offer a distinct 
advantage.

Employees should be taught to celebrate differences and the organizational growth 
that can be accomplished from learning from one another as conflicts are managed. 
Within the subject organization, we use the mantra “embrace your inner weirdness” to 
signal to employees that it is safe to be yourself. When employees are less concerned 
about how they might appear to others, they feel freer to offer constructive feedback, 
good ideas, and even share potential dangers that others may not see.
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Measure and Monitor. The ability to periodically assess progress and make 
changes to the direction can be a powerful tool for the practitioner. As the fearless 
feedback initiative matured and evolved in our organization, I found that employees 
were comfortable with self-reporting when a mistake had been made. I considered 
this an unexpected benefit of fearless feedback and an indicator of the program’s effi-
cacy in resolving conflict in a timely manner. Often, employees would come to me 
and share mistakes that likely may have never been uncovered. Interestingly, employ-
ees stated that they felt compelled to be transparent and forthcoming about mistakes 
because an environment was created in which they felt safe to do so. I assert that 
when employees begin to self-report and openly talk about learning from their mis-
takes, positive progress in creating a constructive conflict management culture has 
occurred.

A more direct way to measure team psychological safety is with a seven-question 
survey instrument developed by Edmondson (1999). As designed, the survey uses a 
seven-point scale in which individuals answer questions using a range of choice from 
one (Very Inaccurate) to seven (Very Accurate). It is important to note that some of the 
items within the survey are reverse scored.

For the practitioner wishing to complete a quick, non-quantitative assessment 
of team psychological safety, the survey can be administered with team members 
answering each question with a simple yes or no. The seven questions from the 
Edmondson (1999) survey as follows:
1. If you make a mistake on this team, it is often held against you.
2. Members of this team are able to bring up problems and tough issues.
3. People on this team sometimes reject others for being different.
4. It is safe to take a risk on this team.
5. It is difficult to ask other members of this team for help.
6. No one on this team would deliberately act in a way that undermines my efforts.
7. Working with members of this team, my unique skills and talents are valued and 

utilized.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the conflict management approach illustrated in the opening anecdote 
has become ingrained as a cultural norm in our workgroup. During a recent discus-
sion with the employee involved in the story, they indicated having no memory of 
the incident. On the other hand, I remember many details of the conflict, except for 
the actual content of the dad joke. The employee and I both surmise that the lack of 
recollection is an indicator that fearless feedback has become our normal mode of 
interpersonal conflict management within the group and that fearless feedback has 
become second nature. Once this conflict was quickly addressed and resolved, the 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Chapter 3 Psychological Safety: Creating a Healthy Conflict Culture    37

employee felt satisfied with the outcome and did not give the issue further thought. I 
suggest that, for the practitioner seeking to foster a healthy conflict culture, this is a 
compelling endorsement of the described approach.
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Ralph H. Kilmann
Chapter 4  
Thomas-Kilmann Instrument (TKI) and the 
Kilmann Organizational Conflict Instrument 
(KOCI)

Abstract: It is a great pleasure to share with you the evolution of my work in con-
flict management and change management, which, of course, includes what I have 
learned from using the Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument in many different 
situations since the early 1970s.1 That evolution of my work with the TKI instrument 
eventually led me to develop the Kilmann Organizational Conflict Instrument almost 
50 years later, which I call KOCI for short. In essence, the KOCI explicitly assesses how 
an organization’s systems and processes, represented by the eight tracks of quantum 
transformation, powerfully influence how effectively organizational members can 
resolve their most challenging conflicts and problems. Knowing one’s conflict style 
can assist individuals and their organizations with creating productive outcomes to 
conflict situations.

Keywords: conflict style, competing, collaborating, compromising, avoiding, accom -
modating, conflict assessment

Before I share more about the KOCI assessment tool, let me put my work on conflict 
management in a historical perspective, which will convey why it became so necessary 
for me (hence, the driving “purpose”) to explicitly assess how members approach – 
and attempt to resolve – their systems conflicts.

A Brief History of the TKI
In the early 1970s, Ken Thomas and I developed the TKI assessment tool to assess 
how individuals respond to interpersonal conflicts in general, without specifying any 
particular situation. In fact, directly below are the standard TKI instructions printed 
on every TKI paper booklet, and these same exact instructions are also shown on 
your computer or mobile screen when you take the online version of the TKI assess-
ment tool: “Consider situations in which you find your wishes differing from those of 
another person. How do you usually respond to such situations?”

1 Adapted from of Dr. Kilmann’s legacy book: Creating a Quantum Organization (2021). All text and 
figures are Copyright © 2021 by Kilmann Diagnostics LLC. All rights reserved.
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The respondent is then shown thirty pairs of statements that describe different 
behavioral responses to any interpersonal conflict. For each pair of A/B choices, 
the person is asked to select the statement that best characterizes his or her behav-
ior, which represent those five different conflict-handling modes: collaborating, 
 competing, compromising, and so forth. After a person completes her responses to 
these thirty items, the results reveal which conflict modes that person might be using 
too much or too little, as compared to a large normative sample.

It is important to re-emphasize this key point: Respondents to the TKI are not 
presented with any specific interpersonal situation. Instead, respondents are asked 
to provide their typical responses to conflict across all such situations. In fact, when a 
trainer or facilitator reviews the TKI’s instructions for a group of participants, there is 
always someone in the audience who asks this question: “Since I respond to conflict 
differently, depending if I am at home or at work, which setting should I keep in mind 
while responding to the items on this instrument?”

The facilitator who is administering the TKI to these participants is expected to 
provide this standardized answer: “Do not think of any situation when you respond to 
the thirty items on the TKI. Just provide your typical response, your average response 
to conflict, across all the situations in your life.”

By 1974, just before the TKI was officially published, Ken and I already knew that 
some people had a little difficulty responding to the TKI by mentally averaging, so to 
speak, their typical response to conflicts across all situations, rather than focusing 
only on their behavior in the workplace or focusing only on their behavior in their 
home with family or friends, or in some other specified social setting. But despite this 
dilemma, we still worded the TKI instructions to illicit the typical or average behavio-
ral response a person has to interpersonal conflict in general, since our exclusive use 
of the TKI at that time (as young assistant professors) was in teaching college students 
who either were unemployed or held jobs in altogether different organizations.

Modifying the Standard TKI Instructions  
for a Specific Conflict Situation
By the late 1970s, I became regularly involved in conducting management training 
workshops and implementing various consulting programs inside organizations. Not 
surprisingly, I made considerable use of the TKI assessment, since almost everyone 
needed to be more comfortable with conflict and learn how to manage workplace con-
flict much more effectively. I do not recall exactly when I first tried modifying the TKI 
for a specific conflict situation, but I began experimenting with modifying the TKI’s 
standard instructions so that member responses to the assessment would be specific 
to how conflicts were being addressed inside the organization. So instead of using 
the standard TKI instructions, which implicitly ask people to consider ALL situations 
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in their life, I began asking participants to respond to the TKI’s 30 A/B items along 
these lines: “In this organization, or in this group, or in this department . . . how do you 
usually respond when you find your wishes differing from those of other members?”

When I modified the TKI instructions in this manner, respondents never again 
asked me whether they should respond to the TKI in terms of their conflict experi-
ences at home or at work. I had now provided them with a specific situation that they 
could easily keep straight in their minds as they responded to all 30 A/B items on the 
TKI assessment tool.

Using Two TKI Assessments to Explore the Inside 
and Outside Organizational Perspective
After having modified the standard TKI instructions for many organizations and work 
situations in the 1970s and 1980s, by the early 1990s, it occurred to me to ask each 
member to take TWO TKIs, each with modified instructions. This approach seemed 
radical at the time, but revealed some valuable information that one TKI, by itself, 
could never provide.

To make a long story short, when I conduct management training programs or 
provide consulting services to an intact group or organization, I ask the members to 
take their first TKI from the perspective of inside their group, department, or organ-
ization (however they wish to focus on conflict at work), and then, right afterwards, 
I ask those same members to take a second TKI from the perspective of outside their 
group (meaning, how they respond to conflict in all other settings of their life, exclud-
ing their current group or department). In essence, this second TKI is much like the 
original TKI, since it asks respondents to provide their typical, average responses to 
conflict across many different settings and situations.

Basically, the second TKI asks respondents to provide their “average” or their 
typical approach to conflict across all those other situations, which necessarily in-
cludes conflicts with their family members, friends, neighbors, other organizations, 
and so forth. Naturally, there will always be some personal preferences at play when 
an individual chooses to use one conflict mode or another, based on psychological 
type or style.

In sharp contrast to the outside perspective, when participants focus on their 
conflict-handling behavior inside their group, team, or organization, there are various 
systems and processes in an organization that tend to encourage or require members 
to use certain conflict modes more than others, in contrast to what modes these 
members typically use across all the other settings in their life.

Incidentally, I expect that the culture of the organization as well as the specific 
cultural variations within any work group can significantly influence the choice of 
conflict modes, especially when there are cultural norms along the lines of do not dis-
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agree with your boss, do not make waves, do not rock the boat, keep your new ideas 
to yourself, do not share information with other groups, and so on.

In a similar vein, through various experiences with their organization’s reward 
systems, members might also have learned that it is best not to use the more assertive 
modes, since that behavior could hurt their chances for promotion if obedience and 
loyalty are rewarded more favorably than candor and integrity.

In the same organization, the leaders might also be inclined to publicly announce 
their decisions to members in a rather assertive and authoritative manner, which 
might compel members to silently accommodate their boss’s views. Moreover, group 
members might simply avoid challenging their managers during any conversation or 
group meeting.

So what did I learn by having participants take two TKIs, each with modified 
instructions for the inside and the outside perspective?

Figure 4.1 shows one way of answering that question: Here we see a symbolic 
organization chart, with the senior executives at the very top of the hierarchy, the 
next level of managers right below them, followed by the next level of managers or 
non-supervisory personnel, and so forth. Naturally, large organizations have many 
more levels, divisions, and groups, but this simplified organization chart is sufficient 
for our  purposes.

Figure 4.1: An Organization’s Inside TKI Results.

Figure 4.1 shows the symbolic organization chart from the inside perspective, which 
is based on member responses to their first TKI for inside your group, inside your 
department, or inside your organization.

As you can see, I have found it especially useful to replace each box on the organ-
ization chart, which represents a division, department, or workgroup, with the TKI 
Conflict Model, which then conveniently highlights the particular conflict modes that 
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are being used most often, as shown by the large circles where a conflict mode is 
positioned on the TKI Conflict Model. At the same time, each box on the chart also 
highlights the conflict modes that are being used least often, as shown by the small 
circles on the TKI Conflict Model. For the sake of simplicity and convenience, the con-
flict modes that are used moderately are not explicitly designated by any symbol on 
the TKI Conflict Model. Instead, focusing primarily on those conflict modes that each 
group or department is possibly using too much or too little tends to provide the most 
concise information in a visually clear-cut manner.

On this organizational chart, notice that the executives on top of the hierarchy 
are primarily using the compromising mode, which is moderately assertive, while the 
next two levels are primarily using the avoiding and accommodating modes, which 
are the most unassertive modes. What is displayed on this chart is, in fact, a typical 
result, revealing the overuse of avoiding and accommodating as we move farther 
down the organization’s hierarchy. In fact, it is not unusual to find that the executives 
at the top of the hierarchy use lots of competing, compromising, and collaborating 
to address their conflicts inside the organization, while the employees toward the 
bottom of the hierarchy use lots of avoiding and accommodating to comply with the 
bosses and managers above them.

On Figure 4.2, the TKI results displayed on each box on the organization chart 
derives from the outside perspective, meaning that these results were based on 
members’ responses to their second TKI, with the modified instructions to assess 
their conflict-handling behavior outside their group or organization. As you can see, 
the more assertive modes are frequently being used outside the organization, and, 
most striking, this same pattern of conflict-handling behavior emerges up and down 
the management hierarchy and this pattern is also the same as we look across the 
various departments and groups at the same level in the organization. Said different, 

Figure 4.2: An Organization’s Outside TKI Results.
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every box on the organization chart shows that members are assertive when they 
approach a conflict situation outside the work setting, as revealed by the frequently 
used modes of competing, collaborating, and compromising across this entire organ-
ization chart.

Now take a quick back-and-forth look between the inside and outside perspective, 
as vividly portrayed by the two organization charts shown in Figure 4.3. Sometimes, 
the inside and outside charts are similar for an organization. But most of the time, the 
two charts are different, which typically reveals that the avoiding and accommodat-
ing modes are being used more frequently inside the organization as you move from 
the senior executive level at the top of the chart, down the hierarchy, to the front-line 
employees at the bottom of the chart.
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Figure 4.3: Comparing the Inside and Outside TKI Results.
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However, I must now confess: Although I have already itemized the probable 
causes of any large discrepancies between the inside and outside perspectives, such 
as the organization’s culture, the group’s culture, the reward system, and the lead-
er’s behavior (which are collectively referred to as the organization’s systems and 
processes), technically speaking, my list of probable causes for the differences in the 
inside and outside perspectives is only a guess, even if it is a good guess based on my 
knowledge of organizational behavior, since those two TKI assessments are only meas-
uring conflict-handling behavior inside and outside the group. Let me be crystal clear: 
The TKI only measures conflict-handling behavior and nothing else. The TKI does not 
measure anything having to do with the systems and processes in an organization, 
and what impact each of those systems and processes is having on conflict-handling 
behavior.

More specifically, even if the culture, reward system, and leadership behav-
ior are the principle causes for any observable differences between the inside and 
outside charts, we still do not know the relative influence of an organization’s dif-
ferent systems and processes. Are all these aspects of the organization playing an 
equal role in shifting members’ conflict-handling behavior, or is the culture the 
chief culprit? Or is it the reward system that compels members to use some modes 
more than others? Are members more likely to use avoiding and accommodating at 
the lower levels in the organization due to very assertive, authoritative bosses and 
leaders?

What is the bottom line here? I cannot emphasize this critical point enough: 
The TKI only measures conflict-handling behavior in interpersonal settings. It does 
not measure anything about systems and processes. As a result, to go beyond mere 
guesses as to why people are approaching conflict differently whether they are inside 
or outside their organization, we must find a way to measure the impact of systems 
and processes directly and explicitly and, of course, accurately.

The Complex Hologram: An Organization’s Systems 
and Processes
Before I introduce my Organizational Conflict Instrument and how it explicitly meas-
ures the systems and processes in organizations that could be negatively affecting 
how conflicts are being addressed and resolved, I will first be more specific about 
what I mean by an organization’s systems and processes and why these systems and 
processes have such a powerful impact on how members approach their workplace 
conflicts, which might be very different from how members approach conflicts in all 
the other settings in their life.

In Figure 4.4, I present the “Big Picture” of all aspects of life in an organization, 
also called, The Complex Hologram, which presents the major topics of organiza-
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tional behavior that have been studied for ages. I developed the first version of this 
model back in the late 1970s and then published it in my 1984 book: Beyond the 
Quick Fix.

The Setting
Dynamic Complexity

External Stakeholders

The Group
Establishing Teams and 
Improving Group Process

The
Organization

Strategy-Structure
Reward System

The
Individual
Skills for 
Managing
People and 
Problems

CULTURE
Assumptions

Psyches

Figure 4.4: The Complex Hologram – Seeing the Big Picture.

Very briefly, on the right side of the Complex Hologram, we can represent all the 
individuals that are members of the organization, particularly taking note of their 
individual styles and skills for addressing problems and conflicts. These individuals 
are officially surrounded by, and thus guided by, the organization’s culture, strategy, 
structure, reward systems, and the immediate work group, which includes, in most 
cases, a boss or manager. Of course, other organizations and institutions, labeled as 
“The Setting” on the top of the Complex Hologram, surround the organization itself 
and make up its external environment. These “External Stakeholders” also affect the 
kinds of problems and conflicts members face daily.

Overall, the various nodes in the Complex Hologram represent the organiza-
tion’s informal and formal systems (culture, strategy, structure, rewards, groups, and 
individual skills and styles for managing people and problems). Meanwhile, all the 
double arrows that are in between these various system nodes represent all the busi-
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ness, management, and learning processes that flow throughout the organization, 
which include all the tasks, decisions, and actions, which, in essence, include all 
work-related activities that take place over time, which is exactly what defines any 
kind of process.

I now present the key principle that derives from the Complex Hologram and 
thus underscores my inspiration for developing the Organizational Conflict Instru-
ment: Because this key principle is so relevant to life in organizations, I highlight it in 
bold: About 80% (or more) of what goes on in an organization is determined by 
its systems and processes, while only 20% (or less) is determined by member 
desires or preferences.

Based on my 2021 book, Creating a Quantum Organization, Figure 4.5 provides 
an even more elaborate model that captures how a completely integrated program 
of eight tracks can identify and resolve the potential problems and conflicts that are 
highlighted in the Complex Hologram, which, as we saw before, represents all the 
systems, processes, and individuals in an organization, including its External Setting, 
which can dramatically affect which particular conflict modes members choose and 
use inside their organization.
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Figure 4.5: The Eight Tracks and the Complex Hologram.
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The first three tracks in the sequence of eight tracks represent the quantum infra-
structure, also called the informal organization, which considers how well the 
culture, skills, and teams support long-term organizational success. The next two 
tracks address the formal systems, which are usually written down on paper or are 
available in electronic files: Where are we headed (which is termed strategy)? How 
can we organize all our resources to get there (which is termed structure)? And what 
do we receive for helping (which is termed rewards)? The last three tracks then enable 
members to improve the quality and speed of their key processes (decisions and 
actions that take place over time), as guided by their quantum infrastructure and 
their formal systems.

What is the principle behind this elaborate sequence of quantum transforma-
tion? Each track establishes the foundation for achieving the full potential of each 
subsequent track. Alternatively, implementing a track out of sequence will make it 
exceedingly difficult to achieve what each track can provide for the organization and 
its members. For example, trying to renew the strategy-structure of the organization 
when the culture discourages members from expressing their true beliefs and feel-
ings in the presence of bosses or managers will undermine any discussion of strat-
egy-structure and will therefore prevent any new strategy-structure document on 
paper from guiding member behavior on the job. The same logic applies to any other 
out-of-sequence applications of one or more tracks to quantum transformation.

The Quantum Wheel: Change Management 
and Conflict Management
Figure 4.6 presents the Quantum Wheel, which integrates my work on both conflict 
management and change management. As captured in this panoramic diagram, 
while the HUB of “The Quantum Wheel” is conflict management (represented by the 
Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Model), the outer ring or spokes of “The Quantum Wheel” 
are the eight tracks for achieving long-term organizational success and personal 
meaning. But for all five conflict-handling modes to be fully available to the member-
ship, the organization’s systems and processes must first create “the right conditions” 
for effectively using each conflict mode as intended.

What are the right conditions? The systems and processes that surround each 
individual must actively allow and support the use of all five conflict-handling modes, 
so organizational members can choose and use the most effective mode, depending 
on the key attributes of the situation.

If the surrounding systems and processes only allow the members to use the 
accommodating mode or the avoiding mode, because members do not feel safe in 
asserting themselves in the workplace, they will not be able to improve their systems 
and processes. At the same time, the members will not be able to effectively address 
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and resolve all their other business and technical problems if they do not feel comfort-
able or safe in asserting their knowledge, wisdom, and experience in front of others 
in the organization.

It is so important that you appreciate this key point: It takes supportive and fully 
aligned systems and processes for members to not only use all five conflict modes, 
depending on the key attributes of the situation, but also to use the appropriate con-
flict modes for successfully addressing all the organization’s business, technical, and 
management problems. Basically, for the organization to succeed both short term and 
long term, its systems and processes must actively support effective conflict manage-
ment for its most important problems and conflicts.

When Is It Best to Use Each Conflict 
Assessment Option?
Given the several choices that are now available for assessing conflict-handling behav-
ior, it is not surprising that I am often asked to help people decide when it is best to 
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Figure 4.6: The Quantum Wheel.
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use each available assessment tool. Specifically, I am often asked two basic questions. 
The first type of question is simply this: When is it best to use one TKI per person 
with those standard TKI instructions? When is it best to use one TKI with  modified 
instructions for inside your group? The second type of question is along these lines: 
When is it best to use two TKIs per person, each with the modified instructions for 
inside and outside your group? When is it best to use the Kilmann Organizational 
Conflict Instrument instead of either one or two TKIs per person?

Regarding the first type of question, having each participant take one TKI with 
those standard TKI instructions is still the best choice when teaching students or con-
ducting training programs when the respondents are either not employed or come 
from different organizations. The use of that one standard TKI per person helps 
respondents learn more about their conflict-handling behavior across all their inter-
personal encounters, since there is no immediate interest in learning about their 
behavior in any specific work or family setting.

However, when the participants all come from the same intact group or intact 
organization and the focus of the training is on conflict-handling behavior in that 
particular team or organizational setting, that’s the time to modify the standard 
TKI instructions to a focus on “inside your group” in order to make the assess-
ment more accurate for that specific group or organization, and thus not to dilute 
the results by members possibly thinking about other situations as they respond 
to the TKI, which they might be prone to do if they are given the TKI’s standard 
instructions.

Regarding the second type of question that I’m often asked, in those cases when 
the consultant or trainer wants to know the overall, general, effect of an organiza-
tion’s systems and processes on members’ conflict-handling behavior, it’s then a good 
idea to consider asking members to take two TKIs per person, so it becomes possible 
to discover if members are using different conflict modes inside versus outside their 
group or organization.

However, as I have stressed earlier, although the two TKIs provide a general 
impression, an educated guess, about whether or not the organization’s systems and 
processes, as a whole, are having a negative influence on members’ conflict-handling 
behavior, asking members to take two TKIs per person with modified instructions 
cannot possibly provide any specific information about which particular systems and 
processes are negatively affecting members and which particular systems and pro-
cesses are, in fact, positively inspiring members to do their very best.

As a result, when consultants, trainer, and facilitators want to know which par-
ticular and specific systems conflicts are negatively affecting members’ performance 
and satisfaction, it is only by having members take the Kilmann Organizational Con-
flict Instrument that it is possible to obtain accurate information about which spe-
cific systems and processes might be undermining the available talent, knowledge, 
 experience, and passion in the organization.
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The KOCI Instrument for Assessing Organizational 
Conflict
Now that I have provided a detailed summary of my efforts to measure conflict-han-
dling behavior in organizations, including my work on change management and 
quantum transformation, you will be able to fully appreciate what the Kilmann Organ-
izational Conflict Instrument (KOCI) can do for organizations and their members.

First, I will summarize the two parts of the instrument and I will then show the 
kind of diagnostic information that this instrument reveals, which can then inspire 
the organization to implement some version of the eight tracks in order to resolve 
any identified systems conflicts that can get in the way of long-term organizational 
success and personal meaning.

For Part 1 of the KOCI instrument, you are asked to respond to twenty-seven 
systems conflicts that derive explicitly from the Complex Hologram. By the way, I pur-
posely constructed separate items for strategy and structure since each of these two 
formal systems is so important as a guide to member behavior. Later, however, these 
two formal systems are combined into one strategy-structure category, since structure 
is always needed to implement strategy, which conveniently corresponds to the strat-
egy-structure track.

More specifically, for Part 1 of the Organizational Conflict Instrument, you are 
asked to indicate how often you are negatively affected by each of the “systems con-
flicts” on the instrument by selecting your response on a five-point scale: (1) when you 
are never affected negatively by that systems conflict; (2) when you are rarely affected 
negatively by that systems conflict; (3) when you are occasionally affected negatively; 
(4) when you are frequently affected negatively; and (5) when you are always being 
negatively affected by that systems conflict.

So you can get a sense what is meant by a systems conflict, here is an item from 
Part 1 of the instrument concerning the structure of the organization: “I have neither 
the necessary authority nor the sufficient resources to achieve my assigned goals and 
objectives, yet I am held accountable for the results.” Here is a systems conflict regard-
ing teams in the organization: “During meetings, some members are more reserved 
than others, but no one makes a special effort to ask those quieter members to express 
their opinions or ideas.”

Here are the instructions for Part 2 of the online KOCI instrument: For each of 
the nine systems conflicts (treating strategy and structure separately for the time 
being), you’re asked to indicate your relative use of the five conflict-handling modes, 
by arranging five statements from 1 to 5, where the statement you would drag into 
the #1 position is the conflict mode you used most often in approaching or trying to 
resolve that particular kind of systems conflict. Then, you would drag the statement 
representing your next used approach to that systems conflict into the #2 position, 
and so forth, eventually dragging your least used conflict mode into the #5 position.
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Although this instrument is measuring the same five classic conflict modes as 
the TKI, the Organizational Conflict Instrument wants you to think of those specific 
systems conflicts and how you tend to approach them, which is quite different than 
simply responding to the TKI according to how you approach interpersonal conflict 
inside your organization.

In case you are wondering, I word the conflict modes on Part 2 of KOCI instrument 
very differently from the way in which the TKI’s 30 items are worded. In particular, the 
avoiding mode is always worded by this same description for each of the nine systems 
conflicts: “Sometimes, it’s simply not worth the extra time and effort it would take to 
discuss and examine this particular aspect of the organization, since we’re unlikely 
to find a good solution.”

Similarly, the collaborating mode is always worded by this same description for 
each of the nine systems conflicts “I always ask my boss or team members to take 
the necessary time to thoroughly discuss this particular aspect of the organization, 
so we can develop a creative solution.” The three other conflict modes, completing, 
compromising, and accommodating, are also worded in terms of addressing systems 
conflicts in organizations, not interpersonal conflict in general (which is the prime 
focus of the TKI assessment).

Regarding how the systems conflicts are worded on Part 2 of the KOCI instrument, I 
can provide an example. Here is the systems conflict between the organization’s reward 
system and its individual members: “How are you likely to respond when you expe-
rience the negative aspects of your organization’s rewards regarding the design and 
functioning of the performance appraisal system?” For this item, you would arrange 
those five statements into positions 1 through 5 to reflect your relative tendencies to 
use those conflict modes to approach your reward systems conflicts. You would then 
do the same for the remaining items in Part 2 of the Organizational Conflict Instrument.

Interpreting an Individual’s KOCI Results: Before 
and After the Eight Tracks
Let us now interpret the actual results for an individual: As seen in Figure 7.1, the raw 
scores for the systems conflicts are placed in the outer ring of the Quantum Wheel, 
including which ones are H, M, and L, as based on the established ranges for High, 
Medium, and Low, which are provided in the instrument’s interpretive materials.

As you can see on Figure 4.7, there are three systems conflicts that scored in the 
high range, which suggests that this respondent to the instrument is frequently being 
hampered by negative experiences with the culture of her organization or group, the 
way in which her team’s meetings are being conducted, and the lack of clarity and 
alignment in strategy-structure. These three high scores suggest some serious barriers 
to long-term organizational success.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Chapter 4 Thomas-Kilmann Instrument (TKI)   53

Three other conflicts are medium in their impact, since they are occasionally 
interfering with the person’s performance and satisfaction: skills, the reward system, 
and the processes that flow within her group. Yet two systems conflicts are low in their 
impact, shown by the grayed letter L: radical process and learning process improve-
ment. But not until those earlier organizational conflicts are resolved might the last 
two process tracks become more challenging.

In the HUB of that same Quantum Wheel, you can see the person’s results on the 
TKI Conflict Model, which shows that avoiding and accommodating are in the HIGH 
range. As a result, this person is almost always being negatively affected by cultural 
norms and team dynamics that seem to pressure members to remain quiet, not to 
express different points of view, and not to disagree with the boss (that is, to avoid 
such conflicts); or, alternatively, to defer to the experience of other members or man-
agers, which means to accommodate others when considering how to improve the 
formal systems in the organization.

Indeed, the assertive modes of competing and collaborating are in the low range, 
which confirms that this person is not bringing all her talent, wisdom, ideas, and 
experience into the workplace. However, once the eight tracks are underway, members 
will be given the chance to learn more about how and when to use the five conflict 

Figure 4.7: KOCI Results for an Individual (First Time).
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modes, and especially how to change the informal systems regarding their culture, 
skills, and teams, so all five modes are always available to all members and will be 
used successfully, as needed.

As shown on Figure 4.8, let us now interpret the results for the same individ-
ual after she took the Organizational Conflict Instrument a second time, about nine 
months later. This time, only the H, M, and L are displayed, which makes it visually 
easy to immediately focus on the key systems conflicts: These results suggest that the 
integrated program of eight tracks has been proceeding since the culture, skills, and 
teams are no longer frequently distracting this member, although more skill develop-
ment might still be needed. Progress is also occurring for strategy-structure and the 
reward system, which sets the stage for resolving the conflicts in the last three process 
tracks of quantum transformation.
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Figure 4.8: KOCI Results for an Individual (Second Time).

In the hub of this Quantum Wheel, you can also review the nine-month follow-up 
results on the TKI Conflict Model: The assertive modes are now high while avoiding is 
low, so the pendulum has obviously swung from unassertive (from the prior graph) to 
highly assertive (using lots of competing and collaborating behavior). Usually, before 
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the results display a balanced TKI profile (which is revealed by the presence of mostly 
medium scores on the five conflict modes), members go from the extreme use of a few 
modes to the extreme use of the other modes!

Conclusion
As a reminder, the first key principle that derives from the Complex Hologram: About 
80% of what takes place in an organization is determined by its systems and processes, 
while 20% is determined by member desires or preferences. Now, I will add the second 
key principle to keep in mind, which follows directly from the first principle: Choose the 
conflict-handling mode that best matches the key attributes of the situation.

Here is the third key principle to always remember: In the short term, the organ-
ization’s systems and processes are fixed, so the use of one or more conflict modes 
might be significantly constrained by the nature and quality of the key attributes of 
the situation, which are determined by the organization’s systems and processes. But 
in the long term, those systems, and processes (which determine “the situation” for 
conflict resolution) can be transformed, which then changes the eight key attributes 
of any conflict situation to support the use of all five modes, as needed.

This third key principle reminds us that the collaborating mode, which is essen-
tial for resolving systems conflicts in a manner that satisfies the needs and concerns 
of all internal and external stakeholders, can only work successfully when the key 
attributes of the situation support using this mode, as in the case of stimulating 
(but not overwhelming) stress, high levels of trust among members, sufficient time 
to address the topic, and so forth. But if the current systems and processes do not 
support the collaborating mode (and, in fact, primarily support using the avoiding or 
compromising mode), then members, in the short term, will not be able to use the col-
laborating mode to resolve their systems conflicts nor will they be able to collaborate 
successfully on any of their other business, management, and technical problems.

Eventually, however, the organization can transform its systems and processes to 
support the use of the collaborating mode (as well as all the other conflict modes) to 
resolve not only any lingering organizational conflicts, but also to resolve any of their 
other complex conflicts and challenges.
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Chapter 5  
Mindfulness Training in Organizational 
Settings: An Empirical Look at the Research

Abstract: The workplace is commonly conceptualized as a high-stress and high-de-
mand environment. Work-related stressors may have deleterious effects on employees’ 
cognitive functioning, well-being, and work productivity. One promising approach to 
mitigate such effects is mindfulness training (MT). Yet, there is a paucity of applied 
research on best practices for MT implementation in organizational settings. We 
present a proof-of-concept study that examined the efficacy of a contextualized MT 
program delivered by trained trainers who were embedded within an organization 
(i.e., Human Resources professionals). We propose that engaging in MT contextual-
ized and delivered in this manner may benefit the very same domains reported to be 
negatively impacted by work-related stress and demands. Our proposal aligns with 
a leading organizational stress theory, the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) theory 
and suggests that when offered by employers and embedded within organizational 
settings, MT may serve as a powerful organizational-level job resource targeting the 
strengthening of employees’ personal resources.

Keywords: mindfulness, cognitive functioning, well-being, stress, JD-R theory

The overarching purpose of this chapter is to provide empirical evidence on how to 
address challenges emerging from high demands and time pressure in organizational 
settings through innovative and scalable delivery of mindfulness training (MT). First, 
based on a leading organizational stress theory, we briefly describe the impact of 
job demands and stress on employees and the urgent need for comprehensive and 
practical solutions to build job and personal resources. Second, we introduce MT and 
review its potential as a fruitful solution to build those resources. Then, we present 
an empirical example of an applied study examining the impact of a short-form MT 
program on employees when delivered by professionals embedded in the organiza-
tion who are highly familiar with the workplace context (i.e., Human Resources (HR) 
professionals). The chapter concludes with a discussion of how these emerging find-
ings have the potential to inform organizational stress theories while providing prac-
tical solutions for organizational challenges.
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Challenges in Organizational Settings:  
Job Demands and Resources
Over the past decade, the workplace has come to be increasingly categorized by organ-
izational researchers as a high-stress, high-demand environment (e.g., Harvey et al., 
2017; Johnson et al., 2020; Reb et al., 2020). Frequently referred to as VUCA (volatile, 
uncertain, complex, and ambiguous) – an acronym coined in U.S. military education 
(Barber, 1992) and later embraced in the business vernacular, today’s organizational 
environment is rife with job demands typified by excessive workload, time pressure, 
and interpersonal conflicts, requiring employees to continuously expend resources to 
meet demands (Bakker & de Vries, 2021; Crivelli et al., 2019; Schaufeli, 2017).

A leading organizational stress theory, the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) theory 
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2018), points out that job demands, namely those aspects of 
work that cost energy and require sustained cognitive and emotional effort, consist-
ently predict job stress and burnout. Work-related stress and job burnout are major 
occupational risk factors due to their strong association with deleterious outcomes 
in cognitive functioning, emotional well- being, as well as job satisfaction and effi-
cacy (Bakker et al., 2014). There is mounting evidence that employees experiencing 
burnout have cognitive performance challenges related to attentional difficulties 
(Van Der Linden et al., 2005), feel emotionally exhausted, and report a reduced sense 
of self-efficacy and job accomplishment (Maslach et al., 2001). Further, burned-out 
employees may also negatively affect their coworkers by causing personal conflicts 
at work (Maslach et al., 2001). Indeed, “when people’s resources are outstretched or 
exhausted, they enter a defensive mode to preserve the self which is often defensive, 
aggressive, and may become irrational” (Hobfoll et al., 2018; p. 104).

To counteract such damaging personal and social contagion effects,  evidence-based 
approaches are needed to bolster cognitive functions, emotional well-being, job effi-
cacy, and satisfaction. As proposed by the JD-R theory, job and personal resources 
are needed to foster employee well-being, work efficacy, and engagement (Bakker 
et al., 2014). Job resources (e.g., training opportunities, social support) and personal 
resources (e.g., self-efficacy, self-development) initiate a motivational process that 
reduces the negative impact of job demands and is associated with improved emo-
tional well-being (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017, 2018; Crawford et al., 2010; Demerouti 
et al., 2001). Employees with higher job and personal resources are better equipped to 
adapt to workplace demands in a more effective way (Hobfoll et al., 2018). One prom-
ising approach to enhancing job and personal resources in organizational settings 
is through mindfulness training (Ahlvik et al., 2018; Good et al., 2016; Roche et al., 
2020). We argue that when offered by employers and embedded within organizational 
settings, mindfulness training (MT) serves as an organizational-level job resource 
enhancer, targeting the strengthening of personal resources.
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Mindfulness Training: A Promising Solution 
for Challenges in Organizational Settings
Mindfulness is defined as “a mental mode characterized by attention to present-mo-
ment experience without judgment, elaboration, or emotional reactivity” (Jha et al., 
2010, p. 54). MT programs typically include a combination of didactic content, train-
er-led discussions on how to cultivate present-centered attention, and experiential 
engagement in core mindfulness practices, such as focused attention and open mon-
itoring (Lutz et al., 2015). The initial ‘first-generation’ MT programs, such as Mindful-
ness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR; Kabat-Zinn, 1990) and Mindfulness-Based Cog-
nitive Therapy (MBCT, Segal et al., 2002), were introduced as interventions targeting 
symptom management and reduction across a variety of clinical populations (Abbott 
et al., 2014; Lauche et al., 2013). Growing evidence has demonstrated that, indeed, 
MBSR and MBCT, can alleviate psychological and physical symptoms in various clin-
ical conditions, such as depression (Goldberg et al., 2019; Kuyken et al., 2016), psy-
chosis (Khoury et al., 2013), cancer (Cramer et al., 2012), and vascular disease (e.g., 
Abbott et al., 2014). Importantly, MBSR and MBCT have been shown to be beneficial 
for healthy, non-clinical individuals by improving emotional well-being and reduc-
ing self-reported stress, depression, and anxiety (Khoury et al., 2015; Querstret et al., 
2020). This promising evidence has led to an increased interest in the broader dissem-
ination of MT programs in the professional domains of health care, business, military, 
and others, as a tool to enhance cognitive functions, improve emotional well-being 
and increase efficacy and engagement in the workplace (Good et al., 2016).

From a cognitive training perspective, it has been suggested that engaging in MT 
practice strengthens core cognitive functions, such as attention (Jha et al., 2020). 
Strengthening attention has been proposed to be a gateway to achieving a variety of 
MT-related benefits in the workplace (Good et al., 2016). As stated by Roche et al. (2020), 
“Through higher-quality attention, mindfulness helps us think, feel and act better” 
(p. 3) and “individuals who attend, think, feel and act in a mindful way also feel and 
function better at work” (p. 4). With this premise in mind, MT seems to be entering the 
mainstream as a viable tool to bolster personal resources to promote improvements in 
three main domains: cognitive (e.g., attending and thinking better), emotional (e.g., 
feeling better), and workplace (e.g., being more efficient and engaged).

While there is promising evidence for workplace MT (Bartlett et al., 2019; Denkova 
et al., 2020a; Heckenberg et al., 2018; Vonderin et al., 2020), there is a paucity of applied 
research on best practices for MT implementation in organizations that take into con-
sideration organizational challenges (Roche et al., 2020; Rupprecht et al., 2018). Chief 
among these are time requirements, program contextualization, and trainers’ knowl-
edge of the particular workplace context. Indeed, the two most well-studied and imple-
mented programs (MBSR and MBCT) emphasize stress and clinical symptom reduction 
and require about 26 hours of in-class training with an instructor and 45 minutes of 
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daily out-of-class practice by participants over an 8- week interval (Marx, 2019; Crane 
et al., 2010; Segal et al., 2018). These time requirements are often prohibitively bur-
densome to offer in time-pressured organizations, warranting examination of shorter 
duration programs that are also amenable to contextualization for non-clinical settings 
(Creswell, 2017). Recent studies suggest that MT delivery by trainers well-versed in the 
organizational norms and culture may be an expeditious route by which to achieve 
workplace contextualization (Jha et al., 2020; Denkova et al., 2021). Indeed, delivery of 
training via trainers familiar with the specific context, culture, and challenges employ-
ees and teams face every day at work holds promise for increasing program receptivity 
and accessibility.

Below, we describe a recent MT study in a workplace that asks: Can a short-form 
contextualized MT program delivered by context-familiar trainers benefit employees’ 
ability to pay attention, feel better, and feel more efficient and productive at work?

Empirical Example: Mindfulness Training Study  
in an Organizational Setting
Synopsis: Two HR professionals, who previously participated in an MT training 
practicum to learn how to deliver a short-form MT program, offered the MT program 
to employees in their organization. Employees who volunteered to participate in the 
MT program (referred to as the MT group) were compared to employees who did not 
participate in the training and served as a no-training control group (NTC group) on 
metrics that examined three domains: cognitive, emotional, and workplace. Two key 
questions were explored: (i) Does MT delivered by trained in-house HR professionals 
benefit cognitive, emotional, and workplace outcomes in employees? (ii) If so, are the 
benefits in each of these domains related to each other?

Participants: Participants were employees in a construction management com pany in 
South Florida. Fifty employees volunteered to participate in a short-form MT program 
at work (MT group; 30 females; mean ± SD age: 37.62 ± 10.67 years). Another group of 
45 employees served as a no-training control group (NTC group; 37 females; mean ± SD 
age: 40.51 ± 11.85 years). All participants provided informed consent in accordance with 
the Institutional Review Board of the University of Miami.

Mindfulness Training Program: The MT program delivered in the present study is 
the Mindfulness-Based Attention Training (MBAT,1 Jha et al., 2020). MBAT is a struc-

1 Amishi P. Jha and Scott L. Rogers are co-authors and copyright holders of the Mindfulness- Based 
Attention Training (MBAT) Program. This project was supported by funding provided by the Lennar 
Foundation to APJ.
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tured and manualized 8-hour program amenable to contextualization for various 
military (Jha et al., 2020; Zanesco et al., 2019) and high-demand civilian settings 
(Denkova et al., 2020a; Denkova et al., 2021). MBAT focuses on bolstering cogni-
tive functioning, resilience, and emotional well-being by familiarizing trainees with 
mindfulness-related concepts and practices that can be integrated into their personal 
and professional lives. The program includes four central themes (i.e., concentration, 
body awareness, receptivity, and connection) and their corresponding mindfulness 
exercises (i.e., focused attention, body scan, open monitoring, and connection). In 
the present study, MBAT was delivered in-person by HR professionals at work over 4 
consecutive weeks with two, 1-hour, sessions per week. In addition, participants were 
assigned 15 minutes of daily practice to be completed outside of the class sessions.

Data Collection & Metrics: Participants completed two testing sessions (T1 and T2) 
separated by a 4-week interval over which the MT group received the MBAT program, 
and the NTC group did not. Testing was completed online via Inquisit Web (Millisecond 
Software, LLC), an online platform that allows remote data collection for research pur-
poses. Each testing session included metrics related to the cognitive (i.e., attention), 
emotional (i.e., feel well) and workplace (i.e., being efficient in work engagement) 
domains.

Cognitive Domain: Attentional performance was measured using the Sustained-At-
tention-to-Response Task (SART; Robertson et al., 1997). In the SART, single digits 
(0 through 9) are presented on the computer screen one at a time for 250 msec each, 
with 900 msec between digit presentation. Participants are instructed to press the 
spacebar for all digits (‘go’ trials), except for the number 3 (‘no-go’ trials), which 
occurred on only 5% of the trials. SART performance is indexed by A’, a signal detec-
tion measure, which considers performance on ‘no-go’ and ‘go’ trials. A’ commonly 
ranges from 0.5 (chance performance, i.e., responding randomly) to 1 (perfect perfor-
mance, i.e., always withholding responses to the number 3 and always responding to 
all other numbers).

Daily cognitive failures were assessed using the Cognitive Failure Questionnaire 
(CFQ; Broadbent et al, 1982) which asks participants how frequently they experience 
everyday attentional lapses with questions such as “Do you fail to hear people speak-
ing to you when you are doing something else?” Higher CFQ scores indicate more 
frequent cognitive failures in daily life.

Emotional Domain: Positive and negative affective states were assessed using the 
10-item Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson et al., 1988) in which 
participants rate the extent to which they felt positive (e.g., inspired, determined) or 
negative (e.g., afraid, upset) emotions over the past month. Scores are calculated sep-
arately for positive affect (PA) and negative affect (NA) with higher score indicating 
higher PA and NA, respectively.
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Perceived stress was assessed using the 10-item Perceived Stress Scale (PSS; 
Cohen etal., 1983), which asks participants to rate the frequency of their stress in the 
last month by answering questions such as “In the last month, how often have you 
felt nervous and stressed?” Higher PSS scores indicate frequent experience of stress 
in everyday life. Anxiety and depression levels were assessed using the 4-item Patient 
Health Questionnaire (PHQ4; Kroenke et al., 2009), which asks participants how fre-
quently they were “feeling nervous, anxious or on edge” in the last two weeks. Higher 
PHQ4 score indicates frequent experiences of anxiety and depression symptoms.

Workplace Domain: Self-efficacy was assessed using the 6-item subscale of the General 
Self-Efficacy Scale (GSE6; Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1995) by asking participants to rate 
how true statements were to them, such as “Thanks to my resourcefulness, I know how 
to handle unforeseen situations.” Higher GSE6 score indicates greater perceived sense 
of self-efficacy.

Work Enjoyment was assessed using the 4-item “Work Enjoyment” sub-scale of 
the Work-Related Flow Inventory (WOLF; Bakker, 2008), which asked participants to 
rate how often they felt a certain way in the workplace, such as “My work gives me a 
good feeling”. Higher scores indicated greater experience of work enjoyment.

Results

Question 1: Does MT delivered by HR professionals benefit cognitive, emotional, and 
workplace outcomes?

We used linear mixed models to compare groups (MT vs. NTC) over time (T1 vs. T2) 
separately for each outcome of interest. To maximize the sample size, an intent-to-
treat approach was applied, in which all participants regardless of their dropout/
withdrawal status and irrespective of whether the individual completed all testing 
and training sessions (descriptive statistics for each outcome are included in Sup-
plemental Table 1. All supplemental materials are available at https://osf.io/nvx5c/
files/). The group by time interactions, which represents the group-wise differences in 
the amount of change in a particular metric from T1 to T2, are reported for each metric 
below (complete results are reported in Supplemental Table 2).

For attentional performance (SART A’), the results revealed a significant group by 
time interaction, F (1, 47.05) = 5.66, p = .021, reflecting a greater positive increase over 
time in A’ in MT relative to NTC (see Figure 5.1A). No significant group by time interac-
tion was observed for CFQ, F (1, 57.62) = 2.32, p = .133.

For PANAS, the results revealed a significant group by time interaction for PA, 
F (1, 56.23) = 8.93, p = .004, reflecting a greater increase over time in positive affect for 
MT relative to NTC (see Figure 5.1B). No significant interaction was observed for NA, 
F (1, 56.53) = 3.05, p =.086. For PSS, the results revealed a significant group by time 
interaction, F (1, 53.72) = 6.97, p= .011, reflecting a greater decrease over time in per-
ceived stress for MT relative to NTC. For PHQ4, the results revealed a significant group 
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by time interaction, F (1, 68.41) = 7.35, p = .008, reflecting a greater decrease over time 
in anxiety and depression for MT relative to NTC (see Figure 5.1B).

For GSE6, results revealed a significant group by time interaction, F (1, 57.17) = 
5.65, p= .021, reflecting in a greater increase over time in self-efficacy for MT relative 
to NTC (see Figure 5.1C). No significant group by time interaction was observed for 
WOLF, F (1, 52.94) = 0.33, p = .567

The relationships between emotional well-being and workplace (self- efficacy) 
benefits are shown in D for positive affect (top) and anxiety and depression (bottom). 
The bar graphs are based on estimated mean difference and standard errors. Together, 
these results suggest that MT delivered by trained HR professionals had salutary 
effects for each of the domains examined. Specifically, MT-related increases were 
observed in sustained attention, positive affect, and self-efficacy, and MT-related 
reductions were found for perceived stress, anxiety, and depression.

Question 2: Do benefits in the three domains relate to each other?

We performed a series of Pearson’s correlations between the change over time scores 
(score at T2 minus score at T1) for the subset of outcomes demonstrating MT-related 
improvements in the MT group, per above (see Supplemental Table 3 for full correla-
tion matrix).

Figure 5.1: MT-related benefits in the (A) cognitive, (B) emotional well-being, and (C) workplace 
outcomes.
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Change over time scores in positive affect were significantly positively correlated 
with change over time scores in self efficacy (r = 0.433, p = .022), such that across all MT 
participants, those with greater increases in positive affect also demonstrated greater 
improvements in self efficacy (see Figure 5.1D, top). In addition, a significant negative 
correlation was observed between change over time scores in anxiety and depression 
and self-efficacy (r = – 0.685; p < .001), such that participants wither greater reduc-
tions in anxiety and depression demonstrated greater improvements self-efficacy (see 
Figure 5.1D, bottom). Furthermore, we observed that decreases in perceived stress 
were associated with increases in work enjoyment (r = – 0.449, p = .017). These results 
suggest that benefits on the emotional outcomes were related to benefits in workplace 
outcomes.

Conclusion
The present findings suggest that engaging in a short-form MT program that is contex-
tualized and delivered by trained trainers who are embedded in the organization may 
benefit the very same domains reported to be negatively impacted by work-related 
demands and stress. These findings are consistent with the view, inspired by the JD-R 
theory, that job-related resources, in the form of workplace implementation of an MT 
program, bolster personal resources, which has salutary effects on employees across 
three key domains: cognitive, emotional well-being, and workplace. Importantly, these 
results also suggest that MT delivery by context familiar trainers is a viable approach 
to improving the accessibility and scalability to MT, as a method by which to build job 
and personal resources. As such, organizational stress theories such as the JD-R theory, 
should consider incorporating MT as a viable resource builder in the workplace.

We note that we did not see direct MT-related benefits to work enjoyment. Yet, the 
correlational results revealed that decreases in perceived stress were associated with 
increases in work enjoyment. This finding suggests that work enjoyment may be sen-
sitive to individual differences in stress and therefore highlights the need to consider 
individual variability in outcomes of interest (Tang & Braver, 2020).

While these results provide promising initial evidence for the benefits of MT deliv-
ered by HR professionals in an organization, we acknowledge that this is a prelimi-
nary study with a relatively small sample size, limited number of outcomes for each of 
the domains that was examined, and non-random group assignment. Future studies 
should correct for these short- comings and expand the research scope to examine 
MT’s putative benefits for a broader range of workplace outcomes, from interpersonal 
interactions and team dynamics to productivity and job performance, leadership, and 
management.
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Creighlynn D. Thoele
Chapter 6  
Understanding Culture to Resolve Conflict: 
An Introduction of the ADVANCE Through 
Conflict™ Model

Abstract: Conflict is a normal human interaction, and while it may initially feel uncom-
fortable and incite feelings of anxiety and frustration, it can also provide an opportu-
nity for personal growth and revelation. Conflicts arise for a number of reasons, but 
the majority of conflicts can arguably be attributed to differences in perspectives, 
rooted in different cultural influences. Therefore, it reasons that conflict resolution 
should begin with understanding our cultural differences and unique perspectives. 
The BEYOND Culture Wheel™ (the Wheel) is designed to help explain the various ele-
ments, relationships, and complexities associated with the concept of culture. Com-
prised of three distinct yet interdependent sections, the Wheel describes how different 
aspects of culture interact with one another and how culture influences individual 
perspectives. Different perspectives are associated with differences in the established 
values, morals, ethics, assumptions, and beliefs of those cultures in which individuals 
associate. These cultural attributes are fundamental to a group’s identity and directly 
associated with who we are as individuals within the group – our personal and social 
identities – so it is not surprising that differences in these components can result 
in conflict. Unfortunately, conflict due to differences in perspective tends to induce 
strong emotional, psychological, and/or physical responses which, if not addressed, 
can amplify a conflict.

The ADVANCE Through Conflict™ Model is a tool designed to help individu-
als embrace differences in perspective and offers individuals a positive, engaging 
approach to conflict resolution. It is also effective within any type of culture and can 
be implemented informally or within an established setting for conflict resolution. 
Using the ADVANCE Through Conflict™ Model framework, individuals can gain new 
knowledge and insight; explore differences in experiences and culture; and work 
through conflict toward a collaborative solution that ends in understanding rather 
than animosity and aggression. The model enables people to represent who they are 
as individuals, their interests, and their perspectives in a responsible yet autonomous 
manner while acknowledging and respecting those whose perspectives differ from 
their own. Thus, the process of conflict resolution becomes an act of individual aware-
ness and development as well as an achievement of collective cooperation, compas-
sion, and empowerment.

Keywords: Culture, Group Identity, Conflict Resolution, BEYOND Culture Wheel, Nar-
rative Engagement, Collaboration, ADVANCE Through Conflict Model
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What is culture? We hear that term used around us nearly every day at the workplace, 
in school, by government officials, on the news and social media platforms and it is 
likely that we have used the term ourselves from time to time. It is arguably one of 
the most important, yet controversial terms discussed in our society today. So, what 
does culture mean? That can be a difficult question to answer. One of the reasons that 
the notion of culture generates contention within our communities is the ambiguity 
which surrounds the definition of the term. Even in the academic community the defi-
nition of culture varies between, and within, the various disciplines. According to 
renowned Welsh author and culture academic Raymond Williams,

Culture is one of the two or three most complicated words in the English language. This is so 
partly because of its intricate historical development, in several European languages, but mainly 
because it has now come to be used for important concepts in several distinct intellectual disci-
plines and in several distinct and incompatible systems of thought  (1983, p. 87).

The countless definitions of culture create challenges when attempting to identify 
cultural conflicts within a community and the subsequent resolutions to those iden-
tified conflicts. Therefore, before we can discuss cultural conflict resolution we must 
first establish a definition for the term culture wherein all concepts, theories, and 
frameworks discussed within this chapter fall within the parameters of our definition.

Defining Culture: An Historical Overview
The etymology of culture can be traced back as far as the 1700s (Kroeber & Kluck-
hohn, 1952) with the word and its variations initially originating from the Latin word 
colere, meaning to till or cultivate the ground (Baldwin, Faulkner, & Hecht, 2006); 
however, the contemporary version of the term culture has been traced to the German 
word cultur/kultur, meaning agricultural development (Williams, 1983). According to 
Williams (1983), the German etymological path yielded three broad categories of the 
term’s usage throughout its history:
1. The independent and abstract noun which describes a general process of intellec-

tual, spiritual, and aesthetic development (p. 90)
2. The independent noun, whether used generally or specifically, which indicates 

a particular way of life, whether of a people, a period, a group, or humanity in 
general (p. 90)

3. The independent and abstract noun which describes the works and practices of 
intellectual and especially artistic activity (p. 90)

It was through these three distinct categories of usage that came the proliferation of 
definitions of the term culture. In 1952, Kroeber and Kluckhohn attempted to collect 
and analyze the various definitions of culture to synthesize one accepted definition of 
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the term. After collecting over 150 definitions, Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952) divided 
the definitions into the following six groups based on the focus of each definition:
1. Descriptive – emphasis on enumeration of content (p. 43)
2. Historical – emphasis on social heritage or tradition (p. 47)
3. Normative – emphasis on rule or way (p. 50); emphasis on ideals/values and 

behaviors (p. 52)
4. Psychological – emphasis on adjustment and as a problem-solving device (p. 55); 

emphasis on learning (p. 58); emphasis on habit (p. 60); purely psychological 
(p. 60)

5. Structural – emphasis on the pattern or organization of culture (p. 61)
6. Genetic – emphasis on culture as a product or artifact (p. 64); emphasis on ideas 

(p. 66); emphasis on symbols (p. 69)

After analyzing the collected definitions and taking into consideration the unique 
types of definitions, Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952) synthesized a single definition for 
the term culture:

Culture consists of patterns, explicit and implicit, of and for behavior acquired and transmitted 
by symbols, constituting the distinctive achievements of human groups, including their embod-
iments in artifacts; the essential core of culture consists of traditional (i.e., historically derived 
and selected) ideas and especially their attached values; culture systems may, on the one hand, 
be considered as products of action, on the other as conditioning elements of further action.
 (p. 181)

Though Kroeber and Kluckhohn’s definition was well revered in the academic com-
munity, many researchers believed it was derived heavily from an anthropological 
perspective and did not fully represent the perspectives of those in other academic 
disciplines (Baldwin et. al, 2006). In addition, the attempt to synthesize one defi-
nition from multitudinous definitions that span across various academic disciples 
created an enumerative definition, resulting in a divergence of opinions even among 
researchers within the same discipline.

Within two decades of Kroeber and Kluckhohn’s published work, their synthe-
sized definition of culture had been determined inadequate as the academic and phil-
osophical perspectives of the world had changed (Baldwin et.al, 2006). By the 1970s, 
the introduction of interpretivism along with the prominent work of Clifford Geertz 
(1973) had researchers questioning the structural and functional definitions of culture. 
Denzin and Lincoln (1998) provided a quality summary of Geertz’s (1973) work, The 
Interpretation of Culture, stating that “Geertz argued that the old functional, positiv-
istic, behavioral, totalizing approaches to the human disciplines were giving way to 
a more pluralistic, interpretive, open-ended perspective. This new perspective took 
cultural representations and their meanings as its point of departure” (p. 18). Largely 
through Geertz’s work, many in the academic community began to change their view, 
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and definition, of culture “from a view of elements to a view of the process by which 
those elements are continually created and recreated” (Baldwin et. al, 2006, p. 16).

It was also in the 1970s that, arguably, one of the most influential theories in 
modern day social science was introduced: social identity theory (Tajfel, 1974; 1981; 
Tajfel & Turner, 1986). The basic premise of social identity theory is that an individ-
ual’s self-concept is comprised of two components, personal identity, and social 
 identity (Tajfel, 1981). Tajfel (1981) described personal identity as attributes specific to 
the individual, such as self-evaluations and personality, and social identity as “that 
part of an individual’s self-concept which derives from his knowledge of his member-
ship in a social group (or groups) together with the value and emotional  significance 
attached to that membership” (p. 255). According to Tafjel (1981), an individual’s 
personal and social identities are interdependent and equal contributors to one’s 
self-concept.

The notion that group membership is integral to an individual’s social identity 
and overall general self-concept sparked the development of additional theories and 
perspectives, to include the intergroup perspective. An intergroup perspective focuses 
on group membership and certain group processes, such as:

 – how people identify with groups
 – how others identify people as members of groups
 – how groups define themselves and are defined by others
 – how groups separate themselves from other groups
 – how groups compare themselves with other groups (Hecht, Jackson, & Pitts, 2005)

This perspective shifted society’s view of culture once again. Rather than interpret-
ing culture only within the parameters of fixed categories, such as by geography and 
biology, many researchers were approaching culture through the lens of group mem-
bership and how individuals identify with social groups.

The mid-20th century introduced postmodernism to the Western world and contin-
ued to bring about new theories and perspectives, many having further implications 
on the definition of culture. Debates surrounding the topic of culture and its defini-
tion continued into the 21st century and still remain today. Some researchers believe the 
concept of culture to be too vague or too complex while others believe it to be too rigid or 
too abstract. However, what appears to be constant is that the definition of culture and 
the very notion of the term itself will continue to change with time, influenced by new 
perspectives, philosophies, historical events, societal shifts, and other external forces. I 
believe Skelton and Allen (1999) state it best when they described the concept of culture 
as “dynamically changing over time and space – the product of ongoing human inter-
action. This means that we accept the term as ambiguous and suggestive rather than as 
analytically precise. It reflects or encapsulates the muddles of life” (p. 4).
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Understanding Culture
The concept of culture can be ambiguous and certainly complex; however, it is impor-
tant that we do not shy away from the term since culture is an integral part of who we 
are as individuals, as groups and communities, and as a society. I approach culture 
through a broad interpretation of the term with the intent to capture the structural 
and functional nuances of culture, identified in Kroeber and Kluckhohn’s (1952) tra-
ditional definition, while providing space for the consideration of the interpretive and 
intergroup perspectives. Therefore, I define culture as a group‘s identity expressed 
through the group’s way of life. A group can be defined as two or more people con-
nected and/or classed together by similar histories, experiences, beliefs, purpose, 
goals, or physical location. A group has boundaries. The individuals in the group 
know they are part of the group. They also have a sense of who is in the group and 
who is not in the group. Not every group cultivates a unique culture, but every culture 
is comprised of a unique group. Once a group is formed, it normally (there are excep-
tions to everything) takes several years for the group to begin to cultivate a unique 
culture since culture is developed and shaped through a group’s past shared expe-
riences and life events. There must be feelings of connectedness and belonging to 
the group to develop a collective mindset which is necessary for a group to begin to 
form its own identity. Often described as collective identity, group identity refers to 
the distinct ideas, interests, values, and beliefs of a collectivity that become those of 
its individual members through a strong sense of group belonging. In essence, group 
identity is a group’s collective sense of self. A group can have an identity without 
having a unique culture, but every culture has a group identity. Once a group’s iden-
tity is formed, that identity begins to inform the group members’ way of life such that 
the group’s way of life becomes unique. This unique way of life based on the group’s 
identity is what I describe as the group’s culture.

Dimensions of Culture: The BEYOND Culture Wheel™
As we see from its etymology, culture is a very complex term. Yes, that one word – 
culture – describes the way of life of a group of people or a specific community, but 
it also represents how (and why) different “pieces and parts” of human thoughts, 
feelings, and behaviors were crafted together to create the mosaic of acceptable prac-
tices for that community. Culture shapes how we think, feel, and behave. It effects 
how we see and treat other people, how we celebrate and honor traditions, how we 
lead and how we like to be led, how we structure our organizations and manage our 
employees, and even how we write our policies and govern. It is integrated into every 
aspect of our lives.
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I developed the BEYOND Culture Wheel™ (the Wheel) to help better understand 
the complexities of culture. The Wheel is illustrated in Figure 6.1 and is comprised of 
three parts: the Hub, the Spokes, and the Tire. Each section of the Wheel is distinct 
yet dependent upon the other sections.
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Figure 6.1: BEYOND Culture Wheel™.

The Wheel is also designed to work as a cipher wheel to assist in the assessment of 
different types of culture which we will explore in the next section.

The Hub

Let us start with the most inner part of the Wheel, the Hub. The components of the 
Hub, as illustrated in Figure 6.2, are based on the ideas of psychologist Edgar Schein. 
Though Schein’s (1992) work is normally associated with organizational culture, it 
can be applied to any type of culture as Schein viewed an organization as a type of 
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group and approached the concept of culture from a broad functional perspective. 
According to Schein, there are three levels of culture: artifacts, espoused values, and 
basic assumptions. Normally illustrated as a pyramid, Schein’s three-level model of 
culture is typically used as the foundation for organizational culture analysis by the 
academic community as it encompasses the tangible-intangible spectrum of cultural 
manifestation (Breslin, 2000).

  A
rti

fa
cts

   Beliefs &
   Assumptions

 Morals
  Values &

The top of Schein’s (1992) pyramid represents artifacts. According to Schein, artifacts 
are typically visible or conscious to the group, such as symbols, stories, ceremonies, 
and climate, and are normally expressions of the two lower levels of culture. Though 
the Hub is not designed as a triangle, I agree with Schein’s concept of an artifact. 
Many people think of the traditional definition of an artifact which is something rep-
resentative of the past. In the Hub, an artifact is something representative of a culture. 
I define the term artifact as a tangible, visible, verbal, and/or audible element associ-
ated with and/or representative of a defined community. An artifact is normally some-
thing an individual can see, touch, taste, hear, smell, or sense. Symbols, ceremonies, 
traditions, stories, heroes, languages, clothing, music, food, art, literary works … 
these items are all considered artifacts since they differ between various cultures. 
Every culture has different artifacts that are associated with the collective group and 
are typically tied to past events, experiences, or emotions of the group. Independence 
Day is an example of an artifact within the American culture. This holiday or tradition 
is tied to an event in American history and is part of our national culture. Artifacts 
can also be manifestations of the other two components of the Hub, expressing the 
values, morals, beliefs, and assumptions of a group’s culture. A great example of this 
are the sacred texts within different religious cultures.

The middle of Schein’s (1992) pyramid is espoused values. Espoused values are 
values established by a group or organization that provide guidelines for accept-
able behavior for its members. Since the BEYOND Culture Wheel™ was designed to 
explain all types of culture (including organizational culture), the Hub consists of 
values (encompassing both espoused and enacted values) as well as a group’s col-
lective morals and ethics. I define a value as a fundamental belief that motivates and 

Figure 6.2: The Hub.
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guides an individual to behave in one way or another; a moral as a deeply ingrained 
principle of what an individual believes to be right and wrong regarding human 
behavior; and ethics as the compilation of moral principles and acceptable standards 
of behavior based on those moral principles for a group.

Values, such as trust, integrity, commitment, efficiency, and openness to name 
a few, can be conscious or subconscious to the group, and typically guide how indi-
viduals within the group act, how the group acts as a collective entity, how the group 
views risk, and how the group handles the uncertainty associated with difficult or 
uncontrollable events. Morals and ethics can also be conscious or subconscious. Dif-
ferent groups have different sets of collective values, morals, and ethics; however, it 
can be difficult to determine what these are because one cannot physically see, touch, 
hear, smell, taste, or sense a value, moral, or ethic principle. What are visible, though, 
are a group’s behaviors which represent the group’s collective values, morals, and 
ethics.

The bottom section of Schein’s (1992) culture model is basic underlying assump-
tions. Schein described these assumptions as deeply embedded beliefs of a group that 
are typically subconscious and manifested through artifacts, attitudes, and behaviors. 
I agree with Schein regarding underlying assumptions, yet in addition to assumptions 
I also include “beliefs” in the Hub in an effort to represent various types of culture. I 
define assumption as an idea formed that is believed to be true or accepted as truth 
based on past outcomes and experiences, and belief as an acceptance or certainty 
that a statement is true or that something exists regardless of proven evidence. Many 
times, our automatic responses to certain events, situations, or circumstances are 
based on our underlying assumptions and beliefs. Assumptions can be superficial 
or deeply rooted in a group’s collective mindset depending on the number of past 
outcomes and/or experiences that supported the assumption. Though difficult, an 
underlying assumption can be shifted over time through outcomes and experiences 
that repeatedly contradict the assumption. With beliefs, this may not be the case. 
Beliefs are typically melded with a group’s morals and ethical principles and are 
usually unwavering since they are embedded within the fabric of a group’s identity.

The Hub is designed in a “pie” shape to illustrate that though each component is 
unique there is an interdependent relationship between the three elements. The Hub 
is also centered in the Wheel to show that together the components establish the fun-
damental core of a group‘s culture while indicating that each of its components can 
distinctly influence the dimensions of the Spokes as well as the aspects of the Tire.

The Spokes

The middle section of the Wheel is comprised of the Spokes. The Spokes represent 
eight dimensions of a group that play an integral role in fostering the group’s culture. 
The placement of each dimension within the Spokes section of the Wheel is intentional 
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as it helps to illustrate additional cultural nuances of a group (refer to Figure 6.3). The 
top hemisphere is designed to show cultural dimensions that are human-oriented 
while the bottom hemisphere indicates structure-oriented dimensions. The left hem-
isphere represents cultural dimensions that are individual-based whereas the right 
hemisphere represents those dimensions that are more collective-based in nature. 
The top left quadrant delineates personal interactions while the top right quadrant 
illustrates group interactions. Lastly, the bottom left quadrant indicates dimensions 
representative of learning interactions whereas those dimensions in the bottom right 
quadrant are characterized as system interactions.
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Laws &
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Communication
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Figure 6.3: The Spokes.

“Leadership” is a cultural dimension located in the top left quadrant of the Spokes 
section of the Wheel. Thus, it is considered a human-oriented, individual-based 
dimension that is representative of a personal interaction within a group‘s culture. 
I define leadership as a process of social influence implemented by an individual, 
whether consciously or subconsciously, to motivate and increase the efforts of those 
within a defined community toward the achievement of established and/or sub-
conscious goals. Within the context of culture, the leadership dimension addresses 
the acceptable practices of how one leads (as well as how one follows) within the 
group. The dimension of “relationships” is also located in the top left quadrant of 
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the Spokes and, therefore is also perceived as a human-oriented, individual-based 
dimension that is representative of a personal interaction within a group’s culture. 
Relationships, defined singularly as a way in which two or more individuals regard 
each other and behave toward one another, are how individuals connect with others 
within and outside the group. Different cultures have different acceptable standards 
and practices with regard to how individuals foster and maintain relationships with 
ingroup and outgroup members.

The cultural dimension of “social norms” is located in the top right quadrant 
of the Spokes section of the Wheel. Though human-oriented, this dimension is con-
sidered collective-based and representative of a group interaction within a culture. 
Social norms can be described as the unwritten rules of beliefs, attitudes, and behav-
iors that are considered acceptable in a particular social group and tend to govern the 
behavior of that specific community. Essentially, social norms regulate how members 
act within the group. “Lifestyle”, located in the top right quadrant, is also considered 
a human-oriented, collective-based dimension and representative of a group inter-
action within a culture. Though similar to social norms, lifestyle describes how indi-
viduals live within the group. I define lifestyle as a group’s overall manner of living, 
to include sets of circumstances and patterns of social relations, habits, activities, 
behaviors, interests, attitudes, and so forth. Another way to describe the lifestyle 
dimension is how a group interacts with the world. This can include how a group 
interacts with its physical environment; how a group acquires, distributes, and main-
tains its wealth and resources; and even what types of goods and services the group 
prefers to consume.

The “laws and policies” cultural dimension is located in the bottom right quad-
rant of the Spokes. Thus, it is considered a structure-oriented, collective-based dimen-
sion that is representative of a system interaction within a group‘s culture. Laws are 
defined as formal sets of standards, principles, and procedures that compel or prohibit 
behaviors within a group whereas policies are defined as systems of principles that 
guide behaviors, actions, and decisions to achieve desired outcomes within a group. 
Broadly speaking, laws and policies are intended to provide structure and stability to 
a group. The bottom right quadrant also includes “processes” as a structure-oriented, 
collective-based dimension representative of a system interaction within a culture. 
Processes, defined singularly as a series or set of actions, activities, behaviors, and/
or psychological approaches that interact to achieve a specific result, are intended to 
help a group accomplish its goals and objectives.

“Knowledge” is located in the bottom left quadrant of the Wheel’s Spokes section. 
Though still considered structure-oriented, knowledge is an individual-based dimen-
sion that is representative of a learning interaction within a group‘s culture. I define 
knowledge as the facts, information, and skills acquired by a person through experi-
ence and/or education, as well as the theoretical and/or practical understanding of a 
topic. The knowledge dimension captures how individuals learn within a group and 
includes various types of knowledge, to include explicit, implicit, tacit, embedded, 
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priori, intuitive, and rational, to name a few. “Communication” is also located in the 
bottom left quadrant, and considered a structure-oriented, individual-based dimen-
sion that is representative of a learning interaction within a culture. Communication 
can be defined as a process of exchanging information, transferring knowledge, and/
or developing meaning among entities or groups through the use of mutually under-
stood language, behavior, signs, sounds, symbols, and/or other semiotic conventions. 
Essentially, communication can be described as how individuals give or exchange 
thoughts, feelings, information, and ideas within a group.

As discussed earlier, the Hub creates the core foundation of a group‘s culture by 
cultivating a unique group identity. The Hub also directly influences the eight dimen-
sions of the Spokes which are designed to capture the various elements of living as 
a community, thereby supporting the description of culture as a group’s identity 
expressed through the group’s way of life. At this point, you may be questioning why 
there is a third section to the Wheel if culture can be described through the compo-
nents of the Hub and the dimensions of the Spokes. And it would be a valid question. 
The third section of the Wheel does not specifically represent elements of culture. 
However, it is of profound significance as it represents the one concept that is tightly 
intertwined with culture: the concept of climate.

The Tire

The outer section of the Wheel is called the Tire and represents the “climate” of a 
group. Though it is common to use the terms “culture” and “climate” interchange-
ably, they are two distinct constructs. Typically, the concept of climate is addressed 
when discussing organizations and, therefore, is normally defined within that 
context. However, climate is relevant to all types of culture. I define the overall 
concept of climate as the shared perceptions, mindsets, attitudes, and behaviors of a 
group‘s members which represent how the group subconsciously experiences, char-
acterizes, and/or understands its culture. Arguably, a group’s climate is the mani-
festation of its culture. Many researchers even contend that for some group cultures 
the climate is so distinct that it can be felt when in the presence of the group. I agree 
as I have experienced this phenomenon when visiting different types of groups with 
unique cultures.

Contrary to culture, climate is relatively easy to change since the aspects of climate 
are based on the group‘s collective state of mind rather than embedded within the fabric 
of a group’s identity. The Wheel is an analogy for the relationship between culture and 
climate. The Hub and Spokes of a Wheel provide the structural foundation necessary 
for the Wheel to operate. The components within these two sections are strong and 
relatively immobile as they provide structural integrity for the Wheel. Though pos-
sible, it is difficult to change the components of the Hub and Spokes without greatly 
affecting the overall effectiveness of the Wheel. The Tire is different. The Tire is made 
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of a durable material but is designed to be easily changed and replaced as it is exposed 
to the elements of the environment. The shape and material of the Tire are dependent 
on the collective shape of the Hub and Spokes. The Tire protects the components of 
the Hub and Spokes; thus if the Tire is not maintained it can negatively affect the Hub 
and Spokes over time.

There are four aspects of the Tire section of the Wheel (refer to Figure 6.4). The 
first aspect is “perception.” I define perception as a way of organizing, identifying, 
regarding, interpreting, understanding, and/or becoming aware of information 
received through the senses. Essentially, perception is the conscious awareness and 
understanding of one’s surroundings. It is how we interpret the world, people, situ-
ations, and even ourselves. An individual’s “mindset” normally represents his or her 
perceptions. As the second aspect of the Tire, a mindset can be described as a person’s 
usual mental state, attitude, and disposition that shapes how he or she thinks and 
makes sense of the world, resulting in predetermined responses to and interpreta-
tions of situations. A mindset is a habitual way of thinking and seeing the world, 
people, situations, and themselves. The third aspect of the Tire is “attitude.” An atti-
tude is the way an individual views or feels about another person, place, thing, idea, 
or situation. An attitude can also refer to an evaluation of or a set of emotions toward 
a person, place, thing, idea, or situation. Attitudes are how an individual feels about 
the world based on his or her mindset and are typically manifested through behav-
iors. Behavior is the fourth aspect of the Tire and defined as an action or mannerism 
of an individual in response to a particular situation or stimulus. Behaviors are how 
we act toward the world, people, situations, and ourselves.

A great example of how the above aspects of the Tire (group climate) are manifes-
tations of the components of the Hub and Spokes (group culture) is the atmosphere in 
American schools and businesses on Monday mornings (Gruenert, 2008). Typically, 
students and employees alike dread Monday mornings which brings decreased levels 
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Figure 6.4: The Tire.
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of morale and engagement to the start of this day every week. Many times, this mindset 
and attitude toward Monday mornings shifts behavior to a point where individuals 
call in sick to work or school to avoid this day. These thoughts, feelings, and behaviors 
toward Monday mornings are aspects of group climate. But why are Mondays per-
ceived as miserable days of the week and other days, such as Fridays, considered to 
be fun? The answer is culture, and in this case, American culture. In the United States, 
we place higher levels of value on different days of the week. Based on this belief, 
group social norms dictate how we should act on different days, to include Monday 
mornings (i.e., if you have ever shown up to work happy on a Monday morning, you 
may have gotten looks of disapproval from most of your coworkers as your attitude 
and behavior were not aligned with the group’s accepted norms). This is not the case 
in other national cultures. According to Gruenert, “it is the culture that dictates how 
members of the group are supposed to feel. The culture tells us that we’re supposed to 
feel miserable on Mondays” (2008, p. 58). In the United States, the climate in schools 
and businesses on Mondays continues to be negative week after week, month after 
month, year after year, because Americans continue to teach this preference in days of 
the week to each new generation, thus reinforcing cultural norms regarding Monday 
mornings. This negative perception of Mondays will not change until the American 
culture changes, and when people of the United States change their beliefs (a Hub 
component) about different values being placed on different days of the week which 
will then influence the group social norms (a Spokes dimension) surrounding the dif-
ferent days. Once a culture shift takes place, then the American people’s perception, 
mindset, attitude, and behavior (aspects of the Tire) toward Monday mornings will 
change.

The Hub, Spokes, and Tire are interdependent sections of the BEYOND Culture 
Wheel™ and are designed to help explain the various elements, relationships, and 
complexities associated with the culture construct. Table 6.1 is provided as a quick 
reference that outlines the concepts illustrated within the Wheel. Understanding how 
different aspects of culture interact with one another and how climate is associated 
with culture will be of great benefit when attempting to resolve conflict resulting from 
cultural differences between two parties. Having an awareness of the different types 
of culture will also be beneficial during conflict resolution which is why it is our next 
topic of discussion.

Types of Culture
Now that we have a better understanding of the various elements of culture, let us 
take a brief look at the different types of culture. There are two broad types of culture: 
geographic-based and association-based. Cultures by geographic region tend to nestle 
within one another while association-based cultures tend to cross-section geographic 
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Table 6.1: Elements of the BEYOND Culture Wheel™.

The Hub Artifacts Our tangible, visible, verbal, and audible representations of 
the group

Values and 
Morals

Our principles that guide and motivate the actions of the 
group

Beliefs and 
Assumptions

Our perceived collective truths about the group and the world 

The Spokes Leadership How we lead and follow within the group

Relationships How we connect with others within the group

Social Norms How we act within the group

Lifestyle How we live within the group

Laws and Policies How we structure and manage the group

Processes How we accomplish goals and objectives within the group

Knowledge How we learn within the group

Communication How we exchange feelings and information within the group

The Tire Perceptions How we interpret the world, people, situations, and 
ourselves

Mindsets How we think about the world, people, situations, and 
ourselves

Attitudes How we feel about the world, people, situations, and 
ourselves

Behaviors How we act toward the world, people, situations, and 
ourselves

locations as illustrated in Figure 6.5. A geographic-based culture is just as it sounds – a 
culture cultivated by a group of individuals living within a specific geographic location. 
This location can be as small as a neighborhood or as large as a country or even a con-
tinent, but a geographic-based culture always has some sort of physical boundary that 
distinguishes a specific group from other groups. Association-based cultures are differ-
ent. With association-based cultures, group boundaries are not identified by geographic 
location but by association or sense of belonging – we look the same, we sound the 
same, we believe the same, we live the same, we identify the same, and so forth. Though 
not physical in nature, these types of boundaries also distinguish different groups.

Typically, an individual identifies with at least two geographic-based cultures 
and two association-based cultures. Here is an example:

Cameron lives in the United States and identifies as an American (national culture). Cameron 
grew up in the “Deep South” (regional culture), specifically in the State of Louisiana (sub- 
regional culture). For 40 years, Cameron has lived in the City of Shreveport (city culture) and 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Chapter 6 Understanding Culture to Resolve Conflict: An Introduction   85

calls “The Cooper Road” (neighborhood culture) his home. Cameron identifies as an African 
American male. He is a proud member of the Southern Baptist Church and a prominent physi-
cian with strong family ties and traditions (five distinct association-based cultures).

In our example, Cameron is a member of five distinct geographic-based groups which 
each have a unique geographic-based culture. Additionally, Cameron identifies with 
five distinct association-based groups which each have a unique culture. Similar to 
how an individual can be a member of multiple associations, an individual can also 
be a member of multiple groups having distinct cultures.

Culture and Conflict
It is evident throughout history and even in our current society that conflict can be 
rooted in cultural differences. But why? First, we must understand that human beings 
are complex social creatures – so much so that we can (and normally do) alter our 
thoughts, feelings, behaviors, and even our way of life to align with our most current 
group affiliation as well as with the specific culture to which we most currently iden-
tify. For example, I have lived in Shreveport, Louisiana, for the last six years and have 
assimilated into the city, state, and regional cultures; thus, the unique identities of 
these three geographic locations can be seen through my daily way of life (yes – I do 
say y’all, drink sweet tea, and speak with a bit of a southern accent). I did not grow 
up in the South, though. I grew up in New England, specifically in a small rural town 
in the State of Vermont.

Types of Culture

Race
Ethnicity
Age/Generation
Gender Identity
Religion
Urban/Rural
Sexual Identity/Orientation
Political Affiliation
Socio-Economic 
Profession
Team
Family
And more …

National

City/Town

Neighborhood

Regional / Sub-Regional

Individual
PerspectiveGroup

Figure 6.5: The various types of culture.
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An interesting phenomenon occurs each time I return to my hometown in 
Vermont. I almost immediately revert back to my “old” way of life with my northern 
accent and all. Why does this happen? It ties back to the notion of social identity. 
Since I had once identified with the geographic-based groups within this region, my 
sense of social identification with these groups is subconsciously expressed through 
my thoughts, feelings, attitudes, and behaviors when I return to this region; hence, I 
quickly reassimilate with the Vermont and New England cultures. This is an impor-
tant concept to understand as it shows how the groups and cultures with which we 
have identified in the past continue to impact our lives.

We must also understand that our past cultural influences, coupled with our current 
geographic-based and association-based cultural influences, shape our  perspective. 
I define perspective as a particular way an individual thinks about  something, which is 
typically informed by how one judges something as good, bad, important, irrelevant, 
and so forth in comparison with other things, and which is strongly  influenced by one’s 
beliefs and/or past experiences. Every person has a unique perspective since every 
individual has unique cultural influences (refer back to Figure 6.5). Even members 
of the same immediate family have different perspectives as their association-based 
cultures may be different, they may be influenced differently by various elements of 
a shared culture, and/or they most likely have different past group affiliations and 
cultural associations.

While differences in perspective can generate a multitude of positive outcomes, 
differences in perspective can also create conflict. Conflict can be defined as a dis-
agreement or clash between two or more individuals, resulting from a difference in 
thought process, understanding, interest, or perspective. Thus, one reason why cul-
tural differences can result in conflict is due to differences in perspectives shaped by 
diverse past and present cultural influences.

The ADVANCE Model for Conflict Resolution
I developed the ADVANCE Through Conflict™ Model (ADVANCE Model) after person-
ally experiencing conflict due to cultural differences. Arguably, the majority of true 
conflicts are likely rooted in cultural differences with many of those conflicts attrib-
uted to differences in perspective regarding Hub components. Our Hub components 
are directly associated with who we are as individuals – our personal and social iden-
tities – so it is unsurprising that differences in these components can result in conflict. 
Conflict due to differences in perspective regarding Hub components can also induce 
strong emotional, psychological, and/or physical responses which, if not addressed, 
can amplify a conflict to a point in which violence is introduced. The ADVANCE Model 
(illustrated in Figure 6.6) is designed as a tool to help individuals work through their 
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conflict toward a collaborative solution that ends in understanding and empower-
ment rather than animosity and/or aggression.

A – Acknowledge

The base step in the ADVANCE Model is Acknowledge. It is critical that this is the 
first step in the model as the completion of this step determines whether or not two 
individuals are ready to engage in conflict resolution. The Acknowledge step is com-
prised of three separate acknowledgements and is designed as a type of decision path 
(shown in Figure 6.7). The first acknowledgement is to recognize that there is indeed 
a conflict that needs resolution. At this point, some of you may be questioning why I 
would need to include this type of acknowledgement in the model while others of you 
are nodding your heads in agreement of the need for this step based on past experi-
ences. There are times when one party perceives a conflict exists while the other party 
does not. Additionally, there are times when one party not only perceives a conflict 
exists but will escalate the conflict to a physical altercation before the other party 
realizes there is a conflict.

Empower

Collaborate

Narrate

Adopt
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Define

Acknowledge
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Figure 6.6: ADVANCE Through Conflict™ Model.

Conflict cannot be resolved if one of the parties involved is unaware of its existence. 
Therefore, both parties must recognize and accept that there is a conflict for there 
to be conflict resolution. This is one of the decision points in the Acknowledge step 
of the ADVANCE Model. If one party does not acknowledge the conflict then the two 
parties should stop to address this issue or both parties should walk away. If both 
parties recognize that there is a conflict then they proceed to the next acknowledge-
ment.

The second decision point in the Acknowledge Decision Path is to acknowledge 
emotions. Emotions can be quite powerful and, even for those of us that perceive 
ourselves to be emotionally and psychologically stable and well-grounded, certain 
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emotions can significantly influence our attitudes and behaviors and even bias our 
decision-making processes. Therefore, it is important for both parties to identify their 
current emotions prior to engaging in conflict resolution in order to mitigate negative 
emotional influence on the process. If either party identifies an emotion of rage, fear, 
apathy, contempt, or grief in themselves or perceives one of these emotions in the 
other party then the two parties should stop to address the emotion or both parties 
should walk away. If an emotion of anger, frustration, anxiety, annoyance, or hurt is 
identified in oneself or perceived in the other party then both parties should acknowl-
edge this emotion and then cautiously proceed to the next acknowledgement (these 
five emotions will be addressed in one of the later steps of the model). It is impor-
tant to note that there are many other emotions not listed here that may be identified 
during the Acknowledge step of the ADVANCE Model which will require the use of 
good judgment by one or both parties to determine how an identified emotion may 
impact the conflict resolution process.

ACKNOWLEDGE:  Conflict

STOP!
Address or Walk Away

One party does not 
acknowledge conflict

Both parties 
acknowledge conflict exists

ACKNOWLEDGE:  Emotions

PROCEED

PROCEED

STOP!
Address or Walk Away

Rage, Grief, Fear, 
Apathy, Contempt 

Anger, Frustration, 
Anxiety, Annoyance, Hurt

ACKNOWLEDGE: Communication  Barriers

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
COMPLETE

STOP!
Address or Walk  Away

Difference in  language, 
High levels of pride

Lack of subject  knowledge,
Different style/method

Figure 6.7: Acknowledge Decision Path of the ADVANCE Through Conflict™ Model.

Acknowledging communication barriers is the third decision point of the Acknowl-
edge step. I define communication barrier as a tangible or intangible hindrance 
that prevents an individual from receiving, transferring, and/or understanding the 
ideas, feelings, knowledge, and/or information attempting to be conveyed. There 
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are various types of communication barriers, ranging along a spectrum from actual 
physical barriers (i.e., attempting to listen to someone speak through a mask, and 
most of us can likely relate to this type of communication barrier) to psychological 
barriers (i.e., emotions as well as mental limitations), with each type of barrier influ-
encing effective communication in its own way. Some communication barriers will 
significantly inhibit effective communication. The most obvious of these types of bar-
riers is a difference in the spoken language of the two parties. If this is the case, the 
two parties should stop to address the language difference or both parties should 
walk away.

A less obvious barrier that can substantially impede effective communication is 
pride. Pride is often considered a self-conscious emotion derived from social aware-
ness and can be perceived as positive or negative based on situational context (Azar, 
2006). Unhealthy pride (i.e., hubristic or egotistical pride) can prohibit effective com-
munication and collaboration; thus, if high levels of unhealthy pride are perceived in 
one or both parties the two parties should stop to address this issue or both parties 
should walk away. If communication barriers such as a difference in preferred com-
munication method/style or a lack of subject knowledge are identified then both 
parties should acknowledge these barriers and then cautiously proceed to the next 
step in the ADVANCE Model. It is also important to note here that there are a variety 
of communication barriers that may be identified during the Acknowledge step of 
the ADVANCE Model. If a communication barrier is identified that is not listed in the 
Acknowledge Decision Path, one or both parties should use good judgment to deter-
mine how the barrier may impact the conflict resolution process.

D – Define

The second step in the ADVANCE Model is Define. There are two aspects of this 
step – defining the conflict and defining the desired end-state. I like to use a road trip 
analogy to explain this step. Before a road trip can begin, one must know two points: 
the starting point and the destination. The definition of the conflict is the starting 
point in the conflict resolution process. This aspect of the Define step is essential as 
there are many times when the two parties involved in a conflict define the conflict 
differently or, within the context of our analogy, are attempting to take a road trip 
together but are at different starting points. (i.e., Have you ever been in a heated argu-
ment with a loved one over his or her lack of compassion and understanding for how 
hard you work every day to find out an hour into the fight that your loved one thinks 
the conflict is about the dirty dishes left in the sink?) Clearly defining the conflict at 
its onset mitigates any initial confusion between the two parties and helps set the 
framework for the conflict resolution process.
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One simple approach to defining the conflict is to use the Five Ws: Who, What, 
When, Where, and Why (and sometimes How, if applicable). This approach begins by 
each party answering the following five questions about the conflict:

 – WHO is involved in the conflict?
 – WHAT is the subject or situation of the conflict?
 – WHEN did the conflict begin?
 – WHERE did the conflict begin?
 – WHY is the subject or situation causing conflict?

Though these questions can be answered verbally, I find it more effective when both 
parties write down their Five Ws since it is makes it easier to identify differences in the 
answers. Figure 6.8 provides an example.

In Figure 6.8, it is evident that the wife and husband have different definitions of 
the conflict. Since it is normally necessary for both parties to have a mutual under-
standing of the conflict prior to its effective resolution, the couple in our example will 
need to discuss the differences between their perspectives and come to a consensus 
on the definition of the conflict prior to moving to the next step in the conflict resolu-
tion process. Within the context of our analogy, both wife and husband need to meet 
each other at the agreed upon starting point location if they plan to take a road trip 
together. It is important to note that defining the conflict is intended to clarify the 
elements and parameters of the conflict, not resolve the conflict; however, defining 
the conflict can help alleviate misunderstandings and/or misperceptions between 
the two parties, leading to more effective communication practices and positive out-
comes.

The second point that must be known within our road trip analogy is the desti-
nation. Without a destination, travelers would aimlessly drive in random directions, 
never knowing when they have reached a desired end to their trip. The definition of 
the desired end-state is the destination in the conflict resolution process. This second 
aspect of the Define step helps both parties clearly state and mutually agree upon a 
desired end-state prior to moving to the next step in the conflict resolution model. 
Similar to defining the conflict, there are times when the two parties involved in a 
conflict have different desired end-states or do not have an established end-state. 
Without a defined desired end-state the parties will not know when they have effec-
tively resolved the conflict.

In the ADVANCE Model, a mutually agreed upon desired end-state could range 
from a specific objective to an over-arching goal to simply a general understanding 
and acceptance of each party’s perspective. The end-state is dependent on the indi-
viduals as well as the various cultural differences contributing to the conflict (i.e., 
conflict relating to organizational cultural differences may have a specific objective as 
the desired end-state while conflict relating to religious cultural differences may only 
have a desired end-state of general understanding and acceptance of each party’s 
perspective). Regardless of the type and specificity, it is important that the defined 
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desired end-state is written down and that both parties agree to it prior to beginning 
the conflict resolution process.

V – Voice

The third step in the ADVANCE Model is Voice. Though this step can be completed 
rather quickly, it is critical to the conflict resolution process as it addresses individual 
choice. Individuals may not want to participate in the conflict resolution process for 
a variety of reasons, such as issues identified during the Acknowledge step of the 
ADVANCE Model (i.e., heightened emotions or significant communication barriers), 
time constraints that would negatively impact the effectiveness of the process, or the 
perception that there is no resolution as the conflict is attributed to differences in 
deeply rooted cultural beliefs. Regardless the reason, it is important to acknowledge 
that not everyone desires to resolve conflict. It is also important to note that the con-
flict resolution process does not work unless both parties want to resolve the conflict. 
Therefore, each party should voice his or her choice to resolve the conflict prior to 
moving to the next step.

A – Adopt

Adopt is the fourth step in the ADVANCE Model. During the Adopt step, both parties 
establish and adopt the guidelines for the conflict resolution process. The guidelines 
are established by setting the ground rules, outlining the parameters, and identifying 
the non-negotiables. The ground rules are defined as a set of expected attitudes and 

Wife's Perspective Husband's Perspective

WHO is involved in the conflict Spouse Spouse

WHAT is the subject or 
situation of the conflict

He doesn't help with the 
housework Dirty dishes in the sink

WHEN did the conflict begin When I started my new 
job

6pm today

WHERE did the conflict begin
The most recent 
argument started in the 
kitchen

In the kitchen

WHY is the subject or situation
causing conflict

It shows he has a lack of 
compassion and 
understanding for how 
hard I work

I forgot to clean the dishes

The Five Ws of the Conflict

Figure 6.8: Defining the Conflict.
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behaviors agreed upon by a specific group or, in our case, two or more individuals. 
These ground rules articulate the code of conduct for both parties and help main-
tain good order and discipline. For the purpose of the ADVANCE Model, outlining the 
parameters refers to setting limitations on the upcoming conversation, including time 
constraints and what topics will not be discussed during the resolution process. Out-
lining conversation parameters help both parties stay focused on the topics related to 
the current conflict and can ease a party back on course if he or she has deviated from 
the relevant topics.

In an earlier section, I described how cultural beliefs can often be embedded 
within the fabric of an individual’s identity. These beliefs are normally unwavering 
and not open for discussion. I call these types of beliefs non-negotiables. It is impor-
tant to identify non-negotiables prior to engaging in conflict resolution as attempts to 
negotiate these beliefs will likely halt the resolution process. After the guidelines have 
been established, both parties should adopt the guidelines (verbally or in writing) 
and move to the next step in the ADVANCE Model.

N – Narrate

The fifth step in the ADVANCE Model is Narrate. The Narrate step is unique as it is 
designed to address the negative emotions identified during the Acknowledge step 
of the model (i.e., anger, frustration, anxiety, hurt, or annoyance), and then temper 
those emotions by evoking empathy and compassion in both parties (resolving a con-
flict is less difficult when both parties can moderate their own emotions while feeling 
empathy and compassion for the other). This occurs through a process I call narrative 
engagement. I like to describe narrative engagement as a mutual exchange between 
two parties wherein each party gives his or her full physical, mental, and emotional 
attention to the other party who is communicating a personal story, perspective, or 
idea. During a narrative engagement, there is the narrator who is the individual con-
ducting the storytelling and the audience who is the individual listening to the story. 
Let us begin with the narrator role.

The role of the narrator is to communicate the story of the conflict from his or her 
own perspective, ensuring to include the cultural influences, values, and beliefs that 
inform this perspective. The DESCRIBE-ME approach is designed to help narrators 
effectively convey their perspectives of the conflict to their audiences. This approach 
is outlined in Figure 6.9. The first phase of the approach is to detail the emotions. 
These are the emotions that the narrator identified during the Acknowledge step. To 
detail an emotion means to not only describe the emotion but also provide the “why” 
behind the emotion. The narrator should try to answer the question, “Why am I having 
this emotion over this conflict?” There are times when a narrator will not be able to 
answer this question at the beginning of the narrative engagement. This is normal. If 
this occurs, the narrator should acknowledge that he or she does not know why the 
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conflict is causing a certain emotion and then move on to the next section as the why 
behind the emotions will be readdressed during a later phase of the approach.

• your emotionsDetail
• your audienceEngage
• the stageSet
• your characters Create
• the conflictRecount
• your perspective Investigate
• the backstoryBuild
• the “cliffhangers” Explore
• a connectionMake

• your findingsExamine
    

  Figure 6.9: The DESCRIBE-ME approach to  
perspective storytelling.

In the DESCRIBE-ME approach, the narrator should use I-statements to describe his 
or her emotions. I like how GoodTherapy® (2018) describes the term, first by defining 
an I-statement as “a style of communication that focuses on the feelings or beliefs of 
the speaker rather than thoughts and characteristics that the speaker attributes to the 
listener” (para. 1), and then by expounding on the definition, stating that:

“I” statements enable speakers to be assertive without making accusations, which can often make 
listeners feel defensive. An “I” statement can help a person become aware of problematic behav-
ior and generally forces the speaker to take responsibility for his or her own thoughts and feelings 
rather than attributing them – sometimes falsely or unfairly – to someone else (para. 2).

As stated earlier, the initial emotions the narrator feels will likely be negative in 
nature, so it is important that the narrator conveys his or her emotions in an open 
yet constructive manner. It may be beneficial to establish the use of I-statements as 
a ground rule during the Adopt step to help foster positive communication between 
both parties for the entire conflict resolution process. This would also provide the 
opportunity to identify and address any cultural sensitivities toward using I-state-
ments early in the process as various cultures do have different views on individuals 
openly expressing emotions and vulnerability.

Once the narrator has detailed his or her emotions, it is time to engage the audi-
ence. This step is necessary since the narrator is trying to evoke empathy and com-
passion within the audience which normally requires the audience to be engaged in 
the story. Typically, an audience is engaged by the way a story is told (i.e., imagine an 
action-packed story being read in a whisper or a sci-fi thriller being told in a mono-
tone – now imagine how the audience reacts as they listen to those stories). Therefore, 
how a narrator tells his or her story will impact the level of connection the audience 
has to the story and, ultimately, to the characters in the story.
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Engagement begins with eye contact. This may be difficult for the narrator at 
first since certain emotions, feelings, and personality traits can hinder an individu-
al’s ability to maintain eye contact. Even just the thought of being in a conflict with 
someone can inadvertently make us look away. However, eye contact is important 
when trying to engage an audience. Body language is also important as the major-
ity of communication between two individuals is nonverbal. Narrators should, at a 
minimum, keep their arms uncrossed and use small hand or arm gestures to help 
clarify their thoughts and/or words when telling their stories. Several other key com-
ponents to a good story are the volume, tone, and inflection of the narrator’s voice. 
This can be difficult to do without prior practice, but I have found that telling my 
story in my mind first helps me plan out the voice I want to use to convey my perspec-
tive aloud. Illustrations or other visual aids can also help to engage an audience and 
should be used when possible, especially if the conflict resolution process is taking 
place in a structured or formalized environment.

As with all great stories, the narrator begins the story by setting the stage. Setting 
the stage means explaining the surroundings, atmosphere, and/or events that were 
taking place prior to the conflict. Once the stage is set, the narrator must create the 
characters. The narrator introduces himself or herself as the leading role, speaking 
in first person, but all other characters are introduced in third person, including the 
audience. This helps the audience listen to the story from the narrator’s point of view 
rather than attaching to one’s own character in the story. It is also common for the 
narrator’s story to have additional characters other than the audience; however, 
the narrator should fully describe these characters and their relevance to the story as 
the audience may not know or understand the level of importance these characters 
play within the narrator’s storyline.

After all of the characters have been introduced to the story, the narrator recounts 
the conflict by describing the event or experience that caused the conflict between the 
narrator and the audience. It is critical that the narrator recounts the audience’s role 
in the conflict in third person and continues to use I-statements during this section 
of the approach. The narrator does not speculate the thoughts or feelings of the audi-
ence during the conflict. The audience will address this when it is his or her turn to 
take on the narrator role. Normally, recounting the conflict is relatively quick since 
the narrator is simply describing the event or experience that caused the conflict. 
Explaining why the event or experience created a conflict, though, usually takes 
longer as this is the main event of the story plot. I call this section of the story inves-
tigating the perspective.

The narrator investigates the perspective by seeking the underlying reasons why 
the specific event or experience caused the conflict. An understanding of the BEYOND 
Culture Wheel™ (Wheel) may be helpful during this step. By recalling the different 
elements of the culture wheel within the context of the various cultures in which he 
or she identifies, the narrator can determine the cultural influences playing a role in 
the conflict. I find it easier to analyze my perspective when I start with aspects of the 
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Tire and work inward toward the Hub. Figure 6.10 provides an example of a conflict 
to help clarify this step.

Example of a Conflict

An employee and his supervisor are in a conflict regarding tele-working. The employee has
been tele-working two days a week for the past year and the supervisor just decreased the
employee’s tele-working days to one day a week. The employee is very angry with his
supervisor and is considering quitting his job over his supervisor’s decision.

The narrator describes his emotions as anger, frustration, and confusion
The narrator engages with the audience
The narrator sets the stage at his place of employment, a healthcare organization. The
narrator states that a company policy letter dictating that each office should maximize
tele-working has been in place for nearly two years, and that the narrator has been tele-
working two days a week for over a year.
The narrator creates the characters – the narrator is a senior program analyst for the 
healthcare organization but also states that he is a licensed nurse and a decorated retired
U.S. Army officer of 20 years; the audience is the narrator’s supervisor.
The narrator recounts the conflict as the narrator had just received a glowing annual
performance evaluation from his supervisor and was then told that his tele-working days
will decrease to one day per week without explanation for the decision.
Investigate the perspective:

Narrator: I’m angry and also really confused by the decision to take away one of my
tele-working days, especially after my performance evaluation shows that tele-working
doesn’t affect my performance but, if anything, helps it. I think my mindset on this topic
is influenced by my time in the Army. In the Army, policies and procedures are strictly
adhered to unless they are deemed unlawful. This is such an important part of the Army
culture that following policies and procedures has become part of my guiding principles,
part of my morals. So not following the company’s policy letter on maximizing tele-
working seems wrong to me and makes me uncomfortable. I also think my time in the
Army influences my mindset on relationships. In the Army, a high-ranking, experienced
employee is treated more as a colleague by his supervisor than simply a subordinate and
is part of collaborative discussions because the supervisor values, trusts, and respects his
employee’s years of experience and hard work. From this perspective, the change to my
tele-working days without discussion or explanation would indicate that I’m not viewed
as an experienced, hard-working employee or valued, trusted, and respected by my
supervisor.

Narrator = Employee; Audience = Supervisor

Figure 6.10: Example of the “Investigate the Perspective” step.

In Figure 6.10, the narrator determines that his identification with the U.S. Army’s 
organizational culture is a major source of influence on his perspective of the conflict. 
Using the Wheel as a reference, the employee identifies his mindset as the aspect 
of the Tire currently being impacted by the conflict (shown in Figure 6.11). Moving 
inward on the Wheel, the employee recognizes that cultural influences from two of 
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the dimensions of the Spokes (laws & policies and relationships) are informing his 
perspective of the situation, and that these cultural influences are connected to spe-
cific values & morals located within the Hub.

Hub --- Spokes --- Tire
Mindset

Values &

Morals

Elements of the BEYOND Culture Wheel TM

Influencing the PerspectiveRelationships

Laws & Policies

Figure 6.11: Example of elements of the Wheel influencing the perspective.

Investigating the perspective can be a difficult step in the DESCRIBE-ME approach 
for several reasons. First, learning how to recognize cultural influences on one’s 
 perspective is a skill that takes time and practice to master – self-reflection is difficult 
for many people. Second, identifying certain influences on our perspectives can evoke 
new positive and/or negative emotions that may need to be addressed prior to moving 
forward with the storyline. Finally, taking ownership for one’s perception, mindset, 
attitude, and/or behavior can be difficult. Thus, it may be necessary to repeatedly 
remind both parties that this part of the story focuses solely on the narrator and how 
his or her perspective of the situation was derived. A narrator should avoid assigning 
blame to the audience and/or other characters.

Once the narrator has investigated the perspective, it is time to build the back-
story. Building the backstory is the character development for the leading charac-
ter, the narrator. This is the point in the story where the narrator provides additional 
details about his or her perspective or describes other information relevant to the con-
flict that the audience may not have known. The audience may begin to empathize 
and feel compassion for the narrator during the backstory since this part of the story 
shows the “human side” of the conflict. If our example of the employee and super-
visor had continued to the backstory section of the story, the narrator would have 
described how hard he worked to attain his military rank and how difficult it was to 
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leave the Army. The narrator would have also explained that his reluctance in starting 
a new career in the civilian sector was his concern that a civilian company would not 
value his time and experience in the Army, and that this concern resurfaced when his 
tele-working days decreased without discussion or explanation.

There are times during the backstory when the narrator or the audience identifies 
a cliffhanger. A cliffhanger can be described as an emotion, feeling, or statement with 
no identified association to a current conflict. As my son so eloquently says, “nobody 
likes a cliffhanger without a follow-on season”, so it is important that the narrator 
explore the cliffhangers prior to moving onto the next step in the approach. It is 
during the cliffhanger section that the narrator would explore any emotions in which 
he or she could not explain during the first phase of the approach. In our example, 
a cliffhanger would be if the narrator had made a statement about work-life balance 
without providing additional information or without discussing it within the context 
of the conflict.

Throughout the story, the narrator seeks to make a connection with the audience. 
This is an important aspect of the approach as the intent of the Narrate step is to not 
only bridge gaps in understanding between the two parties but also to evoke empathy 
and compassion for one another. Empathy and compassion enhance the conflict reso-
lution process by mitigating negative emotions and helping to promote opportunities 
for cooperation and collaboration. The narrator can make a connection with the audi-
ence simply by being open, honest, and genuine throughout the story.

The last phase of the DESCRIBE-ME approach is to examine the findings. During 
the story, the narrator may have gained new or better insight into his or her own per-
spective of the conflict. I call this insight the findings from the story. The narrator 
should identify and examine these findings as it depicts self-awareness and personal 
growth, two attributes that can help build a stronger connection between the narrator 
and the audience. I like to conclude the narrative with a short summary of the story’s 
main points and by asking the audience if any section of the storyline needs further 
clarification.

The listener of the story is called the audience as the title is intended to psycho-
logically depict a setting of a play, movie, or other similar event in the listener’s mind. 
The role of the audience is to engage in immersive listening. I define immersive listen-
ing as a state of listening in which an individual listens with the full intent of becom-
ing deeply absorbed and emotionally connected with the story and its characters. I 
equate this type of listening to an individual watching his or her favorite television 
show, reading his or her favorite novel, or listening to his or her favorite song. During 
a narrative engagement, the audience listens to the narrator’s story as if it is the audi-
ence’s favorite story and the narrator is the audience’s favorite character. Immersive 
listening is different than active listening. There is no restating or paraphrasing what 
the narrator says – it is simply about listening to the story.

During the storytelling, the audience should attempt to limit questions as the 
intent is to be immersed in the narrative. The audience should only ask questions that 
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help clarify the story or make statements that show empathy and/or compassion for 
the narrator. I find the following tips helpful when engaged in immersive listening:

 – Ask open-ended questions
 – Ask questions that bring out the narrator’s personality
 – Ask the narrator to describe settings, characters, events, etc. in detail to create 

mental illustrations
 – Incite positive emotions in the narrator through words of understanding and 

encouragement
 – Provoke feelings of nostalgia within the audience and/or narrator, whenever pos-

sible
 – Search the story for an “unforgettable moment”

It is important for the audience to remember that the story is told from the narrator’s 
perspective and may sound very different than what the audience expects to hear. It 
should also be noted that it may be difficult for the audience to hear a story in which 
they are involved from someone else’s perspective.

Once each party has functioned as both narrator and the audience, both parties 
should individually map out the conflict – from the other party’s perspective. I like to 
think of this step as giving each party the opportunity to view the conflict through the 
other’s eyes (or, as the well-known idiom says, a chance to put oneself in another’s 
shoes). This step is important to the conflict resolution process as it reinforces emo-
tional bonds between the two parties and helps shift the parties’ mindsets, thereby 
creating an atmosphere more conducive to collaboration.

Conflict mapping can be done verbally, but I find it more effective when each 
party maps out the conflict on a piece of paper. Each party uses the information 
received when functioning in the audience role to illustrate the conflict from the other 
party’s perspective, asking questions to help clarify any aspect of the conflict that 
may still be causing confusion. The intent is to portray a thorough, accurate map of 
the conflict from the other party’s perspective; thus, the map is complete when the 
other party agrees that it is an accurate reflection of the conflict from his or her point 
of view. Once the conflict has been mapped from both perspectives, the parties should 
move to the next step in the resolution process.

C – Collaborate

The Collaborate step is the sixth step in the ADVANCE Model. During the Narrate 
step of the model, the two parties should have mitigated their negative emotions and 
evoked a certain level of empathy and compassion for each other. Empathy and com-
passion help pave the way toward successful collaboration. The term collaboration 
can be defined as two or more individuals working jointly with one another to accom-
plish a shared goal or objective. In this instance, the goal or objective is the desired 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Chapter 6 Understanding Culture to Resolve Conflict: An Introduction   99

end-state that was agreed upon during the Define step. It is critical to note that during 
the Collaborate step the two parties should engage in collaboration, not compromise, 
as collaboration leads to the final step of the model. Figure 6.12 illustrates the differ-
ence between the two terms.

Collaboration

Compromise

Our
Way

My
Way

Your
Way

Neither
Way

Figure 6.12: The difference between collaboration and compromise.

The Collaborate step begins with a joint review and analysis of the conflict maps 
completed during the Narrate step. The intent is not to combine the maps as this 
would degrade the integrity of each perspective, but to seek and identify similarities 
between the two maps. These similarities, along with the defined conflict that was 
agreed upon during the Define step, are then used as the foundational elements for 
the conflict resolution framework while the defined desired end-state is its pinnacle.

During the Collaborate step, both parties employ brainstorming and other prob-
lem-solving techniques to develop a solution to resolve the conflict. Within the context 
of our road trip analogy, this solution is the agreed upon plan that advances both 
parties from the starting point (the defined conflict) to the destination (the desired 
end-state). The intended solution to the conflict should be designed jointly by both 
parties through effective communication, cooperation, and collaboration. An effec-
tive solution is one in which the solution accomplishes the desired end-state of the 
conflict resolution process while being viewed as a “win-win” by both parties.

Collaboratively developing solutions to a conflict can be challenging, especially 
if one party has a more dominant personality than the other. Voicing one’s concerns 
and acknowledging the concerns of others are both essential to effective conflict 
resolution. Identifying gaps within the conflict resolution framework or within the 
intended solution is also important as these gaps can lead to future conflict if not ade-
quately addressed during the resolution process. Additionally, conflict resolution will 
not occur if the intended solution compromises a party’s personal values or attempts 
to alter a party’s deeply rooted beliefs. While the parties do not have to agree with 
each other’s cultural beliefs, they do have to acknowledge and respect the differences 
in perspective for the conflict resolution process to be effective.
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E – Empower

The last step in the ADVANCE Model is Empower. This step is relatively quick if the 
previous six steps were completed successfully as the conflict resolution process out-
lined in the ADVANCE Model is designed to empower both parties. I define the term 
empowered as the feeling of inner authority, or of being more in control of one’s life 
while feeling more confident and capable to make decisions for oneself. Empower-
ment is key to successfully resolving conflict since it enables both parties to represent 
who they are as individuals, their interests, and their perspectives in a responsible yet 
autonomous manner. Individuals are also more likely to be engaged in the collabora-
tion process when they feel empowered, resulting in more successful solutions to the 
identified conflicts.

The ADVANCE Through Conflict™ Model is effective within any type of culture 
and can be implemented informally or within an established setting for conflict reso-
lution. It is also important to note that while we have specifically been addressing con-
flict due to cultural differences, the ADVANCE Through Conflict™ Model is designed 
as a tool to resolve any type of conflict, regardless the reason behind the conflict.

Conclusion
Though the concept of culture can be ambiguous and contentious at times, it is argua-
bly one of the most important terms within the English vernacular as it describes who 
we are as individuals, as groups, as communities, and as a society. Cultural influences 
are woven into the fabric of our social identities and shape our unique perspectives. 
It is through our differences in perspectives that we generate the most positive out-
comes in life, but it is also through these differences in perspectives that we create 
conflict with one another. Conflict resolution begins with understanding our cultural 
differences and unique perspectives while working together and empowering one 
another to find successful solutions. 
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Chapter 7  
Utilization of Frames and Reframing for 
Organizational Leadership and Conflict 
Management Effectiveness

Abstract: Framing is a common practice used to interpret situations and guide res-
ponses through mental mapping. Frames serve as anchor points that help clarify 
issues and identify solutions. Oftentimes we are limited in our scope of understand-
ing and hampered by personal biases to fully open our perspectives to other view-
points. Frames can go underutilized because people are unable to visualize and 
access multiple perspectives. In that case, reframing the issue from a limited frame 
to multi-frames will augment one’s ability to analyze complex situations and uncover 
opportunities. Join Professor Rossin, a semi-fictional character who has accepted a 
new leadership challenge, as he utilizes an approach to framing and reframing that 
opens his aperture of understanding the issues and challenges at his new job. Devel-
oped by researchers Bolman and Deal, this framework for utilizing multiple perspec-
tives provides four anchors for a more holistic and sophisticated understanding of 
challenges and opportunities leaders face daily. Through Professor Rossin’s story, 
readers will learn the “what” “why” and “how” of framing and reframing and the 
importance of looking beyond a single or limited perspective.

Keywords: frames, reframing, reflective practice, organizational conflict, leadership, 
structural frame, human resource frame, political frame, symbolic frame

Professor Rossin had enjoyed a successful and meaningful three-decade-long career 
in academia and organizational consulting. However, he was eager to apply some 
new leadership and conflict management material that he was exposed to at the 
Cape Cod Institute in Massachusetts – A Four Frame/Reframing Model developed by 
Lee Bolman and Terrance Deal promoting the benefits of utilizing structural, human 
resource, political and symbolic lens thinking and action. Professor Rossin realized 
that, until now, he had been in a unique position of leading 2–6 person task-oriented 
work teams, a situation in which he was able to select the people who worked under 
him. On these occasions, he chose his teaching, training, and research assistants, and 
clear lines of authority were established. Almost all the inter-dependent task work 
had gone well, and positive relationships were maintained and enhanced. In this 
favorable setting, exercising effective leadership was relatively easy.

Now, Professor Rossin decided to take on a new challenge. He accepted an offer 
to move to a new University as their first externally hired department chair. There he 
would have to provide leadership to a group of 13 faculty, many of whom he didn’t 
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know and who were used to one of their own colleagues serving in that position – 
a situation which often meant they could or could not follow their hand-picked 
in-house leadership without serious consequences. In addition, he knew there had 
been some recent conflicts among different stakeholders – administration, faculty, 
staff, and students – which led to several resignations, firings, and lawsuits. Never-
theless, Professor Rossin accepted the position with excitement about the opportu-
nity to apply the framing/reframing material to leadership and conflict challenges. He 
hoped, with guarded confidence, that if he demonstrated competency in the Bolman 
and Deal approach, he would be successful.

The Function of Frames and the Need for Multiple 
Frames and Reframing
The concept of frames refers to a cognitive and behavioral disposition that we often 
rely on to make sense of people and situations. Frames function as a mental map to 
help us understand where we are and what we need to do to navigate through the 
world on a day-to-day basis to get from where we are to where we want to be. Research 
findings support the view that most people have a natural inclination or predisposi-
tion to rely on one or two primary frames that function as “automatic responders” to 
guide what we pay attention to, the interpretation of our experience, and our behav-
ior (Katz, 2020). Furthermore, these preferred frames serve as windows and lenses, 
which are windows to help us look outward and notice certain things, and lenses to 
bring the outside world of people and situations into greater focus and clarity.

However, they both help us and limit us. Frames are reliable anchors and assets 
that allow us to utilize our strengths to experience success much of the time. Never-
theless, they also constrain us by limiting our ability to utilize situational reflection to 
take a holistic view of a circumstance from multiple perspectives. The art and science 
then of reframing is the ability to access and utilize our heretofore underutilized 
frames and engage the appropriate frame at the appropriate time when encountering 
complex challenges. By viewing situations, events, and people through multiple per-
spectives, leaders augment their ability to analyze complex challenges to understand 
more thoroughly what is going on and to consider different options can enhance strat-
egy and actions.

In addition to understanding and using both frames and reframing effectively, 
Professor Rossin also needed to appreciate the necessity of mastering “principled 
flexibility” and matching. As Bolman and Deal discovered in their voluminous 
research, “great leaders rely on multiple lenses, possess the skill to use each, enjoy 
the wisdom to match frames to situations, and have created a leadership story that 
assembles what they see into a powerful and coherent script that is right for the times 
and circumstances” (Bolman & Deal, 2015).
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Essential Elements of the Four Frames
Within the two months of his acceptance of the offer and the commencement of his 
role as department chair, Professor Rossin spent some time reviewing the essential 
characteristics of each of the Bolman and Deal four frames.

Structural Frame
Structural leaders see their primary task as addressing confusion and chaos by clar-
ifying goals, roles, and expectations. The main activities of a structural leader are to 
establish, maintain, and reaffirm procedures and policies, focus on tasks, facts, and 
logic (as opposed to personalities and emotions), and design and implement a struc-
ture that fits the circumstances and aligns with the environment. The leader ensures 
the structure is clear to everyone and appropriate for what needs to be accomplished 
so that people perform optimally and are successful through achieving goals. Meetings 
are formal occasions to transmit facts and information, conduct objective analysis, and 
make rational decisions. The metaphor for understanding the structural frame is the 
“well-oiled machine” or “factory”, with the leader serving as the architect or analyst.

Human Resources Frame
The Human Resources leader addresses anxiety and uncertainty by primarily focusing 
on human needs, desires and building positive relationships. The leader’s main task is 
to keep people involved and communication open so participants can share informa-
tion and feelings. By being responsive to the needs of individuals and supportive of their 
goals, leaders can count on their subordinates’ dedication and loyalty. Leaders demon-
strate their responsiveness by communicating warmth and concern, listening, and 
respecting the aspirations of others, and giving people the resources,  autonomy, and 
opportunity to succeed in their jobs. Decision-making is an open, empowering, con-
sensus-based process to ensure understanding and commitment. The metaphor for 
understanding the human resource frame is the “extended family”, with the leader 
serving as a caring parent, facilitator, or servant.

Political Frame
The Political leader addresses conflicts and feelings of disempowerment by creating 
forums where issues can be negotiated, and alliances redrawn. An effective leader is 
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an advocate for their group and an astute negotiator who makes sure they fight for 
resources for those they represent. They understand politics and are comfortable with 
conflict, realizing that conflict is inevitable and rooted in gathering and distributing 
scarce resources. The main agenda of the political leader is to manage resources and 
conflicts as productively as possible by creating a power base and exercising influ-
ence carefully, particularly with key players. Recognizing that individuals and groups 
will not get everything they want and that there will always be enduring differences 
in values, beliefs, information, perceptions, and interests, the leader creates arenas 
where stakeholders can jockey for influence, negotiate their differences, and come 
up with reasonable compromises and trade-offs. The political leader understands 
that the meetings and decision-making forums are mainly an opportunity to air griev-
ances, to exercise or gain power, and to win concessions. The metaphor for this frame 
is the “jungle”, with the leader posing as the advocate or negotiator that assists the 
parties with survival resources and strategies.

Symbolic Frame
The Symbolic leader deals with the formidable barriers of loss of direction and hope 
and clinging to the past by providing vision, meaning, and inspiration. Symbolic 
leaders believe their most important job is to give people hope and something they 
can believe in. They realize that events have multiple meanings, so what is important 
about events is not what happened but what it means to people. The focus of symbolic 
leaders is on creating meaning, belief, and faith, and they do this by using meta-
phors, ceremonies, rituals, myths, stories, and artifacts. Meetings and conflict resolu-
tion procedures are used to develop shared values and experiences and to maintain 
an image of co-cooperativeness, responsibility, and accountability. At the same time, 
participants act out in various roles to contribute to a compelling and meaningful 
story. Indeed, the metaphor for this frame is the “theater” or “temple”, whereby the 
leader serves as playwright, poet, or prophet.

Limitation of Frame Under-Utilization
Let us now return to the story of Professor Rossin. As part of his preparation for lead-
ership of the department faculty, Professor Rossin completed several assessments to 
determine his preferred disposition or readiness frame that he relied heavily on, and 
which frames he was under-utilizing or neglecting. Upon reflection, he understood 
he had habitually relied almost exclusively on the human resource (HR) frame to get 
what he needed to achieve for both task and relationship goals. Indeed, his success 
with interpersonal relationships provided evidence that his utilization of the HR 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Chapter 7 Utilization of Frames and Reframing for Organizational Leadership   107

frame was a determining factor in his career accomplishments to date and in navigat-
ing through challenges in his life in general. However, he knew this new assignment 
as Department Chair would rely on his ability to access additional frames and alter-
nate frames when needed. He committed to expanding his knowledge and actions 
in his habitually underutilized frames in accepting the new position. He also noted 
research findings that traditionally, managers and supervisors tend to rely on logic 
and structure and good communication and rapport-building skills to control situa-
tions and gain the trust and cooperation of stakeholders. This observation suggested 
that the political and symbolic frames are often the most underutilized frames and, 
therefore, might lend the most benefit by their use.

Although Professor Rossin had only a few weeks to think about his “game plan” 
on utilizing the Four Frame approach in working with his faculty, he was determined 
to begin activities in each of the frames during the first few months of his chairman-
ship. Structurally, he would gain knowledge of the college and University’s organiza-
tional chart, understand the “chain of command” and its importance, and begin to 
find out about the rules, policies, and procedures that he and others were expected 
to follow. In addition, he would review the job description of each of the faculty and 
staff and commit to familiarizing himself with their performance reviews when time 
allowed.

In harnessing his instincts within the Human Resource Frame, he would arrange 
one-on-one meetings with each faculty member to get to know them as people, col-
leagues, and supervisees and assure them of his interest in their well-being and 
success. Furthermore, there would be discussions on how each of them assessed their 
career within the Department and University and how they were doing in meeting 
their aspirations on making a meaningful contribution and their overall work satis-
faction. The meetings would conclude with some dialogue on what they expected and 
needed from a chair and ideas on how Professor Rossin could help them achieve their 
individual and departmental goals.

In thinking about the Political Frame, Professor Rossin was determined to get 
to know the various stakeholders within the College and the University and begin 
building networks and alliances with those he needed to get things done. Recogniz-
ing that “who gets what” in the distribution of resources is critical to success, he pri-
oritized establishing credibility and positive relationships with key resource holders 
as one of the most important elements of his role. He knew that advocacy and astute 
negotiation skills would be important factors in his success in this highly competitive 
environment in which there would likely be winners and losers in terms of resource 
distribution.

Professor Rossin was most excited about exercising his knowledge about the 
potential power of the symbolic frame in his new role. He understood that recognizing 
and leveraging the positive elements of organizational culture would be critical for 
success while also understanding the challenge of altering some of the more destruc-
tive elements of the culture. Most importantly, he knew the symbolic frame would 
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often be one of “high reward; high risk.” At best, utilization of his passion and com-
mitment, as well as his articulation of a compelling vision and mission, could act as 
strong positive motivators for his colleagues. He also reminded himself that symbolic 
features, applied frivolously, could backfire in terms of enhancing the credibility of 
his leadership.

One promise he made to himself was to utilize his experience from the Univer-
sity he had served under for the three previous decades to benefit his new College. 
Symbols of the pre-eminence of his former school were readily apparent, from the 
placards proudly displayed in the halls proclaiming the school was rated “#1 in rank-
ings of U.S. News and World Report”, (for 20+ consecutive years) to the impressive 
and massive bookcases in the lobby filled with publications from the faculty; or in 
students purchasing hats, T-shirts and sweatshirts proclaiming their attachment and 
pride in the school; or in demonstrated loyalty of alumni through donations directly 
to the school (as opposed to donations to the University); or in statues and paintings/ 
photographs of recognizable and inspiring leaders in citizenship and public affairs 
who had been affiliated with the school. The vision he hoped to impart in his new role 
would inspire his new colleagues to replicate this obvious pride in being a member of 
their own department, college, and university.

Application of Framing through Reflective 
Questioning
In preparation to utilize the multi-frame approach in his leadership role, Professor 
Rossin created a chart of questions he sought to answer based on the individual 
frames (see Figure 7.1). This chart was an exercise he picked up along his leadership 
enhancement journey and he felt that it would help him focus on each frame using 
a systematic approach. He also committed himself to periodically revisit this chart to 
update, modify, or add additional questions.

Lessons Learned and Traps to Avoid
Over time, Professor Rossin was effective in using framing and reframing in his role 
as chair. He achieved some notable successes in influencing faculty to follow guide-
lines for class protocols and committee participation, improving teamwork perfor-
mance, gathering and distributing resources, and establishing a culture conducive 
to high-quality graduate-level education while enhancing the department‘s reputa-
tion both within and outside of the University. However, he did learn some important 
lessons while experiencing various challenges and setbacks along the way:
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In higher education, there are mixed, somewhat contradictory cultures, and each 
brings unique characteristics germane to leadership. Faculty are used to autonomy 
and collegiality and loosely defined expectations and supervision. Administrators 
and staff work much more under a bureaucratic, formalized structure of policies and 
procedures, defined regulations, adherence to the chain of command, and account-
ability guidelines at least partially objective and understandable. As a long-standing 
faculty member who was new to administration, Professor Rossin quickly realized 
that he needed to pay more attention to the Structural Frame to understand the day-
to-day experience of administrators and staff. Furthermore, he needed to become 
more sensitive to the probability that his minimization of the importance of the Struc-
tural Frame was shared by many of his faculty colleagues, and how that might con-
tribute to the formidable challenges of anyone serving as chair of a faculty group.

How might I function as a designer, architect, or analyst to provide focus, clarity, and a conducive
environment to accomplish organizational goals?
What does the current organization chart look like?  How important is it to follow the
“chain of command?”
Are roles clarified and understood for staff and faculty within the organization?
Do employees understand how their work will be evaluated and what they are expected to accomplish?
How are decisions made? Are they based on rational thinking and objective facts?  Is the process 
efficient/effective? 
Are rules, regulations, duties, and expectations of employees clearly communicated and understood?
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How do I function as the head of the extended family to provide support and caring, and operationalize
the belief that people are the heart of the organization?
What is the overall morale of the department and individuals?
What are each of the employees’ strengths and weaknesses? How can I leverage their strengths and/or
mitigate their weaknesses?
What are my subordinates' needs and how am I meeting them? What challenges are preventing me from 
demonstrating “caring” and meeting their needs?
What are my subordinates’ goals and aspirations? How am I meeting them? Can I better align their goals
with the department/college/university goals?
What motivates the employees? How can I find additional ways to recognize/reward them?
How do I empower them to succeed and build a strong sense of camaraderie at the school?

How do I function as the savvy politician to navigate successfully in competitive waters in which some
will come out winners and some losers?
How am I going to make sure I can successfully acquire adequate resources for my group?
How am I going to handle the distribution of resources and the impact of those decisions?
What conflicts exist at this point? What is contributing to those conflicts?
How should I respond to those conflicts?
How have I established my base of authority and power? 

How do I function as the playwright or poet or sage to provide inspiration and sense of purpose
and meaning?
What is the culture of the organization? Is the organizational culture aligned with the values of the 
organization?
Is there a strong connection between the “espoused values” and the “values in use?”
Are the employees finding a compelling purpose and meaning in what they do?
What types of ceremonies/ rituals/ habits are established to bring esprit de corps to the workforce? 
How do I inspire them with something to believe in? Is there a compelling mission and vision that
provide an “anchor” and “sign-posts” for employees?

Figure 7.1: Summary of the Four Frames (Bolman & Deal, 2015).
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With the Human Resource Frame, he also experienced some challenges, espe-
cially around boundary definition. He had always enjoyed friendships with his col-
leagues, and his “people skills” were his acknowledged strengths and ones he most 
relied on. However, now he was the supervisor for faculty as well as their faculty 
colleague. He needed to hold them accountable to specific standards and procedures 
while inspiring them to achieve personal and departmental goals. Managing these 
dual roles and boundary issues was more difficult than he initially thought and 
necessitated that he withholds his natural inclination to rely heavily on the Human 
Resource frame.

Regarding the Political Frame, the chair enjoyed building networks and alliances 
among influential stakeholders and negotiating for his department‘s resources. With 
effort, he was able to distribute resources based on merit, although it went against his 
strong desire to get along with everyone and operate in the Human Resource frame. 
He also learned that working in the political arena called for a more sophisticated 
analysis on whom he could trust to “have his back”, and who, when trusted, might 
attempt to gain power at his expense. Furthermore, Professor Rossin successfully 
worked with conflict constructively by engaging in conflict coaching sessions, con-
ducting supervisory mediation sessions, or facilitating discussions among disputing 
parties, whether staff, faculty, or students.

While utilizing the symbolic frame to inspire students and faculty, the chair also 
learned some important lessons regarding paying more attention to the importance of 
understanding unique aspects of organizational cultures, especially the composition, 
aspirations, and talents of the student body and faculty of his new University which 
was much different from the school he had left. Although he could attempt to strive to 
replicate some of the ways in which pride and loyalty had been gained and expressed 
in his old school, new strategies and goals would need to be developed to match both 
the strengths and limitations of the new school, which had a different mission and 
vision and served a significantly different population.

Practical Application of the Frames
In his role as chair of a medium-sized department, he had multiple opportunities 
to use the reframing approach in his dealings with faculty, administrators, and stu-
dents. He often led with the Human Resource frame to establish rapport with individ-
ual students, yet sometimes needed to shift to the Structural frame to remind them 
of requirements and regulations on qualifying exams and dissertations and taking 
required courses in sequence. With faculty, after first attempting to get voluntary 
participation and compliance with meeting expectations of departmental faculty for 
committee work and other duties, Professor Rossin realized that he would need to 
shift his frame approach depending on the situation and audience.
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Sometimes he would have to take the more direct approach compatible with the 
Structural frame by bringing out the faculty manual, or pivot to the Political frame 
to remind them of consequences of negative performance reviews, or switch to the 
Symbolic frame utilizing stories and rituals to reinforce the shared commitment to 
enhancing the department‘s reputation within the College and University. With 
administrators, Professor Rossin quickly realized the limitations of depending on 
the Human Resource frame. He shifted to heavy use of the Political frame, especially 
interest-based negotiation, and advocacy strategies while lining up support from alli-
ances he had built by networking with influential stakeholders.

The chair also frequently relied on his knowledge and skills of the Four Frame 
approach in acting as a third-party facilitator or mediator, all responsibilities accom-
panying his supervisor role. Utilizing the frames as one of his many “tools in his 
leadership toolbox”, he needed to apply multiple frames to establish rapport and 
encourage movement toward constructive dialogue and options for possible settle-
ment. One of his surprises was how impactful the symbolic frame could be to induce 
positive movement among the parties, particularly the use of metaphors and stories 
to elicit a desired outcome. He accessed popular culture and historic references 
through the symbolic frame, such as the scene from the Gettysburg battle site in the 
movie “Remember the Titans”, or the story of then-President Jimmy Carter bringing 
the leaders of Egypt and Israel to Gettysburg in 1976 during the Camp David Accords 
Negotiation. In both instances, the visits to the bloody battlefield were to remind the 
parties of potentially disastrous consequences of non-cooperation and provide a 
potent catalyst to the necessity of positive movement to work together.

Conclusion
As Professor Rossin continued along his leadership journey, he progressively realized 
the beneficial power of frames and reframing each year while appreciating the chal-
lenges in using them effectively, particularly in instances of workplace conflict. The 
shifting required in utilizing multiple frames and reframing was especially difficult 
for him since he had relied heavily on operating under one frame which worked most 
of the time in representing himself but had limitations in leading diverse individuals 
who sometimes were involved in workplace conflict. He was continually reminded 
of the need for awareness of the dangers of over-utilization of preferred frames and 
under-utilization of less familiar frames in applying the frame/reframing approaches 
to self-examination and situational appropriateness. However, although the art and 
science of using multiple frames and reframing needed constant attention, practice, 
and improvement, he acquired even more recognition of its potency to serve as an 
effective diagnostic tool to make sense of what is going on, allowing for sophisticated 
judgment and engagement in multi-faceted and effective action.
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In the months and years that followed, he would gain a particular appreciation 
for the ability of the Framing/Reframing model to help him in dealing constructively 
with complex conflict situations, realizing the full meaning of Bolman and Deal‘s 
claim that:

When the world seems hopelessly confusing and nothing is working, reframing is a powerful tool for 
gaining clarity, regaining balance, generating new options, and finding strategies and actions that 
work.  (Bolman & Deal, 2017, p. 23)1

References
Bolman, L.G. and Deal, T.E. (2015), “Think or sink – leading in a VUCA world”. Leader to Leader, Vol. 

2015 No. 76, pp. 35–40.
Bolman, L. G., & Deal, T. E. (2017). Reframing Organizations: Artistry, Choice, and Leadership (Sixth 

edition.). Jossey-Bass, a Wiley brand, Hoboken, New Jersey.
Katz, N. H. (2020) “Reaching Beyond ‘The Tools of the Trade’: Anchors and Signposts to Enhance 

Mediator Effectiveness.” Cardozo Law School of Yeshiva University Journal of Conflict 
Resolution. Vol. 22, No. 1.

1 The popular and influential book “Reframing Organizations: Artistry, Choice and Leadership” by 
Lee G. Bolman and Terrance E. Deal has been in print since 1991. It is currently in its seventh edition 
(2021, Jossey-Bass).

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110746365-008

Kenneth Cloke, Joan S. Goldsmith
Chapter 8  
10 Separations in Conflict Resolution

Abstract: People in conflict lose perspective, and with it, the ability to separate what 
matters from what gets in the way. When this happens, conflicts become confusing 
and more difficult to resolve. If we can separate the core elements of conflict and dis-
tinguish, for example, positions from interests, people from problems, commonalities 
from differences, future from past, emotions from negotiations, and ourselves from 
others, it becomes far easier to get unstuck and shift from destructive outcomes to 
constructive ones. This chapter offers ten ways leaders can create such separations, 
with sample questions to help them do so.

Keywords: separations, interests, positions, zero-sum, commonalities, structure

When we are in conflict, we tend to lump the issues that upset us into a mass of indis-
tinguishable complaints that become intertwined and difficult to understand, nego-
tiate, fix, or resolve on their own. As strange as it may seem, creating separations 
between discrete elements of conflict can produce significant shifts, allowing us to 
approach them more constructively.

The goal of separating these aspects or elements of conflict is not, however, 
to keep them separate, but to clarify what lies hidden beneath and between them, 
thereby laying the groundwork for their subsequent recombination, and the emer-
gence of a higher order synthesis. Doing so can reveal previously ignored exits from 
impasse and suggest transformational possibilities.

What follows are just ten out of a countless number of imaginable separations. 
What is important is for mediators to explore these dichotomies with the parties, by 
asking questions, facilitating dialogues, and searching for the deeper concerns that 
mean the most to them.

Separate Positions from Interests
In every conflict, parties take positions and insist on what they want. Yet when we 
analyze these positions, we discover that they are based on an unspoken perception 
that their conflicts are fundamentally competitive, win/lose, zero sum games; that 

Note: [Portions of this chapter are based on our book, Resolving Conflicts at Work: Ten Strategies For 
Everyone On The Job 2010 (3rd Edition)].
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there will not be enough to go around; that they do not have the power to get what 
they want without fighting for it, and that they need to compete and win in order not 
to lose what is important to them.

Yet beneath their positions lie a set of interests, which invite and give rise to coop-
erative, win/win, non-zero sum games, which are based on the assumption that there 
are deeper reasons why they have held fast to their positions; that there can actually 
be enough to go around; and that both sides’ interests can be satisfied without anyone 
losing.

It then becomes possible to shift the problem solving process, so that instead of 
both sides debating increasingly polarized positions, negotiating adversarially for 
what is exclusively beneficial to them and demanding unilateral victories, they are 
invited to listen empathetically, engage in honest dialogue, and bargain collabora-
tively in an effort to satisfy both sides’ interests.

We can begin separating positions from interests by posing or answering the fol-
lowing questions, among others:

 – What do you want?
 – Why is that important to you?
 – If you could have any solution, what would you want?
 – Why do you care so deeply about this?
 – What fears, worries, or concerns do you have about this?
 – What would be wrong with . . .?
 – Why not do it this way . . .?
 – What would you do if you were in charge?
 – Why not just accept their [or my] proposal?
 – What would your proposal be if the other side were willing to satisfy your inter-

ests?
 – If you were to accept their proposal, what would you want in exchange?
 – What could they do to make their proposal more acceptable to you?
 – What would it take for you to give up your proposal?

Separate People from Problems
As Roger Fisher and William Ury explained in their classic text, Getting to Yes, when 
we separate the person with whom we are in conflict from the problem their behav-
iors or actions are creating, it becomes possible for us to be “soft on the person” and 
simultaneously “hard on the problem,” allowing us to focus our attention on issues 
that can actually be resolved without triggering defensive or aggressive responses.

When we do so, we are able to see that our opponents – no matter how painful 
or despicable their behaviors – have redeeming human qualities we should be able 
to recognize, appreciate, and enlist in solving our common problems. If we can’t, we 
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may begin behaving toward them as they have behaved toward us, demeaning our-
selves and making it more difficult to find solutions.

There are three steps we can take in labeling the problem as an “it,” rather than as 
a “you.” The first is to separate the person from the problem; the second is to be soft 
on the person; and the third is to be hard on the problem, in collaboration or alliance 
with the other person. We can begin, for example, by asking the following questions:

 – Could you describe the problem as an “it,” rather than as a “you”?
 – What are three positive qualities your opponent possesses?
 – How might you acknowledge and reinforce these qualities in your communica-

tions and relationship with each other?
 – What specifically is your opponent doing that is bothering you?
 – How do you usually respond when your opponent engages in this behavior?
 – What do you want or expect from your opponent? Why do you expect that? Is your 

expectation realistic? If not, what might you do instead?
 – Has your response been successful in changing your opponent’s behavior? Why 

not? How could it be more successful?
 – Are you in some indirect way rewarding behaviors you do not like?
 – What could you do differently to respond more skillfully to your opponent’s 

behaviors?

Separate Problems from Solutions
When we are in conflict, we can become so focused on our disagreements, or what 
the other side did, or on bolstering our positions, or on seeking quick solutions, that 
we lose perspective, fail to see the problem from multiple perspectives, and end up 
ignoring the deeper and more important issues.

As a result, we can end up solving the wrong problem, or our solution can get 
rejected because the other side was not invited to participate in defining the problem, 
or we did not take their interests into account. We may then become locked in moun-
tainous disputes over molehills, and unable to communicate or find constructive 
solutions without replicating the very conditions that created the conflict in the first 
place.

Research on problem solving reveals that the effectiveness of solutions increases 
by nearly 85 percent once the real problem has been identified. When we spend time 
together identifying, discussing, and analyzing the problem, resolution often emerges 
effortlessly. We can begin do so by posing the following questions:

 – What exactly is the problem? What is the conflict about? Why is it about that?
 – When did the conflict first begin? Why then?
 – Who does it impact or involve? Why them?
 – What kind of conflict is it? Why that kind?
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 – What aspects of the conflict have so far been overlooked? Why those?
 – How has your understanding of the problem or conflict changed or evolved over 

time?
 – What specific actions or inactions do you think helped cause or aggravate the 

conflict?
 – What does your opponent think caused the conflict? What do your colleagues 

think?
 – Can you break the conflict down into separate parts? What are they?
 – How would you prioritize these parts?
 – What might you or others have done to prevent the problem from occurring, or 

made it easier to handle?

Separate Commonalities from Differences
When we are in conflict, we pay great attention to our differences and tend to dis-
regard our similarities, so that it becomes difficult to remember what we have in 
common. Cultivating awareness of shared interests allows us to recognize that we all 
care about similar issues. Indeed, by definition, conflicts always take place between 
people who care deeply and oppositely about the same issues. The following ques-
tions can help define a context of commonalities within which differences can be sur-
faced, discussed, and appreciated without canceling or overwhelming what we share:

 – What are three things you think you may have in common with your opponent?
 – If you were reluctant, resistant, or unable to identify three, what was it in you that 

made it difficult to do so?
 – How much do you actually know about your opponent?
 – What is one thing you do not know but would like to find out?
 – What questions could you ask to learn more about your opponent?
 – What are some things you assume about your opponent without trying to dis-

cover whether they are true or not?
 – How have these assumptions influenced your choices? How have they impacted 

your responses and reactions?
 – What are three values, beliefs, goals, or principles you think you might have in 

common?
 – What are three possible solutions to your conflict that you think you both might 

be willing to accept?

Identifying what we have in common with our opponent can be transformational – 
not only because we begin to see them differently, but because doing so makes us 
less reactive and adversarial, and more positive and powerful in solving problems. It 
encourages us to surrender the idea that our conflicts can be solely defined in terms 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Chapter 8 10 Separations in Conflict Resolution    117

of “good” and “evil,” or solved with “either/or” approaches, and invites us to focus 
instead on our commonalities, and search for “both/and” options.

Separate the Future from the Past
In every conflict, the past weighs heavily both on the present and on the future. This 
is especially true in couples, families, and organizations with cultures of blaming and 
conflict avoidance; and where disputes are routinely suppressed, denied, settled par-
tially, and resolved incompletely. In these organizations, conflicts are permitted to 
fester and multiply; or they are isolated, shunned, compromised, and sidelined. Most 
often, they are passed on to others through gossip and rumors, and are nursed or 
hoarded, often for generations.

We can disagree forever about what happened in the past, or who did what to 
whom, or who did it first, or who is most at fault. We each have our own stories to tell 
based on what we have perceived and filtered through our physical responses, emo-
tions, biases, preconceptions, and needs. We each sincerely believe our own stories to 
be true, because if they weren’t, we might see ourselves as wrong, or bad, or at fault, 
or unentitled to get our needs met and interests satisfied.

By starting with what we want for the future, rather than ascribing blame for 
what happened in the past, we may begin to see that ultimately, none of our efforts to 
fix fault, or shame and blame others for what happened, or punish them for what is 
now over, really matters, and that the only healthy and intelligent thing to do is to let 
it go and work together to create a future that is different from the past. In doing so, it 
may be helpful to ask the following questions:

 – What issues regarding the past are you stuck on and unable to agree?
 – Are your disagreements about the past about who is to blame?
 – Is it likely that you will ever succeed in resolving these issues?
 – Is it likely that the other person will ever agree with you?
 – If not, what would it take for you to give up your efforts to convince your oppo-

nents that they are wrong, and you are right?
 – What would the consequences be for both of you if you could instead agree on 

what you want for the present or the future?
 – What might you have to give up? What might you gain?
 – What are your goals for the present? For the future?
 – Why not focus on those instead of on the past?
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Separate Emotions from Negotiations
We generally think of emotions as irrational, uncontrollable, dangerous, and useless 
in problem solving. Yet we are all emotional beings, every conflict has an emotional 
component, and suppressing our emotions does not make them disappear, but 
simply encourages them to submerge and reappear elsewhere, preoccupying our con-
scious and unconscious attention, and creating an appearance of irrationality. These 
unaddressed and unresolved emotions distract us, and make it more difficult to focus 
attention on finding logical or strategic solutions to our problems.

At the other extreme, when we dump our emotions onto others, we risk escalating 
our conflicts and becoming unable to identify or focus on practical priorities. We may 
fail to perceive openings for dialogue and opportunities for resolution and find it diffi-
cult to remember what is actually important. As a result, we may behave destructively 
and be unable to negotiate mutually acceptable solutions.

Emotions, however, are positive and constructive, as well as negative and destruc-
tive, and they are not so much irrational as non-rational. Emotions can help us recog-
nize what people care most deeply about, and can be highly useful, if we can discover 
how to turn them in the direction of problem solving. The following questions can help 
us identify the emotional issues in conflict, support people in expressing their feelings 
constructively, and assist them in negotiating without feeling trapped in counter-pro-
ductive emotional exchanges, or being drawn into pointless “tit-for-tat” accusations:

 – What emotions have you experienced in your conflict?
 – What do you need to say or do in order to let go of them?
 – Have you tried communicating your emotions to your opponent? If so, what was 

their response? If not, why not?
 – How might you express your emotions more constructively or skillfully, and not 

generate responses you do not like?
 – Do you know what your opponent is feeling emotionally? What are they? What 

have you done to find out? Has that been successful? What might you do instead?
 – What level of permission have you given to your opponent to express emotions 

to you?
 – What would it take for you to give greater permission?
 – What could you do to encourage your opponent to communicate his or her emo-

tions, let them go, and negotiate more logically?
 – What might you lose by doing so? Would it be possible for you to initiate an emo-

tionally honest conversation with your opponent and not lose anything in the 
process? How?

 – Have your emotions gotten in the way of your ability to negotiate logically? Have 
your opponent’s emotions gotten in the way?

 – How have either of your emotions blocked the ability to have a constructive con-
versation?

 – What could you do to complete them, and get them out of the way?
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Separate Process from Content
In nearly every conflict, we become so focused on content and what we want, that 
we pay far less attention to process and how we go about getting it. Yet it is often the 
process, rather than the content, that leads to impasse, and changing the means we 
use to achieve our ends automatically leads to a different end.

Conflicts that only concern content – for example, over the accuracy of informa-
tion, or data, facts, chronology, precise recollections, and matters of substance – are 
significantly different from those that concern process – for example, over how we 
are working together, talking to each other, negotiating agreements, building rela-
tionships, and developing respect and trust for one another. Both are important, but 
where people differ on content, process can provide a common ground for reach-
ing agreements. The following questions can help to separate process issues from 
content:

 – What role has process played in your conflict?
 – How could the process you are using to communicate or make decisions be 

improved?
 – How might changing the process impact the content of your communications or 

decisions?
 – How might it improve your relationship?
 – Do the process conflicts you have been experiencing reveal any underlying 

content issues? How? What are they? How might they be addressed?
 – What process rules do you think might be agreeable to your opponent? Which 

may not? Why?
 – What could you suggest as an alternative if your opponent does not agree?
 – What values do you believe should underlie and inform your processes? What 

values would your opponent suggest?
 – How might you develop process rules together with your opponent that express 

your shared values?

Separate Options from Choices
Before agreeing on solutions to our conflicts, it is useful to expand the range of 
potential alternatives and not assume the options are fixed. By playing with ideas, 
brainstorming alternatives, and considering all the possibilities, we can increase our 
chances of finding a better method for resolving disputes and revealing options that 
satisfy both side’s interests.

Options are creative possibilities, and the most effective way of generating them 
is to give your imagination full sway. Creativity automatically arises when we search 
together for new ways of solving problems, rather than arguing over whose solution is 
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best. This means not evaluating or rejecting anyone’s suggestions until all ideas have 
been expressed; encouraging wild, funny, and creative ideas; piggybacking on each 
other’s suggestions and improving earlier proposals; and going for broke – asking for 
everything we want. The following questions may help identify creative solutions:

 – What creative options can you think of for resolving your conflict that have not 
been fully considered or creatively re-imagined? (List everything you can think of 
without considering whether they are realistic or acceptable to your opponent.)

 – What would you prioritize as the top three options?
 – What are three silly, outrageous, completely ridiculous, or impossible options? 

How might they be reframed to apply to your problem?
 – How is the problem like some object you see in front of you? What options can you 

derive from this list?
 – What words would you use to describe the problem? What are the opposites of 

these words, and might they lead you to solutions?
 – What ideas might your opponent or experts or outsiders suggest for resolving 

your dispute that you haven’t fully considered?
 – Close your eyes and imagine coming up with the perfect solution. What was it?
 – How might you search for solutions together?

Separate Criteria from Selection
An alternative approach is to focus instead on identifying criteria for a successful 
outcome before coming up with a solution, which may make it easier to determine 
whether it will be effective. Criteria can consist of the elements in what we imagine as 
a perfect solution; or what would satisfy everyone’s interests; or what may be required 
to achieve common goals or conform to shared values; or what would provide the 
greatest benefit to others. Some criteria in resolving conflicts may include:

 – Equality in treatment, or outcomes
 – Agreed-upon ethical standards, values, or principles, such as fairness
 – Jointly seeking the advice of experts or professionals
 – Ranking or weighting different priorities according to some agreed-upon system
 – The least costly alternative
 – The least time-consuming alternative
 – Bartering or exchanging one thing for another
 – What the likely legal outcome would be
 – Tradition or precedent
 – What it would cost to buy or replace the item
 – An algorithm or mathematical formula
 – Chance (for example, a coin toss)
 – Whoever has the greatest emotional commitment or investment in the outcome
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 – Letting each side take turns picking a solution based only on subjective prefer-
ences

 – The likely effect on third parties, such as customers, society, co-workers, or chil-
dren

 – The likely impact on shared values, such as communication or teamwork
 – The likely future consequences, for example, on a strategic plan, vision, or 

mission

The following questions may help in identifying criteria that can lead to better solu-
tions:

 – What criteria could you use to select the best option for resolving your issues?
 – What would make any solution seem fair?
 – What outcomes would allow you to achieve what you both want?
 – How have other people solved the problem?
 – What expert opinion might be useful?
 – What would happen if you litigated the issue? Why?
 – What ethical or value considerations might influence your choice?
 – Why do you think a particular criterion would not work? Do those reasons suggest 

a way of modifying it so it might work?
 – What outcomes would make you both feel you had won?
 – What outcomes would achieve the best results in your future communications 

and relationship? Why?
 – What would provide the greatest benefit to your family members, neighbors, col-

leagues, customers, and the public?
 – What insights have you gained from your conflict experiences so far? How might 

they be used to improve the outcome?

Separate Yourself from Others
Adversarial emotional exchanges often paradoxically end up blurring the lines that 
separate us from our opponents, causing us to lose sight of who we really are, what 
is rightfully and appropriately ours, and what rightfully and appropriately belongs to 
our opponents, or to both of us. We can easily lose track of what we know is right and 
become confused by what our hostile emotions of the moment tempt us to do or say.

Here are some questions that can help create clearer separations between you 
and your opponent. They need to be authentic and natural, and if they seem staged or 
artificial, others may feel manipulated, insulted, or betrayed. They should be phrased 
to demonstrate willingness to accept responsibility for our part in keeping the conflict 
going:
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 – What did I do that upset you? How could I fix that in a way that would feel satis-
fying to you? What is one thing I could do differently to improve our communica-
tion and relationship?

 – Here is what I understand you are asking for: [specific statement]. Is that correct?
 – Now, would you like to know one thing I think you could do differently to improve 

our communication and relationship?
 – What do you believe I’m asking for? Would you like to know if you’re right?
 – Here’s what I think you are asking for . . . . Here’s what I hear that you want that 

I agree with . . . 
 – Here’s where I think we may disagree. [Insert specific statements for each]. Do 

you agree?
 – Instead of using the word ‘you,’ would it be possible to make the same statement 

using the word ‘I’?
 – What do you see as the main differences between us?
 – What do you see as our main similarities?
 – What role would you like me to play in this conversation?
 – I hear that you feel I am being [insert specific statement, such as “controlling”]. 

Would you like to know what I’m really worried about or afraid of?
 – Here is what I am prepared to do in response to your requests. Is there something 

more you would like me to do?
 – What are you prepared to do in response to my requests? Would you like to know 

what more I would like you to do?
 – Thank you for your ideas. I appreciate your concerns and hearing your point 

of view. Would it be okay if I think about what you said and let you know my 
response tomorrow?

Conclusion
Every conflict already contains the seeds of its own resolution, and we are able to find 
these seeds faster and more effectively by initially separating what matters from what 
gets in the way, then searching for solutions to both. The secret is to center ourselves 
in what really matters, to learn how to unlock what gets in the way, and to discover the 
hidden opportunities that lie hidden in the places where they meet, which are also 
the places where we get stuck.

We can do so only by eliciting and listening to the profound, poignant, and vul-
nerable moments in our conflict conversations, deciphering their cryptic subcon-
scious signals, and unveiling their deepest and most important meanings. When we 
succeed, there is nothing left to separate, and the divisions between us begin to heal.
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Collaborative Practices in Organizations: 
Managing Conflict and Leading 
Constructive Change

Abstract: As our society becomes more diverse and issues become increasingly com -
plex, organizations are challenged to transcend boundaries and inspire team mem-
bers to understand and navigate diverse practices, perspectives, and interests. Conflict 
is inevitable in organizations, and collaboration is one pathway for managing con-
flict and engaging stakeholders in jointly resolving a problem or producing a desired 
outcome. Collaborators have high concern for both personal goals and  relationships. 
Because collaboration requires a commitment to finding mutually agreeable solu-
tions, this also communicates mutual respect, which can strengthen relationships 
and support team-building. In addition, collaboration fosters creative idea generation, 
with the potential to bring about unanticipated positive outcomes. Multiple forms of 
power can be leveraged to create positive results for the organization and its stake-
holders, and this chapter discusses five forms of power as well as the importance of 
engaging informal and formal leaders to utilize their unique power to tackle complex 
issues and create sustainable outcomes together. An example of how collaboration has 
been used to promote positive health outcomes by promoting collaboration between 
multiple stakeholders is discussed.

Keywords: collaboration, collaborative practices, organizational conflict, workplace 
conflict, stakeholder engagement, power, leadership

It is easy for people to agree in theory that collaboration in the workplace is desirable. 
It is not always as easy to explain what collaboration consists of and how to go about 
practicing collaboration in the midst of deadlines, demands, and diverse stakehold-
ers. In this chapter we explore those issues, looking at the following questions:
1. What does collaboration mean within the organizational context?
2. How does one identify and engage with internal and external stakeholders?
3. How do effective collaborative practices reduce organizational conflict?
4. How can collaborative leadership practices promote engagement and positive 

change?

In addition to addressing these questions conceptually, we share an example from 
our professional context to illustrate challenges, successes, and lessons learned.
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What Do We Mean by Collaborative Practices?
Collaboration in an organizational context is generally thought of as the act of 
working together to produce something or jointly resolve a problem. In the field of 
conflict resolution, collaboration is identified as one of the five major approaches to 
managing conflict, also referred to as conflict styles – the others being avoidance, 
accommodation, compromise, and competition (Wilmot & Hocker, 2001). According 
to the two-dimensional model of conflict (Katz & Lawyer, 1992), collaborators fall high 
on the scales of concern for personal goals and concern for relationships. As Katz and 
Lawyer explain,

The collaborator’s approach to conflict is to manage it by maintaining interpersonal relation-
ships and ensuring that both parties to the conflict achieve their personal goals. This attitude 
toward conflict is one in which the collaborator acts not only on behalf of his or her self-interest 
but on behalf of the opposing party’s interests as well. Upon recognizing that a conflict exists, 
the collaborator utilizes appropriate conflict management methods to manage the conflict. This 
is a win/win posture, in which both the collaborator’s stance toward conflict management and 
that of the other party are win. (p. 95)

While this passage is referring specifically to managing conflict, the concept applies 
to problem-solving in the organizational context, whereby those involved in address-
ing a concern or problem in the workplace need to work together. The collaborator 
approaches that effort from the perspective of cooperation and constructive engage-
ment. Collaborators focus on a team effort and finding mutually agreeable solutions. 
Wilmot and Hocker (2001) observe, “Collaboration differs from compromise because 
in compromise, the parties look for an easy intermediate position that partially sat-
isfies them both, whereas in collaboration, the parties work creatively to find new 
solutions that will maximize goals for them both” (p. 161).

When we refer to constructive engagement, and collaborative practices, what 
specifically are we referring to? Collaboration is manifested in several different ways 
in an organizational context. This would include inviting the participation of multiple 
people in the problem-solving process (see section on stakeholders below), hearing 
all perspectives, and being open to many ideas. Collaboration also involves broad 
communication, sharing information openly and making sure communication is 
flowing in all directions, not just top down. Collaborative practices also include joint 
decision-making, whereby the decisions and solutions developed are agreed upon 
through a collective process.

As with each of the approaches people may take to addressing conflicts or prob-
lems, there are advantages and disadvantages to collaboration. Clearly, one advantage 
of collaboration is that all parties have an opportunity to be involved in the solution to 
a shared problem. Because collaboration requires a commitment to finding mutually 
agreeable solutions, this also communicates mutual respect, which can strengthen 
relationships and support team-building. In addition, it fosters creative idea genera-
tion, with the potential to bring about unanticipated positive outcomes. At the same 
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time, collaboration does require a lot of time and energy! There is also the risk of 
individuals in positions of power using what could be called pseudo-collaboration as 
a way to manipulate procedures and outcomes, making a show of being collaborative, 
but really using their power to influence outcomes in a manner that preserves their 
power (Wilmot & Hocker).

Based on these advantages and disadvantages, the best times to use collabora-
tion in an organizational context may be when there is the time and opportunity to 
engage in a thoughtful, creative process that includes the input of all involved. When 
team building or relationship maintenance are important, collaborative practices are 
an excellent choice because those who engage in collaboration find their relation-
ship strengthened as a result of this constructive, respectful engagement. At times of 
urgency, or in situations where a unilateral decision is needed from an organization‘s 
leader, collaboration would not be the best approach; in these situations, it is best to 
be clear about the fact that the decision will not be made collectively.

Who is Included in Collaborative Practice?
One of the first steps in developing a collaborative process is the identification of 
participants, which calls for conducting a stakeholder analysis. A stakeholder is 
someone who is involved in or impacted by a process. This can include both internal 
and external stakeholders – that is, people within or outside of the organization who 
can influence or may be affected by a process or decision. Justice and Jamieson (1999) 
highlighted four questions that can guide the identification of stakeholders, which 
leads to the selection of participants. They asked:
1. Who has power to block decisions/actions?
2. Who cares about these decisions/actions?
3. Who can/will support the work of the group?
4. Who has special skills or interests relevant to the group?

Bringing together the people identified in the answers to these questions increases 
the likelihood that the collaborative process will be based on good information, have 
the required resources, and that any decisions will be implemented and have a strong 
chance of being effective.

Power is an important element of collaboration. For some, the word “power” 
can conjure up thoughts of “power over” someone or something. Another perspec-
tive on power is “power to” or influence. French and Raven (1959) have identified 
five common types of power. Each type is characterized by unique qualities of social 
influence.
1) Reward Power is based on the perception that an individual can offer perceived 

benefits or remove elements that are perceived to be negative. It includes both the 
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value of the specific reward and the probability that the individual can ultimately 
provide the reward.

2) Referent Power is based on one’s identification with another individual. Strong 
relational ties between individuals, for example, increase their influence upon 
one another. An individual who is loved or respected by others within a group 
will likely have more leverage than someone who is disliked or unknown.

3) Legitimate Power is rooted in one’s perception that the individual meets a certain 
cultural standard that denotes influence. This type of power could be rooted in 
one’s formal position within an organization or community, gender, or age, for 
example.

4) Expert Power is held by individuals who are perceived to have knowledge, experi-
ence or expertise that is valuable within a specific context.

5) Coercive Power stems from one’s ability to create punishments. It is also depend-
ent on whether the punishment is a perceived threat and the individual’s ability 
to follow through on the punishment.

Individuals reflecting multiple types of power within an organization can make valu-
able contributions to collaborative efforts.

Once the relevant stakeholders have been identified, there are several aspects of 
engaging with participants that contribute to a smoother process and stronger out-
comes. These include making sure there is a setting for collaborative work that sup-
ports discussion and any physical activity that may be required; monitoring and man-
aging the group dynamics, paying attention to the relations between group members; 
and selecting procedures that will support the group’s goals and be perceived as fair. 
These have been referred to as environmental, relational, and procedural aspects of 
group facilitation (Isenhart & Spangle, 2000), and they apply to collaborative prac-
tices more broadly.

How Do Collaborative Practices Relate to Conflict 
in Organizations?
Workplace conflict results in multiple negative outcomes within organizations. Dana 
(2003) demonstrated the various costs associated with workplace conflict, including 
not only the expense of lost employees, but also the costs of wasted time, lower deci-
sion quality, and even sabotage or theft of supplies and equipment among those who 
remain. He noted that research shows 65% of performance problems in the workplace 
are tied to relationship problems between employees. As noted earlier, collaboration 
offers positive results related to both outcomes and relationships in the workplace. 
Having said that, it would be a mistake to assume that collaboration automatically 
means there will not be conflict! With a collaborative process, we are engaging more 
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participants with varying perspectives, so conflict is inevitable. However, when par-
ticipants feel the process has been fair and transparent, there is a higher likelihood of 
acceptance and support of a decision, even if it was not someone’s desired outcome.

At times when conflict does arrive during collaborative efforts, the tools of organ-
izational conflict resolution can be effectively applied. These include listening ses-
sions, identification of the interests and needs that lie behind positions, conflict 
coaching with individuals, as well as mediation between individuals in conflict, or 
facilitation of group conflict resolution or problem-solving sessions.

How Can Collaborative Leadership Practices Promote 
Engagement?
As organizations seek to provide inclusive workplace environments, efforts to be 
inclusive carry over into collaborative practice. At each step of the process: identify-
ing stakeholders, communicating and sharing information, brainstorming, decision 
making, implementing and evaluating activities, to be truly inclusive it is important 
not only to have a diversity of participants involved but also to invite the active partic-
ipation and differing perspectives of those bringing diverse experience to the effort. 
Organizations are challenged to transcend boundaries and inspire team members 
to understand and navigate diverse practices, perspectives, and interests. Inclusive 
collaborative practice recognizes that time is needed to allow for all perspectives to 
be heard, and time is needed to be sure the reasoning behind those perspectives is 
shared and understood before proceeding.

Effective leadership is necessary to promote effective collaboration. The Center 
for Creative Leadership (CCL) describes boundary-spanning leadership as “leader-
ship that bridges boundaries between groups in service of a larger organizational 
vision, mission, or goal” (Ernst & Yip, 2009, p. 1). CCL researchers have identified five 
boundaries that impede the effectiveness of organizations and systems:
1. Vertical boundaries: hierarchical lines within organizations.
2. Horizontal boundaries: the lines that divide organizations, disciplines, depart-

ments, and product lines.
3. Stakeholder boundaries: the varying perspectives, goals, needs, and roles of 

clients, partners, vendors, regulators, and others who are connected to the organ-
ization.

4. Demographic boundaries: differences that emerge from individuals’ identity 
including generational, gender, religious, education, cultural, physical ability, 
skills, and training.

5. Geographic boundaries: the influence of different regions, cultures, and physical 
locations. (Yip, Ernst, & Campbell, 2009)
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These boundaries can lead to divisive conflict, competition for resources, and dimin-
ished outcomes as individuals compete with one another and navigate fractured rela-
tionships. At the same time, boundaries can also create opportunities for new ways 
of thinking. The most effective leaders find ways to overcome boundaries such as 
peer-to-peer competition and personality differences, organizational power dynam-
ics, group norms and cultures, ideologies, and regions to prevent silos and promote 
innovation.

One aspect of overcoming boundaries is to involve both formal and  informal 
leaders. Vera & Crossman (2004) and Berson et al (2006), suggest that  leadership prac-
tices involve both formal and informal leaders situated in multiple levels throughout 
the organization that engage in various degrees of shared leadership. The idea that 
some people are always leaders and others are always followers is a static perspective 
that is more valuable for an organizational chart than for understanding the reality 
of organizational leadership. “Leaders” and “Followers”, according to Pearce (2004), 
are identified better by their levels of influence within the system as opposed to their 
official positions within the organization. In a dynamic open system, like that of 
today’s organizations, an individual can oscillate between being a leader and a fol-
lower depending on her expertise in the given situation, social capital within a given 
network, and passion for a certain issue or project.

Learning Together to Adapt Together
The process of sharing individual perspectives, referred to by Van Meter & Stevens 
(2000) as collaborative elaboration, leads to an environment where learners are con-
structing understanding together that would be impossible on their own (Greeno 
et al., 1996). Kukla (2000) asserts that reality is constructed by our individual activ-
ities, and people collectively co-create an understanding of the world. In essence, 
knowledge is a product of humans and is developed through a process of social and 
cultural construction (McMahon, 1997; Prawat & Flooden, 1994).

According to Hanah (2009), in order to flourish in the knowledge economy, organ-
izations must develop effective learning practices. In our dynamic, global system, 
organizations are open systems and must be able to constantly adapt to the opportu-
nities and threats of their external environment (Burke, 2002). Leaders can employ a 
reductionist strategy with the goal of controlling learning using a top-down approach, 
or they can focus on adaptability. Research shows that that the latter approach tends 
to promote increased organizational effectiveness (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001).

Hamel (2000) argues that learning and adaption occur best when coalitions of 
activists, rooted in social networks at multiple levels of the organization (or system), 
serve as catalysts that promote learning through social interaction. These individu-
als are termed knowledge catalysts. In addition to employing knowledge catalysts, 
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organizations will do well to establish conditions that promote engagement of knowl-
edge catalysts within social networks in a way that promotes organizational or system 
learning (Hanah, 2009). Here, the top leaders are responsible for creating the condi-
tions that maximize the emergence of knowledge creation and diffusion but limit their 
involvement in the actual creative process of how it is integrated into the organization 
or system. Kozlowski and Klein (2000) point out that “a phenomenon is emergent 
when it originates in the cognition, affect, behaviors, or other characteristics of indi-
viduals, is amplified by their interactions, and manifests as a higher-level collective 
phenomenon” (p. 55).

Positive organizational scholarship is a growing field of scholars and practition-
ers who are interested in promoting organizational and community development 
and change using an opportunity-centered approach rather than a problem-centered 
approach. Rather than focusing on diagnosing the problems within the system, the 
appreciative or opportunity-centered approach searches for areas of strength and 
health within the organization or community and corresponding opportunities for 
expansion and further growth. Additionally, data collection in the problem-centric 
approach tends to create a sense of fear, anxiety and skepticism which generally leads 
to less buy-in and motivation from community members receiving the feedback, thereby 
making the solutions less sustainable (Fredrickson, 2003). Collaborative, opportuni-
ty-focused approaches lead to healthier work environments as well as better outcomes.

Collaborative Practices in Action
In this section, we offer an example of collaborative practice within a large private 
university’s health professions program: the Interprofessional Diabetes Education 
and Awareness (IDEA) Initiative. The National Diabetes Prevention Program rec-
ommends a collaborative approach and points to the importance of partnerships 
between health care professionals, academia, employers, community-based organi-
zations, insurers, federal agencies, and other stakeholders. As diabetes-related health 
care costs rise along with the rapid increase in the number of adults and children with 
diabetes, it is important that the capacity of the entire system be fully leveraged. The 
objectives of the IDEA initiative were and continue to be:

 – To increase the awareness of diabetes, knowledge about diabetes, and create 
behavior change to promote the prevention and management of diabetes among 
residents of Broward County, Florida.

 – To build a model for community partnerships between academia, corporations, 
non-profits, government, and civic society that impacts the prevention and man-
agement of diabetes.

 – To prepare emerging health care professionals to develop and serve on collabora-
tive interprofessional teams, a skill increasingly needed in our health care system.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



130   Robin Cooper, Terry Morrow Nelson

The IDEA Initiative involves 85–100 students and faculty each year from 15 differ-
ent health care professions across multiple regional campuses in collaboration with 
over 20 community partners to address the diabetes epidemic in their community.

Those involved with the initiative have encountered the five boundaries dis-
cussed earlier that have the potential to impede the effectiveness of organizations 
and systems, and so project leaders have been intentional about transcending these 
boundaries. The students and faculty involved do not receive any payment for their 
efforts, so the program leaders rely on other strategies for promoting commitment 
and collaboration. As discussed earlier, considering the best type of power or influ-
ence to employ is key. In this initiative, two of the most effective forms of power are 
referent power and reward power. The initiative leader is intentional about building 
relationships with the faculty and student team leaders and promoting a sense of 
team among the participants throughout the year, especially at the very beginning.

During the IDEA Kick-off, teams do a Strengths Finder assessment, share their 
results with one another, and discuss the collective strengths of their team. They also 
create a team name and logo. The goal of this activity is to help participants tran-
scend their professional identity as a physician assistant, pharmacist, or dentist, for 
example, and create a new team identity that they collectively own. These relational 
ties and sense of team promote a sense of commitment to their team members in addi-
tion to their commitment to the initiative’s mission.

Reward power is also intentionally employed. At the kick-off event, participants 
learn about why the work they will do throughout the year is so important. They learn 
about the mission, the impact, and the challenges. Throughout the year, leaders con-
tinue to talk about why the work we are doing is so important and share stories of 
impact and change. The goal is to make it personally meaningful and intrinsically 
rewarding. At the end of the year, team faculty and students receive a letter of recogni-
tion that they add to their portfolio. Team leaders also are included in the grants that 
the leader has been awarded, which is an added benefit to their faculty promotion 
efforts.

Clear roles and responsibilities are an important part of collaboration. In this ini-
tiative, the IDEA Director leads the overall initiative, the Research Director focuses 
on research and grants, and the Community Collaboration Director works with com-
munity partners to set up workshop topics, dates, times, and locations while ensur-
ing that partners’ interests and needs are met. Partners are identified initially either 
through personal phone call invitations from the Community Collaborations Director 
or by word of mouth from other community partners. In an effort to promote a sense of 
belonging within the initiative and thank partners for their collaborative efforts, every 
partner receives an IDEA t-shirt and other gift such as a water bottle with the IDEA 
logo. The research team is in the process of developing an action research project to 
engage community partners in shaping the initiative processes and outcomes.

The success of the initiative depends largely upon the faculty team leaders that 
volunteer their time – some have remained with the program since its inception 10 
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years ago. The faculty team leaders and student team leaders meet regularly to make 
decisions about the direction of the program, solve challenges, develop solutions, 
and share wins. The positional leaders and team members oscillate between roles 
as leaders and followers depending on their area of expertise, and all members have 
ownership in the outcomes and success of the initiative.

Multiple presentations and publications have been completed on the initiative. At 
the end of each year, faculty and student focus groups are held in an effort to promote 
continuous learning and program development. Faculty report that they continue 
to stay involved because they believe in the mission, enjoy the camaraderie of the 
faculty team, and feel a sense of pride in the work the team is doing. Students also 
report that the new interprofessional relationships they build are valuable, and they 
enjoy the opportunity to interact with workshops participants and contribute to our 
mission of diabetes prevention and management in our community.

Conclusion
In conclusion, we have learned that when conducted according to best practices, col-
laboration is generative and inclusive and generally promotes higher morale. Stake-
holder engagement is key to success, and this includes individuals not only who may 
impact or be impacted by the outcomes of the process, but also individuals reflect-
ing various types of power within the organization. Collaborative efforts will be most 
successful if all stakeholders understand why the work is important and have a role 
in crafting the desired outcomes as well as the strategies for achieving those goals. 
Relational ties are foundational to success in collaborative efforts, so team-building 
is important. In addition, crafting an optimal environment for dynamic collaboration 
to occur is important.

It is also important to understand what impedes collaboration and times when 
using alternatives to collaboration is the wisest choice. In cases of urgency or emer-
gency, the time required for a genuinely collaborative process is not available, and 
so other decision-making processes are more appropriate. When collaboration is the 
stated approach, it is important that the process genuinely be inclusive of various per-
spectives and ideas, rather than being collaboration in name only. When employed 
authentically, positive change will follow.
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Chapter 10  
Shifting the Focus from Stand-Alone Dispute 
Systems Design Elements to Creating  
Self-Correcting and Fluid Organizations

Abstract: Modern Dispute Systems Designs literature typically places an emphasis on 
precision analysis of conflict sources, especially those deeply embedded in structural 
and systemic elements of organizations and institutions. Subsequent processes and 
programs are then “designed” to address the system manifestations and symptoms 
arising from disputes and conflicts. What is not given as much scholarly thought is 
the context within which an organization resides. Just as an organism exists, thrives, 
and dies in a given environment, so too do organizations. The more hostile the envi-
ronment, the more armor the organization needs, along with a requisite shift from 
mere tactical risk management methods to more defensive strategic risk management 
practices. More importantly, what is further missing from the design literature is a 
focus on the effective use of ADR processes and programs as the basis upon which 
organizations learn to self-correct and remain fluid and vibrant. Incorporating crea-
tive problem solving into daily decision making allows for a variety of process paths 
to expand to provide more inclusive input, and other value driven actions that allow 
the organization to shift out of the mechanical process analogy, which dominates our 
current thinking, into a more biological process analogy where self-corrections are 
built into system maturation. This shift to an evolutionary focus opens many new 
forms of intervention that allow organizations to “experiment with their structure and 
function” as a means to evolve, in a fast and fluid manner, to meet current and emerg-
ing needs, as well as survive, even thrive, and hopefully remain relevant.

Keywords: soft systems, open systems, external control, contextual environments, 
self-correcting organizations, fast thinking

Since the dawn of time, humans have been innovating, experimenting with, and 
building tools, methods, processes, and systems to regulate and manage disputes. 
Evidence of this is found on a massive scale. Stories have been passed down through 
countless generations depicting specific instances of disputing where valuable social 
survival lessons continue to be woven into evolving social fabrics. Myths, legends, 
symbols, traditions, norms, rules, laws, and other devices serve the collective purpose 
of holding groups, organizations, and societies together. By default, this means they 
must regulate a variety of forms and types of conflict. Conflict is embedded in all 
our societies. It is not all that unusual for many groups to chart their origin history 
to include conflict episodes being peppered throughout. Some historical accounts 
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involve armed conflict, such as the Israelites engaging in many skirmishes with rivals 
across millennia. Other instances are precisely recorded, such as on June 28, 1389, 
at the battle at the Field of Blackbirds. This is the location and event that, for the 
Serbian people, shaped their modern nationalist and spiritual identity. Under the 
gallant leadership of Prince Lazar Hrebeljanovic, Serbian forces fought the invading 
Ottoman forces under Sultan Murad I. The Serbians, choosing death over submission, 
were annihilated but a national identity was born.

Conflict also shapes deeply held belief systems and such is the case with all three 
of the great monotheistic faiths, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. They share many 
common beliefs, one of which is that all humanity is descended from Adam. And 
what is one of the first things Adam and Eve do in the Garden of Eden? They diso-
beyed God and thus we inherited “the fall.” It did not just impact Adam and Eve but 
their descendants which currently account for nearly six of every ten people in the 
world.1 This story clearly implies, as humans we make mistakes and from those dis-
putes arise.

One of the first known written environmental resource conflicts is recorded in 
the Book of Genesis where Abraham asks for and receives permission to dig a well 
(in Beersheba) from King Abimelech. Some of the King’s subjects seized the well and 
Abraham brought the issue to the King where it was settled. It was not just a story of 
a struggle over a valuable and limited natural resource, but of two parties taking an 
oath and setting a pattern to resolve disputes. By engaging twice on the same issue, 
the parties were, in effect, constructing one of the first recorded dispute resolution 
systems. Likewise, in ancient Babylon, King Hammurabi developed one of the earliest 
known legal aids to dispense advice and judgments on what everyday people might 
do to settle their disputes. Known as the Code of Hammurabi it provided repercus-
sions or penalties, sometimes quite harsh, for misconduct in civil and criminal cases. 
That is, depending on the status of the offender. If they are a slave, palace employee 
or average citizen the repercussions differ. Given this distinction, the impact of the 
role of the offender, within this system, provides for different penalties. Here we see a 
system that embeds unequal application based on systemic roles.

During the period of Pax Romana, an even more complex system of dispute set-
tlement was developed to regulate Roman citizen to citizen conduct disputes as well 
between citizen and non-citizen, slave, foreigner and so on. Rules of trade between 
various parts of the empire, conquered territories, and kingdoms, were codified and 

1 Life Science estimates the world’s population in July 2020 to be roughly 7.80 billion (https://www.
livescience.com/global-population.html). Compiling numbers on adherents of each of the three mon-
otheistic faith, places their combined numbers at roughly 4.51 billion humans. That accounts for 58% 
of humanity. Whether or not individuals believe the Adam and Eve story is inconsequential. Using 
this idea as a starting point on human interaction impacts most institutions structures and functions. 
Societal rules, regulations, laws, and dictates are affected and that can, and often does, impact the 
rules of conflict engagement.
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disseminated. Likewise, over many historical periods, Pax Sinica or Chinese Peace, 
saw a flourishing of civilizations throughout many parts of Asia. Here too we see how 
systems evolved to address a plethora of issues.

Hundreds of years before Europeans set foot on the American continent, the 
Haudenosaunee lived in what is now Central and Western New York. They created 
the “Great Law of Peace” which is democratic and more evenly applied. This became 
the platform upon which the Six Nations built the Iroquois Confederacy. Common 
elements of the law appear to have influenced the drafters of the US Constitution.

These as just a few of countless examples of humans developing systems to 
manage disputes. One might reasonably argue that one of the oldest professions is 
that of dispute systems designer and yet it is relatively a new and, somewhat unso-
phisticated, lacking in elements that create flexibility and self-learning mechanisms 
for the organization or institution.

Modern Dispute Systems Design
Dispute Systems Design (DSD) is an awkward term, but it has been around for decades, 
and we are stuck with it. The Program on Negotiation at Harvard Law School provides 
a generic definition and description. Here we learn that it is a process of “identifying, 
designing, employing, and evaluating an effective means of resolving conflict within 
an organization. To be truly effective, dispute systems design must be thoroughly 
thought out and carefully constructed.”

The question we need to ask is, are we importing a system to manage disputes into 
an already existing operating system or are we changing that system to incorporate 
means by which to prevent or manage disputes that may arise from system sources? 
That may sound odd but some of classic works in the field such as Ury, Brett and Gold-
berg (1988) and Costantino and Merchant (1996) are ambiguous on this topic.

DSD is applicable in any human group setting be it a scout troop or ground 
control operations at NASA. In each instance, systems come into play, and how the 
organization is constructed and the environment it inhabits are major factors on how 
and why disputes arise. Stroh (2015) applies systems thinking and problems solving 
goal orienting behaviors that are working on social change efforts while Lipsky’s et 
al. (2003) comprehensive study focuses on workplace conflict management systems 
design where they intentionally bring in external features into the design equation. 
More recent work by Blomberg et. al. (2020) merges DSD into cases were disputes have 
a legal basis of action. The list of great work is slowly developing into a solid canon of 
literature. The good news, there are always new thinkers out there putting a twist on 
things and in this case, it is wise to bring in practitioner/scholars who can combine 
models with real world applications to shed more light on how DSD can evolve into 
much more than a management program or set of processes.
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Things do not always go as planned though. I assisted a federal government 
agency that just wanted to build a program office and a set of processes and procedures 
to use in addressing issues and concerns. It was a classic “plug and play” approach 
and, as a result, the design effort missed opportunities to reinforce the values of the 
organization. The office languished and eventually merged under a human resources 
service sending messages to employees that their issues and concerns were not that 
of upper management. It suffered from a lack of a whole system thinking approach.

Then again, when the entire operating system is the focus for the organization, 
interesting things can happen. We have assisted organizations to reimagine, rethink and 
rebuild their organizations based on organizational values, mission, and goals. When 
we put our skills to good use as designers, we become a co-architect and remodeler of 
structure, function, and flow. We can be helpful in designing mechanisms that serve 
to recreate, recast, reaffirm, reinvent, and realize an organizations mission, vision, 
and goals. Managing disputes is therefore a manifestation of the organization’s values 
and, as we will show later on, some organization’s infuse conflict as a problem-solving 
growth opportunity to both reinforce and insulate a healthy and successful mission.

Designing a system therefore requires a wholistic systems approach where we 
examine not only flaws and sources of tension but also to highlight the healthy, 
successful parts of the organization. Locating those healthy parts of the system and 
attaching new prevention elements reinforces the backbone of an organization. Do 
not be fooled though; this is not “status quo” maintenance. This approach prepares 
the organization for all types of changes and not just from internal sources. It makes 
it more likely that the organization will be able to weather external storms and “bend 
like a reed” in times of turbulence, whereas other, more rigid organizational structures, 
take the full brunt of it and oftentimes address issues with maladaptive responses.

What we propose here is to shift the focus to challenging some of the basic systems 
thinking that dominates most of the design discussion and pay attention to the lack of 
attention to the context within which organizations reside as sources of conflict requir-
ing other tools and methods of engagement. Most importantly, we make the case for 
incorporating other analytical tools that are designed to project the organization into 
a healthy future. In other words, many DSD programs today are built to address issues 
that arise right now. They are built to stabilize the status quo which, in bureaucratic 
theory, is usually a good thing. However, these systems can also be passive and reac-
tive to allow conflict developments and merely serve as another part of a fire wall to 
allowing in healthy change. We can do better. By adopting another systems model 
approach and incorporating tools used in futures research we can design systems that 
are able to adapt swiftly to environmental changes; to be proactive and engaging even 
when the weakest of signals of conflict are barely detectable. We can adopt some of 
the forecasting models and terrain mapping of both military and private sector ana-
lysts to go a step further and design and imbed self-learning into systems. Before we 
explore that topic though, we will briefly review some of the system frameworks used 
by designers to address disputes in organizations.
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Systems Thinking
To visualize an organization‘s system, it makes sense to start off by focusing on its 
mission. What do you do? How do you get it done? This leads into and an exami-
nation of the structure and function and how they align to meet the organization’s 
goals. This is an internal closed system approach and a good starting point for any 
design effort. By nature, it possesses stabilizing mechanisms designed to maintain 
the system although it can make the organization rigid to change. This is clearly not 
the only focus for organizations, or at least those that interact with the outside world 
where clients, patrons, consumers, volunteers, citizen groups, competitors, govern-
ments, and other entities impact the organization’s ability to achieve its goals. This 
is an external open systems approach. By nature, it has to me nimble and fast to 
make course adjustments, and hopefully before something bad happens. These two 
approaches are not sufficient by themselves to address all sources of disputes. They 
co-exist and provide the designer and clients with more data to build a system that is 
both practical and responsive.

Closed Systems
Some groups do not need an elaborate dispute system to function. A wide range of 
indigenous restorative practices, such as community circles, simply need a space big 
enough to accommodate however large a group shows up. This kind of process is 
embedded in a social system that is designed to focus on the humanity of victims and 
offenders. It is a self-correcting system that ensures social group survival. It attends to 
a victim’s needs and reintegrates the offender back into the group. In a small religious 
order, you may see an informal system that carries over from the common values and 
beliefs of the group. A Benedictine order follows the rule of St. Benedict in prayers, 
thoughts, words, and actions. The beliefs and values are the foundation of the group’s 
existence and following them as guides on how we relate and reinforces – in a closed 
loop – the system. Whereas, in other groups, the dispute system originates from out-
side entities such as those seen between labor and management and here different 
values, approaches to conflict and conduct toward others also show some predictable 
behaviors.

In closed systems we work with a limited universe of actors, typically one struc-
ture, several associated functions and a range of issues that are amenable to a limited 
number of procedures and processes. That makes for a better chance at predicting 
events arising. All one needs to do is fit the issues to the right process and, if everything 
works as planned, the issues in dispute are effectively managed and resolved – until 
they are not.
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Open Systems
No organization is immune from external forces so what happens when the proverbial 
sand starts to shift? Is the organization fast enough to strategically maneuver to a more 
stable position? Open systems incorporate external actors and forces and place the 
organization’s structural and functional pieces into the larger theater of operations. 
Organizations usually have competitors. Public sector agencies and departments, 
often thought of as immune from competition, have internal government actors such 
as legislators who impact the funding of the agency. They can have private sector 
vendors and partners who undertake some or most of their activities. The private 
sector environment is even more complicated and to survive in it, organizations invest 
huge sums of money to project future markets, build early warning systems to steer 
away from impending conflicts and otherwise strive to survive. As such, much of the 
innovative advances in design are found in the private sector where you only eat what 
you kill or go the way of the dinosaur. It therefore behooves the private sector organi-
zation to focus not just on internal conflict but to embed its thinking in open systems 
in anticipation of conflict arising from the outside.

Soft Systems
There are other ways to think about system that can help the designer. “Hard” Systems 
thinking is a useful analytical framework that examines operational aspects of organ-
izations. It does well in explaining mechanical or biological systems, but often comes 
up short when applied to process systems involving (unreliable) human activity. In 
response to this dilemma a different approach to problem solving and the manage-
ment of change needed to be developed. This is how Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) 
came to pass. It counters these types of traditional systems analysis shortcomings 
(Checkland, 2000). SSM addresses a high level of complex problems by using a cycli-
cal (self-learning) approach that focuses on human activity within a system to explore 
issues, perceptions, and the readiness of actors (and systems) to change. Soft systems 
atomize complex problems into component parts and then conducts a classic prob-
lem-solving process but with a focus on people with in systems. What is it about the 
system that is not functioning as intended? What other systems could address the 
issue? How do we measure changes in system functions and how do we take action 
are some of the core questions that guide the steps in the SSM diagnostic process? In 
other words, soft systems methodology takes the best part of closed and open systems 
concepts and merges into a focus on people within a system to manage change.
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Contextual Environments, External Control, 
and Internal Conflict
Another framework that is often acknowledged, but not by name nor usually incorpo-
rated into the DSD framework, is external control, especially as it impacts the context 
within which organizations exist. What happens when external forces become burden-
some to the organization? How does it effectively respond to these challenges instead 
of addressing them with a slow moving maladaptive and poorly conceived reaction? 
What are the unintended consequences to the dispute system already in place?

A case in point involves giant Amazon and how they have chosen to confront 
external control elements impacting their operations. To address eternal constraints, 
Amazon routinely reviews and modifies policies regulating their dispute system. 
When they make changes, it is reasonable to expect there will be a ripple effect in 
the industry as competitors follow suit and adopt a similar approach. At the turn of 
the century many companies began to shift some of their sales function to online 
platforms. This new method of consumer interaction required adjustments in robust 
face-to-face dispute resolution systems that offered several, sometimes costly, means 
to address grievances. However, when external forces come to play on the dispute 
system in ways the designers never intended, the system must adjust. Policies need to 
change, and the options need to shift to means and processes that are more effective 
and efficient for the company. In 2020 Amazon found itself deluged with a backlog of 
75,000 consumer arbitration cases. The culprits, they claim, are law firms who dom-
inate the consumer grievance industry space, who have misused the arbitration pro-
cedure set up by Amazon. In response, Amazon strategically shifted and changed it 
policies by throwing out arbitration in favor of litigation. Now, if you are an individual 
consumer, the less formal, less expensive, and less time-consuming alternative is no 
longer available. If you have a problem with Amazon, then sue them but make sure 
it is filed in the district court in Seattle Washington. Given the forces that impact the 
private sector, not even to mention government relations, this is not at all surprising. 
It impacts customers and therefore has a measurable effect on Amazons goals.

External Control and Organizational Responses
Emery and Trist (1965) are some of the earliest researchers on external control and 
organizational responses. Their theoretical framework lays out four different environ-
mental textures ranging from placid to turbulent. The vortical environment, devel-
oped by Baburoglu (1988), is added to demonstrate a theoretical instance where envi-
ronmental forces become so strong systems begin to collapse. Although extremely 
rare, some say never seen, it could occur under extreme institutional and systemic 
distress where multiple functions begin to collapse simultaneously.
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TEXTURE TACTICAL STRATEGIC OPERATIONS

TYPE I

“PLACID”
ADEQUATE NO NO NO CONTROL

TYPE II

“CLUSTERS”
NECESSARY SUFFICIENT NO NO MANAGE

TYPE III

“DISTURBED”
YES YES NECESSARY POSSIBLY AND 

PROCESSES ALLIANCES

TYPE IV 
“TURBULENT”

INADEQUATE INADEQUATE POSSIBLE 
ADEQUATE

ADR 
PROCESSES 
NECESSARY

ADAPT TO 
ETERNAL 
FORCES

TYPE V 
“VORTEX"

INADEQUATE INADEQUATE NOT LIKELY TO 
BE ADEQUATE

CRISIS 
MANAGEMENT MALADAPTIVE

CONFLICT 
RESOLUTION 

REQUIRED?

RESPONSE TO
ENVIRONMENT

Figure 10.1: Modified Emery and Trist Causal Textures Combining ADR logic and processes.

Approaches to conflict management are embedded in the various cells in Figure 10.1 
and are intended to demonstrate an organization’s orientation toward conflict by use 
of various mechanisms (minor tactics, more encompassing and organized strategies, 
complex operational thinking, involving partners in the environment, all the way 
to the development of advanced internal and external conflict resolution programs, 
processes, and procedures (Polkinghorn 1994). The place where dispute systems 
design theoretically gets the least attention is in upper left-hand corner of the table, 
namely, where the placid environment exists. There is little need for a plan to deal 
with (external) conflict forces and sources as the organizations exist in an environ-
ment with little or no competition. This might be found in small specialty markets or 
organizations that are not driven so much by realizing every increasing profit but by 
other goals such as might be seen with artisans and craftsmen. Conflict arising in the 
environment is minimal and adjustments usually appear to be slight course correc-
tions which, in theory, reduces at least one source of conflict within the organization. 
Slowly moving in a diagonal manner to the bottom right corner of the table we find 
the organization getting into more and more trouble. The organization needs to shift 
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its orientation toward such things as cooperative competition, clustering with other 
organizations to create a somewhat controllable environment via herding to survive 
the larger competition. But at some point, the organization’s responses become less 
and less effective. Indeed, for Emery and Trist, this is the point where poor leadership, 
lack of a preparation i.e., developed set of strategies (operations), leads to maladap-
tive responses and the turbulence from the outside environment creates havoc on the 
inside.

Environments change and organizations adjust
Using an open systems approach and framing it within an environment of causal 
textures creates a framework that leverages both an internal and external approach 
when developing a dispute resolution system. The following examples come from the 
Bosserman Center for Conflict Resolution at Salisbury University’s research on system 
design and provide insights on some rather crafty and creative ideas to consider when 
designing or modifying systems.

Transportation Security Administration Integrated 
Conflict Management System
The establishment of the Transportation Security Administration (TSA) came as a 
direct response to the 9–11 attacks. The sense of urgency in creating TSA compressed 
the startup operations as several existing Federal Department and Agency units 
merged, and not necessarily smoothly, into a new agency. TSA proceeded to hire 
roughly 55,000 employees in a matter of months. These employees shared little in 
regard to organizational culture as they came from a wide variety of backgrounds. 
Some had a sense of the command and control mindset that would invariably be part 
of TSA operations. Retired military, former police and transferred air marshals had 
some knowledge of this command and control environment and the expectations 
demanded of employees. However, other transportation security officers came from 
the airline industry, which is customer service oriented, and many other occupations 
so the mix was a cocktail for conflict. The TSA did not have its own culture, operat-
ing procedures, policies, or a clear means of resolving disputes and they needed to 
develop it quickly and focus it directly on its mission of protecting the traveling public 
and the protection of commercial aircraft.

A plan was launched to get the agency functionally operational without the 
benefit of routine start up procedures. Luckily, embedded in the launch was a 
well-conceived dispute system design project aptly named the Integrated Conflict 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



142   Brian Polkinghorn, Brittany Foutz

Management System (ICMS). It is a flexible, soft system driven (self-learning) program 
that integrates the best of closed and open systems functions. ICMS also rested on a 
phased in approach or maturity model that mandated some methods and procedures 
be functionally integrated by a certain time. However, the maturity model deliber-
ately left open room for unique site-specific methods and processes to address con-
flict in all of its 440 airport facilities.

Our extensive research of the ICMS development and maturity model all showed 
a self-learning system was making modifications on the ground in real time. In 18 
selected facilities we visited we documented 22 different methods and procedures 
being used, on site, to address TSA employee issues and concerns as well as issues 
that arise between Transportation Security Officers (TSO), the flying public, other 
airport employees, vendors, and just about anyone else in their theater of operations 
(Polkinghorn et al, 2011). It is worth noting that Transportation Security Officers (TSO) 
have a “duty to engage” anyone acting in a suspicious manner or otherwise, through 
detection methods, raising attention or concerns. Engaging, in and of itself, is both 
an internal workplace and external contextual conflict scenario all wrapped into one. 
This should reinforce that there is not a sharply defined line between closed and open 
systems boundaries.

TSA built ICMS to be both an inward workplace (traditional closed system approach) 
and an external engagement (open systems) means of managing disputes. It also, 
unknowingly, adopted the basic methodological approach found in soft systems most 
notably in allowing each site to develop some of its own means of addressing issues. 
Interestingly, many of the creative program ideas were developed not in large airport 
facilities (Category X as they are called) such as Denver, Chicago, or Los Angeles, but in 
smaller airports such as Milwaukee where the Federal Security Director (FSD), the top 
TSA person on site, was a huge champion of ICMS.

This research also provided a chance to see what “shifting sands” can have on 
a dispute system. When Barrack Obama was running for President he pledged to get 
more federal workers into unions and specifically set his sights on TSA. In 2011, TSOs 
were allowed to move forward with collective bargaining and when the union came 
into TSA the ICMS system abruptly changed. The range of methods of addressing 
disputes was culled of those that did not fit the union rules or the union manage-
ment-context. The irony is rich. Unions stand a good chance of taking root in organi-
zations with lousy management, poor means of addressing issues or a callous culture 
that sees workers as expendable. TSO, who are now union members, developed these 
creative means to address dispute issues but the union, how came in to help, required 
their elimination or modification under the current union management agreements. 
Finally, in regard to external control theory and differing casual textures, TSA clearly 
began in a turbulent environment, where both internal and external ADR was neces-
sary. It theoretically fits exactly where it should be in the modified Emery and Trist 
model. As the environment changes and union representation made its impact felt, 
the TSA still hovers more in the lower right-hand corner but ten years later, in 2021, the 
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Biden administration extended union rights to most TSA workers. It will be interesting 
to see how that shift in the external forces impacts the type and number of disputes.

Woodrow Wilson Bridge – Merging Project Planning 
and Internalized Dispute Resolution Systems
One of the most effective tools used in the construction industry is called “partner-
ing.” It is essentially an enhanced project planning method that integrates several 
self-learning DSD elements into the process. On the preventative end, partnering 
builds in both project monitoring as well as detection of “weak conflict signals” using 
an array of human factor early warning devices (soft systems.) Project planning is also 
enhanced by the incorporation of on-site conflict management steps, often referred to 
in the industry as the “resolution ladder”, to address issues in a timely low cost and 
efficient manner. Partnering also embeds facilitated problem solving meetings (a.k.a. 
partnering sessions) and, notably, it does not introduce situ rights-based processes. 
Legal means of dispute settlement arise post construction and luckily, partnering has 
done an excellent job of reducing post project litigation (Polkinghorn, SHA 2005). In 
short, partnering incorporates into the project planning model a means of monitoring 
external control threats, soft systems-based problem-solving procedures in an open 
system framework.

We took part in the building of the Woodrow Wilson Bridge, also known as the 
“national bridge.” It is part of the Washington D.C. beltway system and connects sub-
urban Maryland and Virginia on the I-95 corridor. Lasting nine years and coming in at 
a cost of $2.54 billion, it was the largest bridge construction project of its time and pro-
ceeded to set thirty-eight world records in the construction industry. Most important, 
the project came in on time and with less than 1 percent inflation of the budget. This 
is an incredible outcome, and in the construction industry, it is legendary. As a part of 
our work, we monitored the construction partnering process performance measures, 
and intervened, when necessary, mostly in preventive or early crisis conditions, to 
keep parts of the project moving. On the research side we tracked 354 project manage-
ment variables over 30 plus ongoing independent projects on site, which was quite 
the task, but the project managers followed their dispute systems processes knowing 
that one stoppage of work would throw the entire project into chaos. (Anderson and 
Polkinghorn 2011a; Anderson and Polkinghorn 2011b). The biggest takeaway from this 
case, for the designer, is to develop a simple and easy to follow set of steps for con-
tractors, managers, and the owner to address issues as fast as possible. One flow chart 
with less than four steps is all it takes to manage routine or show stopping issues.
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Casual Factors and Systems Design  
Comparing Public and Private ADR Programs
In an ongoing study we are examining 431 ADR program in the US federal govern-
ment along with all the ADR programs found in Fortune 500 companies. This study 
clearly demonstrates the need to deliberately construct dispute systems to meet spe-
cific issues with an emphasis on demarcating where they arise either inside the work-
place or from the external environment. There are distinctions between public and 
private organizations and how they manage disputes. The preliminary results tend to 
suggest that the processes being used are subject to the context (public and private) 
along with the nature of the dispute, as well as if they are a result of internal or exter-
nal focus.

We developed a categorization system to demarcate internal workplace disputes 
form external disputes and the results are shown in Figure 10.2.

Both
11.8%

External
28.5%

Internal
59.7%

36 (11.8%)

87 (28.5%)
182 (59.7%)

Figure 10.2: Federal Programs with an internal, external, or both orientation.

Roughly 60% of programs focus on internal dispute, 30% on external and 10% on 
both. The external are dominated by regulatory, executive agencies, which have to 
deal with constituents or those entities that have a say in how things are done at a 
particular agency. Splitting the federal departments and agencies into two groups – 
internal and external ADR program foci – shows different types and rates of ADR 
processes being used that indirectly supports the modified Emery and Trist model. 
See Figures 10.3 and 10.4 for details.

Switching to the private sector we examined all Fortune 500 companies (on the 
2020 list) for ADR programs and processes. The top performing companies have more 
robust programs while the companies at the bottom tend to employ mandated pro-
cedures and processes. See Figures 10.5 and 10.6 for more details. Two findings are 
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noteworthy. Private sector companies (both publicly held and privately owned) use 
more ADR processes and usually have more developed and robust dispute systems 
in terms of mature program offices providing more ADR options for managing cases 
then government counterparts. This too falls in line with the modified Emery and Trist 
model. In other words, in behooves the designer of dispute systems to pay close atten-
tion to context and to also acknowledge that successful organizations are the source 
of creative dispute systems that, as far as we can tell, are driven by and supportive of 
the organizations, values, mission and goals.

Neutral Evaluat...

Peer Review P...

Concilitation

Fact-finding

Ombudsman

Negotiation

Facilitation

2.0%

1.7%

3.1%

6.2%

2.8%

19.8%

6.8%

Arbitration

Mediation

3.4%

47.2%

70 (19.8%)

167 (47.2%)

Figure 10.3: Processes offered by internally oriented program.

Settlement Co...

Processes offered by externally oriented programs

Neutral Evaluat...

Mini-trial

Fact-finding

Conciliation

Ombudsman

Negotiation

Arbitration

3.2%

2.3%

2.3%

4.5%

8.2%

7.7%

9.1%

3.2%

Facilitation

Mediation
32.3%

18.6%

71 ( 32.3%)

41 (18.6%)

Figure 10.4: ADR Processes Used by Federal entities with external parties.
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Arbitration

Mediation
11.9%

46.1%

Facilitation

Negotiation

Ombudsman

30.0%

2.1%

9.9%

What service is offered in the first 250 Fortune 500 Companies?

Figure 10.5: Top 250 on the 2020 Fortune List (ADR Processes Used).

48 (25.8%)

34 (18.3%)

95 (51.1%)

What service is offered in the last 250 out of  Fortune 500 Companies?
Mediation

Arbitration

Facilitation

Ombudsman

4.8%

25.8%

51.1%

18.3%

Figure 10.6: Bottom 250 of the 2020 Fortune 500 Companies (ADR Processes Used).

Creating Robust Dispute Resolution Systems
Thinking of disputes in a static short-term manner, which drives the use of plug and 
play programs, ignores the positive impact disputes may have on the organization‘s 
overall system and thus its future. Futurology is not often associated with dispute 
systems, but this arena of research does, in fact, have a lot to offer. By incorporating 
some of the tools used from this field of inquiry we can more fully incorporate dispute 
systems design into self-learning soft systems approaches to help guide organizations 
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over the next set of horizons. Futurology focuses organizations attention on being 
nimble, as is more often seen in the private sector and why the public sector lags 
behind. It challenges us to get past Ogburn’s (1957) “Cultural Lag as Theory” conun-
drum (think of placid environments in the Emery and Trist model) by anticipating 
conflict and strategically positioning the entire organization in a position that is less 
exposed to negative consequences but more open to receiving change. It is not aver-
sion; it is practical thinking.

Conclusion
Futurologists use tools that project the organization into thinking about what con-
flict can do in terms of its possible, probable, and preferable future existence. Some 
probable outcomes are not good. Some preferable outcomes are sub optimal and the 
preferable future avoids those conditions. Incorporating more methods and tools 
such as scenario building, Delphi studies, appreciative inquiry, various types of trend 
analyses, risk assessments, backcasting, forecasting, horizon scanning, causal layer 
analysis (inspired by Emery and Trist) and other methodologies, organizations can 
map out various routes to a variety of points along the horizon and prepare scenarios 
in the event any of them develops. Generating options is, as we know, a part of the 
dispute resolution business so this should be something familiar to all of us.
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Kuryakin C. Rucker
Chapter 11  
Stereotypes, Bias and Microaggressions in 
Organizational Conflict Management (OCM)

Abstract: All organizations experience conflict. The right type of conflict can lead to 
high levels of organizational performance through the sharing and challenging of 
ideas among team members. The wrong type of conflict can lead to poor decision 
making within the organization and foster mistrust, hostility, apathy, and cynicism 
among team members. Stereotypes, biases and microaggressions create division 
among employees, produce and reinforce inequities within organizations, and drive 
destructive conflict. Stereotypes are trait or behavioral associations that are attributed 
to a social group that alter the perception of members of that group. Biases are the out-
growth of stereotypes and can be either explicit or implicit, positive, or negative, as 
well as interpersonal or structural. Biases lead individuals and organizations to favor 
one social group over another. Microaggressions are the sometimes-unintentional 
behaviors that are the result of stereotyping and bias that serve to assault, insult, or 
invalidate the experiences of, members of marginalized groups. Organizations must 
focus on both interpersonal and organizational interventions that reduce or eliminate 
stereotyping, biases and microaggressions. Education and training, reorientation of 
organizational culture driven by organizational leaders, and interpersonal interven-
tions are all effective tools for reducing destructive conflict in organizations.

Keywords: soft systems, open systems, external control, contextual environments, 
self-correcting organizations, fast thinking

When one thinks of stereotyping, bias, and discrimination in an organizational 
context, usually one imagines a bygone era where someone is hurling racial epithets 
toward a member of a racial or ethnic minority, or purposefully treating someone as 
inferior. While such treatment was once a facet of organizational life, antidiscrimi-
nation laws and changing social dynamics have reduced (but not eliminated) overt 
expressions of bias and discrimination in the organizational setting. Today’s organi-
zations face the challenge of creating inclusive workspaces where all individuals feel 
respected and valued regardless of their backgrounds, heritages, or physical abili-
ties. Central to creating an inclusive organizational environment is the reduction and 
eventual elimination of stereotyping and bias in the organization.
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Stereotypes
Stereotypes are a set of associations that attribute a set of characteristics or traits with a 
particular group (Lippmann, 1922; Dovidio, Hewstone, Glick & Esses, 2010; Dovidio & 
Jones, 2019). Lippmann (1922) coined the term to refer to the typical picture that was 
evoked when thinking about a specific social group. This picture not only contains 
the traits and characteristics of the members of the social group, but include status 
or social role characteristics, and expectations about members’ behaviors (Oakes & 
Turner, 1990; Eagly & Diekman, 2005; Pearson, Dovidio & Gaertner, 2009; Dovidio & 
Jones, 2019). Stereotypes are learned through socialization and serve as a mental 
shortcut by which one can predict the behavior and traits of someone with whom they 
are unfamiliar (Hilton & von Hippel, 1996; Dovidio et al., 2010; Dovidio & Jones, 2019).

Stereotypes act to promote discrimination in organizations because they systemat-
ically influence perceptions of marginalized group members and color the interpreta-
tions of group members’ actions or behaviors (Oakes & Turner, 1990; Devine & Elliot, 
1995; Hilton & von Hippel, 1996). Stereotypes also influence the judgements made 
about the interpretations of group members’ actions or behaviors (Devine & Elliot, 
1995; Bobo, 1999; Dovidio et al., 2010; Dovidio & Jones, 2019). In that way, stereotypes 
can also form the basis of justification for continued discrimination against, or mis-
treatment of, members of marginalized communities (Devine & Elliot, 1995; Bobo, 1999; 
Dovidio et al., 2010). Marginalized groups often are socialized by the dominant group 
to adopt the stereotypic beliefs about their own group, and to conform their behav-
iors to those stereotypes (von Baeyer, Sherk & Zanna, 1981; Dovidio et al., 2010). When 
members of marginalized groups behave in ways that do not conform to the stereotype, 
those behaviors are seen as a situational deviation, or “the exception that proves the 
rule”, while stereotype-consistent behavior reinforces the stereotype for members of the 
dominant group (Dovidio et al., 2010). Members of marginalized groups can be sensi-
tive to the stereotypes that exist about their group, and as a result can be very self-con-
scious about their behavior, especially when they are one of a few members of the group 
or the only member of the group in the organization (Eagly &Diekman, 2005; Pearson, 
et al., 2009; Dovidio et al., 2010). This self-consciousness can reduce their ability to 
think or act effectively and negatively affect performance (Dovidio et al., 2010).

We can see the various ways that stereotypes work in organizations by looking 
at the various groups represented in the workplace. Individuals from racial or ethnic 
minorities may be limited in their career prospects because of stereotypes that regard 
them as lazy, less intelligent, loud, or docile. For example, an Asian American woman 
may be passed over for a promotion to a leadership position because of the stereotype 
of Asian women as docile and unable to display the assertiveness that is necessary for 
leadership. Individuals from marginalized groups may also be perceived as less com-
petent or having received their positions in the organization not through merit, but 
rather as a way to fulfill an organizational quota. Individuals who belong to the domi-
nant group may benefit from the stereotypic assumption that they are competent, and 
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that they have earned the position they occupy within the organization through merit 
rather than through social network connections.

Bias
Bias has been described by Scott (2013, p. 27) as “a preference that influences impar-
tial judgment”. Bias is also understood to be the tendency to favor one group over 
another (Greenwald & Krieger, 2006; Friedman, 2017). Biases are the outgrowth of ste-
reotypes that individuals have learned through socialization (Greenwald & Krieger, 
2006; Faigman, Kang, Bennett, Carbado & Casey, 2012; Friedman, 2017). Bias can be 
explicit (conscious), implicit (unconscious), or structural, and favorable or unfavora-
ble (Faigman et al., 2012). In organizations, these preferences and the favor tendencies 
that result, can lead to discrimination against members of marginalized communities.

Explicit or conscious biases are those that are consciously and openly held and 
freely expressed to others because no social norm exists to counter them (Clarke, 2018). 
Therefore, these biases are seen as appropriate both to the individual and organiza-
tion. Individuals may conceal their conscious biases to manage others’ perceptions of 
them if those biases are seen as socially taboo (Clarke, 2018).

In an organization, explicit biases are expressed as discrimination: actively favor-
ing or promoting one group‘s interests over others or inhibiting one group’s prospects 
or prevent the group’s interests from being considered (Clarke, 2018). Despite the 
societal taboo and legal proscriptions against overt discrimination in organizations, 
explicit bias persists (Clarke, 2018). According to the Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission (EEOC), in fiscal year 2020, there were almost 67,500 charges of discrim-
ination filed against US employers by employees, which resulted in $106 million in 
monetary recovery (EEOC, 2021). This number does not include complaints filed with 
state-based Fair Employment Practices Agencies or monetary recoveries from either 
state-based agencies or private litigation (EEOC, 2021).

Implicit or unconscious biases are those that an individual is not consciously 
aware of, and if made aware, may reject as inappropriate (Greenwald & Krieger, 2006; 
Faigman et al., 2012). An individual’s behaviors and judgments may be influenced by 
their implicit biases and contribute to patterns of discriminatory behavior, despite 
their conscious intentions (Greenwald & Krieger, 2006; Faigman et al., 2012). Con-
sider the case of a professor in a university’s math department, who sees himself 
as antiracist and feminist. He strives to treat his students equally and he believes 
that he adheres to the egalitarian views he professes. Despite his conscious rejec-
tion of racism and sexism, the professor nonetheless harbors the implicit biases he 
learned as an adolescent that positively associate mathematical ability with white-
ness and maleness. As a result, the professor exhibits microaggressions (discussed 
below) toward his minority and female students, evaluates the academic work of his 
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minority and female students more critically, and his interactions with his nonwhite 
and female students are less patient and inviting. If there are other professors in the 
department that harbor similar implicit biases, the cumulative effect could be to 
reduce the numbers of minority or female students who pursue math as a major or 
minor, or who seek to enter graduate study in mathematics, and ultimately reinforce 
the stereotype that minorities and females are not suited for high level mathematics.

Similarly, the implicit biases of managers and executives in an organization work 
against employees from marginalized communities. Even if implicit bias does not 
direct a manager’s actions to discriminate against any particular group but instead 
works to favor groups with which he identifies, inequitable outcomes still result 
(Faigman et al., 2012). Discrimination based on implicit bias can be difficult for 
organizations to address, because managers may be oblivious to the harm they are 
causing and believe they act in a nondiscriminatory manner (Faigman et al., 2012). 
They therefore resist efforts to change their behavior (Faigman et al., 2012).

Structural biases exist in policies, processes, and norms of organizations (Green, 
2003; Faigman et al., 2012; Reskin, 2012; Wiececk & Hamilton, 2014). Structural 
biases are often not expressed as explicit preferences in favor of or against a particu-
lar group, but rather are framed as neutral policies and processes that nonetheless 
produce, reproduce, and reinforce inequities experienced by marginalized groups 
(Green, 2003; Faigman et al., 2012; Wiececk & Hamilton, 2014). Structural biases are 
often seen as normal, reasonable, and rational by the dominant group, whose power 
position in the organization is reinforced by such biases (Faigman et al., 2012).

An example of structural bias: a law firm chooses a recruiting strategy of only 
hiring attorneys who have graduated from ivy league law schools. Because those law 
schools have smaller populations of members of racial and ethnic minority commu-
nities than non-ivy league schools, the resulting pool of attorneys available is less 
likely to include members of racial and ethnic minorities. Therefore, the law firm is 
less likely to employ members of racial and ethnic minority communities as attor-
neys. While the recruiting strategy is neutral on its face and does not explicitly seek 
to exclude minority attorneys from joining the firm (indeed, the firm may hire some 
minority attorneys who have graduated from ivy league law schools), the policy 
reduces the likelihood that the firm will hire minority attorneys.

Microaggressions
Microaggressions are the “brief, commonplace, and daily verbal, behavioral and envi-
ronmental slights and indignities directed toward” people of color, women, LGBTQIA+ 
and other marginalized individuals (Sue, et al., 2008, p. 329, Sue & Spanierman, 2020). 
Many, but not all, microaggressions occur automatically and unintentionally (Sue 
et al., 2008, Sue & Spanierman, 2020). Microaggressions can be either  interpersonal or 
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structural/environmental. Three forms of interpersonal microaggressions have been 
identified: microassault, micro-insult and micro-invalidation (Costantino & Sue, 2007; 
Sue, et al., 2007; Sue, et al., 2008; Holder, Jackson & Ponterotto, 2015). Microassault 
is an intentional, overt act of bias or discrimination such as the use of racial, ethnic, 
gender, or sexual identity-based slurs, or other purposefully discriminatory behavior 
(Sue et al., 2007). Micro-insult is a verbal or nonverbal communication that demeans 
one’s heritage or identity (Costantino & Sue, 2007; Sue, et al., 2007). Microinvalidation 
is a communication that negates or nullifies the thoughts, feelings, or experienced 
reality of a marginalized person (Costantino & Sue, 2007; Sue, et al., 2007).

Microassaults and microinsults convey hidden messages to, and reinforce the 
“otherness” of, the target (Sue & Spanierman, 2020). For example, when one raises 
their voice when speaking with a vision impaired individual, the message that is sent 
is that a person with a disability is impaired in all aspects of bodily function (Sue & 
Spanierman, 2020). Similarly, when one remarks to a member of a racial or ethnic 
minority that the person is “articulate” the message is delivered that there was an 
expectation for that person to use broken or vernacular English, and not to have the 
ability to speak well. Other hidden messages conveyed by microaggressions include 
intellectual inferiority, physical, cultural, sexual, or social abnormality, untrustwor-
thiness, or sameness (Sue & Spanierman, 2020). These hidden messages undermine 
the target’s ability to integrate into the organization fully or effectively because they 
erect a barrier between the target and the perpetrator.

Microinvalidations also send hidden messages to the individual who is the target: 
your experience was not what you experienced, your feelings about your experience 
are unjustified and invalid, and you are simply too sensitive or seeking attention 
(Costantino & Sue, 2007; Sue, et al., 2007; Sue & Spanierman, 2020). Microinvalidations 
are often defensive expressions that occur after a target of some overt or subtle discrim-
ination confronts the perpetrator or describes their experience to another. Remarks 
like, “I’m colorblind”, or, “that wasn’t my intention, so you shouldn’t be upset” work to 
deny the target the legitimacy of their experience and of the feelings that result from it. 
Further, microinvalidations seek to distance the perpetrator not only from the specific 
complained-of conduct, but also from the recognition of the privilege and power that 
the perpetrator may enjoy (Sue & Spanierman, 2020). In short, microinvalidations act 
to preserve the self-concept of the perpetrator as a good person.

Structural and environmental microaggressions are those that are not direct 
interpersonal interactions but are a part of the general atmosphere or culture of a 
workplace (Sue & Spanierman, 2020). These microaggressions can create an oppres-
sive work environment where team members feel isolated, tokenized, or like second 
class citizens of the organization (Sue & Spanierman, 2020; Rucker, 2021). Structural 
and environmental microaggressions often lead to loss of productivity and higher 
turnover for the organization (Rucker, 2021).

Microaggressions have negative psychological impacts on targets (Costantino & 
Sue, 2007; Sue, et al., 2007; Sue & Spanierman, 2020). Individuals who have experienced 
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microaggressions have reported feelings of invisibility, isolation, powerlessness, and 
anger, among others (Sue & Spanierman, 2020). Individuals may feel pressure to conform 
their identity to a standard that runs counter to who they really are (Sue & Spanierman, 
2020). For example, a lesbian employee may feel pressure to dress and act in a feminine 
way in the workplace that does not reflect how she dresses and acts outside of it. Or 
an African American employee may “code switch” (change the tone and inflection of 
their voices and alter their word choices) to avoid being accused of using “Ebonics” (also 
known as African American Vernacular English, or AAVE) in the office because of the 
negative connotation ascribed to AAVE by his white coworkers. This forced compliance 
can eventually lead to employees feeling that they are living without integrity or as their 
genuine selves at work (Sue & Spanierman, 2020). The repeated experience of micro-
aggressions causes individuals to feel unwelcome in their organizations, which leads 
to loss of productivity and, eventually, a desire to leave the organization (Rucker, 2021).

Individuals experiencing microaggressions utilize coping mechanisms to help 
them function in the organization. The primary mechanisms used are avoidance and 
confrontation, which are analogous to the “fight or flight” response induced by physical 
danger (Sue & Spanierman, 2020; Rucker, 2021). Avoidance behaviors include silence, 
“laughing off” the offending statement, leaving the interaction, etc. (Sue & Spanier-
man, 2020). Individuals use avoidance for several reasons: fatigue after experiencing 
repeated microaggressions, belief that additional microaggressions might result from 
confronting the perpetrator, belief that confrontation will be fruitless, belief that the 
organization will do nothing, or worse, side with the perpetrator, and others (Sue & 
Spanierman, 2020; Rucker, 2021). Targets of microaggressions, while avoiding direct 
confrontation with the perpetrator, may nonetheless confide in peers or trusted friends 
or family as a coping mechanism (Sue & Spanierman, 2020; Rucker, 2021). Ultimately, 
many targets of microaggressions leave their organizations as a way to end the micro-
aggressions while avoiding confrontation with the perpetrators (Rucker 2021). The 
avoidance/confrontation coping mechanisms of targets of microaggressions may be 
correlated to the coping mechanisms of targets of workplace bullying (Rucker, 2021).

How Stereotypes, Bias, and Microaggressions 
Increase Unproductive Conflict
All organizations experience conflict (Amason, Hochwarter, Thompson & Harri-
son, 1995; Amason & Schweiger, 1997; deWit, Greer & Jehn, 2012). In fact, conflict 
is a useful tool that can enhance team productivity (Amason et al., 1995; Amason & 
Schweiger, 1997). Any time individuals from different backgrounds, educations, areas 
of expertise, et cetera, come together to solve organizational problems, there is poten-
tial for conflict simply because the members of the team may have divergent ideas of 
how to address the organizational problem (Amason et al., 1995; deWit, Greer & Jehn, 
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2012). Work teams that are able to use communication to resolve the conflicts that 
inevitably arise and move forward on one accord tend to produce better results for the 
organization (Amason et al., 1995; deWit, Greer & Jehn, 2012).

This type of conflict, called cognitive or constructive (C-type) conflict is the fuel 
that drives successful organizations (Amason et al., 1995; Amason & Schweiger, 1997; 
deWit, Greer & Jehn, 2012). Teams that can remain focused on the substantive issues 
and how those issues can be resolved for the benefits of the organization tend to 
produce high-quality decisions that are more accepted by all members of the team 
(Amason et al., 1995). Research has shown that decisions that are a product of C-type 
conflict are also more easily implemented by the organization (Amason et al., 1995; 
Amason & Schweiger, 1997; deWit, Greer & Jehn, 2012).

Affective, or A-type conflict is the opposite of C-type conflict (Amason et al., 1995; 
Amason & Schweiger, 1997; deWit, Greer & Jehn, 2012). A-type conflict is harmful to team 
decision making (Amason et al., 1995; Amason & Schweiger, 1997; deWit, Greer & Jehn, 
2012). A-type hostility engenders mistrust, hostility, apathy, and cynicism among team 
members (Amason et al., 1995; Amason & Schweiger, 1997). Where C-type conflict is 
focused on the substantive issues facing the organization and the team’s genuine dif-
ference of opinion as the best way to solve problems, A-type conflict is centered around 
personal animus or resentments between or among team members (Amason et al., 1995; 
Amason & Schweiger, 1997; deWit, Greer & Jehn, 2012). Teams that engage in A-type con-
flict not only produce lower-quality decisions, but they also have less buy-in from team 
members, which makes implementation more difficult (Amason et al., 1995; Amason & 
Schweiger, 1997; deWit, Greer & Jehn, 2012). Team members also tend to disassociate 
themselves from the decisions made by the team in these situations (Amason et al., 1995).

Stereotypes and biases feed A-type conflict because they rest on assumptions 
about team members and their abilities and expectations about their behavior that 
may not be accurate. When these biases are intentional or explicit, there may be 
direct confrontation between team members that disrupts team cohesion (Hewstone, 
Rubin & Willis, 2002; Tekleab, Quigley & Tesluk, 2009). Conversely, explicit biases 
can trigger avoidance in the marginalized team member, causing them to withdraw 
from interaction with the biased team member or from the team altogether (Major & 
Townsend, 2010; Clarke, 2018).

Bias increases A-type conflict in organizations because it creates ingroups and 
outgroups (Hewstone et al., 2002; Yzerbyt & Demoulin, 2010). Factions may develop 
as team members that belong to the in-group prioritize views and ideas from other 
members of the ingroup rather than those that come from team members from the 
out-group (Hewstone et al., 2002; Yzerbyt & Demoulin, 2010). Members of the ingroup 
may also see the other members of the ingroup as more competent than members of 
the outgroup (Hewstone et al., 2002; Yzerbyt & Demoulin, 2010). Moreover, ingroup 
team members may begin to go beyond simply prioritizing ingroup views and  opinions 
to derogating the outgroup team members and their ideas and opinions (Hewstone et 
al., 2002; Yzerbyt & Demoulin, 2010). When this happens, team members from the 
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outgroup may react by withdrawing and disassociating from the team and its deci-
sions, by withholding their ideas from the team, or by confronting team members 
from the ingroup, which can create an “us versus them” dynamic that is destructive to 
team decision making (Hewstone et al., 2002; Yzerbyt & Demoulin, 2010).

Similarly, stereotyping and bias may increase A-type conflict between manag-
ers and subordinates in the context of performance evaluation. A non-marginalized 
manager evaluating the performance of a subordinate from a marginalized commu-
nity may begin with a lower baseline expectation of performance for that subordinate 
(Castilla, 2008; Castilla, 2016). Because that manager starts with a lower expectation 
of the subordinate’s performance, the subordinate’s mistakes are amplified (thus 
confirming the stereotype or bias) and the successes are diminished (taken as an 
anomaly, and not indicative of the subordinate’s true performance) (Castilla, 2008; 
Castilla, 2016).

Microaggressions produce A-type conflict in organizations in several ways. First, 
interpersonal microaggressions interfere with the ability of team members to form 
trust relationships (Rucker, 2021). When an individual either intentionally or uninten-
tionally targets a team member with a microaggression, the recipient begins to look 
at that person with suspicion (minimally) or as a threat (Sue & Spanierman, 2020; 
Rucker, 2021). The recipient may begin to avoid interactions with that individual as a 
way to protect themselves from receiving further microaggressions from them (Sue & 
Spanierman, 2020; Rucker, 2021). Conversely, the recipient may confront the individ-
ual, which may provoke a defensive response and cause both parties to disengage 
from interaction (Sue & Spanierman, 2020; Rucker, 2021). Additionally, recipients of 
microaggressions experience loss of motivation that negatively impacts productivity 
(Sue & Spanierman, 2020; Rucker, 2021).

Structural or environmental microaggressions can negatively impact the long-
term prospects of the team because team members that experience these microag-
gressions may intentionally reduce their efforts on behalf of the organization (Sue & 
Spanierman, 2020; Rucker, 2021). These team members may also begin looking for 
other opportunities outside of the organization, where they believe the environment 
is more welcoming (Sue & Spanierman, 2020; Rucker, 2021). Either way, team perfor-
mance and decision making suffers.

Reducing Stereotyping, Bias, and Microaggressions 
in Organizations
Many organizations have sought to reduce or eliminate stereotyping and bias 
because of the harmful effects on team cohesion and decision making. Some organ-
izations are driven by a desire to reduce legal liability from discrimination lawsuits, 
others see the elimination of stereotyping and bias as a moral imperative (Pearson 
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et al., 2009). Whatever the motivation, reducing stereotyping and bias in an organ-
ization is complex because these issues are both interpersonal and structural 
(Greenwald & Kreiger, 2006; Pearson, et al., 2009; Faigman et al., 2012). The solu-
tions must be, therefore, a combination of both individualized and organizational 
interventions.

Individuals can reduce their explicit biases and stereotyping by self-regulation, 
especially when the organization creates an environment where the expression of 
or actions based on those explicit stereotypes and biases are considered unaccept-
able (Clarke, 2018). Individuals can, in the short-term, suppress their explicit ste-
reotypes and biases in response to organizational pressure to behave in egalitarian 
ways, however, there is the possibility of backlash (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2009; Mon-
tieth, Arthur & Flynn, 2010). Backlash occurs when an individual becomes angry 
over the pressure to adopt egalitarian behavior because it runs counter to their pref-
erence to utilize stereotyping and bias in their everyday thinking and can result in 
the individual reaching a point where they lash out in biased behavior (Montieth 
et al., 2010).

Reducing implicit biases and stereotypes may prove more difficult, especially 
because such stereotypes and biases often run counter to the conscious beliefs of the 
individual. As with explicit biases and stereotypes, self-regulation can be effective 
in reducing implicit biases and stereotypes in the short-term, however, for long-term 
reduction, organizational interventions may provide better outcomes (Hewstone 
et al., 2002). To be effective, organizational interventions cannot be grass roots phe-
nomena; the leadership of the organization must commit to a cultural shift that over 
time that makes individuals (including the leaders themselves) aware of their biases 
and the consequences of those biases.

Organizations can begin this process by providing opportunities for team mem-
bers to hear from members of marginalized communities both without and within the 
organization (Hewstone et al., 2002; Devine, Forscher, Austin & Cox, 2012). This con-
textualizes stereotyping and bias and can make these abstract concepts real for the 
team members (Devine et al., 2012). Organizations can also provide opportunities for 
increased positive formal and informal contact between individuals belonging to mar-
ginalized and non-marginalized communities, which can reduce implicit bias (Smith, 
Brief & Colella, 2010). Seeing marginalized individuals in non-stereotypic roles in the 
organization may also lead to stereotyping and bias reduction (Smith et al., 2010).

Reducing microaggressions in organizations similarly requires leader commit-
ment and the education of team members (Sue & Spanierman, 2020; Rucker, 2021). 
Individuals who experience microaggressions are often silent because of fear of nega-
tive repercussions or not knowing how to respond appropriately (Sue &  Spanierman, 
2020; Rucker, 2021). Additionally, team members who witness microaggressions 
may make matters worse by trivializing the experience (Sue & Spanierman, 2020). 
Organizations can help both the targets of microaggressions, and bystanders respond 
to interpersonal and structural/environmental microaggressions by educating the 
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members of the team about what Sue and Spanierman (2020, p. 258) call “micro-in-
terventions”. Micro-interventions are strategies and tactics that can be utilized to 
support the target and validate their experiential reality (Sue, Alsaidi, Awad, Glaeser, 
Calle & Mendez, 2019; Sue & Spanierman, 2020). Strategic micro-interventions in -
clude making the hidden message of the microaggression explicit, disarming the mi -
croaggression, educating the offender, and seeking external intervention (Sue et al., 
2017; Sue & Spanierman, 2020).

Conclusion
Stereotyping, bias and microaggressions promote dysfunction in the organizational 
setting. Stereotypes are a device that attributes assumptions (often false) about the 
characteristics or behaviors of a group to individuals from that group. Bias is the out-
growth of stereotyping, and often manifests as favoritism toward one group and preju-
dice against another group. Microaggressions are the operationalization of stereotyp-
ing and prejudice: interpersonal and structural/environmental slight and indignities 
that work to demean, invalidate, isolate, and delegitimize individuals from marginal-
ized communities.

When stereotyping, bias and microaggressions are present in organizations, they 
increase destructive conflict by dividing team members into ingroups and outgroups 
and increasing interpersonal strife among team members. Team cohesion can be dis-
rupted when members of marginalized communities are subjected to microaggressions 
that cause them to feel isolated and like second-class citizens in the organization. Ste-
reotyping, bias and microaggressions also drive avoidance responses from members 
of marginalized communities that can impact organizational decision making and 
decision implementation.

Organizations can reduce stereotyping, bias and microaggressions by being 
intentional about creating inclusive environments. Organizational leadership must be 
invested in changing the organizational culture. By educating team members about 
stereotyping and bias, exposing team members to individuals from other groups 
in non-stereotypical roles, and promoting increased formal and informal contact 
between team members from different backgrounds, organizations can set the table 
for individualized change. Individuals can utilize strategic micro-interventions to 
reduce the impact of microaggressions and provide support to the targets of interper-
sonal and structural/environmental microaggressions.
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Charity Butcher, Maia Carter Hallward
Chapter 12  
Managing Workplace Conflicts: 
Considerations of Ethnicity and Religion

Abstract: This chapter explores actions that individuals and organizations can take to 
proactively reduce not only individual-level ethnic and religious conflict in the work-
place, but also those conflicts resulting from systemic and/or institutional operating 
procedures that consciously or unconsciously benefit certain groups and exclude others. 
Discussing strategies such as openly recognizing all religious and ethnic  holidays, 
developing inclusive mission and vision statements, training employees in horizontal 
and vertical conflict management strategies, and conducting facilitated identity exer-
cises can help encourage a welcoming and inclusive workplace environment.

Keywords: ethnic diversity, religious diversity, institutional racism, inclusivity, self-re-
flective practice, organizational culture

Workplaces often have significant diversity, including people from different gender, 
racial, ethnic, cultural, and religious backgrounds. Diversity, when recognized, 
valued, and engaged with constructively, can be a great strength by providing multi-
ple angles on complex issues and varying perspectives for problem-solving. However, 
when ignored or used – consciously or unintentionally – as grounds for discrimina-
tion, such differences have the potential to lead to latent or overt conflict. While eth-
nicity and religion are sometimes linked or conflated with culture, Avruch (2003, p. 
8) notes that “ethnic groups are defined by the boundaries between them; culture 
is used to constitute and maintain the boundaries.” Culture – and this can include 
workplace culture – provides the “lenses through which the causes of conflict are 
refracted” (Avruch, 2003, p. 20) even when culture itself is not necessarily a direct 
cause. Further, we are more likely to attribute “cultural” explanations to those who 
are different than us, and less likely to recognize how culture – and with it ethnicity 
and religion – affects our own actions.

This chapter focuses on managing ethnic and religious workplace conflicts. It is 
important to note, however, that such conflicts are not simply the result of individual 
attitudes, behaviors, and characteristics, but also are influenced by structural and 
institutional factors. Many potential conflicts are avoidable if employers and employ-
ees are sensitive to cultural issues within the workplace and strive to accommodate 
individuals from a variety of backgrounds; however, recognizing one’s own privilege 
and adjusting expectations accordingly can also potentially lead to conflict, as those 
who have benefited from the system may react negatively to what they see as an attack 
on their position or identity rather than a quest for equality of treatment. Conflicts 
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around ethnicity and religion vary in their intensity as well as how difficult they are 
to confront. Some examples of conflicts around ethnicity and religion that might be 
easier to address include the availability of breaks and space for religious and cultural 
practices, such as prayer, the storage of and preparation of foods in the workplace,  
training regarding different communication patterns in terms of degree of directness, 
and orientation to individual versus collective accomplishment. More difficult to 
ad dress are the conflicts that arise from structural or institutional factors as these 
may be invisible to those in the dominant culture and/or those that benefit from those 
cultural/institutional norms. These might include expectations regarding working 
hours, how promotions and job assignments are determined, and the extent to which 
offsite socializing and/or networking events involving alcohol or activities that are 
only accessible to a subset of the organization influence career trajectories and office 
relationships.

While some sources of workplace conflict can be readily addressed through raising 
individual-level awareness and changing department level policies, others require 
more challenging structural changes to address racism, prejudice, bias, and microag-
gressions that take place within the workplace and create a toxic work environment for 
employees. These types of issues may run deeper and will be more difficult to tackle. 
However, it is essential that employers create and enforce an environment that is safe 
for all employees and ideally fosters a sense of community that seeks understanding 
and acceptance of difference – not only in terms of “outward” culture (language, dress, 
food, etc.), but also in terms of the less obvious ways ethnic and racial differences influ-
ence attitudes, behaviors, and assumptions of what is “right” and “normal.”

Importance of Ethnic and Religious Diversity  
in the Workplace
Ethnic and Religious diversity is an important component of the workplace and can 
bring great benefits in terms of critical thinking, novel viewpoints on problems, crea-
tivity, and ability to reach out to global audiences. However, traditional U.S. workplaces 
are not always open to ethnic and religious subcultures that do not operate in concert 
with the implicit Protestant dominated workplace culture (Cromwell, 1997, p. 165). In 
addition to the psychological, health-related, and social costs of ethnic and racial con-
flict in the workplace (Low et al., 2007, p. 2292), there are material costs to organiza-
tions in terms of discrimination lawsuits, worker’s compensation, and high turnover 
rates of employees, as well as indirect costs including those due to lost productivity 
and quality defects resulting from low morale (Fox & Stallworth, 2005, p. 227).

Research indicates that ethnic and racial minorities may feel institutionally and 
socially isolated in the workplace (Smith & Calasanti, 2005; Bergbom & Vartia, 2021), 
particularly when the burden is placed on them – rather than the institution – to 
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promote diversity (Osseo-Asare et al., 2018). While bullying, micro aggressions, and 
verbally abusive treatment are some of the causes of ethnic and racial workplace con-
flict, sometimes conflict can arise from activities seen as more benign, such as work-
place humor. What may be humorous in one cultural context may not be humorous 
to other ethnic or cultural groups, not only because of the topic of the joke itself, but 
also because of different beliefs regarding what humor is and how it manifests itself 
(Holmes and De Bres, 2013). Similarly, there are cultural differences regarding expec-
tations of how authority figures should behave as well as how individuals and groups 
in an organization engage in – or avoid – confrontation and conflict (Loh, Restubo 
and Zagenczyk, 2010; Leung, 1987; Leung et al., 1992).

Practical Steps for Managing Ethnic and  
Religious-Based Workplace Conflicts
One of the most important steps organizations can take to address ethnic and reli-
gious-based workplace conflicts is to gain an understanding of how different groups 
approach and express conflict. When doing field work in Israel/Palestine, one of the 
authors heard some of the workplace challenges faced by members of a joint Israe-
li-Palestinian organization as a result of cultural differences. One of the organizational 
leaders noted that if in a staff meeting they were reviewing the cover design for their 
latest publication and an Israeli staff person said “this is horrible, I’ve never seen any-
thing as awful as it, the color is all wrong …” in a heightened voice, they probably meant 
“it’s fine” whereas if a Palestinian staff person stated “well, it will do” they probably 
meant “this is a disaster.” The ability to read between the lines in terms of body lan-
guage, tone of voice, what is (un)said, and other signals is critical for identifying and 
addressing potential conflicts before they emerge. While tools such as Geert Hoftede’s 
(2003) cultural tendencies for various countries around the world are imperfect meas-
ures – and do not account for variation within cultures nor the diversity of ethnicities 
and religions within countries – they can be a useful starting point for thinking about 
how different individuals and groups in the workplace might approach various topics 
such as hierarchy/equality, individualism/teamwork, direct/face-saving communica-
tion, etc. It is critical, however, to remember the internal variation of ethnicities and 
religions. One helpful trick before projecting an assumption onto another ethnicity or 
religion is to self-reflect: would I say this about my own ethnic or religious group? Am I 
projecting the actions of an individual onto a group? Am I making assumptions about 
the universality of my own ethnic or religious views onto others?

Fox and Stallworth (2005, p. 453) recommend interventions including seminars, 
mandatory training for managers, grievance procedures, zero tolerance for abuse, 
open door policies at the top, and well-trained HR specialists for some of the more 
difficult workplace conflicts related to ethnicity and religion. However, such policies 
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themselves may reflect cultural biases related to trust of such offices and require insti-
tutional policies to be free of systemic bias themselves. There are increasing numbers 
of resources and trainings that deal with building an anti-racist mindset and unlearn-
ing unconscious biases. However, instituting such trainings and introducing such 
concepts needs to be considered carefully since many who have benefitted from the 
implicit cultural norms influenced by white Protestant (cis-male) culture may feel 
attacked or threatened by shifts to new modes of operation. It is critical to focus on 
institutional, structural, and cultural dimension of racism and bias so as not to insin-
uate personal attacks or moral judgement. Conflict from those resisting change from 
the status quo requires as much preparation as conflict stemming from those who 
are harmed by the status quo. Book discussion groups on books written by racial 
and ethnic minorities – such as So You Want to Talk about Race by Ijeoma Oluo or 
Stamped from the Beginning by Ibrahim Xendi are two examples in the nonfiction 
realm, while Homecoming by Yaa Gyasi and Slay by Brittney Morris could be used in 
the fictional realm.

The first step for any company, business, or employer in managing workplace 
conflicts is to prevent them from occurring in the first place. Of course, this is much 
easier said than done. However, there are steps that employers can take to reduce the 
likelihood of ethnic and religious conflicts arising in the first place. First and fore-
most, public company policies, such as mission, vision, and diversity statements, 
should clearly promote the ideas and norms of religious and ethnic (as well as racial 
and gender) inclusivity. If your company does not have a formal written mission, 
vision, and diversity statement, you need to create them. The vision and mission of a 
company is the first thing potential employees and clients will see and sets the tone 
for what type of company you are. An inclusive mission and vision can help attract 
more diversity in both employees and clients. It also signals to all employees the types 
of norms that you promote. When crafting such statements, it is critical that the group 
is as diverse as possible, since otherwise the statements may perpetuate cultural blind 
spots due to the positionality of the drafters. For example, just as the research sug-
gests that in order to broaden the diversity of employees at an institution one needs to 
have diverse hiring committees, one needs a diverse committee to capture the multi-
plicity of perspectives on institutional mission and vision and how various framings 
of these statements may affect various organizational constituencies.

In addition to your vision and mission statements, your company should “walk 
the walk” and not just “talk the talk.” That means that there should be clear policies 
and norms in place that promote and enforce the ideas in your mission and vision. 
Once such policy should be a conflict resolution process or processes that are clearly 
outlined. Managers and employees should have a clear understanding of how work-
place conflicts will be managed – and this process should be inclusive of different 
 conflict management styles and approaches. It would be useful to create a menu 
of conflict management strategies and policies for managers and employees, with 
options and strategies for conflict management that are both vertical and horizon-
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tal (i.e., employee to employee versus involving management). Ideally, these conflict 
management approaches and policies would be created through a workshop that 
includes all stakeholders and actors. Having more than one possible approach and 
allowing employees to choose their strategy when dealing with conflicts, can help 
provide a stronger environment for managing workplace conflicts. Having such strat-
egies being publicly available to all actors also allows individuals to manage their 
own conflicts with one another without necessarily always having to engage those 
higher up in the hierarchy. At the same time, all employees should feel supported 
by management should they be unable to manage conflicts and need greater institu-
tional support.

There are also simple tasks that your company can do to address issues that could 
lead to potential conflicts related to ethnicity and religion. First, learn to correctly 
pronounce all employee names and insist that employees learn each other’s names. 
Names often have cultural, ethnic, and/or religious significance for people. Learning 
to correctly pronounce the names of your colleagues can help create a more inclusive 
workplace environment and demonstrate your commitment to diversity and inclu-
sion. Also, encourage all members of the workplace to speak up for each other when 
they notice a mispronunciation, an injustice, or some other action that, intentional or 
not, could be perceived as a religious or ethnic slight. For example, if you notice that 
white males have dominated the conversation at a staff meeting while others have 
patiently waited their turn to speak, make a suggestion that others have been waiting, 
suggest to the facilitator that they call on those other people, or correct a name mis-
pronunciation so that the individual does not always have to do so themselves. Such 
actions can also be done in private after a meeting, in person or via email.

You should also review your office space with considerations of how shared 
spaces may be viewed by different groups of people and cultures and assess whether 
spaces for cultural activities, such as prayer, are available. Ask your employees what 
types of space they need to conduct their work and for their breaks, including for 
meals. Cultural practices around food preparation and storage are often easy to 
accommodate and can help create a safer and more inclusive workplace environment. 
Similarly, recognition and acknowledgement of holidays of all employees – rather 
than those in the dominant ethno-religious group helps promote a sense of inclusion 
and value for all.

Workplace Identity Exercise
Issues related to ethnicity and religion are ultimately related to identity. Having 
employees and employers think purposively about the impact of identity and the sali-
ence of identity within the workplace can help create an open and supportive atmos-
phere and address issues before they become conflictual. To this end, we present an 
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identity exercise, based on one created by Asal and Griffith (2017), that can be con-
ducted at the workplace, either in a regularly scheduled meeting or in one specifically 
focused on the workplace environment and potential conflicts. Ideally, an external 
facilitator from outside your workplace would lead this session. While it is ideal for 
managers and those in authority positions to participate alongside other employees, 
there is also a risk to this approach. If institutional problems exist within the work-
place, having managers present for this type of exercise may prevent employees from 
feeling comfortable participating. On the other hand, if there are a few workplace 
“bullies” present, employees may feel more comfortable sharing openly if there are 
authority figures present. Consider the dynamics of your workplace carefully when 
conducting these activities and consult with others from various backgrounds and 
perspectives before deciding on a format if you are unsure.

Given the sensitive nature of identities, it is important that no one be forced to 
share anything personal during this exercise. You want to create an environment 
where everyone feels comfortable sharing their experiences and ideas, and this 
cannot be done if people feel compelled to participate. It might be useful for manag-
ers or others in authority positions (if they are participating in the exercise) to commit 
to fully participating and sharing their own answers, which may help break the ice in 
the group and make others feel safer sharing their own thoughts. But no employee, 
regardless of rank, should feel compelled to provide any personal information if they 
do not want to. At the outset of the exercise, be sure everyone understands that they 
can keep any information private that they do not wish to share.

With that caveat in mind, the first step of the exercise is to have participants write 
down five key self-identifiers that they will hopefully share with others. We suggest 
the following prompt:

 – Write down five key self-identifiers that are a key part of your identity and that 
shape how you work and/or how you self-identify in the workplace. Consider 
identities that make you part of a larger community or social group.

Once everyone has written down five identities, ask everyone to cross one off. Once 
they have done this, have them cross another off. Then, ask them to cross out a third 
identity. Finally, have them cross one more identity off the list. Now, everyone will 
have a list of five identities, with four crossed out. Some people may find this a dif-
ficult exercise. Cutting the first identity may be easy, but the task becomes increas-
ingly difficult as they must choose additional identities to drop. Be understanding 
of this difficulty but encourage them to cross out the identities, nonetheless. Giving 
a moment or two for individuals to self-reflect and consider each decision can be 
helpful; do not rush through the process.

Next, ask the group the following:
 – If you are willing to share, tell us some of the broader categories that the identities 

you first identified (your five identities) fall under.
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The categories of identities that people identify will usually be things like ethnicity, 
nationality, religion, gender, race, age, familial roles, demographic references (South-
erner, Californian, etc.), professional qualifications and such. Once participants have 
identified various broad categories of identities, ask them the following:

 – If you are willing to share, tell us the category of the final identity you chose to 
keep.

 – Again, if you are willing to share, tell us why you chose to keep this last identity. 
Why is it important to you? How does it impact your presence in our workplace 
community?

These general questions begin to allow you to see how different identities may be 
important for different groups of people. However, since you are especially interested 
in how these identities might impact workplace dynamics, and how managers and 
those in positions of authority might best accommodate difference within the work-
place, it is important to take the conversation further and deeper. Next, we suggest 
discussing the following (making sure to reemphasize that no one is required to 
provide answers to these discussion questions):

 – How much did your current context (at this company/organization with these col-
leagues and in this specific geographical area) shape the identities you put down 
on your list and the ones you crossed off?

 – What patterns do you observe about the types of categories highlighted by the 
group? Are there noticeable similarities and differences among certain subsets 
of your workforce? If so, what might that mean in terms of ensuring employee 
morale, inclusion, and support?

 – Do you feel supported in openly embracing these identities in your workplace? 
Have you ever experienced situations at work where you felt that you were ostra-
cized or left out by those in a different identity group? Have you felt like you 
needed to downplay or suppress one or more of your identities?

 – Which of your identities are more recognized and/or accepted within your work-
place? What policies, practices, or other actions might make you feel more sup-
ported and accepted in all of your various identities?

The second question above allows employees to think broadly about these differences 
and offer  suggestions for improving the workplace without necessarily discussing their 
own situation. Some of these questions are more personal, and thus some employees 
may be particularly reluctant to offer feedback. Those leading the session should take 
cues from the participants before proceeding with these questions. Facilitators may 
also encourage employees to write and reflect individually, giving space for silence 
and space for all to make their own set of notes which they can then choose to share 
publicly with the group, privately with others at a later point, or to keep to themselves. 
This can also prevent those who are most confident speaking in the group from dom-
inating the airspace and give room for those who may feel less comfortable to share.
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Conclusion
Individuals rarely want to think of themselves as racist or biased against other ethnic 
or religious groups, yet we do not always see the ways in which we and/or our envi-
ronments contribute systematically to the exclusion of certain groups and/or uninten-
tionally create a workplace influenced by the norms of a dominant religion, culture, 
or ethnicity. Being aware of and intentionally engaging with this possibility can make 
a workplace more inviting to diverse individuals and groups and can create a more 
positive and productive working environment for all. While there are no quick fixes to 
institutional biases or to correcting systems of privilege in society, workplace leaders 
can and should strive to prevent and ameliorate conflicts stemming from ethnicity 
and religion to the best of their abilities. Engaging in transparent and self-reflective 
practices, such as the identity exercise presented here, is one approach to building a 
more positive working environment for all.
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Chapter 13  
Hindu Philosophy and the Resolution  
of the Roots of Conflict: Adi Shankaracharya’s 
‘Nirvana Shatakam’

Abstract: Nirvana Shatakam are the six verses written by Adi Shankarcharya (12th Century) 
from Bharat (India). He was a great saint and had written many books and devotional 
resources is his short 32 years of life. These six verses discuss the eternal  questions for 
humanity: Who I am? Why I am here? Where I will go after death? And how understand-
ing oneself can help us to resolve the conflicts in our life?

This chapter covers various aspects of understanding oneself based on these six 
verses and how the concepts in these verses can bring peace at three levels.

Keywords: eternal questions to humanity, understanding oneself, who i am not, peace 
at three levels

For ages and in many cultures, humanity has had some common eternal questions, 
which every philosophy in the world has tried to answer. The first question is basic to 
our existence:

Ko Aham? (Sanskrit) Who am I?
The second question that humanity has asked is:
Where will I go after the death?
The answer to this question is based on one’s understanding of these two ques-

tions:
 – Who I am, and
 – What am I doing here?

Confusion about one’s self-understanding or misunderstanding leads to Conflicts at 
various levels in life.

Roots of Conflicts According to Hindu Philosophy
The majority of conflicts happening around us can be categorized under the following 
headings:
1. Conflicts due to ego – misunderstanding and misinterpretation of oneself
2. Conflicts due to fear of death
3. Conflict due to Shadripus (six enemies)’ The shadripus have been listed as
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 1. Lust (Sanskrit: Kama)
 2. Greed (Sanskrit: Lobha)
 3. Anger (Sanskrit: Krodha)
 4. Pride (Sanskrit: Mada)
 5. Attachment (Sanskrit: Moha)
 6. Covetousness (Sanskrit: Matsarya)

Hindu philosophy tries to explore various aspects of understanding the human being 
through well-known scriptures. Mundoka Upanishad tries to explain how the Jivatman 
(the apparent self) becomes one with the Parmatman (The real self or Brahman). If one 
can give up the Jivatman, one should realize one’s real nature as none other than the 
supreme Brahman. This realization is what is known as liberation. Even if we proceed 
a step in this direction, we can easily get over the conflicts in life at various levels.

Once a person dies, what is lost? As per the Hindu philosophy everyone is divine, 
“Vayam Amrutsasya Putraha” (We are the children of the Divine). Once the divine is lost 
to the body, the body is useless. That is why the Hindus cremate the bodies. What is lost 
is the spirit, which gives the body the life, the life spirit, also known as Soul or Atman. 
The Atman is considered part of the Paramatman, the greater sprit, or ultimate God. 
As every creation of God carries a part of the Parmatman, it is considered to be divine.

Adi Shankaracharya was a great saint, who lived for only 32 years. However, he 
contributed significantly to the world of Hindu philosophy by writing many books 
and commentaries on Veda, Vedanta, Geetha and many Great Scriptures. Some of his 
great works are Vivek Chudamani, Bhashya on many Upanishads, Geetha Bhasya, 
Brahma sutras, Nirvana Shatakam and many more.

Nirvana Shatakam
Adi Shankara (first Shankaracharya) summarized the entirety of Advaita Vedanta 
(non-dualistic philosophy) in six stanzas. When a young boy of eight, while wander-
ing in the Himalayas, seeking to find his guru, he encountered a sage who asked him, 
“Who are you?” The boy answered with six verses, which are known as “Nirvana Sha-
takam” or “Atma Shatakam: six verses to understand oneself”. “Nirvana” is complete 
equanimity, peace, tranquility, freedom, and joy.

“Atma” (Soul) is the True Self. The sage the boy was talking to was Swami Govinda-
pada Acharya, who was, indeed, the teacher he was looking for. These verses can be of 
tremendous value to progress in contemplation practices that lead to Self-Realization 
and understand the true self and therefore the root causes of all the human conflicts.

From a conflict resolution point of view these six verses are great guidelines for 
human beings. The instruction emphatically conveyed by the six verses of Nirvana 
Shatkam is that identification of oneself with the body, mind, and senses is the root 
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cause of all sorrow and conflicts. If we can learn to disassociate ourselves from this 
root cause of conflict, then there will always be peace within ourselves and around 
the world. This knowledge is beyond any religions or philosophies. It is applicable to 
total humanity irrespective of their backgrounds, races, nationalities, and religious 
inclinations.

Who and what I am not? (First verse)
The first verse goes:

मनोबुद्ध्यहंकार चित्तानि नाहं न च श्रोत्रजिह्वे न च घ्राणनेत्रे ।
न च व्योम भूमिर्न तेजो न वायुः  चिदानन्दरूपः  शिवोऽहम् शिवोऽहम् ।। 1 ।।)

I am not mind, nor intellect, nor ego, nor the reflections of inner self. I am not the five senses. 
I am beyond that. I am not the ether, nor the earth, nor the fire, nor the wind (i.e., the five ele-
ments). I am indeed, that eternal knowing and bliss, Shiva, love, and pure consciousness.

First Verse of Adi Shankaracharya
In the first verse Adi Shankaracharya talks about who and what I am not. The verse 
intends to disown everything proposed in normal science and discussion which is 
considered to be part of human being. It tries to take you through a passage that is 
something beyond the perceptions of human beings experienced by five senses or 
beyond five basic elements which are believed by many to be source and content of 
the creation. If you read between the lines, it says why I should not be fighting; if I am 
not either of human perceptions or of the five elements, then I am something beyond 
them. I am beyond mind, ego, and intellect; whatever I perceive by five senses, I am 
beyond that. If this is true, then there can be no reasons to get involved in any con-
flicts and put oneself into such conflicting scenarios.

As explained in Atma Bodha (knowledge of oneself), our existence is perceived 
through Sharira (in Sanskrit) or the gross body or the body is what is visible to us. 
The subtle body runs the gross body in different ways from inside, and the causal 
body causes the existence of the gross and casual bodies. The casual body remains 
dormant. These are Micro level bodies. At the Macro level, the five great elements 
cause the existence of all the three micro bodies in each of us.

In the first verse of Nirvana Shatakam, Adi Sankaracharya is negating that part of 
the causal body which feels as the ‘I,’ the perceiver. He is thus also negating the sense 
organs (indriyaas) which act as the medium of transactions between this perceiver 
and the external world.

Therefore, the ‘I’ of oneself becomes free of emotions, desires, transactions, 
dilemmas, and decisions to make. I am not also any of the five great elements. When 
‘I’ am the only one, without any others, then I am the all-pervading bliss. Where is the 
question of the ‘I’ feeling, as different from you and others?
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Liberate yourself from what you are not and be what you are. Once I can get over 
my ego associated with my emotions, desires, transactions, dilemmas, and decisions, 
then how can I be involved in the conflicts which occur stemming from my ownership 
of these things. If I do not own my decision or emotions, whatever I do should not be 
attached to myself or my ego. If one can reach this state of mind, then neither is there 
a place for any sort of conflict in life nor there is a need for conflict resolution.

Second Verse of Adi Shankaracharya
The second verse of the Adi Shankaracharya asks the question: Who and what I am 
not?

न च प्राणसंज्ञो न वै पंचवायुः, न वा सप्तधातुः न वा पञ्चकोशः ।
न वाक्पाणिपादौ न चोपस्थपायु, चिदानन्दरूपः शिवोऽहम् शिवोऽहम् ।। 2 ।।)

Neither can I be termed as energy (Praana), nor five types of breath (Vaayu), nor the seven mate-
rial essences (Dhaatu), nor the five coverings (Panca Kosha). Neither am I the five instruments of 
elimination, procreation, motion, grasping, or speaking. I am indeed, that eternal knowing and 
bliss, Shiva, love, and pure consciousness.

I am not the Praana, the energy of life in the body. I am not any of the Pancha Vayus  
(the five gases), namely, the Praana, Apaana, Vyaana, Udaana and Samaana vayus. 
I am not any of the Seven Dhathus (elements that make the body parts), namely, the 
marrow, bones, brain, meat, blood, skin, and the muscles. I am not any of the five 
Pancha Kosas, (sheaths of the body), namely, Annamaya Kosa, Praanamaya Kosa, 
Manomaya Kosa, Vijnanamaya Kosa and Anandamaya Kosa. I am not any of the Kar-
mendriyaas (the organs of action), namely, the tongue, hands, legs, reproductive 
organs, and excretory organs. I am the all-pervading, universal consciousness and 
eternal bliss. I am the Siva; I am the Siva.

Praana: The Energy of Life. Praana is the essential life energy in creation includ-
ing us as human beings, and it also represents one of the five Vayus or gases circulat-
ing in the body. Once we are dead the prana is lost. On death of the gross body, the 
prana life energy merges back into the five great elements of the Universe. In most 
meditations watching breath (not necessarily controlling breath) is important. You 
can clearly feel the prana energy going out and coming in along with breath. Let us 
also understand that prana energy comes in and goes out along with Praana Vayu but 
is different from Praana vayu. Praana Vayu is the vehicle on which prana energy rides. 
Does it not make it clear that Praana energy is not the Self? So, affirm and assert that 
it is not the ‘I.’ ‘I’ am not that Praana life energy.

Pancha Vayus: The Five Gases. There are five vayus described in scriptures. 
Praana Vayu resides in the nostrils and also in the ears, eyes, and mouth. It is respon-
sible for inhalation and exhalation from the nostrils to the lungs and the regulation of 
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circulation. As we can easily discern, Praana Vayu is external to us, though it ensures 
the passage of prana energy into us. Apaana Vayu circulates in excretory organs and 
regulates their functions. Samaana Vayu resides in and around the navel,  inside the 
stomach and assists in digestion and distribution of digested food and water to all 
parts of the body depending on their needs. Udaana Vayu moves throughout the body 
with an upward trend or bias and has some functions at the death.

Vyaana Vayu regulates prana and apaana and is the cause of actions requiring 
strength.

All Vayus assist the gross body in many functions. The gross body dies and the 
functions of all these vayus stop that day. They merge back into the great universal 
element of Vayu. Therefore, affirm and assert that the self is not the Pancha Vayus.

‘I’ am not the Pancha Vayus.
Dhathus: The Seven Elements that Make the Body Parts. The seven dhatus are the 

essential elements of the body – the marrow, bones, brain, meat, blood, skin, and 
the muscles (majja, asthi, medha, pala, raktha,Charma, thvak). These also die and 
degenerate. They cannot be the self. Affirm and assert that ‘I’ am not the self. ‘I’ am 
not the Saptha Dhathus.

Panch Pancha Kosas: The Five Sheaths of the Body. My body has five sheaths, 
covering it. Annamaya Kosa is born of and grows out of food. The only tangible part 
of the body, it is subject to birth, growth, degeneration, disease, and death. It comes 
from the earth. On death, it goes back to the earth.

When you are sufficiently relaxed – you exist only in your mental world. Your 
physical world no more exists for you. Do you sense your body? No. Not all. If you 
are sufficiently relaxed, you cannot feel your legs or hands or any other part without 
moving it, unless, of course, there is some pain in it, and any pain again pertains to 
the mind. The Saptha Dhathus earlier mentioned are all part of Annamaya Kosa. A 
healthy body is not YOU! Even if a part has been removed from your body, you cannot 
feel it. If, in your relaxed state, even when the mind functions, if the Annamaya Kosa 
cannot be felt how it can be YOU?! You are not Annamaya Kosa. Affirm that you are 
not it. Assert that you are not it. ‘I’ am not this Annamaya Kosa.

Praanamaya Kosa is the sheath consisting of the five vital airs. As the body dies, 
the airs merge back into the great universal element of air. ‘I’ am not this Praanamaya 
Kosa.

Manomaya Kosa is made up of mind and the five organs of perception, namely, 
sight, smell, hearing, taste, and touch. It is the seat of all feelings, emotions, and 
perceptions. It vacillates between indecisions. Here, organs of perception refer to very 
subtle organs which are part of causal body. They do not refer to the physical ear, eyes 
etc., which are called Golakams, and which are part of Annamaya Kosa or Gross Body. 
Mind is Avidya itself, but it can be the cause of both attachments and liberation. ‘I’ am 
not this Manomaya Kosa.

Vijnaanamaya Kosa is the sheath of the intellect, Buddhi, ego and their vritthis. 
Compared to Gross body, Manomaya Kosa is more likely to experience  the reflection 
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of Atma in itself by its proximity with Buddhi and Chidhabhasa. Vijnanamaya Kosa, 
consisting of Buddhi and ego is the very seat of Chidaabhasa where the reflection of 
the consciousness takes place. Vijnaanamaya Kosa experiences the reflection of the 
consciousness but is not itself the consciousness. It also takes birth, grows, degener-
ates, and dies. ‘I’ am not the Vijnanamaya kosa.

Anandamaya Kosa is the subtlest sheath. It is the sheath of bliss. It is born of Tham-
oguna. It has qualities of affection, joy, and experiences of happiness. It gives joy to 
those who turn their attention inward. It is  the Kaarana Sareera or causal body and is 
the seat of primal ignorance or Avidya. It is active during deep sleep when other organs 
are  asleep. It is also subject to births and deaths. ‘I’ am not this Aanandamaya Kosa.

These five sheaths constitute the Sareera Thrayam. Understand I am not any of 
the Panch Kosas which constitute the Sareera Thrayam.

The Emotional Mind
It is not your emotional mind that influences your interactions with other human beings, 
animals, and even inanimate things like money and your house. It is the main cause of 
all attachments. If you look at everything around with a detached mind and thought 
process, you will never get involved in any conflicts nor will you need conflict resolu-
tion. At the same time, it is the same emotional mind which can free us from all these 
attachments when it is used along with the Buddhi and when re-directed to a spiritual 
goal. It is an instrument for the goal of self. It is not the self. Assert and affirm this.

Third Verse of Adi Shankaracharya
न मे द्वेषरागौ न मे लोभमोहौ, मदो नैव मे नैव मात्सर्यभावः ।
न धर्मो न चार्थो न कामो न मोक्षः, चिदानन्दरूपः शिवोऽहम् शिवोऽहम् ।। 3 ।।)

The third verse of the Adi Shankaracharya says, “I am beyond them.” I have no hatred 
or dislike, nor affiliation or liking, nor greed, nor delusion, nor pride or haughtiness, 
nor feelings of envy or jealousy. I have no duty (dharma), nor any money, nor any 
desire (refer: kama), nor even liberation (refer: moksha). I am indeed, that eternal 
knowing and bliss, Shiva, love, and pure consciousness.

We are now negating our vritthis, the actions and functions we indulge in, in this 
verse. We are now negating dualities like likes and dislikes as not our qualities and 
not pertaining to us. All dualities are not mentioned in the verse, but the mention of 
one duality and one each from two other dualities implies the inclusion of all dual-
ities, e.g., happiness and unhappiness, love and hate, greed and generosity, delu-
sion and clarity, friendship, and enmity. All dualities stand negated, by implication, 
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though not mentioned explicitly. ‘I’ do not indulge in or abide by any of the dualities. I 
am beyond them. I am Sthitha Prajna. I am one with equanimity in all circumstances. 
This is the knowledge and firm understanding to be generated through Nidhidhyas-
anam (meditation) on this verse.

Sankara goes on to say that the four Purusharthas, the great goals of human life, 
extolled in the Vedas, are also not needed for him. If Sankara claims that ‘I’ do not 
need Dharma, Artha, and Kaama, it can sound logical for a Sthitha Prajna who has 
transcended all dualities. However, how can even Adi Sankara claim that ‘I’ do not 
need Moksha, the most desirable and exalted goal of life. The aim for human existence 
is nothing other than Moksha. The one who has attained Atma Jnanam, is already in a 
state of Nitya Muktha and Jeevan Muktha, the already liberated one even while alive 
and one who is already freed from future births. This is moksha, the ultimate.

Fourth Verse of Adi Shankaracharya
न पुण्यं न पापं न सौख्यं न दुःखं, न मन्त्रो न तीर्थो न वेदा न यज्ञ ।
अहं भोजनं नैव भोज्यं न भोक्ता, चिदानन्दरूपः शिवोऽहम् शिवोऽहम् ।। 4 ।।)

The fourth verse of the Adi Shankaracharya discusses the unseen fruits of karma. 
I have neither virtue (punya), nor vice (paapa). I do not commit sins or good deeds, 
nor have happiness or sorrow, pain, or pleasure. I do not need mantras, holy places, 
scriptures, rituals, or sacrifices (yajna). I am none of the triad of the observer or 
one who experiences the process of observing or experiencing, or any object being 
observed or experienced. I am indeed, that eternal knowing and bliss, Shiva, love, 
and pure consciousness.

Punyam is the result of good deeds. Paapam is the result of bad deeds. Punyam 
and Paapam, can be perceived in relative terms. The Unseen fruits of the karma 
(Adrista Phalam) are the fruits that are given to us later than the deed at some time 
unknown to us. The direct results of our deeds are known to us immediately. For 
instance, if we commit a theft, the drista phalam is the stolen money that we get. We 
may be happy with it, but the unseen fruits as punishment for the theft will visit us 
later, in some form and time, when we least expect it. Why this postponement? Why 
not this also be given simultaneously with the deed? Well, you also have a store of 
good deeds and bad deeds from the past and these deeds are waiting in queue for 
giving you their respective fruits.

You cannot escape any of them, but you get them in the queue. Just when the 
Unseen fruits of a certain past deed may mature is decided not by you but by the 
controller of the law of Karma!! He is the Karma Fruit donor (Phala Dhatha). If he so 
wills, your theft today may give you both seen fruits (Drista Phalam) and unseen fruits 
(Adrista Phalam) today itself by being found out, beaten up and hauled into jail. On 
the other hand, you may enjoy the stolen booty and wait for Adrista Phalam to come 
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sometime later. When it comes to you, you cannot link it up with your past deeds. 
This disjunction between the timing of bad deeds (and good deeds) and their Adrista 
Phalam deludes most individuals into perpetrating more and more heinous acts, 
thinking that they are getting away with all of their heinous acts!! No, they are going 
to pay for all of their acts at the most unlikely time and in the most unlikely ways.

Alternatively, good people may seem to be suffering for their good deeds, but that is 
not what is happening. Good people especially are quickly finishing their past Prarab-
dha karma, taking their difficulties, their Adrista Phalam of past deeds, in their stride. 
The Karma Phala Dhatha is especially kind to them in this respect if we understand it 
right. Good deeds accumulate our store of Punyam, and bad deeds accumulate our store 
of Paapam. Their effect comes to us in the future in the same birth or in a future birth.

Good deeds (Punyam) and bad deeds (Paapam) both lead us to rebirth (Punar 
Janma) – repeated future births – either directly after death or after spending some 
time in the heavens or the hell. Punyam and Paapam cannot lead   to Moksha, the 
ultimate liberation. What comes along with you after your death is not your accumu-
lated wealth, name, fame, or relations. Rather, it is your unspent store of Punyam and 
Paapam. Therefore, we can decide what we want to take!!

Punyam and Paapam have absolutely no effect on an Atma Jnani, like Sankara, 
who has been liberated already from Avidya. In considering many such Atma Jnanis 
(like Sankara), we find them departing from their bodies very early in life. It is because 
they only need to finish their already-matured Prarabdha Karma Phalam. Their past 
store of Sanchitha Karma is burned out by their Atma Jnanam and there is no more 
Aagami Karma for them. However, the already matured Prarabdha Karma Phalam has 
to be finished. Once this is done, they have no more need for bodily life. This is why 
Sankara says: ‘I’ have neither Punyam nor Paaapam.

Likewise, the Atma Jnani ( one who knows himself truly) remains untouched by 
pleasures and sorrows. He is the highest Aananda, or joy, himself. He has no need for 
any other pleasures (or sorrows). These have no effect on him. No dualities can touch 
the Atma Jnani. So, Sankara affirms: ‘I’ have neither pleasures nor sorrows. Manth-
ram (chanting / Prayer)  is needed to please the celestial powers or to attain earthly 
goals or some heavenly pleasures along with Theertham (Sacred waters all over the 
world), which can bestow our desires or cleanse our sins. Atma Jnani has no such 
needs at all, and Sankara says: ‘I’ need neither Manthram nor Theertham.

Atma Jnani is changeless and all pervading. All change that happens in one who 
eats, the eatable and the seeming process of eating, is Maya or Avidya. All these relate 
at the micro level to Annamaya Kosa and at macro level to the great element of earth. 
Earth becomes Annamaya Kosa (Gross body) this moment and becomes earth again 
the next moment, in an incessant, unending process even if we cannot see it clearly 
or realize it with our gross eyes and gross thinking. It is the earth everywhere and all 
the time in the process. Not YOU at all!!

In reality, there is neither an eater, nor an eating process nor an eatable. All are one 
and the same Mithya. This is the ultimate reality in which the Atma Jnani is. Readers 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Chapter 13 Hindu Philosophy and the Resolution of the Roots of Conflict   181

may kindly read the three stories on Maya in an earlier post to further attain clarity on 
Maya.

Atma, the self, is action-less, transaction-less, and change-less. It is the witness of 
all. It is all pervading but not itself the Pancha Bhoothas or their variants at the micro 
level. What undergoes changes is Mithya or Maya. The Jeeva, who is not Atma Jnani, 
is perennially facing Maya and its effects.

As Atma Jnani, Sankara affirms I am the all-pervading, universal consciousness 
and eternal bliss. I am the Siva; I am the Siva.

Fifth Verse of Adi Shankaracharya

न मे मृत्युशंका न मे जातिभेदः, पिता नैव मे नैव माता न जन्मः ।
न बन्धुर्न मित्रं गुरूर्नैव शिष्यः, चिदानन्दरूपः शिवोऽहम् शिवोऽहम् ।। 5 ।।)

The firth verse of the Adi Shankaracharya explains being birth and deathless. I do not 
fear death, as I do not have death. I have no separation from my true self, no doubt 
about my existence, nor have I discrimination on the basis of birth. I have no father 
or mother, nor did I have a birth. I am not the relative, nor the friend, nor the guru, 
nor the disciple. I am indeed, that eternal knowing and bliss, Shiva, love, and pure 
consciousness.

For an all pervading, eternal, ‘birth and deathless,’ all-knowing consciousness 
principle, the only one entity existing without a second, what death can be there and 
what foreboding or fear of death can be there? For the one who is all pervading and 
who is without any second entity, where from any caste (or religious, or racial, or 
national, or any other) can distinctions come? Sankara had affirmed this in Maneesha 
Panchakam too.

For one who is birth-less and death-less, from where can a father, mother, or birth 
come? When there is no second entity at all from where can any friends, relations, 
Gurus, or Disciples come?

Therefore, Sankara asserts and affirms I am the all-pervading, universal conscious-
ness and eternal bliss. I am the Siva; I am the Siva.

Sixth Verse of Adi Shankaracharya
अहं निर्विकल्पो निराकार रूपो, विभुत्वाच सर्वत्र सर्वेन्द्रियाणाम् ।
न चासङ्गतं नैव मुक्तिर्न मेयः, चिदानन्दरूपः शिवोऽहम् शिवोऽहम् ।। 6 ।।)

The sixth verse of the Adi Shankaracharya proclaims that I am all pervasive as I am the 
divine. I am without any attributes, and without any form. I have neither attachment 
to the world, nor to liberation. I have no wishes for anything because I am everything, 
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everywhere, every time, always in equilibrium. I am indeed, that eternal knowing and 
bliss, Shiva, love, and pure consciousness.

I am the divisionless whole (Nir-vikalpa).
I am the formless form (Niraakara roopa).
I am the controller and ruler, pervading everywhere, all the time, on all the sense organs and 
therefore beyond them.
I am ever the same everywhere in equilibrium without the need for either liberation or attach-
ments.
I am the all-pervading, universal consciousness and eternal bliss. I am the Siva; I am the Siva.

Sankara very clearly affirms and asserts that he is division-less, changeless, all per-
vading, ever in equilibrium, and is ever the eternal bliss and universal consciousness. 
The last verse tells the true nature of “Me” and once one realizes the true nature of 
oneself, the dark clouds of misunderstanding vanish, and the person can go beyond 
any conflicts in his life. Everything can be crystal clear for him/her and over the period 
of time the person gets detached from the ego, worries, fear of the death and the Shad-
ripus (the six enemies mentioned at the beginning of the article). A person can look at 
everything happening around him/her in a detached mind as if it may be happening 
to his body, to his intellect or mind, but the soul is much above all these things. Such 
type of mindset once developed, the person is above any types of the conflicts and is 
always in the state of ultimate Anand or eternal peace and happiness.

Hence, Adi Shankaracharya has given excellent guidance for the resolution of the 
worldly conflicts and one can learn to look at conflicts from a very different perspec-
tive and very positive perspective. Once we understand clearly who we are, why we 
are here, and our ultimate goals of life, we will be better able to steer our way through 
any kinds of conflicts in life and reach the peace.

That is why the last verse says:

ॐ शान्तिः

The first Shanti will free us from physical burdens. It filters negative thoughts related 
to our etheric body like disabilities, diseases, and illnesses.

The second Shanti cleanses our mind and soul. We can shed negative thoughts 
like jealousy, hatred, anger, worries from our mind. This takes us a step closer to our 
higher soul.

The third Shanti is meant to protect us from accidents and natural calamities. Let 
there be peace to one and all and let us have a conflict-less life and respect each other 
as what Atman I carry is exactly the same Atman you carry, and every creation carries. 
All of us are the part of the Parmataman, hence there is no place for a conflict at the 
individual level, or organizational level.

The mantra can give us peace and free us from stress, particularly when we are 
feeling depressed, frustrated, angry and any other negative emotions. This will create 
a field of calmness around us and help us to meditate properly.
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Chapter 14 
Political Conflicts in the Workplace: What 
are Their Effects, and Can They be Avoided?

Abstract: As society becomes more polarized, political conflicts spill over into a 
variety of social institutions, including families, organized groups, social movements, 
and workplaces. This chapter examines the subject of political conflict in the work-
place, a key social milieu in which most adult individuals actively engage during their 
productive years. We review the effects of politically-driven workplace conflicts on 
organizational climate and individual performance, as well as structural, cultural, 
and leadership factors associated with workplace political conflict escalation and de- 
escalation. We argue that while political conflicts that mimic broader societal trends 
are unavoidable, the workplace setting nevertheless presents a fertile ground for 
establishing boundaries as well as productive political debate and exchange, further 
strengthening mutual understanding among groups and individuals and leading to 
a more tolerant society overall. However, for a workplace to promote civilized polit-
ical exchanges, it needs to have structures and processes in place that support such 
exchanges. Analysis presented in this chapter suggests several take-away points in 
terms of future research on the subject, as well as practical recommendations on how 
such conflicts can be handled productively and constructively.

Keywords: political conflict, polarization, social exchange, political socialization the-
ory, social capital, workplace

Recently we have seen many societies becoming more polarized and divided along 
ideological and political lines, and these divides are exacerbated by increasingly im -
portant globalization processes, human and other forms of capital migration, more 
porous borders, and more dynamic informational spaces that result from social me  dia. 
On the one hand these transmission links allow the creation of epistemic communities 
that aid in addressing such problems as climate change and global health pandem-
ics. However, we have also seen many unintended effects of such technology-based 
advances, such as a faster spread of global terrorism networks and a higher propensity 
of people to lock themselves in exclusionary groups or “echo chambers”, thus perpet-
uating rather than opening their views to more diverse perspectives.

Such tendencies often lead to increased inter-personal and inter-group conflicts, 
whether “virtually” or in person, including those that rest on ideological and political 
grounds. While such conflicts are increasingly likely to occur in local settings and in 
such micro- or macro-scale institutions as families and communities, some also spill 
over to more institutionalized social settings, such as the workplace (Feldman, 2020; 
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Johnson & Roberto, 2018; Noguchi, 2020; O’Leary, 2019). The uniqueness of the work-
place, as compared to other types of social institutions, however, stems from its likely 
heterogeneity, including race, gender, generational, as well as ideological and polit-
ical forms of diversity (Geurkink, Akkerman, & Sluiter, 2020; Mutz & Mondak, 2006). 
Arguably, no other social institution brings all these diverse identities under the same 
“roof” and to the same extent, creating a unique setting for exchanging diverse views 
and positions. Indeed, this can be a good thing in broadening workers’ perspectives 
and mutual understanding through close encounters and shared experiences, but it 
can also lead to dysfunctionality and polarization.

Academic interest in the subject of workplace political conflict and its effects on 
a productive political dialogue is on the rise. However, scholarship produced on this 
subject to date remains scarce. While political conflict that mimics broader societal 
trends is unavoidable in a workplace setting, that setting nevertheless presents fertile 
ground for productive political debate and exchange. Therefore, organizational struc-
tures and cultures that support and embrace open, reasonable, and respectful politi-
cal dialogue and discourse play instrumental roles in furthering mutual understand-
ing among the groups and individuals found in a workplace, leading to a more open 
and tolerant society overall.

We begin with an overview of the current research on the subject of political con-
flicts in organizations, focusing on relevant theoretical perspectives and research 
findings that highlight the dynamic interplay among three organizational layers – 
structure, culture, and leadership. Our analysis, informed by previous studies, shows 
that for a workplace to serve as fertile ground for civilized political exchanges, it 
needs to have structures and processes in place that support such exchanges. The 
chapter wraps up with practical recommendations on how workplace political con-
flicts can be handled and moderated productively and constructively, and with take-
away points and potential questions for future research.

Background and Significance of the Problem
In the U.S. as well as other countries there has been ample and mounting evidence 
of political polarization as well as its spillover effects into the workplace which often 
serve as both an outlet and breeding ground for toxic polarization, resentment, and 
even threat perception.

During the 2020 US presidential campaign, for example, more than 25 percent 
of voters were convinced that one presidential candidate or the other was likely to 
engage in cheating in order to win the election, and 64 percent were convinced of 
foreign interference in the elections process (Feldman, 2020). The divide along the 
liberal-conservative spectrum has also intensified, as more individuals in this decade 
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identify as strongly conservative or strongly liberal, as compared to the previous 
decade (Johnson & Roberto, 2018).

Moreover, one in six Americans has reported being harassed online over a polit-
ical opinion (Feldman, 2020); many individuals experience the same effects when 
they choose to disclose their political views directly to their co-workers (Yudhistira & 
Sushandoyo, 2020). The quality of political discourse by both elites and non-elites 
has diminished and become more intense and bitter, while levels of civic education 
and political awareness among the general population have declined (Wright, 2018). 
Increasing political polarization and the dismissal of alternative political views, 
therefore, are exacerbated by the lack of general political knowledge and civic aware-
ness, and the subsequent lack of critical thinking and open-mindedness that would 
otherwise allow political opponents to better understand alternative positions.

Corporate politicization, or an increasing tendency of private employers to em -
brace corporate political stances, is yet another recent trend, and it contradicts the 
previously common avoidance of unnecessary alienation of certain customer groups 
by taking open corporate political stances (Johnson & Roberto, 2018; Wright, 2018). 
These days, some executives tend to embrace strong political positions either as part 
of their corporate social responsibility or because of the expectation of potentially 
more effective and lucrative business interests (Wright, 2018). Therefore, political 
stance-taking may potentially damage or enhance the com pany bottom line, and, of 
course, some businesses choose to make their political affiliations known in pursuit 
of the public good – such as on questions of environmental or social justice.

These types of beneficial but also polarizing social trends spill over into work-
places (Johnson & Roberto, 2018; Noguchi, 2020). According to a recent survey by 
the Society for Human Resource Management, 42 percent of U.S. workers have 
experienced political disagreement at work and over 50 percent reported that such 
 disagreements have become more common in the past four years (Noguchi, 2020). 
Furthermore, an increasing use of political labeling along the liberal/conservative 
divide makes it more difficult for people to compromise or put their divisions aside in 
order to focus on work-related tasks (Johnson & Roberto, 2018). These trends have led 
to diminished trust, slower work pace, and growing  perceptions of discrimination, 
especially as directed towards political or racial minorities in the workplace.

From a legal standpoint, political expression in a workplace setting, and sometimes 
online in social media, is linked to the freedom of speech provisions that may affect 
employee job security and tenure. When it comes to protection from potential repercus-
sions and ensuring job security, employees working in the private sector generally are 
less protected than those working in the public sector, as private sector employment is 
at-will and employees can be more easily dismissed at the discretion of their employer, 
even in those areas where private sector unions are still relatively powerful.

In fact, private sector employees as well as job applicants are not legally protected 
from employment discrimination on the grounds of political belief and expression, 
with rare exceptions, such as, for example, protections embedded in the California 
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Labor Code (Wright, 2018) which, while protecting employees and prospective employ-
ees from political discrimination, does not specify the boundaries of what is defined 
as “politics” and “political”, leaving it to the discretion of the courts. Therefore, at a 
time of increasing socio- political polarization, ideological considerations that enter 
the workplace make private sector employees particularly vulnerable to arbitrary 
treatment by their employers with differing political views (Johnson & Roberto, 2018).

At the same time, while public sector employees have more institutional protec-
tions, they may have even fewer free-speech rights than private workers (Barrett & 
Greene, 2017). While the courts have gone back and forth determining the proper 
amount of free speech that should be given to governmental workers, in its 2006 Garc-
etti v. Ceballos case, the US Supreme Court held that “speech by a public official is 
only protected if it is engaged in as a private citizen, not if it is expressed as part of the 
official’s public duties” (Garcetti v. Ceballos). Furthermore, the setting and context 
matter, and free speech is protected only if it does not interfere with one’s job duties 
and agency mandates.

Common Forms and Negative Effects of Political 
Conflicts in the Workplace
Academic researchers have established the significance of a workplace setting as 
a unique context for social interaction that has the potential to foster cross-cutting 
political dialogue and contribute to a more tolerant and less polarized society overall 
(Geurkink et al., 2020; Greenberg, 1986; Mutz & Mondak, 2006; Yudhistira & Sushan-
doyo, 2020). However, there is also a recognition that the quality of political discourse 
itself as well as organizational culture matter for the quality of outcomes. Most US 
workers report discussing politics at work, and almost half witness political differ-
ences on the job escalate into full-blown arguments. Polls also show that a quarter of 
both Republicans and Democrats would not want to work with someone who votes 
for a presidential candidate they do not like (Jacobson, 2021); many disdain bringing 
up politics on the job.

Commonly recognized effects of unresolved political conflicts and tensions in 
organizations include diminished individual productivity and overall organizational 
effectiveness; erosion of ‘bridging’ types of social capital; and a growing sense of iso-
lation and increasing negative effects on individuals’ morale, mental and physical 
health. Aside from dysfunctional loss of productivity, some 60% of surveyed workers 
in a Glassdoor poll of 1200 employed adults worried that they could lose their jobs 
or be passed over for career advancements if their political opinions became known 
(see Guerkink, Akkerman and Sluiter, 2020; Johnson and Roberto, 2018). Indeed, so 
called “third rail” issues such as race and gun control are reportedly especially diffi-
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cult to discuss with others who may disagree in diverse settings such as at work (See 
Feldman, 2020; and Deans, 2019).

As reduced productivity and potential volatile encounters related to conflict 
entail worsened quality of work outputs, difficulty getting work done, a more negative 
view of coworkers, feelings of tension and stress, and increased hostility (Johnson & 
Roberto, 2018; Noguchi, 2020; Yudhistira & Sushandoyo, 2020; Wright, 2018), in turn, 
these tendencies increase turnover rates and create unattractive organizational cli-
mates (Johnson & Roberto, 2018; Yudhistira & Sushandoyo, 2020). Furthermore, indi-
vidual productivity has been linked to organizational effectiveness (Berman, 2006; 
Goodsell, 2014); a more engaged and more productive workforce has been linked to 
better organizational mission fulfillment (Kelman & Meyers, 2011). In sum, unresolved 
political disputes and tensions are likely to damage organizational effectiveness.

As workplaces become more politically polarized, as seen for example in the rise 
of LGBTQ rights and Black Lives Matter movements or the election rhetoric, individu-
als tend to link their opportunities for promotion and growth to whether their views 
are aligned with those in positions of power. Workers whose views may not align 
with those of supervisors or “company policy” may feel voiceless, marginalized, and 
perceive a lack of career advancement opportunities. Such situations may diminish 
opportunities for a healthy political debate and open exchange of views that other-
wise would seem appropriate and even necessary in such an environment as aca-
demia, for example (Johnson and Roberto, 2018; Langbert, Quain and Klein, 2016).

Thus, unproductive political conflicts in a workplace especially tend to diminish 
one important form of social capital – bridging norms – that constitute a cornerstone 
of democratic society connecting and facilitating exchange of ideas among groups 
and individuals (Putnam, 2000). Considering the amount of time that individuals in 
their productive years spend at work, a workplace setting is particularly important for 
spreading diverse ideas and facilitating opportunities for dialogue and trust-building 
among diverse groups (Mutz & Mondak, 2006).

Furthermore, according to political socialization theory, workplace settings mimic 
the structure and values of society, providing feedback to individuals on the various 
forms of behavior in which they engage (Geurkink et al., 2020; Greenberg, 1981, 1986; 
Johnson & Roberto, 2018; Mutz & Mondak, 2006). Therefore, civilized political dis-
course in a workplace provides a model for similar engagements at a macro societal 
level. On the other hand, if political conflict escalates and becomes dysfunctional, 
it exerts detrimental effects on heathy dialogue, exchange of views, and teambuild-
ing, and promotes selective bonding rather than heterogeneity or plurality of ideas. 
(Wright, 2018).

The effects of political conflicts on individuals’ mental and physical health are 
not insignificant as well, considering that a reported 18 percent of working adults 
in the U.S. already experience some form of mental health issues, such as depres-
sion and anxiety, ringing the alarm and increasing the importance suicide preven-
tion and other types of workplace wellness initiatives (MacDonald-Wilson, Fabian, & 
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Dong, 2008). Open political conflict, as well as underlying tensions that come with it, 
increase employees’ stress, reduce their sense of job satisfaction and overall wellbe-
ing, and exacerbate any pre-existing health issues (Wright, 2018).

Furthermore, disclosing one’s “unfavorable” political views in a workplace, or even 
outside of the workplace, e.g., online, that then become known to colleagues, can 
damage trust among co-workers and worsen otherwise positive relationships and support 
systems, creating a sense exclusion and individual isolation (Yudhistira & Sushandoyo, 
2020). By the same token, excessive or repetitive assertion of political views can be per-
ceived by others as harassment and even as threatening (Milligan, 2015).

Organizational Context and Management 
of Workplace Political Conflicts
Workplace political conflicts unfold in organizations, and their dynamics are there-
fore mediated by three organizational layers – organizational structure, culture, and 
leadership. The structural aspect of this issue implies that organizations need to have 
proper institutional channels in place to ensure that their employees have the ability 
to voice their diverging views without fear of retribution or repercussion (Geurkink 
et al., 2020; O’Leary, 2019; Yudhistira & Sushandoyo, 2020). In the absence of such 
structural forums, there is a possibility that employees with diverging views will 
express their dissent publicly or divisively, which may cause disruptions in organiza-
tional functioning (O’Leary, 2019). In terms of ensuring the presence of healthy work-
place political dialogue, existing structures and systems should be used to protect, 
rather than penalize, those engaging in political debate.

For example, employees’ political views per se should have no bearing on task 
assignment, promotion, and career advancement decisions made by their super-
visors. However, this type of backlash is not uncommon as supervisors use their 
formal authority and existing structure to silence those with diverging political views. 
Equally of concern, though, is properly dealing with disruptive employees who harass 
or demean others or put the organization in disrepute. To that end, human resource 
units play critical roles in safeguarding individual employees’ rights, including those 
related to political differences.

Additionally, organizational culture and workplace climate, as well as particular 
leadership styles and approaches, tend to exert even more powerful effects on organ-
izational tolerance towards diverging political views and appreciation of political 
debate, as compared to organizational structural elements. Cultural norms and under-
lying assumptions, in particular, tend to be very stable and difficult to change, while 
they can both enable and inhibit certain organizational patterns (Schein, 2010), includ-
ing those related to a political dialogue (Geurkink et al., 2020; Mutz & Mondak, 2006; 
Yudhistira & Sushandoyo, 2020). Such cultural norms can be a product of many years 
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of organizational socialization and knowledge transferred from one generation of staff 
to the next (Schein, 2010).

Therefore, there tends to be a certain path dependency in how organizations 
handle political conflict and disagreement. Organizational cultures that do not appre-
ciate knowledge sharing tend to condemn political views’ disclosure and discourage 
dialogue (Yudhistira & Sushandoyo, 2020). More open organizational cultures tend to 
be more tolerant and appreciative of the diverging views, which can facilitate produc-
tive exchange and mutual learning.

Finally, organizational leaders and those in the supervisory positions set the 
example and model behaviors that they expect others in the organization to emulate 
(Geurkink et al., 2020; Mutz & Mondak, 2006). Supervisors who embrace an open-
door policy and a more shared leadership style tend also to be more welcoming of 
diverging views and political debates. On the other hand, more hierarchical leader-
ship styles, especially when supported by hierarchical structure and cultural norms, 
tend to create exclusionary and less tolerant organizational climates where political 
dissent is not appreciated (Geurkink et al., 2020; Mutz & Mondak, 2006).

Workplace political issues can originate not just verbally, but also in reactions to 
any form of expression, such as signs or photos on desks, or certain hostile signals 
such as “nooses” hanging in view. One employee might want to counter another’s 
bumper sticker with one of their own. These issues can be addressed by HR or man-
agement through mediation between the employees or setting overall rules, so that 
no one feels threatened or unduly isolated. Some people might be unaware of the 
offensive nature of their displays as perceived by others (Milligan, 2020).

While employers may or may not be able to engage employee participation in 
useful training sessions, it is important that they set rules and expectations for certain 
depolarization sessions and exercises, including by serving as a role mode via their 
own participation, which can produce more workplace political civility and mutual 
understanding. Among these approaches which have proven effective in various con-
texts are the following:

 – Recognition of implicit bias and stereotyping of all sorts.
 – Active, reflective, and positive listening and response techniques (e.g., “I” rather 

than “you” type statements).
 – Expectation of respectful forms of communication and suggestion that there 

may be more or less propitious times for political debate among coworkers in or 
outside the workplace.

 – Techniques for teambuilding, shared histories, and task-oriented conflict resolu-
tion approaches among diverse individuals.

There is a fine line between free and constructive expression and offensive har-
assment on the job. HR staff need to be observant of relevant laws regarding expres-
sion, such as labor organizing rights, but since most private workplaces are legally 
entitled to regulate their employees’ job-related expression particularly in the work-
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place, rules can be established for example, not to let politics interfere with job tasks 
or to set and observe guidelines for respectful communication (see Milligan, 2020). 
Management itself should recognize that its own political rhetoric or opinionating 
can be objectionable and provocative, especially as related to particular groups such 
as racial, ethnic, religious, or LGBTQ minorities. A general pattern of “do no harm” to 
anyone’s belief or status should be employed and encouraged.

So-called “Better Arguments” and “Courageous Conversations” projects have 
been launched in recent years at major American corporations (Jacobson 2021) and 
have demonstrated that people are willing to undertake difficult but satisfying dia-
logues if they feel respected and heard (Feldman, 2020). Generally, the format of such 
remedial sessions is to hear from an initial speaker presenting on topics related to 
civil discourse and then adjourn to smaller “breakout” sessions with discussion facil-
itators to exchange views, comments and suggestions and gradually build trust and 
civility among employees.

As an example of the type of workshops that can promote civility in political dis-
course, the organization “Braver Angels” includes the following points in its “Depo-
larizing Within” curriculum which can be amenable to workplace trainings:

Part 1: Recognizing My Inner Polarizer: You can use the following questions to think 
about your inner polarizer.

Read and circle your responses.
1. How often do I find myself thinking about “those people” on the other political 

side without much regard for the variation among them? Circle one: Often, Some-
times, Never

2. How often do I find myself assigning mainly self-serving or negatives motives to 
the other group – and mainly positive motives to my group? Circle one: Often, 
Sometimes, Never

3. How often do I find myself focusing on the most extreme or outrageous ideas and 
people on the other side, thereby making it hard to see how a reasonable person 
could remain in that group? Circle one: Often, Sometimes, Never

4. How often do I find myself comparing the worst people on the other side with the 
best people on my side? Circle one: Often, Sometimes, Never

5. How often do I feel a “rush” of pleasure with friends when we ridicule those 
crazies on the other political side? Circle one: Often, Sometimes, Never

6. Which of the following is closest to my overall emotional attitude towards the 
majority of people who support the other side?

Circle the one closest to where you are now and then the one you aspire to if they are 
different.
1. Hate. They are enemies out to destroy the country.
2. Disdain. They are ignorant and should know better.
3. Pity. They are well meaning but duped.
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4. Basic respect. They make contributions even if they are mostly off base.
5. Respect and appreciation. They make unique and necessary contributions.

Part 2: Strategies to Counteract My Inner Polarizer: Following are ways to offset polar-
izing thoughts and feelings when you notice them arising in you:

1. Challenge your stereotypes. Stereotypes are how outsiders over-simplify, dismiss, 
lump together, and disparage the “Other.” Based on Braver Angels red/blue work-
shops where we ask each side to identify the most common stereotypes they run into 
about their own side, these are the most common stereotypes:

Blues tend to believe that reds are racist, anti-immigrant, uncaring about those in 
need, homophobic, anti-woman, anti-science, bible thumpers.

Reds tend to believe that blues are arrogant/elitist, favor big government for its own 
sake, and are fiscally irresponsible, unpatriotic, anti-religious, against free speech if 
it’s not politically correct, and hypersensitive “snowflakes.”

Ways to counter stereotypes in your own thinking:
6. Tell yourself that the other side is more varied than the stereotype.
7. Acknowledge that their political views and motivations are no doubt more com-

plicated than the rhetoric you’ve been hearing.
8. Read and listen to thought leaders on the other side who present complex arguments.
9. Recognize that the life experiences informing their views are likely different from 

your own.
10. Develop relationships with a variety of people who differ with you politically. 

Relationships tend to undermine stereotypes.
11. If you want to go all out, you can work to develop an understanding of the history 

and current strands of thought in the other side.

2. Make depolarizing distinctions
1. Distinguish between positions and people. You can believe that a viewpoint is 

completely wrong without believing that everyone who holds it is stupid or ill 
motivated.

2. Distinguish between policies and core values. Policies are means to ends, ways 
to support or enact values, not the values themselves. People can differ sharply 
on policies like the role of government and have similar ultimate goals for the 
country and its people.

3. Distinguish between inconsistency and hypocrisy.

Part 3: How to Talk about the Other Side in a Non-polarizing Way. Avoid the following:
 – Using pejorative labels: (“wingnuts”, “bible thumpers”, “libtards”, “snowflakes”)
 – Using the phrase “they all” or its equivalent “The Democrats/Republicans.” These 

are the classic stereotyping phrases.
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 – Painting all supporters of a politician with the same brush you use for the poli-
tician.

If you go on a rant about a particular politician, make it clear that you are not putting 
all supporters into the same box. (“I’m talking about (so and so) right, and not every-
one who voted for him/her.”)

Part 4: Skills for Depolarizing Conversations with Like-minded People: LAPP – Listen, 
Acknowledge, Pivot, Perspective (offer).

Listen for the other’s values and emotions influencing the stereotyping, ridicule, or 
contempt – often it’s from frustration, fear, worry for the country or groups in the 
country, or personal experiences of being put down by people on the other side. 
When there are strong emotions, there’s a deeper story there.

Acknowledge what you are hearing and share your own worries and concerns by 
responding:
1. “I’m sorry you’ve had to deal with those put downs in your family.”
2. “I hear you and I’m with you on your concerns about . . . .”

Pivot by signaling a shift in your part of the conversation.

Perspective: Offer a context for why you are introducing another perspective into the 
conversation. Be personal and use I-statements.

The authors go on to suggest readings from the perspectives of conservatives and lib-
erals.

(Excerpted from Better Angels, “Depolarizing Within”, Standard Online V 1.7.1. Used 
with permission.)

Best Practices
Organizational leaders, and especially HR staff, also have been advised on best prac-
tices for managing political conflict at work, such as fostering a culture of tolerance; 
treating employees with respect in allowing them to reasonably voice opinions; 
encouraging employees to walk away from heated encounters; reminding employ-
ees of organizational policies, particularly regarding harassment; and stepping in 
with disciplinary action when necessary (Miron, 2016). Thus, excessive politicking 
on the job can be discouraged without management appearing censorial; employees 
can be encouraged to disengage from unwanted conversations and take complaints 
promptly to HR if necessary (Jacobson, 2021).
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Some workplaces seek to promote a politically neutral (“Switzerland type”) 
work environment (CDA, 2020; Noguchi, 2020) by such means as preventing biased 
news streaming of one side or another on office media devices during the workday; 
however, preventing newsfeeds completely or barring employees’ use of their own 
devices could be objectionable. Employees should be encouraged to begin conversa-
tions by finding common ground on less polarizing issues, such as those related to 
sports, shopping, or traffic, before engaging in more controversial issues; then revert 
to the commonalities to defuse the conversations positively (Mizna, 2020).

Positive cultural environments can also be furthered by offering incentives and 
allocating time and space for civic responsibilities such as joint community volun-
teering and voting. Expert speakers also can be brought to teach seminars on latest 
developments in foreign and domestic politics.

The realm of social media is especially tricky for workplaces. Employees at all 
levels need to be reminded that their media comments and posts can reflect on the 
organization and that these “should not be inflammatory or personal” (Mizna, 2021) or 
carry the impression of workplace endorsement. Employees also should be reminded 
that co-workers might be reading these posts and forming opinions or reactions that 
reflect positively or negatively on their interpersonal relations, quality and open-
ness of communication, and task collaboration at the workplace (see Yudhistira and 
Sushandoyo, 2020).

Conclusion
While there is an increasing scholarly interest in the subject of workplace political con-
flict and its effects on individuals, organizations, and society, scholarship produced 
on this subject to date remains sparse. Nevertheless, as this review demonstrates, it 
is important to recognize the importance of the workplace as a valid research setting 
for the study of political conflicts. Some possible research directions inspired by this 
review may include researching organizational structural factors associated with 
productive political dialogue and viewpoint plurality, researching the relationship 
between a particular leadership style and appreciation for healthy political disagree-
ment in a workplace, and the relationship between organizational cultural norms and 
appreciation for the diversity of political views.

It is also important to research how individual and group characteristics, such as 
race, ethnicity, national origin, level of education, and gender, impact individuals’ 
propensity to share and openly discuss their political views in a workplace, as well as 
what might be the institutional and organizational factors that affect these dynamics 
and produce constructive rather than destructive outcomes.
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Jack Nasher, Leigh Thompson
Chapter 15 
Detecting Deception in Negotiation: From 
Natural Observation to Strategic Provocation

Abstract: The benefits along with ease of deception make it a common occurrence in 
negotiations. Whereas the majority of previous research on deception in negotiations 
has focused on motivational and ethical issues, we focus on cues to deception and 
how negotiators might detect it when seated at the negotiation table. We examine 
natural cues to deception in negotiation, via the use of nonverbal expressions and 
emotion. And we review strategic techniques that negotiators may consciously employ 
to detect deception. The observational and strategic techniques that we review are 
designed to be part of a negotiator‘s repertoire for constructive negotiations with long-
term business partners.

Keywords: negotiation, deception, authentic emotion, stress, questioning

In a high stakes negotiation between the internet pioneer AOL (American Online) and 
a prospective client, AOL negotiators would present their pitch on a PowerPoint deck 
that included the name of the client’s rival – as if AOL had accidentally mixed up what 
appeared to several pitches for different companies. The AOL rep would then feign 
embarrassment and apologize. However, the slip was staged and meant to (falsely) 
signal AOL’s alternatives to the prospective client (Klein, 2003).

Negotiation is a mixed-motive situation in which parties have conflicting inter-
ests and seek to reach mutual agreement (Thompson, 2020). In business negotia-
tions, self-interest is presumed, and people are not obligated to truthfully reveal their 
bargaining position, reservation price, alternative options, nor incentives to the coun-
terparty. However, actively misrepresenting factual information is considered to be 
unethical and can even be illegal (Shell, 1991). Because of the mixed-motive nature 
of negotiation, parties may be tempted to deceive each other so as to gain advantage. 
Rationally speaking, negotiators are best advised to reach mutual agreement if they 
can reach a settlement term that is superior to their other alternatives. Therefore, a 
key element of negotiation is the value of the negotiator‘s alternative. To be sure, if 
negotiators had information about the counterparty’s alternative, this would be very 
valuable information. For this reason, people actively conceal the value and existence 
of their alternatives and in many cases attempt to signal to the counterparty that their 
alternatives are better than they actually are.

Detecting deception is challenging because negotiators who are using deception 
are actively trying to avoid detection and obscuring their intentions. For this reason, 
many of the behaviors and clues that negotiators use to detect deception are not in 
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fact diagnostic. In this chapter, we begin by examining the types of deception that 
people may use in negotiation. Then, we examine the “clues” that negotiators use to 
detect deception in others. We examine clues that involve natural observation and 
those that involve strategic provocation of the counterparty.

Information in negotiations is typically asymmetric, such that each party is only 
privy to their own alternatives, valuations, and does not have direct access to the 
other party’s key information (Schweitzer & Croson, 1999). For this reason, it is to 
a negotiator‘s advantage to conceal information about one’s own position, but also 
gain as much information about the other party. The benefits along with ease of 
deception make it a common occurrence in negotiations (Lewicki, 1983; Schweitzer & 
Croson, 1999; Gaspar & Schweitzer, 2012; Boles, Croson, & Murnighan, 2000; Koning, 
van Dijk, van Beest, & Steinel, 2010; O’Connor & Carnevale, 1997; Olekalns & Smith, 
2009; Aquino, 1998; Aquino & Becker, 2005; Volkema, 2004).

Types of Deception
There are many different types of deception in negotiations. Lewicki and colleagues 
have created a useful typology for examining ethically-questionable behavior in nego-
tiation, including: making false promises (e.g., making verbal commitments that one 
has no intention of honoring), attacking their opponent’s network (such as posting 
negative information on social media), inappropriate information gathering (such as 
paying someone to obtain proprietary financial information), misrepresentation (such 
as claiming one has a competitive job offer that does not actually exist), and being 
particularly competitive at the negotiation table, including the use extreme emotion, 
making threats to walk away, and pretending that time pressure is not a factor. In 
our chapter, we focus on how negotiators may more accurately detect deception with 
regard to: the counterparty’s reservation price, their BATNA (best alternative to a nego-
tiated agreement), and their intentions to honor the terms of the negotiation. To be 
sure, just because a negotiator may want to know the counterparty’s alternative (just 
as a supplier may want to know what other competitor may be offering as their best 
price), does not obligate the counterparty to freely disclose such information. For this 
reason, failure to disclose information in a transactional negotiation about one’s own 
alternatives, market value is often not considered to be unethical; however, failure to 
disclose known information about a product or service that could affect its value is 
considered unethical (e.g. a home seller who fails to disclose information about water 
damage or termites to a prospective buyer is considered to be behaving unethically).

There are two main types of lies (Gordon & Fleisher, 2011) lying by commission 
(active lying) or lying by omission (leaving something out). These two types are pre-
sumed to be of differing ethical value, leading to different emotions and thus behav-
ior: Lying by omission generally leads to lesser feelings of guilt (Gudjonsson, 2003), 
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leading to less cues. Especially within the negotiation context, omission is perceived 
as being more acceptable (Lewicki & Robinson, 1998; Lewicki & Stark, 1996; Fulmer, 
Barry, & Long, 2009; Spranca, Minsk, & Baron, 1991). However, “bluffing” in negotia-
tions, a lie by commission, is also typically expected within a negotiation (Carr, 1968; 
Michelman, 1983; Anton, 1990; Lewicki & Robinson, 1998; Allhoff, 2003; Koehn, 1997; 
Varelius, 2006), thus weakening emotional cues to deception. Also, emotional decep-
tion, such as faking anger or disappointment, is perceived as being more acceptable 
than informational deception (Fulmer, Barry, & Long, 2009).

In this chapter, we focus on how negotiators can better detect deception at the 
negotiation table. We focus on two types of “strategies” that negotiators may use 
when seated at the bargaining table: strategies of natural observation and proac-
tive, provocative strategies that involve active questioning. The goal of both types of 
methods is to increase the quality of negotiated agreements and ultimately improve 
the relationship between negotiators at the bargaining table.

Why it is Difficult to Detect Deception in Negotiation
It is difficult to detect deception in negotiation because the deceiver is actively trying 
to disguise their attempts to mislead. For this reason, people are only slightly better 
than chance at detecting lies (Bond & DePaulo, 2006; DePaulo & Bell, 1996; Ekman 
& O’Sullivan, 1991; Lewis & Saarni, 1993; Ekman, O’Sullivan, Friesen, & Scherer, 
1991; Ekman, O’Sullivan, & Frank, 1999). Even experts from the fields of criminol-
ogy and psychology are about as good as chance (Levine, Kim, & Blair, 2010; Vrij, 
Edward, Roberts, & Bull, 2000; Vrij & Mann, 2001; Vrij & Mann, 2004). Cognitive over-
load severely curtails a person’s ability to detect deception as the negotiator must 
simultaneously engage in the act of negotiation. Indeed, observers of a conversation 
are better at detecting lies than the parties involved (Vrij, 2000; Forrest & Feldman, 
2000). Moreover, detectors typically lack accurate feedback about their accuracy as 
liars rarely disclose their lie immediately (Vrij, Granhag, & Porter, 2010). Moreover, 
people communicate within a truth bias, as experience has taught that constant sus-
picion destroys relationships and as most people indeed do tell the truth more often 
than they lie (Levine, Kim, Park, & Hughes, 2006; Park & Levine, 2001; Vrij, 2008; 
O’Sullivan, Ekman, & Friesen, 1988). Next, we examine the detection of deception via 
passive observation and also strategic provocation.

Detecting Deception via Natural Observation
By “natural observation” we refer to the passive observation of another person. In this 
situation, the observer is not trying to intervene, test or provoke the subject of inquiry. 
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Several research investigations have examined people’s ability to observe others and 
detect whether deception has occurred; the most notable of these research programs 
being the comprehensive work of Paul Ekman (Ekman, 2001), whose research found 
its way to popular culture and inspired a TV show, “Lie to Me” in which Ekman used 
his research-based insights to make real-time predictions of whether a given person 
had lied (Ryan, et al., 2009–2011).

Authentic Emotion
For Ekman (1981; 1993; Ekman & Friesen, 1969; Barry, 1999; Van Dijk, Van Kleef, Stei-
nel, & Van Beest, 2008), emotions are paramount in the deception process, which 
is why observing signs of emotions to detect deceit. One research finding from the 
large literature on nonverbal behavior is that liars tend to focus on content of com-
munication, and neglect bodily factors, such as facial expressions (Ekman, 2001; Vrij 
A, 2008). Deception can be detected in fraction of a second in “micro expressions” 
(Ekman, 2001).1 Micro expressions are fleeting facial expressions that emerge, but 
most untrained people fail to detect them. One observation about deception is that 
liars may express emotion, but this emotion is typically followed by a “fake smile” 
(Ekman & Frank, 1993; Ekman, Davidson, & Friesen, 1990; Ekman, Friesen, & O’Sulli-
van, 1988; Ekman, 1981; Ekman & Friesen, 1982). Fake smiles can be identified by the 
lack of wrinkles at the corners of the eyes (Duchenne de Boulogne, 1876).

The ability to swiftly detect seven universal emotions (fear, guilt, happiness, sur-
prise, anger, contempt, and disgust) is regarded as sufficient (Ekman, 1981; 2001) and 
feasible (Freshman, 2010). Even one hour of practice in the detection of micro expres-
sions appears to significantly improve the ability to identify them (Warren, Schertler, 
& Bull, 2009; Freshman, 2010). However, only five seem to suffice: the two typical 
emotions when being falsely accused surprise and particularly anger; (Ekman, 2001); 
three emotions prevalent in deception are fear, guilt, and delight (Ekman, 1981; 
Ekman & Frank, 1993). Improving the recognition of these emotions leads to better lie 
detecting (Warren, Schertler, & Bull, 2009).

Fear. Liars often experience a range of strong emotions when engaged in decep-
tion. One of those emotions is fear. Liars typically fear real or personal consequences 
of using deception, such as the termination of a deal or reputational damage, etc. 
(Gudjonsson & Petursson, 1991; Gudjonsson & Bownes, 1992; Sigurdsson & Gudjons-
son, 1994; Deslauriers-Varin, Lussier, & St-Yves, 2011). Fear leads to particular nonver-
bal signs such as a higher blinking rate, the facial (micro) expression of the eyes wide 
open and the corners of the mouth stretched to the ears; and to verbal signs such as 
pauses, stuttering, repetitions and a higher voice pitch (Ekman, 2001).

1 Warren et al. (2009) argues against the significance of micro expressions.
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Guilt. Guilt may be felt when lying, particularly by women (DePaulo, Epstein, & 
Wyer, 1993; DePaulo & Bell, 1996; Vrij, 2008). The facial (micro) expression of guilt 
resembles sadness: the eyes lose focus, and the corners of the mouth are hanging 
down (Ekman, 2001). When guilt is felt, eye contact tends to be avoided. However, 
because reduced eye contact is (falsely) regarded a well-known clue to deception, liars 
tend stare in order to appear honest, which is why looking away or unnatural staring 
are both signs of guilt (Ekman, 1997; Ekman & Friesen, 1972; Kleinke, 1986; Vrij, 2008).

Liars tend to physically distance themselves from the lie, with their body and feet 
leaning away from the communication point toward a window or an exit (DePaulo, 
et al., 2003), referred to as the “liar’s lean” (Mackey & Miller, 2004). There are verbal 
indicators of guilt: Liars want to avoid being associated with the lie and hence use much 
fewer personal pronouns such as “I” or “me” (Vrij, 2008), a phenomenon exploited 
by Scientific Content Analysis, a veracity test based on a word analysis (Vrij, 2005;  
Smith, 2001).

Delight. Liars feel happy when lying (Ruedy, Moore, Gino, & Schweitzer, 2013). 
“Duping delight” (Ekman, 1981; 2001; Bursten, 1972), or “cheater’s high” (Gaspar & 
Schweitzer, 2012) is a feeling of elation with the deception. Delight is displayed by a 
genuine smile and by intense, enthusiastic movements (Vrij, 2008).

Behavioral Control
Liars tend to control their behavior and appearance so as to disguise deceit. Liars 
may have a higher incidence of “adaptors”, which are nonverbal behaviors that are 
not illustrating a point, but rather appear to be excessive adjustments, including: 
straightening clothes, re-arranging hair, cleaning fingernails, caressing the beard, 
hitting off dust (Geiselman, Elmgren, Green, & Rystad, 2011). Contrary to the common 
belief that liars fidget (Kraut & Poe, 1980), their nonverbal behavior actually tends 
to be stiff (Vrij, 2008; Burgoon & Buller, 1994; DePaulo, Kirkendol, Tang, & O’Brien, 
1989). Liars control their body language so as to not emit signs of deception: hand 
and finger movements are thus decreased (DePaulo, et al., 2003; Vrij, 2008; Ekman & 
Friesen, 1972), head movements are reduced (Fiedler & Walka, 1993). Aside from the 
‘Fight or flight’ response (Cannon, 1929), people tend to react with a ‘freeze’ to danger, 
possibly in an unconscious attempt to remain undetected (Gallup, 1977; Schmidt, 
Richey, & Maner, 2009).

Verbal communication is also “stiff”, typically lacking details (Kohnken, 2004; 
Kohnken, Schimossek, Aschermann, & Hofer, 1995; Steller & Kohnken, 1989; Vrij A, 
2008). Interrogation handbooks suggest that liars thus only lie as much as ”neces-
sary” (Inbau, Reid, Buckley, & Jayne, 2013). The liar’s behavior hence appears delib-
erate, regarding nonverbal as well as verbal communication (Landstrom, Granhag, & 
Hartwig, 2005; Landstrom & Granhag, 2008; Vrij, Edward, & Bull, 2001; Vrij, 2008; 
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Buller & Burgoon, 1996; Burgoon & Buller, 1994; Burgoon, Buller, Guerrero, Afifi, & 
Feldman, 1996; Burgoon, Buller, White, Afifi, & Buslig, 1999; Krauss, Apple, Morency, 
Wenzel, & Winton, 1981).

Signs of Stress
Liars may feel stress, as they constantly monitor their communication (DePaulo, et al., 
2003; Kassin, 2005; Kassin & Gudjonsson, 2004; Kassin & Norwick, 2004; Vrij, 2008; 
Caso, Gnisci, Vrij, & Mann, 2005; Gozna & Babooram, 2004; Granhag & Stromwall, 
2002; Hartwig, Granhag, Stromwall, & Kronkvist, 2006; Stromwall, Hartwig, & Gran hag, 
2006; Vrij, Edward, & Bull, 2001; Vrij & Mann, 2006; Vrij, Mann, & Fisher, 2006a; Vrij & 
Semin, 1996; White & Burgoon, 2001; Colwell, Hiscock-Anisman, Memon, Woods, & 
Michlik, 2006; Granhag & Stromwall, 2002; Granhag, Stromwall, & Hartwig, 2007; 
Hartwig, Granhag, & Stromwall, 2007; Stromwall, Granhag, & Landstrom, 2007; Strom-
wall, Hartwig, & Granhag, 2006) and also monitor the communication partner to check 
whether their deception is successful (Buller & Burgoon, 1996; Vrij, 2008; Ekman & Frank, 
1993; Vrij & Mann, 2001). Because of the stress felt through this cognitive load, liars typi-
cally repeat parts of their answers or even the question that was asked (Davis & Hadicks, 
1995). Liars typically make longer pauses (DePaulo, et al., 2003; Sporer & Schwandt, 
2006; Vrij, 2008) and speak in a higher pitched voice (Goldman-Eisler, 1968; Vrij, 2008;  
Ekman, 2001).

Authentic emotion, followed by behavior control, and then signs of stress are 
typical signs of deception. The clues and indicators that are associated with decep-
tion are difficult to detect and not those that the typical negotiator focuses upon (as 
opposed to e.g., eye contact) (Mann, Vrij, & Bull, 2004). Combined with the fact that 
negotiators are often active participants at the negotiation table, not merely watching 
a subject, makes deception even more difficult to detect. On the other hand, negotia-
tors have the opportunity to take an active role in the conversation, amplifying those 
signs to facilitate the process.

Detecting Deception via Strategic Provocation
There is a large literature on interrogation methods that may often involve intimida-
tion and other forms of accusation such as used in criminal investigations (Nasher, 
2015). Because negotiation is a mutually voluntary activity and in most cases embed-
ded in long-term relationships or those that have significant reputational conse-
quences, negotiators must balance building trust and goodwill with their desire to 
detect deception. For this reason, it would be impractical and inadvisable to sit down 
at the negotiation table, turn on the bright lights, and inquire, “are you lying to me?.” 
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Our review of planful, direct methods is therefore selective, focusing on methods that 
can be used in long-term business relations with peers, customers, and clients in the 
corporate world.

Direct Questions
Probably the most straightforward detection strategy is to simply ask direct  questions 
that make it incumbent upon the counterparty to respond transparently (Malhotra 
& Bazerman, 2007). However, it is not realistic to expect the counterparty to dis-
close information that would negatively affect their own bargaining position. In one 
study, some negotiators were coached to ask direct questions about the counterpar-
ty’s interests, others were coached to share information about their own interests, 
and yet another group was not given any instructions (Thompson, 1991). Both the 
“questioners” and the “information providers” reached more mutually profitable out-
comes than did the “control group”. Moreover, the questioners tended to get accurate 
responses from the counter-party. For these reasons, it makes sense for negotiators to 
not simply be passive, but to ask structured questions.

The most straightforward detection strategy is to ask direct questions (Malhotra & 
Bazerman, 2007). Even though it is not realistic to expect the counterparty to freely 
disclose information that would negatively affect their own bargaining position, such 
as direct questions about their batna (best alternative to a negotiated agreement), the 
direct question provokes more lies in order to facilitate the detection process.2 In con-
tentious negotiations in which the negotiator may have good reason to believe that 
the counterparty may falsify information and the product quality cannot be tested, a 
negotiator may be advised to ask direct questions (Gaspar & Schweitzer, 2012). In one 
investigation in which people had to knowingly sell a faulty product, 61% revealed 
crucial information about their (poor) alternative option when they were directly 
asked about it versus 0% when not asked (Schweitzer & Croson, 1999).

Truthful responders tend to answer without hesitation and remain relaxed (Inbau, 
Reid, Buckley, & Jayne, 2013). Conversely, deceitful responders weigh options, focus 
on appearing credible and try to come up with answers free of contradictions, leading 
to a “cognitive load” (Gilbert, 1991; Walczyk, Roper, Seemann, & Humphrey, 2003; 
Walczyk, et al., 2005; Vrij A, 2008, p. 40). Because of this cognitive load, liars typically 
repeat parts of their answers or even the question that was asked (Davis & Hadicks, 
1995), make longer pauses (DePaulo, et al., 2003; Sporer & Schwandt, 2006; Vrij, 
2008) and raise their pitch (Goldman-Eisler, 1968; Vrij, 2008; Ekman, 2001). A direct 

2 Under normal circumstances, the negotiator is best served to ask questions about the other party’s 
interests, the quality of the product or service (if it cannot be independently examined) and their 
position on the negotiation issues.
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question thus leads to rather strong signs of deception, facilitating the veracity assess-
ment for the interviewer.

A direct question must not be confused with an accusation, as an accusation can 
lead to emotions that resemble signs of deception even in the truthful negotiator (Vrij, 
2008; Kleinke, 1986; Davis & Hadicks, 1995; Matarazzo, Wiens, Jackson, & Manaugh, 
1970). If the conversation has the character of an accusation, a change of behavior is 
typical, which is also one of the main problems of the classic lie detector approach 
(Podlesny & Raskin, 1977; Lykken, 1998; Raskin & Honts, 2002). For this reason, direct 
questions should be posed in a in a friendly and interested way and be followed by 
silence in order to observe behavior changes.

Binary vs. Open-Ended questions. When asking direct questions, negotiators 
should avoid binary (yes/no) questions because people tend to answer affirmatively 
(Kebbell, Hatton, Johnson, & O’Kelly, 2001). Open questions lead to longer answers and 
provide more opportunity to find deception (Vrij, 2008; Vrij, Mann, & Fisher, 2006b). 
In a negotiation, an open question would be: “Is there anything else I should know 
about the car?” Moreover, each question should only address a single issue (Gordon & 
Fleisher, 2010), because when asking two questions at once, e.g., if they liked the offer 
and have an alternative offer, deception detection will be almost impossible.

Repeating Questions. Negotiators may not realize when the counterparty is dodg-
ing the question, because they have forgotten it (Rogers & Norton, 2011). For this 
reason, negotiators may want to write their questions and keeping them in sight 
(Inbau, Reid, Buckley, & Jayne, 2013; Freshman, 2010). It is ideal to start with less 
serious questions, as liars typically prepare the most serious ones and often fail to con-
sider the less important factors (Gordon & Fleisher, 2010). However, similar questions 
should be re-phrased to avoid sounding like an interrogation (Walczyk, et al., 2005;  
Vrij, 2008).

Probing
It is advisable to ask about details and keep digging deeper (Franck, 2009). If more 
and more direct questions are asked in a non-aggressive way, the liar typically lies 
bolder and bolder, eventually getting entangled in a net of lies (Stiff & Miller, 1986; 
Ford, 1996; Ekman, 2001; Vrij, 2008). More lies can either lead to obvious contradic-
tions or to clear signs of deception.

Probing refers to focused scrutiny on a particular subject. There are three types of 
probing questions (Inbau, Reid, Buckley, & Jayne, 2013):
1. Probing for details (“Please tell us more about your alternative offer”)
2. Probing for explanations (“Why did you change your offer?”)
3. Probing for feelings or thoughts (“What did you feel when you saw our offer?” or 

“What did you think when we turned down your offer?”)
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The assumption is that liars have typically prepared details concerning their lie but 
rarely prepare details that are not directly involved with it (Inbau, Reid, Buckley, & 
Jayne, 2013). In purchasing negotiations, for example, when negotiators lie about 
their company policy that does not allow them to negotiate about differing terms 
and conditions, one could ask about other details of this very policy: “What do you 
think about your company’s policy”, or: “Have there ever been exceptions to this 
rule?”.

Contingent Contract
The contingent contract is a structured strategy in which a negotiator can essen-
tially test the counterparty’s stated position. The contingent contract involves three 
key steps: first, the negotiator acknowledges that the parties have different informa-
tion (usually about an unknown or future event, such as future real estate prices); 
second, the negotiator proposes that parties agree to use a particular event, report, or 
arbiter to resolve the differences of opinion (e.g., a stock price on a given future date); 
finally, the negotiators agree in writing that their (current) difference of opinion will 
be resolved by this mutually-agreed upon information. In one situation, a prospective 
buyer made an offer on a house. The seller responded by claiming that there was 
another competitive offer on the house and cajoled the buyer to increase their offer. 
However, the buyer was suspicious because the house had been on the market for 
over 400 days. The buyer used an “escalation contingency clause” and stated that if 
the seller could provide proof of the other competitive offer, the buyer would increase 
their offer by 5%. The seller responded by saying, “You know, I’m anxious to not com-
plicate things and so I will accept your initial offer”. The conclusion that the buyer 
reached was that the seller could not in fact provide evidence of a competitive offer. 
One feature of the contingent contract approach is that it may allow for a face-saving 
way for negotiators to challenge counterparties that preserves the relationship.

Multiple Equivalent Simultaneous Offers
Another highly-structured questioning technique that negotiators may fashion to 
detect deception is the multiple, equivalent, simultaneous offer technique (Leonar-
delli, Gu, McRuer, Medvec, & Galinksy, 2019). This technique is particularly useful in 
surfacing the true interests and priorities of the counterparty. In this technique, the 
negotiator follows three steps: First, the negotiator unbundles the negotiation into 
several issues, such as price, volume, payment schedule, delivery date, etc. Second, 
the negotiator prepares at least two multi-dimensional proposals that are of equal 
value to him or her. For example, in one negotiation, a vice president of commercial 
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sales prepared three different proposals for a (demanding) customer who was threat-
ening to take their business to a competitor. Third, the negotiator asks the receiving 
party to rank order (not choose) which of the proposals is of most value to him or her. 
By pivoting the conversation away from accept-reject to hot-warm-cold, the negotiator 
can reverse-engineer (i.e., deduce) the counterparty’s true preferences.

In one negotiation, the counterparty was holding firm and refusing to make con-
cessions, claiming they had a better alternative. The proposing party doubted that 
was true and so pivoted the conversation away from accept-reject to one of “tell me 
which of these proposals is the least offensive”. By the end of the conversation, the 
negotiator learned (via deduction) that the counterparty was price-sensitive but was 
not concerned about where the product would be assembled. Even though the coun-
terparty did not directly share this information, through a careful pattern of testing, 
the negotiator was able to discern the counterparty’s true interests. Because this tech-
nique is non-confrontational, it improved the relationship between the parties.

Conclusion
In this chapter, we have examined when and why people are most likely to engage 
in deception in negotiation. We made the point that people do not feel obligated to 
reveal information in negotiation that could hurt their own bargaining position and 
that self-interest is presumed. We examined naturalistic clues that may reveal deceit 
and we also considered how negotiators can actively stage questions during a nego-
tiation. Cues to deception are the authentic emotion, followed by behavior control, 
and signs of stress. These cues can be observed without any direct questioning and 
are therefore well-suited for the negotiation context. As deception is difficult to detect 
(Mann, Vrij, & Bull, 2004), we also considered methods by which negotiators can 
proactively intervene during the negotiation itself to facilitate deception detection. 
Negotiators can use strategic questioning, probing, contingent contracts, and mul-
tiple, equivalent simultaneous offers to unearth deception in a non-confrontational 
fashion, thereby preserving and even strengthening the relationship.
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Chapter 16  
The HearT of Mediation

Abstract: Conflict in the workplace, known as organizational conflict, erodes produc-
tivity, creates displaced stress, tension, and absenteeism, impacts financial growth, 
and profits, and promotes astronomical legal fees. It can also be a light in the dark-
ness. The successful organizational mediator acts replete with inspiring communica-
tion, neutrality, and practical solutions. Well managed companies also are mindful of 
managing conflict proactively and professionally, to mitigate the conflicts that might 
emerge. Conflict theory suggests that conflict is an integral part of life and organ-
izations and not always with negative impact, once addressed. Conflict can arise 
between the differing perspectives of more than one person. A person can even have 
intra-personal conflict: Eat that piece of cake; no do not eat any more sweets. Conflict 
and how it is handled can be a productive experience, as through the lens of SOS-Se-
mantics of Self in Conflict TM that informs theoretically and practically on how con-
flict is viewed in organizations and can provide healthy solutions. This chapter is for 
practitioners, organizational leaders, conflict parties, and mediators who need to 
refresh and understand the dynamics of proper intent of the HearT of the mediation 
process and why these dynamics are important to uphold the strength, benefits, and 
integrity of genuine conflict management.

Keywords: mediation, best practice, ethics, theory of conflict, negotiation, organiza-
tional mediation, workplace, sos-semantics of self in conflict

The costs and yearly financial losses in companies are estimated up to two billion 
a year in Canada and up to $359 billion in American companies due to the erosive 
effects of organizational conflicts because of employee diminished work perfor-
mance, low morale, and compromised loss of revenue (Picincu, 2019). For the work-
place bottom-line, mediation is tailored for employees to design and personalize a 
written blueprint that opens their communication and results in less stress, closes 
gaps in cultural diversity, and is a timely means to learn to work together and move 
forward in a collaborative, comfortable, and restorative way.

Workplace mediation cases between employees or among one or more employees 
and their employer falls under the moniker of organizational conflict management. 
When conflict arises in the workplace, a well-designed conversation and process, 
such as mediation, offers an attainable, amicable, structured process, a communica-
tion boost. A skilled mediator orchestrates this process. A strength of this process is 
that the parties do the essential work and become the architects of their solutions. At 
the HearT of the process is the opportunity for all parties involved in the dynamics of 
the conflict to speak, be heard, and to listen. As a result, professional mediators can 
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bring out the best of the mediation process by employing mediation skills, framed by 
ethical standards and honed communication. HearT reflects the lifeline of mediation 
since it includes within the word the ear to hear.

From an organizational perspective, mediation in the workplace thwarts litigation, 
restores productivity, and is cost-effective. In addition, it alleviates employees’ nega-
tive health such as anxiety, depression, poor sleep, body pain, and displaced social 
interaction (Picincu, 2019). There are potent ingredients that contribute to organiza-
tional mediation’s best practice. The organizational mediation process doesn’t differ 
greatly from most mediations, but there are ways to address the relational aspect and 
sensitivities of the workplace and skills that can be used to clarify conflict attributes 
of the parties and to help them be mindful of their larger perspective of career sustain-
ability and the ripple effect of the workplace community.

Best conflict organizational management is a balanced-triad of the ethical stand-
ards, professional mediator skills, and the organization‘s best judgement to know the 
difference. The guiding HearT for best practice of skills is set forth to provide mutual 
safe, neutral space to speak without interruption, and to be heard.

What is the Intent and Strength of Organizational 
Mediation?
Mediation is not a new tool for resolving conflict. It has been around as long as there 
have been conflicts, whether addressed by a chief, group elder, or an informal agree-
ment of a third party. The Bible mentions mediation and mediators in Job 9:33, Gala-
tions 3:19, 1 Timothy 2:5, Hebrews 8:6, 9:15, 12:24, as examples. In the nineteen sev-
enties, mediation began being used by courts to lessen the burden of court dockets. 
By 1982, Texas codified into statute the actual business practice of mediation for civil 
and family cases. Other states took notice and incorporated similar statutes and con-
ventions of use. As the use and practice of mediation grew, it became clear that it was 
not just a skill set and practice option for attorneys to offer, but a separate business 
track for many qualified candidates from the fields of human resources, psychology, 
medicine, clergy, and education; the list of occupations and people who were willing 
to learn communication skills specific to conflict management emerged. Mediation 
as a field of study and practice was seen as a complement to negotiation and a prob-
lem-solving tool through facilitative, narrative, and transformative skills. The concept 
of mediation is that it is a conversation between parties who are the architects of their 
solution, guided by a mediator shepherding the process, while encouraging and pro-
viding a safe space for the parties to speak and to be heard.

The mediator is an impartial, third party neutral, who should never have any 
vested interest in the outcome. For the parties, mediation is a wonderful opportu-
nity and vehicle for conflict to be addressed, aired, examined, and usually resolved. 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Chapter 16 The HearT of Mediation    219

Sometimes, if the conflict is a breach of law, attorneys might be attending with and 
representing the clients to provide legal explanation and advocacy. In many cases of 
organizational mediation, the parties do not need or want legal representation. This 
is important as a contrast from other genres of mediation where pro se parties would 
greatly benefit from legal guidance.

When a conflict is resolved through mediation, the parties have the control and 
option to work out a plan that becomes a legally binding contract, memorialized into 
a Mediation Settlement Agreement (MSA). Sometimes in the workplace, the final 
agreement, still a binding agreement, is also called a Memorandum of Understanding 
(MOU). They are the same document and serve the same purpose with the forward 
path that supports how the parties will work together, or not.

In civil court appointed cases, this MSA is filed with the court. All family MSA 
are always filed with the family court for the integrity and protection of children. In 
organizational mediation, since the basis of the disputes often do not rise to the level 
of lawsuit, and attorneys may or may not be representing the parties involved, the 
boss or someone in the hierarchy of management who might have engaged the medi-
ation process for the benefit of the company’s productivity might be the person to 
receive the MSA, so that the party’s adherence to the MSA is monitored. On occasion, 
human resources might be the repository of the MSA, but less typical, so that there is 
no open human resource case on file. Once a conflict is under the umbrella of human 
resources, confidentiality of the issue is more apt to be compromised.

As in all professional mediations, the process is recognized as more than a mere 
reprimanding counseling session or casual conversation. Therefore, the formality of 
all parties signing The Agreement to Mediate and Confidentiality documents by all 
the parties and their legal representatives, should they have attorneys, signal the start 
of the mediation, as a binding process. This informs that the parties agree voluntar-
ily to the mediation process and terms of commitment and that what is said in the 
process must remain confidential. The content of the mediation process or how it was 
accomplished is not to be shared with the water cooler gang or with anyone, even 
outside of the company structure. The content is never shared, but the outcome, MSA, 
might be needed to go to management, but this is previously agreed by the parties or 
is required by a ruling authority within the company, known before the mediation.

The confidentiality of mediation is a strength of the process. The court room is 
a public venue that allows anyone to observe cases, in addition to the attention and 
attendance of jurors, if the determination is given a trial. Legal matters have civil pro-
cedure that compels parties to participate and can extend the clock into months or 
years. Anything said in the proceeding is said for all the court to hear.

In mediation, the parties are not compelled to participate, unless it has become 
part of a lawsuit, and it is court ordered. Therefore, when workplace parties do not have 
attorneys or a conflict defined or framed by law, they cannot be required to attend the 
mediation, so they are considered voluntary participants. In reality, in organizational 
mediation, the parties are often sent by their boss, upper-level manager, or human 
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resources. The parties’ jobs are probably at stake, so parties are sent to mediation 
with a push and shove to maintain their income and career path. They can volunteer 
to continue with the company or resign.

Organizational Mediation: HearT of Best Practice
Even though organizational mediation is big business for attorneys, half of the cases 
of workplace conflict do not rise to the level of legal standing as previously mentioned, 
so they are not legally represented. Therefore, there are probably double or triple the 
reported discrimination and workplace cases. The mediation process is the same arch 
for all genres, but there are a few aspects for skill consideration that a mediator can 
use that differ in organizational mediation from family or civil cases.

In the organizational mediation process, it is helpful for the mediator to meet 
with each party prior to the mediation conference, sometimes a few times. This is an 
opportunity for the mediator to provide a dedicated ear and build rapport with each 
party without any interruption. The mediator remains neutral to each party, but the 
caucuses allow each party to vent and reinvent before participating in the mediation. 
The mediator is one hundred percent within the structure of mediation, and not an 
advocate for either party, which would be the ombuds role, but this meeting is optimal 
for the mediator to determine if all the proper parties will be present at the mediation 
table and can assess the parties conflict behaviors and contributions to the conflict.

In a quality mediation, the parties are in conference to be able to hear and be 
heard, and the HearT and strength of mediation is the framework provided by the 
national and local ethical standards and quality alternative dispute resolution (ADR) 
skills. If the mediator is an attorney, the attorney must disclose that they are mediat-
ing ONLY and will not be in the capacity of legal representation to avoid dual practice. 
If the mediator is also a mental health professional, they must disclose that they are 
not there to “fix” the parties, but to provide a process and skill set for a quality con-
versation.

However, there are attorneys who breech the covenant of mediator‘s ethical 
standards and overstep. Unfortunately, the mediation process can be exploited and 
undermined by unskilled mediators and attorney or mental health professionals/
mediators who pretend to mediate, but do not uphold the premise and strength of the 
mediation process. When mediation is used as a ploy to pretend to hold an authentic 
mediation, the process is not beneficial and is used without respect or relevance. This 
happens when the parties are not allowed to interact and are sent to separate rooms, 
eliminating direct communication between the parties to hear or be heard.

There has become a deceitful trend of mediators running between rooms as a 
messenger, calling themselves mediators, but they are really doing negotiated settle-
ment with a legal push. Their parties think that they are in mediation because that 
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is what they are paying for, but the parties often come away angry after paying their 
attorneys and the mediator to sit in a room alone for hours while the mediator is sup-
posedly talking with the other party yet might be conducting another case’s media-
tion or handling other office tasks at the cost of the unsuspecting mediation clients. 
This style of practice does not lend itself to organizational mediation, or any profes-
sional mediation ethical standard.

A few years ago, an attorney mediator was sanctioned for holding three media-
tions at once and just floating among the six rooms! Each case thought that she/he was 
working with the other party in their case. This was a direct breech of ethical stand-
ards and misrepresentation. If a mediator is being paid to mediate, clients should not 
be paying for a mediator’s time working on another case!

Conference style mediation prevents abuse, highlights skilled, professional medi-
ators, and provides communication between and among the parties in an empathic, 
transparent way that gives the lotus of control to the parties, not the mediator. 
Meeting only in caucus prevents the parties from relating to each other and hearing 
detail that might support the request of an offer humanizing the process. Mediation is 
not a numbers game. It is about people’s needs and interests in full transparency and 
the value of the mediation experience allowing open communication. At the HearT 
of mediation is the empowerment of the parties all being heard, as well as being able 
to listen and speak to each other that cannot be achieved if the parties are muzzled 
by their attorney and, worse, their mediator. If negotiated settlement is employed, 
the only one empowered is the mediator who becomes a messenger. However, the 
messages brought by the mediator lose the impact from the delivery of the conflicting 
parties. Without the reason behind a number or idea, the communication package 
and semantics is incomplete and empty, often not transparent.

The intent of the mediation process lends itself to encourage the parties to learn 
and incorporate new communication and conflict management skills by feeling 
empathy, offering an apology, and to being actively engaged in their process.

Ethical Framework and Expectations for Mediators: 
The Model Standards
Skilled, professional mediators worldwide are taught a process that is guided by a 
proscribed curriculum and ethical framework for the mediators and the parties’ best 
interest and best practice. In most of the world, forty hours of certificate training in 
civil mediation is the gold standard. Most states have their own statutes as a guide 
for their state’s mediation processes, based on The American Bar Association (ABA), 
published in 2005 on their website. Here’s the link > https://www.americanbar.org/
groups/dispute_resolution/
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Mediation, being a dynamic process, can have many forms and practical, user-
friendly, and viable functions to assure the parties’ success and mediator‘s trans-
parency. The hallmark and competence of the process is universally consistent and 
well-structured by statute and the ethical considerations.

Almost daily, I receive calls from parties who did not feel that they received a 
proper mediation or a mediation at all. Sadly, often, after hearing of their experience, 
they have NOT experienced mediation. It was negotiated settlement, facilitation, or a 
misrepresentation of settlement forced on them.

In spite of these outliers, mediation is universally recognized as the opportunity 
for the parties to be the architects of their solution and resolution. The mediator‘s role 
is not to direct, encourage, or admonish the parties into what the mediator feels is 
the best solution. The mediator is the shepherd of the process, an impartial neutral.

One of the tenants around the world, with a few exceptions, is that the professional 
background and educational levels of mediators be varied. Mediation is not just another 
lawyer’s skill. For many lawyers who swing sword, the practice of mediation doesn’t 
easily fit within their honed advocacy skills. In practice, the nuances of mediation are 
far bigger and broader than the expectations of court ordered mediation. Lawyers are 
most often within the bubble of court ordered mediation with their cases that rise to the 
content of court pleadings and points of law. So, when in the role of mediator, lawyers 
approach chasms of legal juncture that compromises professional ethics.

Lawyer mediators are often surprised, philosophically challenged, and maybe 
financially threatened that mediation beyond the court system is quite a huge market. 
Mediation, when done correctly and effectively through the process, is an empower-
ing tool for employment issues, community programs, like the police department, as 
well as federal, county, city, and local boards who use the mediation vehicle to find 
clarity and correct miscommunication and misconceptions like those that might be 
impairing the workplace, organizational structures.

At the heart of mediation is the ability and consideration of the parties to listen to 
each other and to be heard, – HearT. When anger is in the head and heart of a party, 
their need to tell someone what is weighing them down with anger and frustration is 
paramount to moving away from what happened to moving forward with a solution. 
Venting in mediation is healthy and at the HearT of the process. As one well-known 
theorist, Joe Folger, the co-founder of transformative mediation and co-author of The 
Promise of Mediation stated that, “if you are going to be a mediator, do not be afraid 
of conflict.”

In a proper mediation, the mediator establishes their credentials and authority to 
conduct the process. The mediator explains their role and the process to the parties as 
an impartial and neutral facilitator and the expectations, initiative, and opportunities 
of the parties to control the content. Mediation is empowering for the parties when 
they realize that they will shape the solution themselves by looking at the dispute 
maybe from the perspective of their opponent, may be privy to new information, or 
receive enlightenment that they had never heard before or knew yet could not digest at 
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the time. Information in a safe, private, neutral space and within a proscribed process 
assists the parties more clearly through a new lens, exposed to an impartial voice.

If a case goes to trial or before a judge, the solution might be a bandage for what 
erroneously appears to be the correct solution with little regard for hidden issues, 
personality dysfunction, future relationships, or insecure perceptions. In mediation, 
with a skilled mediator, these are all thoughtful and examined considerations that 
guide the parties through a process that gives them the role of a rudder with a sail full 
of wind.

In employment cases, disputes between employees can cost a company thousands 
of dollars if employees divide the office into camps, undermine formally productive 
relationships, or employees feel unsatisfied and not heard. Many times, employment 
disputes stem from a lack of communication, professional jealousy, or misguided 
managers who throw their employees under a bus. The issue that caused the conflict 
might be from a lack or omission of clear expectations or just plain mismanagement. 
As issues collide and conflicts emerge, and if management sidesteps their responsibil-
ity, the conflict migrates down the chain of command with disputes and threats and 
compromise to workplace harmony and civility.

The flow of conflict and the way it moves through a company was studied by 
this author through long-term care and health facilities. The theory of SOS-Seman-
tics of Self in ConflictTM emerged and was measured to demonstrate that the head of 
a company creates the conflict management tone for the organization from the top 
through to the bottom the staff. The SOS is the alert |that announces there is a con-
flicting event on the horizon. Many conflicts are evident and noted by observers, but 
not regarded by the parties consciously or deliberately at the time.

The Theory of Conflict Influences the Mediator’s 
Role in Organizational Conflict
SOS-Semantics of Self in ConflictTM embraces a variety of theorists who explore the 
impact of conflict in organizations and the staffs within them. As is often reflected 
in workplaces, as well as in ongoing relationships, conflicts develop on many levels 
between employees, as well as their associates, peers, and clients they serve. Good 
leaders are mindful of the cost of personnel capital and provide prophylactic training 
programs on conflict management and encourage their management teams to be alert 
to tensions within the company. Personal communication is stifled and often derailed 
by tension and misunderstandings.

As recognized in the literature on conflict management and healthy workplaces 
and within organizations in an article by Katz (2006), “[l]eaders demonstrate their 
responsiveness by communicating warmth and concern, listening to and respecting 
the aspirations of others, and giving people the resources, autonomy, and opportu-
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nity to succeed and do their job” (p. 375). This is also the honed framework of a medi-
ation process with opportunity at different stages to engage and change the narrative 
to move forward productively to resolution.

Conflicts within companies can arise between economic classes, ethnic groups, 
young and old, male against female, or one race versus another. According to Kenneth 
Boulding (1990), conflicts result because of disparities in power, wealth, and prestige, 
as well as management miscommunication or lack of communication. It is assumed 
that those who hold or control desirable goods and services or who dominate situa-
tions will protect their own interests, often at the expense of others (Boulding, 1990; 
Monk, Kaye, & Litwin, 1984). This is especially prevalent in nursing homes and health 
care facilities where an administrator wants or needs to maintain their control and 
power over employees to maintain leadership, provide the affordable services, or 
protect the financial mission of the organization. Conflict theorists, such as Jeffery 
Rubin (1994), Dean Pruitt (1994), Erving Goffman (1974), William Ury (1995), Roger 
Fisher (1997, 2000), Louis Kriesberg (2003), and James Schellenberg (1996), empha-
size the importance of interests over norms and values, and the ways in which the 
pursuit of interests generate various types of conflict as normal aspects of social life, 
rather than abnormal or dysfunctional occurrences. Normal aspects of social inter-
action seek a win-win solution where there is tolerance for differences, whether they 
are race, cultural, or ideological. Win-win is not always an option when there is a 
disparity of real or perceived power, but employee recognition, empowerment, and 
satisfaction can be company assets for better temperament and conflict management.

Using professional mediators or ombudsmen is a relatively new concept in man-
aging conflict in the workplace. As Umbreit (1995) pointed out, “Informal mediation 
of staff conflict in human service organizations is a relatively recent development, 
and there is little academic or empirical research to draw upon” (p. 165). As informa-
tion is more prevalent and immediate now, it is more difficult to measure all the entry 
points and hierarches to cover for conflict management within organizational struc-
tures by comparing their distinct cultures and diverse missions. Measuring apples 
with apples can be illusive.

In the workplace, being able to be flexible and to adapt to a variety of situations 
and people can be helpful when co-workers, subordinates, and management are com-
prised of a variety of personal values, experiences, beliefs, and ideologies. From close 
interaction, conflicts can easily arise from being incompatible. Mediators can assist 
the parties to hear and find clarity in these human differences.

Daily interactions in the workplace can be tested many times a day, especially 
when staffs come from a variety of cultural backgrounds, ages, and economic levels. 
This is part of the problem with long-term care and health facilities, high conflict envi-
ronments because of aged and end-of-life clients. The staff might have very different 
cultural background from the patients, and just the reality of different age groups 
working closely, and the competitive nature of most long-term care workplaces can 
encourage conflicts (Shield & Aronson, 2003). The tone and conflict culture of a facil-
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ity is set by the management style of the administrator (Monk, Kaye, & Litwin, 1984; 
Wood, 2004).

Besides cultural differences, the primary characteristics of conflicts are the power 
struggles over issues of authority, hierarchal structure, and the symbolism of the 
social interpersonal relationships. The authority in question is the culture of each 
organization versus the facility administrator’s conflict behavior skills. The second-
ary question is personal gain versus the benefit of the group. In a long-term care or 
health facility, the administrator does not usually have as much patient and client 
contact, so issues of care arise, but the administrator might not be informed: “[o]ften 
the question of who is more powerful turns on who is less dependent” (Augsburger, 
1992, p. 57).

In understanding a company, a mediator learns from the employees their per-
ceptions of the company to understand their employee role. Meeting with each party 
a few times separately a few times before the mediation helps the mediator under-
stand the party’s narrative of the past to deconstruct and rebuild sustainable, clearer 
objectives and goals going forward. This is informed by structuralist theory that con-
nects elements in the social sciences, supporting the idea that human actions are 
a response to the structure of their social environment, such as values, attitudes, 
and behaviors. Structural functionalism, known also as systems theory, equilibrium 
theory, or simply functionalism, refers to the concept of organizations and institutions 
forming the basis of a social system. A characteristic of functionalism is the concept 
that views of societies, as made up of component parts, whose interrelation contrib-
utes to the maintenance of the whole. Functionalism also focuses on the forces that 
bring cohesion, integration, explanation, and equilibrium to a society or organiza-
tion (DeGeorge & DeGeorge, 1972). Functionalism emerged from the works of Auguste 
Comte (1798–1857), Herbert Spencer (1820–1903), and Emile Durkheim (1858–1917), 
and later by the American sociologist Talcott Parsons (1902–1979).

Structural functionalism seeks out the ‘structural’ aspects of the social system 
or organization under consideration, and then studies the processes that function to 
maintain its social structures and interactions. Parson’s theory was commonly seen 
as a product of modern, affluent American society, where structural social conflicts 
had been largely eliminated or were of a transient nature, and where there appeared 
to be a general social cohesion and shared adherence to democratic values. Media-
tion gives voice to reality checking and understanding the unspoken, never heard or 
learned.

Sometimes, the mediator plays devil’s advocate with the parties either in con-
ference or in caucus, private meetings, which allocates equal time to the parties. In 
these sessions, the parties write, not just think their thoughts, which can be shared 
with the other party in conference. This is the only way to assure being on the same 
page in the same reality. According to Parsons, key requirements for organizational 
maintenance, which is seen to be the overriding goal of any organization, are those 
elements which apply to all social systems; namely, adaptation, goal attainment, inte-
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gration, and pattern (or value) maintenance. In dealing with organizations, Parsons 
set forth need-dispositions. His objective that meshes with this study is that “there 
are role expectations that lead actors to give and get appropriate responses” (Ritzer & 
Goodman, 2004, p. 238.)

The mediator helps the parties recognize their own contributions to the organi-
zational conflict by listening and encouraging the parties to listen and hear the dis-
similarities in their perceptions. Roger Fisher called it Needs Theory and looked at the 
identity of individuals and their role within the group. Inter-group conflict is based 
primarily in social psychology theorizing, especially related to Maslow’s hierarchy of 
needs (Hermann, 2006, p. 50). Leaders in organizations use power and authority to 
manage their organizations. In their minds, their role demonstrates leadership, such 
as with conflict behavior skills that will help them manage their facility. This is the 
highest need on Maslow’s scale, the hierarchy of needs and self-actualization. The 
importance of the hierarchal need is a western mentality. If these administrators were 
in the east, they would place a higher value on appearing to be part of the service 
team, not above it as the authority voice (Avruch, 1998; Boulding, 1990; Lemert, 2004).

Kurt Lewin (1890–1947) penned field theory, “[b]ehavior, he said is always the 
result of a field of forces, never a matter of specific traits in the individuals or specific 
conditions of the environment” (Shellenberg, 1996, p. 69). This field theory is sup-
portive of SOS-Semantics of Self in ConflictTM because the behavior that is chosen to 
be used by the administrator or head of an organization comes after the conflict event 
has unfolded and is explained by looking backward in reflection. The employees of 
the conflict are not always the real parties in organizational mediation, the managers 
and leaders might be. Sometimes the lower ranking staff are in the conflict, but the 
management is the one who needs to be the resolver.

Individuals within a social system have dynamic, symbiotic interactions. There 
is constant changing and vacillating dialogue. To facilitate the dialogue between 
and within each party, the mediator helps the parties explore words and labels to 
convey who they are and how they want to be perceived. Within a social system, the 
micro theorist Goffman (1974) maintained that individuals want to present a certain 
sense of self that will be accepted by others when they interact. Part of the symbolism 
and interaction among organizations, their staff, and their consumers is the “face” 
or persona that they want others to see and to know. In long-term and health care 
facilities, as well as other types of organizations, the interaction and actions result in 
dramaturgy, the role for communication and understanding the reality of the situa-
tion changes over the course of the mediation session. It is rare in a mediation that the 
attitude and personality of the parties do not change or show the range from anger, 
sadness, to a new realization and acceptance.

A second pivotal influence on symbolic interactionism was the philosophical 
perspective known as pragmatism. Its influence can be seen in the social psycho-
logical works of Cooley (1902), James (1915), Dewey (1920), Thomas (1931), and Mead 
(1934). In general, pragmatists use behaviors that have proven useful to them and 
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to modify what has proven not to work. Pragmatists also have emphasized the rele-
vance of nature, including, most important for our purposes, the social world, that of 
the organization, for the emergence of the individual to change their role within the 
workplace.

Case Study that Respects and Underscores  
the HearT of Mediation
Government agencies are exemplary as far as organizational mediation is concerned 
because they often have people who have been employed by them for great periods 
of time. The parties in government agencies are not only doing a job, but their per-
sonal mission is public service. When there is a conflict within an agency or between 
employees, the opportunity to find solutions for the employee’s benefit and to uphold 
something that would help the public good that they are trying to represent flows to 
the heart of the conversation.

I was contacted by a federal agency to mediate between two employees who had 
been having some conflicts on and off over many years. Some of the conflicts were 
about program and community, but some were of the issues I learned were based on 
personal, gender differences. The conflicts would appear to be resolved, but much 
of the time, the conflicts were marginalized and suppressed, not healed at the root. 
When they re-emerged at another point, accumulation of anger and the past made the 
conflict uglier, so a proper mediation was important to the solution. In the past, they 
had just had conversations with their direct managers at their locations.

To build their rapport with me and for me to get some insight on them and their 
issues and point of conflict, I met with each party for an hour three times, once online 
and then the other two times in person. The key benefit at the HearT of our conver-
sations were that they had a chance to be heard. I asked them, “What brought you to 
this point and what do you think will help you move forward?” Then, I didn’t talk! 
They needed to talk!

I didn’t take any notes, so I gave them my full attention to regurgitate their angst, 
emotions, and concern for what they both saw agency failings to understand the 
issues and impact on the public. In my mind, I classified their concerns in the rela-
tional, high conflict, family category. Both were well educated, articulate, and deeply 
crushed and concerned by the conflict. They had worked together, uncomfortably, for 
over ten years.

In this case, to break their cycle of conflict, I administered the Conflict Dynamic 
Profile-I for an individual. As I went forward, I really thought that the agency would 
benefit from the 360, for the whole office, but the agency was not interested. Part 
of the process was also giving each party a conflict dynamic profile and the conflict 
dynamic profile measures their behavioral attributes how are they approach conflict 
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and anger. Using a coaching tool can be very helpful for self-analysis of the parties to 
be mindful of their conflict behaviors and contribution to the conflict. It helps give 
the parties more measurement as to perhaps why they react the way they do or when 
they react the way they do.

The conflict dynamic profile was developed at the Eckerd University in Florida 
over twenty years ago, so it is a well-honed tool that measures behavioral attributes 
not personality. Behavior change can be accomplished, but you can’t change person-
ality as easily. When given the conflict dynamic profile the parties usually are sur-
prised of their behaviors that might have contributed to the conflict. This CDP tool is 
online for the parties to complete the 100 questions that quite accurately assess their 
conflict behaviors. This tool addresses the parties in a more elevated professional, 
caring manner. The results of their conflict dynamic profile are not shared with 
anybody including their boss or the other party. It is privileged information between 
the mediator and each party. As mediator, I am not going to fix them, but the party 
knows that I know their behaviors, and, more importantly, the parties now each see 
their personal starting points, that is usually not realized conflict behaviors. On the 
third time the parties met with the mediator, there was a conversation about what the 
results were of their conflict dynamic profile and how could they use some of their 
CPD-I insight to change what had happened. I let them think it through. During the 
third conversation with each party, after the CPD-I time and discussing their conflict 
dynamic profile, the parties had control over when to schedule their joint conversa-
tion, the mediation. Both parties must attend the mediation process. No lawyers were 
involved or needed for points of law.

When the parties met with the mediator at the mediation, which was in person, 
they are given the same formal dynamics again to formally sign the Agreement to 
Mediate and The Confidentiality Agreement, so that both of their signatures were on 
the same page – symbolically and actually. When this is done in person it’s a lot easier 
and the dynamics of having the parties and their energy and anger in the same room is 
very important. With the necessity of zoom now you lose a lot of the anger and the neg-
ative energy that is brought to a mediation room. As in physics when you bring (use) 
energy, like a pendulum, energy breeds inertia (energy), so using the dynamics of 
physics some of that is lost on a zoom, but many parts of energy can still be somewhat 
regained. After each party talked about what brought them to this conversation and 
what they were hoping to get out of it, there were tears, apologies, forgiveness, and 
collaborative conversations. No monetary considerations were on the table, just a fun-
damental conversation on their differences in conflict behaviors that they both under-
stood better from the private meetings and CPD-I. Their opening statements started 
at realistic perspectives, supporting the ideas that they generated and negotiated on 
together to go forward with a blueprint. They didn’t have to like each other or change 
who they were, but they built ideas on their newly considered common ground.

Money paid to the mediator should not sway the mediator’s neutrality, nor should 
the financial value of the outcome dictate the fees of the mediator. The important part 
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of a mediation should be what is the understanding of the parties and what solution do 
they see or reject from each other, with the possibility to go forward to find a solution.

As mediator, of course, never tell the other side information learned from the 
other party. If the parties wish to mention private information, the mediator’s role is 
to help the parties articulate it to the other side in the form of a proposal directly. In 
most mediations the mediator should never be the courier anyway. A skilled media-
tor helps the parties find a way to say what they need to say and make proposals to 
the other side that are either accepted thought about or rejected but never rejected 
without a counterproposal. In this case the parties came to a very satisfying solution 
very detailed as to how they would move forward and in what manner they would 
move forward.

This mediation at the table took about 10 hours over two meetings and a lot of 
things were said that as part of the mediated settlement agreement that one party 
or the other would say that didn’t need to be written down. That was not allowed 
and every detail to the plan was memorialized. No faulty memories or denials could 
emerge later. And to make the MSA even stronger, the parties even said why they felt 
the solution would be something that they could move forward with, as a safeguard 
for when one of the parties reviews the outcome of it later in a different frame of mind, 
they cannot say why did I ever agree to that. So, the next day or the next week when 
they look at the agreement, they have something that’s very secure to remind them 
what their reasoning was behind the solution that they had made at that time.

Another aspect of an organizational mediation that is very important is the loca-
tion of the mediation. The location or venue for the mediation is never at the office 
where people can see the parties going into the mediation. The mediation should 
be held either at the mediator‘s office or in a location off company campus, a totally 
neutral location for both parties. There were no prying eyes or ears leaning against the 
walls. The parties needed to feel very free and very independent with their decisions 
and thoughts. So often in organizational mediation, it is the manager of the parties 
who actually sends the parties to the mediation who is the problem. It is very important 
that the parties can feel a great sense of confidentiality to speak frankly and not worry 
that somebody is privy to what they’ve said, and that the confidentiality agreement 
is signed by both of them right at the beginning of the mediation. The mediator reads 
both agreements out loud in front of both parties after the parties are informed about 
what the mediation process will be, because they act as a framework and the immedi-
ate reminder of what they are about to achieve, so very important to the process. Medi-
ation is not a process that is a race to the end. It’s an opportunity for the parties to work 
through what brought them to that point, but since the past can’t be changed, to look 
forward for a solution that gives them both something to find pride in. The mediation 
is not for either party to feel rushed, pressured, or railroaded into making decisions, 
but where both or all parties are heard and can get to the HearT of the conflict.

Mead argued that the individual creates and transforms his or herself as well as 
society via the mind and the uniquely human ability uses science to induce social 
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reform. SOS-Semantics of Self in ConflictTM offers a lens to looking at conflict behav-
iors reflectively from the perspective of an organic event within an event or in reac-
tion of a previous event. When the mediator‘s process is comprehensive, ethical, skill 
based, respectful of the HearT of mediation, the transparency provides satisfying 
solutions for the benefit of the parties and the organizational systems and resets the 
culture of conflict.
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Chapter 17   
Managing Organizational Conflicts 
Through Innovation, Creativity, and 
Inclusion: Implementing a Conflict System 
of Shared Leadership

Abstract: The need is urgent for organizational leaders and members to transform 
organizational conflicts by addressing conflict that is a natural part of organizational 
life. Leaders must evolve their organizational systems to address underlying causes 
of conflict and seek solutions that serve the interests of all, irrespective of where they 
may reside within the organizational hierarchy. Conflict will occur anywhere there is 
interdependence, so this chapter provides an impetus for organizational members to 
be pro-active rather than reactive in addressing conflict. This chapter will examine 
three facets of organizational conflict resolution: 1) the need for Conflict Management 
Systems, 2) the role of diversity, equity, and inclusion in system design, and 3) how 
the practice of shared leadership in addressing conflict and system design can be 
realized through Liberating Structures. We first examine the critical need for leaders 
to design a conflict management system (CMS) within their organizations, informed 
and shaped from the bottom-up. The process of designing a CMS must be inclusive, 
transparent, and collaborative; careful to ensure all voices are heard as the system 
is reshaped. Organizations that have Conflict Management Systems inherently and 
explicitly communicate “value” for employees. CMS provide an official platform for 
people to safely express and address their conflicts with the goal of transforming and 
restoring relationships in the workplace. Invariably, as organizations become increas-
ingly diverse, the need to address diversity, equity, and inclusion within CMS design 
becomes essential. While most organizations espouse the values of appreciating 
diversity, upholding equity, and being inclusive, far fewer can bring these values to 
life in people’s everyday work. Lofty ideals followed by business-as-usual foments 
even more conflict, highlighting the necessity for all people, especially leaders, to 
develop competence and fluency around building a culture that truly embraces diver-
sity. This paper concludes by introducing Liberating Structures as a practice of shared 
leadership. Liberating Structures offer a practical approach to radical collaboration 
through which people can listen, share, learn and have a higher, collective under-
standing of the complexities of a challenge enabling them to move towards meaning-
ful action shaped by all. The array of diverse ideas is exponentially expanded through 
this shared practice, paving the way for creative and innovative solutions to previ-
ously unsolvable challenges.
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Organizational life is rife with conflict, yet conflict is a natural occurrence in organiza-
tional settings. Anytime people are interdependent and rely on one another, conflict 
is bound to occur, but conflict has a positive nature if it is appropriately addressed 
(Georgakopoulos, Storrow, and Coleman, 2017). Hansen (2021) also makes a solid case 
that conflict can be an opportunity to address, improve, and resolve problems in his 
most recent book titled Harnessing Conflict’s Potential: Turning Lighting into Light. 
Imagine for a moment that conflict provides us with a struggle or obstacle, but if we 
had not encountered conflict, we may very well not experience innovation, growth, 
productivity, or progress that can follow by addressing the conflict. In this chapter, we 
offer concrete recommendations for managing conflicts and improving group dynam-
ics within organizational settings.

The authors are experienced Dispute Systems Designer for multinational organ-
izations and governmental agencies, served as lead trainers and private practition-
ers across diverse organizations for several years, and have real-world experiences 
through their established scholarly contributions. As authors collectively, we share 
this chapter to assist dispute systems designers in customizing  Conflict Management 
Systems (CMS) that successfully match diverse organizations and encourage organiza-
tional members to infuse innovative processes that address conflict prevention, man-
agement, and resolution within organizational settings. First, we proceed by recom-
mending that all organizations should have a CMS, which we describe interchangeably 
with what others (Amsler, Martinez and Smith, 2020) have popularly called Dispute 
Systems Designs (DSD). CMS or DSD call for a formal design and structure for how 
people should address and intervene when conflict emerges within the organizational 
setting. Next, we present several important challenges related to cultural inclusion 
and diversity within organizations and provide recommendation to tackle these chal-
lenges. We conclude with an unconventional yet refreshing perspective using Liber-
ating Structures as a form of shared leadership that serves as an informal conflict 
resolution system. We will illustrate that Liberating Structures invite and leverage the 
latent potentialities within people which allows groups to scale to new heights.

Designing a Conflict Management System 
within Organizational Settings
The stakes are high for organizations to be successful; however, conflict within organ-
izations can be very costly, and if it is not properly managed, it can impede success, 
productivity, and innovation. Unfortunately, many times, conflicts are addressed 
reactively and there is little to no attention placed on addressing conflict preven-
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tion, intervention, management, as well as resolution. Georgakopoulos, Storrow, and 
Coleman (2017) and Amsler, Martinez, and Smith, (2020) detail why this is a grave 
mistake for any organization when its members do not have a platform to address 
conflict through approaches that tackle all of the elements mentioned above. Design-
ing an effective CMS is vital to the success of organizations if their organizational 
members and leaders wish for their organizations to not only survive but thrive in this 
rapidly changing era of innovation, progress, and globalization.

A CMS is a cost-effective approach to design if we consider the alternative, which 
is the cost of unresolved disputes that may ultimately cripple organizations. Georga-
kopoulos, Storrow, and Coleman (2017) present a detailed chapter on recommendations 
for designing a CMS with the help of conflict resolution experts who may be instrumen-
tal in assisting organizational leaders to integrate conflict resolution approaches that 
address conflict. They share there are a variety to models to select or draw upon within 
informal approaches and present a detailed example of mediation as a solid process. 
The objective of having an established CMS within an organization is that a CMS may 
provide a formidable platform to address conflict with informal processes before con-
flict escalates and requires formal conflict resolution interventions. These include costly 
lawsuits tied to long-drawn-out court proceedings or, even worse yet, aggravates hostile 
organizational environments that involve workplace violence, harassment, or bullying 
that may result as consequences of unaddressed conflict or grievances. Aside from the 
costly and lengthy nature of more formal approaches of litigation and court-connected 
processes, leveraging risk and the unpredictable outcomes that ensue from following 
formal approaches can cause significant psychological distress and anxiety, which 
often results in poor retention or ultimate termination of valuable employees and com-
promises the health and well-being of members within an organization. A well-designed 
CMS can save organizational members from the aggravation and costs related to conflict 
(Georgakopoulos, Storrow, and Coleman, 2017), but also can promote the well-being 
of members in its organization to avoid elements such as workplace bullying or har-
assment, to name a few adverse outcomes of not addressing conflict, which is vitally 
important to the success of organizations (Georgakopoulos and Kelly, 2017).

In the organizational setting, there may be a variety of approaches to tackle con-
flict. Specifically, mediation and facilitation are both examples of informal dispute 
resolution processes that can be implemented as exceptional early interventions as 
primary dispute resolution approaches in the CMS design. If disputes are not addressed 
or resolved at these informal levels, a CMS should present backups that move toward 
more formal processes such as arbitration or litigation. Given the unique challenges 
of conflict, a one size fits all approach to CMS may not be sufficient to tackle conflict, 
as o(1996) illustrated in their popular and classic dispute system design book. Addi-
tional resources to this classic work include several contemporary works in dispute 
systems design (Rogers, Bordone, Sander, and McEwen, 2019; Amsler, Martinez and 
Smith, 2020) that are sure to assist dispute systems designers in customizing a CMS 
that serves as a good match with their respective organizations and clients.
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Ultimately an effective CMS should be customized and designed considering that 
organizations are unique, and conflicts are complex and fluid. For example, medi-
ation applied from different models (Bush and Folger, 2005; Georgakopoulos, 2017; 
Moore, 2014; Winslade and Monk, 2001) may provide an optimal CMS that addresses 
conflict in situations that involve a few parties, whereas facilitation (Schwarz, 2017) 
may be valuable in addressing issues that involve a more significant number of 
people in groups. A CMS can include a variety of platforms to tackle conflict, which 
will require addressing the conflict, people, and context within its design.

Systems Thinking in Design
Offering different platforms to address conflict is imperative; moreover, every effec-
tive CMS should include a systems approach to impact the broader organization. 
This approach should address the parts of conflict that reveal its impacts on the 
whole system and show how conflicts at every level impact the overall organization. 
Often organizational members do not recognize the impacts of conflicts on the more 
global system within their organizations. Stroh (2015) presented compelling exam-
ples of building understanding and harmony using systems approaches and systems 
mapping as a conflict resolution approach in groups. Stroh (2015) argued that systems 
thinking used to solve complex problems can enable people to overcome their prob-
lems, but more sustainable and lasting result can be real social change, which is more 
transformative than merely resolving conflict alone. Stroh (2015) shared that systems 
thinking addresses change as it: (1) motivates individuals to see their influences and 
responsibilities in a conflict that exists, (2) allows them to see how collaborations 
influence the individual, as well as collective behavior, (3) encourages people to focus 
efforts on specific changes that are impactful and sustainable for the overall system, 
and (4) promotes learning from our actions and consequences of our actions, so that 
adapting is a key consequence of our learning. A successful CMS design should be 
developed with care and should be compatible with the organization (i.e., it should 
match the people, resources, and needs), and it should be designed with systems 
thinking at the center.

Design and Options in a CMS
The classic work of Costantino and Merchant (1996) provides solid design principles 
that are valuable and relevant to develop a solid CMS in current times: 1) the process 
should take into account the parties’ interests, 2) parties should have realistic and 
cost-effective options, 3) parties should be given backup plans in case the first strat-
egy fails, 4) parties should be informed on the procedure before it is implemented, and 
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they should be debriefed afterward, 5) implemented methods should be ranked from 
low to high cost, and 6) approaches should be supplemented with incentives, rein-
forcement, and assistance to ensure that they are used (Costantino & Merchant, 1996). 
Many of these principles are underscored and reinforced by Rogers, Bordone, Sander, 
and McEwen (2019), but the authors further stress that design should involve targeted 
processes surrounding innovation, adaptation, choice, creativity, sequencing, and 
collaboration. Georgakopoulos, A., Coleman H. J. & Storrow, R. (2017) recommend 
that after considering organizational members’ interests and resources, the designer 
should educate organizational members about the differences between conflict res-
olution approaches (e.g., negotiation, facilitation, mediation, arbitration … etc.)  
and distinguishing characteristics within each approach so stakeholders are famil-
iar with the processes. They suggest that the next step is for stakeholders who will 
be directly impacted by a CMS program to contribute and co-create the CMS, so the 
process involves transparency, cooperation, ownership, and buy-in which should 
promote sustainability and success of the program for the long term. This approach 
will require that leaders and managers invite employees to come to the table so they 
can participate in the process and contribute their ideas for the design. The value of 
this approach is illustrated by Cloke and Goldsmith (2002), who have argued that an 
inclusive approach that fosters organizational democracy exceeds expectations and 
results in positive outcomes.

Contemporary works have extended recommendations for dispute systems 
design and echoed several elements of the classic work by Costantino and Merchant 
(1996). For example, solid contemporary resources for dispute systems designers 
should include at minimum Designing Systems and Processes for Managing Disputes 
by Rogers, Bordone, Sander, and McEwen (2019), Dispute Systems Design: Prevent-
ing, Managing, and Resolving Conflict by Amsler, Martinez, and Smith (2020) and The 
Mediation Handbook: Theory, Research, and Practice by Georgakopoulos (2017). In 
combination, these resources will assist professionals with developing and custom-
izing dispute systems designs and implementing approaches within the CMS or what 
has been called the Dispute Systems Design (DSD).

Along with our recommendation for organizational members to design effective 
CMS within organizations, addressing diversity, inclusion and equity are at the heart 
of intentionally building solid, quality working groups within organizations. We now 
turn our attention to the strength of diverse teams and the natural occurrence of con-
flict amid diverse work environments to provide a solid rationale for implementing 
CMS in organizations to address conflict within groups. We will provide recommen-
dations on group processes that may complement organizational members in how 
they communicate and work with each other in organizations to harness the power of 
harmony in the workplace.
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Facilitating and Managing Diverse Teams
Changing work environments, managing diverse workforces, and operating in agile 
settings are fertile ground for different organizational conflicts. Conflicts can arise 
anytime within and between coworkers creating constant challenges to ongoing pro-
cesses. Different styles of communication and organizational culture can often lead to 
misunderstandings, disputes, and friction points in teams. Today we are witnessing 
more workplace conflict that has cultural and diversity threads that can be very chal-
lenging. Especially since the Covid-19 pandemic, organizational managers are facing 
culturally driven and diverse disputes in new digital environments that are complex 
for which they may be ill-equipped to analyze and resolve. This section will suggest 
some tips on establishing more inclusive workplace environments both in-person 
and in remote settings to help managers better navigate conflicts while encouraging 
a new cultural intelligence and understanding. This skill is particularly important for 
leaders and managers working in global and virtual teams.

Sir Vangen and Nik Winchester’s (2014) “Theory of Collaborative Advantage 
(TCA)” is extremely useful to apply to understanding cultural dynamics in organiza-
tional settings. Sir Vangen and Nik Winchester’s (2014) suggest that “culture can be 
paradoxical and can either help or hinder the success of team collaboration (p. 687).” 
In essence, managers must understand that collaborations involving members who 
are culturally diverse come with culturally driven “collaborative advantage” while 
also opening the door to culturally driven conflict (Vangen & Winchester, 2014, p. 
687). Therefore, as Vangen & Winchester (2014) point out, “cultural diversity can have 
both positive and negative outcomes for collaborative work” (p. 687). Vangen & Win-
chester (2014) suggest considering a simplified three-stage process when dealing with 
cultural challenges in organizations which include:
1) Recognition – demonstrate awareness of the cultural friction and diagnose its 

source, (p. 690).
2) Research – engage in the process of cultural learning through a detailed study of 

practice and existing models of culture; (p. 690)
3) Reconciliation – put in place practices and structures that address the points of 

cultural friction (p. 690).

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) Approaches
Sundar Pichai, the CEO of Google on Google’s diversity homepage, says “A diverse mix 
of voices leads to better discussions, decisions, and outcomes for everyone” (Google, 
n.d.). Like many leaders guiding teams today, fostering a collaborative culture in 
organizations requires the willingness and commitment of leadership to engage in 
collective conversations addressing the various aspects of DEI approaches. Support-
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ing greater diversity in the workplace is becoming more important than ever for many 
companies in their efforts in advancing DEI approaches to new laws and require-
ments. Nevertheless, Sir Vangen (2017) reminds us to consider that “there will be 
trade-offs and compromises in the practice of managing communication and shared 
understanding in culturally diverse collaborations” (p. 306). To engage is inclusivity 
in the workplace, the individual differences, different cultural backgrounds, abilities, 
and the opinions of employees need to be accepted which is more challenging task. 
Below are several conflict resolution approaches that we recommend being housed 
within your CMS design as informal regular dialogues, discussions, and/or trainings 
as these may assist in preventing, managing, and/or resolving workplace conflict. 
For the scope of this chapter, we provide you with important concepts and principles, 
but encourage organizational members and leaders to shape how these elements 
will integrated in their CMS design so they are effectively understood at a cognitive 
level, expressed at a skills level, and most significantly embodied at an intrinsic level 
with positive affective attitudes. The idea behind these processes and strategies is 
to address conflict pro-actively rather than reactively and to be intentionally about 
inclusion and equity in the CMS design to provide transformative experiences where 
employees improve their relationships as well as the manner in which they interact in 
culturally diverse environments. We want to underscore that culture can’t be parceled 
apart from conflict thus it should be considered as a vital component that is squarely 
addressed in the design of a CMS.

Develop Cultural Competence and Cultural Fluency. Cultural competence, like 
emotional intelligence, is another critical skill for effective work performance. A more 
extensive definition offered by Dr. Richard T. Alpert is: “Cultural competence ability 
depends on awareness of one’s cultural worldview, knowledge of other cultural prac-
tices and worldviews, tolerant attitudes towards cultural differences, and cross-cul-
tural skills” (Alpert, 2017, para. 3). Therefore, promoting cultural competence entails 
understanding how values, norms, and traditions “affect the way a member of a 
group typically perceives, thinks, interacts, behaves, and makes judgments” (Alpert, 
2017, para. 2). Michele LeBaron (2003) urges that today’s employees need to develop 
cultural fluency to recognize different communication styles and better understand 
cultural identities and differences.

Promote cultural self-awareness and diversity knowledge. As workplaces become 
increasingly diverse and globally connected, employees must learn to examine their 
cultural blind spots. Cross-cultural expert Nancy Adler (1991) points out that “some 
people may have cultural blinders, especially when may never have left their home 
culture or been forced to examine their general assumptions” (p. 7). When employ-
ees in organizations lack cultural self-awareness, this can be a significant obstacle to 
conducting business. Adler (1991) further points out that “cross-cultural communica-
tion continually involves misunderstandings caused by misperception, misinterpre-
tations, and misevaluation” (p. 2). Adler (1991) further argues that the “most difficult 
skill in cross-cultural communication involves standing back from yourself, or being 
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aware that you do not know everything, that a situation may not make sense, that 
your guesses may be wrong, and that the ambiguity in the situation may continue” 
(p. 14).

Address any problems of stereotyping and biases.  Adler (2002) also describes in 
her research on cultural misperceptions and stereotypes that “people from different 
countries see, interpret, and evaluate things differently and consequently act upon 
them differently” (p. 77). In addition, cultural expert Anne Murphy Paul argues that 
we all have unconscious biases and automatic stereotyping of different people (Paul, 
1998). So, we must promote cultural diversity to recognize better our emotional trig-
gers and possible seeds of prejudices against others.

Create accountability in the workplace. It is critical to create an organizational 
culture where employees and project managers take ownership and responsibility for 
their work. It is important to assess individual, team and organizational readiness to 
create inclusive environments. Without accountability, this can lead to distrust and a 
decline in employee morale. Fostering an accountability culture includes taking the 
initiative, proactive communication, and accepting responsibility for all work phases. 
When one person does not take accountability for their errors or failures, this can lead 
to a delay or bottleneck in the workflow. In addition, if a team member is not adhering 
to their commitments, the whole team can suffer.

Provide a feedback culture. It is recommended to prepare carefully and adopt 
feedback mechanisms that enable employees to celebrate successes and analyze mis-
takes in any organization. Certain national cultures and organizations (hierarchical 
vs. heterarchical) may prefer direct or indirect feedback. Giving feedback should con-
sider cultural sensitivities, but feedback should create more transparency and reduce 
any inconsistency.

Develop clear communication procedures guidelines and make expectations ob -
vious. Sometimes employees experience difficulties deciding which communication 
method is the most appropriate to use. A vast majority of internal communication is 
written in many organizations today using many online communication tools.

Preparing in advance how best to foster meta communication to inclusive conversa-
tions is an important initial step. Therefore, it is necessary to standardize and simplify 
communication procedures and provide guidelines and perhaps even indicate an 
appropriate response time to streamline expectation management could be helpful. It 
is essential to provide clear and timely information to ensure effective teamwork and 
performance.

Create a mixed organizational culture. Although teams are made up of individuals, 
it is crucial to appreciate work well done for all team players in diverse settings. Organ-
izational productivity relies on working well together and minimizing “silo-workers.” 
Therefore, it is essential to create a working environment characterized by strong 
communication and interpersonal skills and collaboration and partnership rather 
than competition and internal rivalry. Effective cross-cultural team building will be 
required to take advantage of this diversity. Furthermore, exploring where perspec-
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tives diverge and creating shared meaning and finding common ground for discus-
sions is critical.

Clarify notions of timing and scheduling. Often people from culturally different 
backgrounds tend to have different perceptions of the concepts of time. Various views 
of work or personal time can lead to misunderstandings in the workplace, especially 
regarding deadlines and project scheduling. It may be necessary to clarify what a 
deadline means, and the amount of time required to complete a task. To remain agile 
within organizations, project managers running diverse teams might require having 
multiple management approaches that use flexible time scheduling, multi-tasking, 
and adaptability.

It is essential to understand that culturally diverse teams need time to develop and 
mature. Avoiding workplace conflict entirely is not possible but requires open commu-
nication and transparency. Different stakeholders sometimes have competing priorities 
and perceptions; therefore, it is essential to create a shared vision that discuss these 
concepts and topics within a CMS across and among team members and departments. 
Cultural orientations should be considered without making general assumptions, 
misinterpretations, or false stereotyping. Responding to the entire team with a col-
laborative approach will render better results and support consensus-building. Using 
a systems approach, where culture and diversity are situated as significant elements 
within CMS will likely assist in responding and tackling culturally sensitive conflicts.

If the idea of implementing a formal CMS in your organization is daunting or too 
costly, we propose integrating dialogic events as an informal and accessible options 
that can be part of the CMS that redefines and reshapes how organizational members 
interact and communicate with each other. Henri Lipmanowicz and Keith McCand-
less developed over 33 Liberating Structures to create minimally structured yet power-
fully liberating conversations that can be used in a variety of organizational settings. 
This section highlights how to bring the practice of shared leadership to life through 
dialogic events, how we can apply Liberating Structures to address cultural diversity, 
and we leave the readers with recommendations on how to start.

Leadership Re-Imagined
A new wave of thinking about leadership is emerging. From this perspective, lead-
ership is not viewed as a set of attributes inherent in particularly gifted individuals, 
but instead, it is seen as a set of practices among those engaged together in realiz-
ing their choices (Raelin, 2015). This emerging concept of leadership involves various 
activities, including inviting the participation of diverse stakeholders, scanning the 
environment, mobilizing resources, arranging interactions across new networks, and 
facilitating reflection that offers feedback (p. 95). This approach will be referred to as 
a shared leadership approach that is brought to life through Liberating Structures.
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Organizations are Conversations
As people socially interact, reality and truth are constantly created and recreated 
through conversations and experiences. A shared leadership approach understands 
organizations as conversations where people, drawing from their individual experi-
ences, make meaning and construct reality together from their collective and emerg-
ing stories, narratives, and discussions. Therefore, to change an organization, you 
must change the conversations and narratives that occur within them (Ford & Ford, 
2008; Shaw, 2002). Suppose your organization is not creating dedicated space and 
time to conduct inclusive, participative dialogic events on a regular basis. In that 
case, your organizational reality is deprived of access to vital information and your 
culture will be bereft of affirming, unifying relational experiences that can change 
your organization’s trajectory.

Using Liberating Structures to design interactions and conversations can reduce 
barriers by sharing more knowledge and providing opportunities to include diverse 
people from all parts of the organization in the communication, problem-solving, 
and decision-making processes (Cloke & Goldsmith, 2002; Tourish, 2005; Stephen-
son, 2009; Raelin, 2012; Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013). In these environments, people can 
confront each other supportively, rumors are challenged and there is greater freedom 
within and responsibility for the organization’s success (Lipmanowicz & McCandless, 
2013). In addition, as everyone is pulled into these dialogic processes, less time is 
spent correcting misinformation, resolving conflicts, and doing damage repair from 
rumors and gossip (Cloke & Goldsmith, 2001).

Learning in Action
Liberating structures are learning in action. The key to building capabilities is doing it 
instead of sitting in a classroom learning about it. The limitations of a text-based pedagogy 
to leadership development become clear when leadership development aims to improve 
skills in practice (Gergen & Hersted, 2016). It is therefore essential to be immersed in actual 
practices that expose participants to opportunities for dialogic relationships. Every Liber-
ating Structure designs experience with a specific purpose while concurrently building 
individual capabilities. Liberating Structures are methods of a learn-by-doing approach 
that enable individuals to develop greater capabilities through participation. Most people 
understand a workshop here or there is unlikely to change behavior overnight. However, 
as Liberating Structures are used over a period with consistent application of a set of prin-
ciples, many of these moments build up to a point where evolved practices and mindsets 
become embodied (Ledwith & Springett, 2010) and transformational change occurs.

Regularly scheduled dialogic events with thoughtful, intentional design using 
Liberating Structures build in continuous cycles of action, reflection, and dialogue, in 
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which diverse participants can collectively look back at the action taken and, through 
dialogic processes, discover together what worked well and what did not. An array of 
Liberating Structures can be used to design the flow of activities intended to draw out 
knowledge and insights, expose natural paradoxes of complex situations and provide 
the opportunity for collective exploration of new and creative ideas moving forward. 
Quick cycles of action, reflection, and dialogue with an experimental mindset that 
views failure as a natural part of the learning process build adaptive organizational 
capacity.

Building a Culture that Values Diversity, Equity, 
and Inclusion (DEI)
While many organizations espouse the values of diversity, equity, and inclusion, far 
fewer can put these lofty ideals into practice in a meaningful way that builds individ-
ual and organizational capacity. A brief outline of how to start these conversations in 
your organization follows.
1. Schedule a Dialogic Event. Invite a cross-section of people in your organization to 

a conversation. The inclusion of diverse people is imperative to walking the talk 
of DEI.

2. Design the Event with Someone Who Cares. Invite some co-conspirators to the 
design process, to design the flow of the collaborative conversation using Liber-
ating Structures. Be very clear about the purpose of your meeting. For example, 
“The two-fold purpose of this meeting is to elevate our understanding of diversity 
and inclusion and to strengthen our relationships with each other through meaning-
ful conversations.”

3. Select an Appropriate Venue. Assuming you can meet in person, choose a loca-
tion in which people can move around freely with no tables or other obstructions 
that hinder the flow of face-to-face interaction. Understanding that most meet-
ings are held virtually, these collaborations are entirely possible with Zoom and 
break-out rooms.

4. Hold the Event. One great option is to start with Impromptu Networking! This is a 
stand-up, quick-moving face-to-face conversation between two people who have 
approximately 90 seconds each to share and 90 seconds to listen to a prompt. 
Some questions that might be asked include:

 – “Think of a time when you felt completely accepted, comfortable and safe. 
What conditions made that possible? Please find someone whom you know the 
least and share your story and listen to theirs.”

 – “Think of a time when you did not feel seen, heard, or respected. Share your 
story with someone and hear their story.”
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5. Debrief each conversation. Reflection and dialogue are vital to coalescing col-
lective understanding. There are many Liberating Structures you could use to do 
this, and one of the most easy-to-use and effective is 1-2-4-All. An open question 
as simple as, “What stood out to you from your conversations?” is a powerful way 
to elicit thoughtful responses that produce an expanded shared understanding. 
This Liberating Structure gives approximately 30–60 seconds for quiet individual 
reflection, then structures two minutes for a conversation between two people to 
share and listen, then structures four minutes for a conversation between four 
people to share and listen to each other and finally asks a spokesperson of a few 
of the groups to share insights with everyone.

6. Probe deeper with other Liberating Structures. Nine Whys is a relevant and mean-
ingful Liberating Structure to go deeper. One possible question to start the con-
versation is, “Why is it important that your unique attributes, traits, characteris-
tics, skills, experience, and background are valued at work?” Nine Whys pairs two 
people (dyads) in this conversation as each person is given approximately five 
minutes to answer this question, “ … and why is that important to you?” asked by 
the partner to explore the underlying reasons to the initial question. The idea is to 
keep asking the why to get to the core reason. These conversations allow people 
to think out loud with another about what is truly important about the question. 
No small talk here! Again, debriefing this conversation collectively is an enlight-
ening and unifying process.

7. Debrief the Event Itself. This essential part of the learning and adaptive organ-
ization is most often neglected, yet this is where the transformational change 
happens. A great Liberating Structure to use for this is an adapted version of Wise 
Crowds in which the participants are divided into small groups to address three 
questions collectively: 1) “What part of today’s meeting went particularly well?”, 
2) “What part of today’s meeting didn’t work or was a thud?”, and 3) “What would 
you like to see differently at our next gathering? Do you want to help design it?” The 
groups are then asked to share the insights gleaned from their conversations with 
leadership or the facilitator.

The questions provided in this brief outline are just examples, and the specific ques-
tions you use should intentionally serve your purpose. The idea in this section is 
to simply get started and trust the inclusive, participative processes that Liberating 
Structures unleash. Expertise is not required, only the optimistic intention to try 
something new. We encourage you to jump right in! We are confident you will be glad 
you did.

In summary, this last section described a more democratic and progressive idea 
of leadership as a practice and something that emerges when diverse people come 
together and engage in dialogue. A cultural and organizational transformation is 
made possible by including people from all parts of the organization to participate in 
dialogic events where they listen to others and contribute to the collective narrative. 
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Regularly scheduled dialogic events conducted with Liberating Structures have the 
power to open people’s minds to its undeniable benefits. When time and space are 
made for listening, learning, and sharing, a collective narrative takes shape as people 
understand the bigger picture of what is going on in the organization. As people’s 
understanding of their colleagues’ work and experience evolves – what they do, as 
well as their successes and challenges – empathy and understanding are elevated.

Additionally, as people are invited to share their unique insights, a very strong 
cultural message is conveyed that they are valued by leadership. With this cultural 
shift that evolves over time, problems become much easier to identify, curiosity is 
amplified, generative ideas flow more easily, sustainable solutions are surfaced, and 
stronger bonds and trust between people are realized. When people from all parts of 
the organization are invited to talk to each other by design, silos get smashed, and 
one-way communication is obliterated. When undiscussables are made safe to talk 
about, there is little need for gossip and hearsay to fill in the blanks of corporate 
silence. When people from all departments and different levels in the organization are 
given time to engage in meaningful dialogue, the array of diverse ideas is exponen-
tially expanded, paving the way for creative and innovative solutions to previously 
unsolvable challenges. As people experience the transformative power of Liberating 
Structures, they will likely continue to desire this form and style of interacting and 
communicating with members in their workplace. Expect people to step up and offer 
to experiment with Liberating Structures. In this way, people become self-organizing 
and self-correcting.

Conclusion
This chapter looked at organizational processes as essential systems for addressing 
conflict and ultimately creating a more unified and harmonious workplace. This 
chapter was divided into three parts: 1) first, we began with a discussion that rec-
ommended organizational members to design Conflict Management Systems while 
we discussed the benefits of implementing a design that addresses conflict preven-
tion, management, and resolution in organizations, 2) next, we provided an overview 
of elements of culture, diversity, and conflict that members in organizations should 
intentionally address to be pro-active within the workplace, 3) finally we recom-
mended Liberating Structures as a shared leadership practice to informally approach 
a CMS in the way of dialogue and problem-solving among members in the workplace.

If you are a leader in your organization with the authority to institute a formal 
Conflict Management System, we encourage you to have conversations with your 
employees and learn what would help them address conflicts that occur in the organ-
ization. Too often, we prematurely assume what people might need or want without 
directly asking stakeholders. Ownership, participatory decision making, and consen-
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sus are keys to successfully addressing conflict in contemporary organizations. We 
recommend holding one-on-one conversations, conducting focus groups, develop-
ing anonymous online surveys, asking direct supervisors, and/or developing a cre-
ative way to gather information. If you are an employee and find the topics we have 
discussed compelling, invite a discussion with your broader group and uppers to 
address dispute resolution processes, inclusion, and leadership approaches. This rich 
data will give organizational members a solid foundation to inform the systems that 
may be valuable in tackling conflict, supporting inclusion, and implementing shared 
leadership. Most transformational and innovative changes in organizations occur 
when people at all levels are invited to the table as these creative discussions can lead 
to vision formulation and ultimately to action implementation. These transformative 
changes are not idealistic when they are possible, so it is important to recognize that 
people have agency to shape their organizations and organizations in turn will shape 
people in how they address conflict.
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Hyacinth Guy 
Chapter 18  
Coaching and Organisational Development: 
Lessons and Themes from 360 Degree 
Feedback

Abstract: The purpose of this chapter is to share the themes that emerged and lessons 
learnt from a coaching practice that has spanned fifteen years with several organi-
sations. This practice informed a coaching typology that was applied to individuals 
after they completed a 360-degree feedback assessment. This chapter examines that 
model to ascertain whether the themes and lessons learnt extend the empirical data-
base of coaching found in the literature. The first section gives an overview of various 
coaching methods described in the literature and their applicability. Next, I provide 
a brief historical review of my coaching practice leading up to the coaching sessions 
conducted in two medium sized organisations (four hundred – five hundred employ-
ees) with the leaders, managers and supervisors following a 360-degree assessment. 
Then, I discuss the model used, how it was applied, the themes emanating from it, 
where they are similar and where they vary from what is seen in the literature. Finally, 
I draw some conclusions and recommendations from the review.

Keywords: conflict coaching, 360-degree assessment, executive coaching; facilita-
tion, human resource management

In my first role as a senior Human Resource Management (HRM) practitioner in the 
1990s I began working with leaders, managers, and supervisors who called on the 
Human Resource (HR) department to help them work through performance issues 
they were having with staff members, or to deal with other issues that typically came 
under the purview of an HRM department. This role also included meeting with man-
agers and their teams during the annual performance management process to help 
them set goals and key performance indicators for members of the team. It became 
clear to me from facilitating these sessions that many managers and persons who led 
teams and supervised staff, experienced great difficulty in carrying out the people 
management part of their jobs and their default mode was to call on the HR depart-
ment to do this in their stead. I was very much aware of when my role evolved into 
meeting with individual managers to hold discussions on the people management 
aspect of their role and give guidance on how they could be more effective in that 
area.

I did not label it such at the time, but these early meetings were really coach-
ing sessions with the managers. To become better at facilitating these meetings and 
helping managers become more effective, I pursued education, training, and certi-
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fication programs that I thought would build my competencies in the area. In 2017, 
after leaving the corporate world, I established an HRM Consultancy with coaching, 
primarily for individuals, as a key offering. By that time, I was a certified LifeSuccess 
coach and a certified Wellness Coach. I noted though, that my approach to coaching 
as an internal HR practitioner had to be modified when I practiced as a consultant 
and external coach. In the latter situation, I did not know the persons who came to 
me for coaching; they were either organisation or self-referred, so discovery sessions 
became a key component of the coaching approach. This allowed for the client and 
me, the coach to build a rapport and to decide if in fact they wish to work together.

I also discovered that there were two things a client had to know to achieve 
success in an identified area in their life; one was where the person was presently, and 
the other was where did the person want to go. So, developing self-awareness in the 
client and setting clear goals had to be bigger components of the coaching approach 
than when I practiced coaching internally. Further modifications to the coaching 
approach for individuals were made when I began coaching individuals following 
360-degree feedback assessments. The dilemma here was that the clients were being 
coached as individuals on the results of a 360-degree assessment; but the aims of 
the coaching included not only developing individual capabilities but also to support 
strategic organisational objectives. So, some team coaching had to be included in the 
coaching method utilized after 360-degree assessments and this had to be done while 
maintaining the confidentiality and integrity issues that were the foundation of the 
coaching relationship.

I completed coaching sessions with clients in one organisation and along the way 
I learnt what worked well and what needed to be modified both in a general way appli-
cable to any client being coached after a 360-degree assessment, and in a specific 
way, to meet the need of the present client. Fundamental to this coaching approach 
were self-awareness, goal setting and achieving, conflict and communication coach-
ing and understanding how people and organisations change (neuroscience).

The review is a form of action research in that as the ‘researcher’ I collaborated 
with the individuals being coached to diagnose individual problems and used infor-
mation of which I was aware by virtue of interacting with all team members, to work 
with the individual to have him/her develop a solution to either resolve a problem, 
deal with an issue or conflict, develop new behaviors or to change a belief system 
or paradigm that no longer served them. Action research is defined as, “inquiry 
that is done by or with insiders to an organisation or community but never to or on 
them” (Herr & Anderson, 2005). The results are specific to the organisations involved; 
however, it is hoped that the framework used and the themes emerging resonate with 
other practitioners and consultants who may find applicability in similar organisa-
tional settings.
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Coaching as a Profession
Grant and Cavanagh (2004) examined the maturation of the coaching industry over 
the years since the first published peer-reviewed paper in 1937 by C.B. Gorby. Between 
1937 and 1994, they observed that only fifty papers or PhD dissertations were cited in 
the databases, however this number increased exponentially over the period 1995 to 
2003. That period saw two significant developments in coaching; one was the advent 
of coaching as part of the role of the HRM practitioner and the other the emergence of 
professional external coaches to deal with interpersonal issues in organisations. One 
noticeable trend from the 1990’s was the use of coaching to understand human change 
processes, and yet another was the emergence of coaching as an identifiable industry.

Walker (2004) reviewed the historical development of coaching noting the difficul-
ties in obtaining information that can be considered accurate. He placed coaching as 
emerging around 1980 as part of the therapeutic field or personal development field, 
adding that as a burgeoning industry, there was need for supervision and accreditation.

Jackson (2005) looked at the definitions and approaches to coaching. In his study 
he sought to create coaching typologies and approaches used by UK-based practition-
ers to form a basis for comparative and evaluative research. He found that definitions 
varied and reflected the characteristics of the coaching approach utilized. This state-
ment was made by Jackson (2005) in his paper, “How do we describe coaching . . . . .”  
Jackson referenced Zeus and Skiffington in his paper. May I suggest that the line 
read: “He stated that he could find no general typologies of coaching in the literature 
although Zeus and Skiffington in their 2000 paper identified three types: . . .” life skills 
coaching, business coaching and executive coaching. Jackson concluded that defini-
tions “do not adequately support the processes of evaluation and research demanded 
by the needs of the marketplace and of an evidence-based discipline” (2005, p. 14).

Yves (2008) acknowledged the problem of inconsistent definitions in the field 
but noted that the discipline was benefitting from, “an infusion of ideas from diverse 
fields” (pg. 101). He reviewed the literature and attempted a typology, finding nine 
approaches and distinguishing between goal-oriented approaches and therapeutic 
approaches. While acknowledging variations, he argued that goal-oriented approaches 
had a different perspective from therapeutic perspectives in that they were strictly 
non-directive, solution-focused and performance-driven.

A common theme emerging from the writings above is that the industry seemed 
to lack some of the basic requirements to make it a true profession, notably, the low 
barriers to entry, not having a shared common body of knowledge and insufficient 
academic research. This opens the door for more evidence-based research and empir-
ically tested models to address the variability in the definitions and the typology gap.

There are several organisations across the world that seek to provide accredita-
tion and build the profession. The International Coaching Federation (ICF) estab-
lished in 1995 is the largest such organisation. It has been seeking to fill the gaps 
identified by accrediting and credentialing coaches and programs and in June 2021 
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collaborated with McLean Hospital, a Harvard Medical School affiliate through the 
latter’s Institute of Coaching, to support research that would enhance the quality, 
efficacy, and impact of the coaching field. (IOC, 2021). The ICF has a code of ethics for 
its members and defines coaching as “partnering with clients in a thought-provoking 
and creative process that inspires them to maximize their personal and professional 
potential” (ICF, 2022). However, there is no requirement for anyone aspiring to be a 
coach to become certified and the industry today continues to have low barriers to 
entry and to be beset by the lack of a clear typology.

There is, however, sufficient evidence for any practitioner to acknowledge that 
organizations have embraced the practice of coaching to grow their human capital and 
advance their goals and mission (DiGirolamo & Tkach, 2019). The writers mentioned 
herein were commissioned by the ICF to measure the impact of coaching on manage-
ment employee relations. Their analyses pointed in the direction of a clear relation-
ship between the use of coaching skills and the working relationship of the manager or 
leader and their team member with 85% of those who were in a coaching relationship 
saying that coaching did impact their performance and professions positively.

Coaching is distinct from counseling, teaching, or instructing. It is not a step or 
technique in a progressive discipline system, but more a process of guiding the person 
being coached from one level of competency to another (SHRM, 2022). This definition 
resonates with me as I have seen evidence of this in my coaching practice. A compe-
tency is a demonstrated and observable ability, skill, knowledge, and trait required 
for successful job performance. It is a combination of what one knows and how one 
does it. When people become aware of their competencies and how these are linked 
to their results, they become motivated to develop new competencies that can give 
them results in areas they are not getting the desired results. This leads them to reflect 
on their values and beliefs and to examine if there are any belief systems that are 
preventing them from developing the competencies they need to develop to achieve 
new results. In a coaching arrangement, they can become motivated to change and 
so choose to develop the competencies they need to set and achieve goals, resolve 
conflicts, and build better relationships. In short, the coaching facilitates a new level 
of self-awareness, and a new level of thinking which translates into behaviors.

Coaching used to be reserved for senior managers and executives but is now 
common practice and increasingly being made available to persons throughout the 
organisation. Organizations are realizing that incorporating the principles of leader-
ship coaching into their talent development practices is a viable lever in developing 
and retaining talent and helping leaders work through issues that have the potential 
to put their own careers and the organisation at risk (Innis & Otto, 2015). The writers 
here identified sixteen types of coaching; some of these are executive, career, group, 
peer, performance, and coaching for 360-degree debriefing. They distinguish execu-
tive coaching from the other types in that it always involves a partnership among the 
executive, the coach and the organisation and there must be line of sight between the 
goals of the executive and the goals of the organisation. They also recognize three 
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levels of learning in executive coaching: i. the tactical problem-solving level, ii. devel-
oping leadership capabilities, that is, new ways of thinking and acting that can be 
applied to other situations and roles and iii. developing skills and habits of self-reflec-
tion that sustain the new behaviors.

Conflict coaching was not one of the sixteen types of coaching identified by Innis 
and Otto of the Executive Coaching Forum; nor was it identified by Ives in his attempt 
to identify the approaches to coaching. Conflict coaching, also known as conflict man-
agement coaching, emerged in the 1990’s to help persons manage their disputes inde-
pendently or to strengthen their conflict competence in general (Noble, 2012). It is a 
specialized niche in the field of coaching and conflict management and is a process in 
which a trained coach assists a person to effectively manage their interpersonal dis-
putes and enhance their conflict management skills. The technique may also be used to 
coach people to participate in mediation, negotiation, and relational conflicts more con-
fidently. Noble sees leadership coaching as a necessary effort on the part organisations 
to strengthen leaders’ conflict management skills. She states that this is particularly so 
in the light of research information at the time pointing to 43% of CEO’s who believed 
that conflict management was the biggest area of concern for them and a development 
opportunity for their leaders. Noble’s conflict coaching model was developed in 1999 in 
response to the fact that workplace and interpersonal disputes were not always about 
issues but more about the interaction between and among people. She identified that 
current alternative disputes resolution methods did not provide for one-on-one work for 
people who wanted to manage their disputes independently and develop skill and con-
fidence in doing so. As a practitioner of conflict analysis and resolution, this approach 
resonates with me. I have not called it coaching but have trained managers, leaders, 
students and employees in conflict analysis and resolution for many years. The main 
issue in conflict coaching is what Noble refers to as the ‘merry-go-round’ pattern of 
thinking where clients keep coming back to their habitual ways of dealing with conflict. 
In my coaching practice, I see this as a lack of understanding of the different conflict 
styles and a reluctance to shift from one style to another as the need arises.

Hardy (2022) also an advocate of conflict coaching, looked at issues of unresolved 
conflict and how people constructed their stories and the meanings they put to them. 
She stated that conflict stories are typically based on incomplete information and 
plenty assumptions and structured around a common kind of primary story that limits 
our understanding and possible responses to the situation. Hardy worked with clients 
in conflict to coach them through the complexity of their situation and help them find 
a balance between being optimistic and realistic. She identified two genres of conflict 
coaching, that of melodrama involving injustice and suffering and tragedy, involving 
learning and growth. Hardy’s approach although relatable, deals with specific ways 
people relay their stories and she has developed a technique or framework to work 
with them through the conflict.

In my coaching practice with leaders and managers after a 360-degree assess-
ment, conflict issues are often raised, and many times are at the heart of an employ-
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ee’s workplace experience. These are generally unresolved conflicts, some of which 
have remained latent and some which have escalated to full blown disputes; either 
way the person feels some level of trauma. My observation is that while there was 
always a conflict story, a key issue to be resolved was the inability of the person to 
adjust their conflict style or their communication style, see the issue through different 
lens and then approach it, with a different mindset. Often, they are not aware of the 
different styles of conflict and where their style fits and the fact that no judgement is 
placed on the different styles. I was able to appreciate this as I was positioned to hear 
multiple stories from multiple persons on the same issues and armed with an under-
standing of the organisation objectives, I took a systems view of the organisation and 
guided a shift in the mindset of the individual encouraging them to explore different 
approaches for ‘showing up’. It is interesting how people resist change; but when told 
to simply show up differently, based on new knowledge, they show willingness to try. 
This made a big difference in how their viewed and dealt with the conflict and is akin 
to what Hardy described as having a growth, rather than a fixed mindset. The indi-
vidual is guided to adopt a new mindset through insightful questions, introspection, 
creating a safe space and encouraging self-determination and empowerment.

In this regard, the work of Rock and Page is instructive. They write when clients 
come to coaches they want help in effecting changes. These changes are not physi-
cal as one might change one’s hairstyle but are changes geared at optimizing unre-
alized potential. Coaches therefore are psychosocial change agents, and the writers 
claim that contemporary neuroscience is beginning to provide a scientific platform to 
support the practice of coaching. The coach asks questions that bring the person face 
to face with him or herself; questions like, who are you and what do you want to do. 
Only when one knows where one is, can one then begin to move in the direction of 
where one wants to be. Noble touches on this in her book. She noted as an interdisci-
plinary field coaching was learning much from other fields and much has been learnt 
from the advances in research relating to the brain and how neural activity impacts 
emotions, decisions, and creativity. Having been trained in neuroscience and how the 
mind and brain works, I have introduced these concepts into my training approach 
with some success.

The review of the coaching literature must include for the purpose of this paper a 
brief overview of the 360-degree assessment process. Taylor (2011) describes the 360-
degree feedback process as a great tool for giving managers clear feedback from their 
peers, employees, and direct supervisors. Unlike traditional performance appraisal, 
where the performance of an employee is assessed and evaluated by his or her direct 
supervisor only, the 360-degree assessment is a multi-rater approach to assessing 
performance. Ratings come from one’s peers, employees, managers and sometimes, 
customers external to the organisation. The individual also assess himself or herself. 
The significant benefit in a 360-degree assessment is the post-assessment briefing 
and subsequent coaching to address issues. Hence, the 360-degree assessment is not 
a coaching approach, style, or type, but is a pre-cursor to coaching and personal and 
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organisational development. It thus makes coaching very targeted to areas identified 
for development. My observation though, is that coaching following a 360-degree 
assessment, is never only about the areas for development identified in the assess-
ment and a coaching recipe cannot be universally applied with the hope of achieving 
success or making significant change in individual and organizational performance. 
The coaching undertaken following a 360-degree assessment, allows the coach to 
have an insight into the person being coached, a holistic and systems view of the 
organisation, and as Innis and Otto said, helps leaders to see both “the forest and the 
trees”.

The question can be asked, why cannot a leader or manager not simply ask peers, 
managers, employees, and others for feedback. The answer according to (Lloyd, 2009) 
is that most leaders do not ask for feedback and even if they asked and got it, feed-
back may not be as candid or comprehensive as it should be. I would add that feed-
back obtained this way would be unstructured and not be able to be compared to the 
behaviors required in the competencies being assessed. Hence, one may not be able to 
rely on the results and use these for proper decision making. The 360-degree feedback 
therefore is a safe way to get open and honest feedback on performance data from 
multiple raters across a broad spectrum of leadership competencies and behaviors. 
It also reduces the emotional and political barriers that people feel when providing 
feedback face-to-face to a boss or peer (Lloyd, 2009). A 360-degree assessment allows 
managers to compare the way they see themselves, with how others see them, facili-
tates dialogue between the individual and various raters, provides opportunities for 
personal development and most of all, provides increased self-awareness and moti-
vation for personal development. It therefore is an ideal starting point for a coaching 
relationship.

Edelstein and Hanley (2005) describe the 360-degree review as a way for exec-
utives to get information today that possibly may have come to them some point in 
the future. This is usually when a characteristic or problematic behavior has reached 
a point where it may no longer be tolerated. A point well made in this article is that 
executives working in flattened organisations cannot rely on position power to get 
work done. Specific competencies aligned with the core values of the organisation 
and the role are needed to be demonstrated if a leader is to be effective. These com-
petencies, such as persuasion skills, influencing skills, working collaboratively with 
others, can only be properly evaluated with feedback. They add that while the assess-
ment reflects past management behavior, the benefits of it would only be realized 
through feedback and helping the executive expand his or her management behavior. 
This in short, is where coaching has the potential to deliver on improving individual 
and organisational effectiveness.

Thought must also be given to how coaching is measured and when it can be said 
to be successful. Johnson (2021)identifies some areas for measurement to include par-
ticipation and satisfaction rates from the coaching, retention rates, business results 
over time, and observing the themes arising from the coaching and assessing how 
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they feed into other organisational initiatives. For example, a coaching theme may be 
whether there is a correlation between the existing development programs and the 
actual development needs a coach observes.

Green (2002) stressed the importance of structured follow-up following a 360-
degree assessment. He collected fifty-nine survey responses from nineteen observers 
in five large companies who had undertaken a 360-degree feedback the previous year. 
The results of the assessments gave the organisations a basis for seeking behavior 
change and in the follow up survey that was done one year later, participants reported 
that the feedback gave them a set of tools to work with and qualitative evidence of 
long-lasting benefit. Green found that the structured interventions leading to the 
benefit felt included higher attendance at development workshops, more self-study 
initiatives, increased team discussions and working with executive coaches.

This brief but succinct review of the literature on coaching shows that while the 
coaching field is evolving and maturing, the door continues to be open for coaches 
to infuse it with evidence from coaching-specific research, their own expertise and 
client responses. Stober, Wildflower, and Drake (2006) see the emerging profession of 
coaching as having the opportunity to promote the development of complementary 
research methods that will give practitioners useful evidence to draw on in their prac-
tices. The literature on 360-degree feedback also shows that they are mostly effective 
when combined with coaching programs focusing on self-awareness and behavioral 
change. The next sections in this paper will look at how my coaching practice evolved, 
the scope of the 360-degree feedback coaching I undertook in two organisations and 
the themes and lessons learnt from them.

From Facilitating to Coaching
I indicated in the introduction of this paper that my foray into coaching began in my 
role as a Human Resource Practitioner in one organisation. That role spanned devel-
oping and implementing human resource programs and managing the employee and 
industrial relations function. It required me to intervene and sometimes resolve issues 
and conflicts between managers and employees, managers and managers, managers 
and their supervisors and managers and employee representatives (trade unions). The 
role also called for working with natural teams in setting goals and objectives and with 
cross functional teams in planning and executing special projects for the organisa-
tion. I quickly learnt in this role that many persons in managerial roles did not have 
the required competencies to manage and lead and it was very difficult to get them to 
change behavior or try new approaches. My early attempts at coaching, which are prob-
ably better described as facilitating, created frustrations for me as I was not self-aware 
enough to see that I was projecting what I knew or thought I knew on other people, and 
expecting them, armed with that knowledge, to do what I wanted them to do.
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As an example, in my early dealings with employee representatives during collec-
tive bargaining negotiations, while working under the tutelage of a senior executive, 
I could not understand the trade union’s insistence that employees be given a pay 
increase in the face of an industry which was plagued by intense competition and 
in which the organisation was incurring losses. So, there was a desire to understand 
how people and organisations change beliefs and culture; in short how to connect 
with people. Grant and Cavanagh wrote about a phase or thrust of the literature on 
coaching where coaching was used as a real-life experimental methodology to under-
stand human change (2004). In my situation it was clear that simply telling another 
party facts about a situation was not enough to move them to embrace my position on 
the issue and I wanted to understand the dynamics of that relationship and how both 
needs could be met.

This led me to undertake programs aimed at understanding human behavior par-
ticularly in the context of an organisation and the workplace. My study of conflict 
analysis and resolution was a significant contribution to building competencies in 
the area and I was particularly impressed with the courses on facilitation, mediation, 
negotiation, and communication. These spoke directly to how to engage stakeholders 
on matters pertaining to improving personal and organisational performance. Facil-
itation taught how to engage stakeholders in a change process, communication gave 
the language and tools to deliver the message and mediation, and negotiation laid out 
options to keep the communication channels open and work through organisation 
issues and conflicts.

I did my first formal coaching program in 2006. It was a LifeSuccess Coaching 
program in which I was trained to work with persons and help them to set and achieve 
goals, make decisions overcome fear and develop persistence. I introduced these 
principles into the human resource training function as personal development pro-
grams with some success. I also applied the principles when working with managers 
who needed assistance in dealing with employee issues, managing grievances, and 
dealing with conflict. This was a goal-oriented approach to coaching, but it had a 
humanist and behavioral perspective in that it espoused changing one’s thinking to 
change one’s results. I, however, only began to practice this aspect of coaching when 
I left the corporate world and after studying neuroscience was able to present this to 
clients in a manner that helped them understand the science behind changing mind-
sets and thinking.

The coaching practice evolved mainly with coaching individual executives, busi-
ness owners, entrepreneurs, managers, and other persons who wanted to improve indi-
vidual effectiveness, shift a behavioral pattern that they felt was not working for them 
or to build specific competencies in their roles. I coached one female senior executive 
in a large industrial organisation for a year. She came to me upon referral and in our 
discovery session, a session which is done prior to the coaching engagement to build 
rapport with the client and to both decide if we would work together, she indicated 
she wanted to feel empowered to participate in executive meetings and contribute in a 
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meaningful manner at that level. While she was technically competent and valued for 
her knowledge and skills, she felt stressed about not being a significant contributor to 
the business and strategy outside of her field and she wanted to step up to that level. It 
was in this coaching relationship that I realized the value and importance of spending 
sufficient time with a client on self-awareness. In these early sessions, discussions 
are on life purpose, what she loved doing, what she wanted for herself and what were 
her core values and beliefs. In these early sessions this became more important than 
discussing prescriptions that would make her more effective at the executive level. We 
noted that she was also experiencing challenges with a subordinate staff who was not 
performing at an acceptable level and an ongoing conflict with a peer. We invested 
much time in self-discovery and I only moved on when I sensed, and she articulated 
that she was ready. When we did move on to discuss those issues and the other prin-
ciples usually covered in the coaching program, she was armed with some increased 
level of self-confidence and ready to ‘show up’ differently and break through what she 
now knows to be self-imposed barriers to dealing with the issues before her.

In many of the coaching engagements I had, conflict issues were at the heart 
of them. On average, about 55% of the clients came to me on their own while the 
rest were sent by their organisations to be coached. Yet, almost all clients, had some 
current conflict issue in the workplace, either with a peer, a manager, or an employee. 
I found though, unlike Hardy, who approached the conflict by having the stories told, 
that the issue to be addressed was not so much how to resolve the conflict, but how to 
get the client to ‘show up’ with a different style. Clients did not understand that they 
had a conflict style, which influenced their communication style, or even that there 
were other valid conflict styles that can be demonstrated depending on the situation. 
One client, in response to my suggestion to show up with a collaborative style and not 
her natural competitive style, asked if I wanted her to pretend. I answered, ‘yes’ for 
this purpose, and that she should pretend until showing up with a different style came 
natural to her. Her fixed mindset about how interpersonal relationships should unfold 
stood in the way of allowing her to make connections at an emotional level with her 
peers, managers, The lesson here for me was that once new knowledge is gained, and 
there is a will to change, the change only comes if the client takes the first step and 
repeats this step until the step becomes natural to the client. Neuroscience principles 
help explain how new neural pathways are developed to help the client align the will 
to change with the actual action of changing. Repetition, then is the key to change.

This pointed me in the direction of focusing on a concept learnt in coaching 
which was to get the client to examine the core values and belief systems which 
governed the behavior and shift from a fixed to a growth mindset. The LifeSuccess 
coaching program teaches that as human beings we react to stimuli from our five 
physical senses, (what we see, hear, taste, feel and smell) and this triggers a fight 
or flight reaction. To shift from a fight or flight reaction to what Noble calls reflec-
tion and which I call, response, one must engage other areas of the brain and utilize 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Chapter 18 Coaching and Organisational Development   259

intellectual faculties such as our imagination, will, intuition, memory, perception, 
and ability to reason to critically assess the stimuli, suppress the immediate response 
and then show up with a reasoned response. Techniques such as deep breathing and 
counting to ten after the stimuli also work in that they help to slow down to flight/
fight immediate reaction, which happens in the amygdala and shift it to the pre-fron-
tal cortex of the brain, which helps produce a more reasoned response. I tell clients, 
shift from reacting to responding. I then take them through a process of examining 
their core beliefs and values which triggered the reaction in the first place.

I had a client in a financial organisation who saw that one member of staff she 
supervised frequently went into the office of her manager. She said to me that she 
was sure they were having conversations about her because after these meetings 
between the subordinate and the manager, the latter would take up some issue with 
her which related to how she was managing the office. She, the client, saw something 
(the stimuli) and put a meaning to it; a meaning which was aligned with her own core 
values and beliefs. In our coaching sessions I asked her to think broadly about the 
situation, examine other possible explanations for those meetings and use her other 
thinking capacities such as her reasoning skills, to analyze the situation and deter-
mine if her response was the only possible one in the situation. She was guided to see 
that even if the situation was as she imagined it to be, she could still formulate a rea-
soned response and raise the issue with her manager. The lesson here for me was that 
clients tend to see issues through their own lens; those lenses may be tinted with their 
core values and beliefs which in some instances work for them and in others work 
against them. The client will know the difference when he/she looks at the results 
in a particular area of life; personal, professional, social, education, business for 
example. Knowing the difference and guiding clients to examine their core values and 
beliefs and the mindset they have in different situations, is a way to release them from 
a cycle of wanting different results but behaving in the same manner. This coaching 
is undertaken carefully, guiding the client towards what a growth mindset looks like, 
using as Hardy says, insightful questions and introspection. The goal is to help them 
think better rather than to tell them what to do (Rock, 2006).

So, while there was a general coaching framework utilized in my coaching pro-
gram, this framework was more fluid than fixed and it evolved based on client needs 
for self-determination, respect and courtesy, boundaries, and a space to fulfil potential.

The 360-Degree Feedback Experience
Over the past five years, since 2017, I had the opportunity to work with many organi-
sations and undertake coaching with their leaders and managers who were referred 
to me. In two organisations, I undertook coaching with leaders, managers, and other 
key personnel, following the administration of a 360-degree feedback assessment. 
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These were mid-sized organisations 400–500 staff members in key areas of indus-
try in Trinidad and Tobago. I found that in my approach to coaching persons after a 
360-degree assessment, I had to rethink the principles, framework, and activities that 
I undertook when coaching individuals who had not undergone a 360-degree feed-
back. In one organisation, the assessment was done on the full 12-member executive 
team and in the other the assessment was done on fifty-nine employees spanning, 
the executive team, senior managers, middle managers, and other professional level 
staff. I had to consider, how do I coach individually, persons who are also members of 
a natural team, all of whom would be guided to be open on the issues they were facing 
in the organisation which would have informed the results of the assessments. This 
opening up would surely lead me to discover areas about one person from another; 
and I would still have to ensure confidentiality and integrity are maintained. How 
would I approach it so that I address the three levels of learning, i. problem solving, 
ii. shifting from ways of acting and thinking that did not bring desired results and iii. 
learning how to be change adaptable?

While the lessons learnt from individual coaching were instructive there were 
more adjustments to be made and more to learn from coaching individuals post 360-
degree feedback assessments. I would first outline the 360-degree process generally 
followed and then outline how the coaching process unfolded. The first change was 
that the discovery session usually done with individuals was not necessary as much 
of the information required to design a coaching program to suit the individual’s 
needs was already in the 360-degree feedback assessment.

The first step in designing a 360-degree feedback assessment is to identify the 
competencies that the organization wishes to evaluate. In the case of the organi-
sations with which I worked, these competencies were clearly spelt out in the core 
values. Some examples of these were, people management, resource management, 
communication, initiative, teamwork, and service focused. A questionnaire is then 
designed with the aim of evaluating those competencies. A Likert scale (1 to 7) is used 
to collect the data and there is space for assessors to make qualitative comments. 
The questionnaire is sent to multiple raters, persons who typically interact with the 
employee in the performance of duties, for example, the manager’s employees, peers, 
and boss. The individual also completes a self-assessment. to evaluate each of these 
competencies. This type of feedback is more comprehensive and less prone to indi-
vidual bias since there are multiple perspectives. For example, a manager may have 
thought over the years that his direct supervisor was being biased by rating his people 
management skills low. If the results of a 360-degree show a similar trend from other 
raters, then this is an area he may now acknowledge as having some merit and he may 
be moved to act on it.

Each employee at the end of the exercise, gets a report which summarizes the per-
formance in each competency area and the scores given by the manager, peers, and 
employees. The report also compares the person’s self-assessment with the assess-
ments of others in the competency areas. Prior to undertaking the 360-degree feed-
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back assessment, the organisation, through its human resource department would 
have held briefing sessions with staff to outline the objectives and to share how the 
process would unfold. Following the exercise, the organisation holds another debrief-
ing session to discuss with persons how the report should be read and interpreted. 
They are also told that as part of the process they would be meeting with a coach who 
would discuss the report with them, hold coaching sessions with them to discuss 
areas of concern they may have and develop a plan of action. For transparency and 
objectivity, the 360-degree assessment is usually designed and administered by 
another consultant and I as the coach come in only after the results are released.

My scope of work as a coach involved, reviewing the 360-degree report for each 
manager, identify the strengths and areas for development, coach the client to help 
increase awareness and bridge the development gap, and link the goals and targets 
with the individual manager’s personal development plan. In examining the scope, I 
asked the HR Manager to include a group meeting with all clients before the individ-
ual coaching sessions began. I had in mind that there needed to be a session where 
I would share with the team, the purpose of coaching, discuss the vision, mission 
and, core values of the organisation and create that safe space for us to interact. I 
also used the opportunity to do some group exercises to foster team building and 
gather information of conflict and communication styles. This was fun exercise and 
made for better understanding of the purpose and created a shared goal with the 
team.

The coaching sessions were then conducted with the individual members using 
their personalized report. Six (6) sessions were held with everyone; sometimes it 
was necessary to hold more. As expected, clients always want to delve into the 
report at the very first session and a coach must gauge this and assess if the tone it 
sets for the other sessions is a positive or negative one. It is not unusual for clients 
having read the report to become defensive, to feel hurt and disappointed and to 
begin to speculate who would have rated them low in certain areas. It takes a certain 
skill in coaching to have someone step back and look at the results objectively. It 
is here that I find it useful to get the client talking about themselves and enter the 
self-awareness phase. This was part of the learning and evolving of the coaching 
approach and with other clients I shifted focus from the report in the first sessions 
to building client self-awareness. I ask questions like, who are you in the organisa-
tion, what do you do, what do you like to do, whom do you do it for, what do they 
benefit when you do this, how is their organisation life enhanced when you do this. 
I found that by taking this approach, rather than going directly to identify areas for 
development, the individual developed a sense of purpose in the organisation and 
a feeling that he she had a role to fulfill, even in the face of areas for development 
in the report. At times I have encouraged clients to write a purpose statement for 
themselves in the organisation. One client, whose people management score was 
low, wrote:
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I am (name). I am ethical, trustworthy, and committed to growth.

I am developing a calm disposition so I can effectively manage activities when I have limited time 
and so engage people effectively in the process. People feel empowered and are moved to achieve 
their full potential when they interact with me.

The 360-degree review had identified her strengths as ethical, trustworthy, and com-
mitted to growth. She embraced this. She then went on to stage how she would work 
on her weaker areas, that is “I am developing a calm disposition . . . .” She reported 
in later sessions and months after when I was again in the organisation for another 
assignment, that this was a breakthrough for her, and she was looking forward to 
seeing the results of the current 360-degree assessment then underway.

After one, sometimes two full sessions on self-awareness, we focus on the content 
of the report. In these discussions’ issues of conflict, interpersonal relationships, staff 
performance issues emerge, and I hear stories of difficulties with bosses and employees 
and issues involving goal and role conflicts. The assessments completed at the group 
sessions are used as reference points here making conflict coaching an integral part of 
these sessions. I said before that I found that in dealing with conflict it was not so much 
the issue to be resolved but the inability of individuals to shift their conflict style and 
show up with another style. I found this shift particularly difficult for one client who 
oversaw a region. She had a low overall score, lowest being in people management and 
teamwork. The qualitative comments on the assessment included descriptions such as 
(‘creates a toxic environment’, “is verbally abusive”, and does not know how to talk 
to people”). In discussions with the CEO, to whom I accounted and who had access to 
all the reports, I pointed out the low scores on some reports in the area of people man-
agement for some managers and the very low score for that particular manager. His 
response, was, yes, but she meets her targets. This proved to be a dilemma for me, and 
I had to craft my response carefully through astute questioning about his definition of 
results and success, the longevity prospects of the results and the possibility of future 
fallouts, such as higher turnover, absenteeism, legal claims which have a cost. I made 
a mental note for future reference to question, whether it was appropriate in a coaching 
environment to be accountable to the CEO who himself was being coached.

Conflict coaching brings the client face to face with behavior change and a key 
session in the program is understanding how change happens at the personal and 
organisational level. For the individual this is behavior change and for the organisation, 
this is culture change. I find this to be an integral part of the process and using evidence 
from the neuroscience field, clients learn that behaviors are not fixed, and that people 
can change habits that do not work for them. There is scientific information that shows 
that by linking awareness to coaching the neurons involved in sensing become active 
in advance of receiving the sensory input so if a manager constantly focuses on what is 
wrong, he/she would see more of it. One client manager had to review daily, customer 
response letters written by her employees. She complained that there would always be 
letters with errors in them and that she had to be diligent in reviewing these letters and 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Chapter 18 Coaching and Organisational Development   263

pointing out the mistakes. It took up a significant part of her day and she resented it 
and resented her staff who made mistakes. We discussed her comfort level is letting the 
employees write and sign the letters; this was 0/10. We discussed her comfort level with 
having to review all the letters and sign them all; this was also 0/10. She was guided to 
look for the strengths in her staff and play to those strengths. Coach others who needed 
development in the area; we discussed the distinction between coaching as a develop-
ment tool and pointing out mistakes. We also discussed giving persons time to improve; 
and taking decisive action when the need arose. In later sessions, she reported that she 
was not yet at the point of allowing all persons to do customer response letters inde-
pendently, but she had set that as a goal, and she felt good about it.

Another client mentioned the issue of being late with financial reports. She felt 
that she could never meet the monthly timeline for submitting the reports and to 
submit then at the time they were required meant that they would not be accurate. 
I learnt that often the inputs for the financial reports came from her staff and often 
these were inaccurate. Rather than coaching persons on this, she undertook the task 
herself. She became severely overburdened and stressed. She was pressed to define 
‘accurate reports’ and she defined this in terms of balancing the accounts. I asked her 
if she could accept the principle of ‘done is better than perfect’ in her field; her answer 
was no. We then discussed options for meeting the needs for timeliness and accu-
racy and where the line could be drawn. She produced a solution of establishing an 
acceptable variance level in her reports to the executive, which would be documented 
and made known at the time they were presented, and which would be finalized the 
next month the financials were presented. While she was not 100% comfortable with 
presenting a variance, she felt that providing the explanation to the team at the time 
of presentation and making the adjustments in the subsequent month when she 
would have had the time to do so, worked for her. Of course, we also had to discuss 
her approach to managing performance with her staff and she was open to that.

At the end of the coaching program, I suggested to the CEO that a debriefing 
session be held with all persons and lessons and themes relevant to their organi-
zation be discussed. There was agreement on this, and it is to be done. So, a 360-
degree coaching dialogue will always consist of a team session, sessions to raise 
client’s self-awareness to build practical skills in communication, conflict coaching 
which is shifting conflict styles, or any other need identified (I once helped a client 
prepare for a board presentation). Sessions are held weekly for up to one hour and 
clients are assigned activities to practice during the week and report on, the follow-
ing week. In the coaching sessions in both organisations, I found that going directly 
to the strengths and areas for development areas in the report, short circuited the 
intent. Having gone through a 360-degree assessment and with a picture of how one 
is viewed from multiple raters in an organisation, clients want to do and be better . . . 
overall and not only in the areas identified. As a coach, I had to be open to that.

Below is the model of coaching that I use in the 360-degree coaching. Typically, 
at the end of a program of coaching, a successful leader would:
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a. begin to identify and take steps to eliminate obstacles blocking the path to success 
in the areas identified.

b. become better at selecting and prioritizing goals.
c. begin to practice effective performance conversations with the team
d. identify any life-long conditioning keeping the Client from achieving goals and 

learn how to adjust thinking to change that conditioning.
e. become a Business Leader who has activated his/her personal power (APP), by 

demonstrating competence, eliciting confidence, and developing mutually bene-
ficial relationships.

f. confidently implement transformation initiatives in the business environment

The Coaching Program

Session No. Session Title Session Objective/Business Outcome

1/2 Self-awareness  – Identify your life purpose and establish where and how your 
business and personal goals fit into this big picture

 – Identify and overcome paradigms and behaviors that stand in 
the way of success.

 – Identify areas for development from 360-degree assessment
 – Practice visioning the new you.

2 Your Personal 
Success Goals

 – Goal setting principles; goal achieving principles
 – The Art of Making Decisions
 – Set some goals
 – What stands in the way of goal achievement?
 – Practice new behaviors with team

3 Making the 
Change

 – The Neuroscience of Change
 – Understand how change works
 – Navigate Personal Change; Moving from here to there . . . what 

stands in your way
 – Practice new behaviors with your team.

4 Skills/
Competency
Development

 – Communication assessment
 – Effective Communication – tools to improve effectiveness

– Practice active listening
– Practice effective questioning
– Holding effective conversations with staff (and others)

 – Practice new behaviors with your team
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Session No. Session Title Session Objective/Business Outcome

5 Skills/
Competency
Development

 – The Conflict Management/Resolution Continuum
 – Conflict assessment

 – Your Conflict style and how it works (or does not work) for 
you

 – Adapting to situations:- showing up differently
 – Practice new behaviors with your team

6 Moving through 
Fear
Stress and 
Stressors

 – Understanding fear; Working through fear
 – Develop harmony in relationships
 – Practice new behaviors with your team; review self-image
 – Understanding stress; Dealing with stress
 – Practice stress reducing techniques e.g., Mindfulness, 

breath  ing, meditation (if client is open to this)
 – Demonstrate new habits; review self-image.

Follow up Unleashing 
Potential

 – Show up and Deliver – Measurements and Metrics
 – Activate Personal Power (APP)

Lessons and Themes
There was a time in the history of the world that most people had successful careers by 
developing expertise in a technical field or by providing a professional service. Managers 
were looked at as the persons who had the right answers, did a job well and taught others 
to do the same and pronounced on their performance. This era is over. Disruptive change 
and the need for constant adaption are now normal and a model where managers tell 
others what to do is anachronistic. Managers now must guide and support rather than 
instruct and they have to create environments where people feel they can express their 
full potential. Companies are now investing in their leaders and managers so that they 
can show up with behaviors that are appropriate and give the results they are looking for.

The result of coaching is that people should be transformed, not only in how they 
behave but in how they think. Managers must be coached, and they also must coach. 
Coaching is more than getting agreement on what one has already decided so under-
standing communication and engagement are key ingredients in a coaching program. 
Coaches today must recognize that it would be necessary to identify competencies 
that managers must develop, and they must either facilitate the process or have them 
make their own arrangements for the activities to be undertaken. This is what ses-
sions four and five in the program above cover.

The organisation as a client, required a coaching report for all persons who went 
through the program. The report I completed outlined how employees can use their 
strengths to improve their outcomes and how weaker areas should be addressed. It 

(continued)
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is hoped that the information would show managers where they should focus their 
self-improvement efforts and show their direct supervisors how best to support them 
in the interest of the organization. Most employees want to grow and develop their 
careers; this is done primarily through experience on the job with challenging job 
assignments, coaching from effective bosses, learning from mistakes and setbacks 
and with deliberate interventions to develop technical capabilities.

Some development activities that the CEO identified for himself included:
a. Become aware of the strengths and development areas of each person who reports 

to me by studying the 360-degree reports and the Coach’s summary reports. Lev-
erage their strengths and work with them to develop weaker areas.

b. Develop the habit of holding on-going one-on-one performance and coaching 
conversations with direct reports aimed at reinforcing their strengths and exploit-
ing the learnings from mistakes and/or failures.

c. Become comfortable with the idea that on occasion, it may be necessary to esca-
late performance monitoring to higher levels, e.g., sanctions.

d. Create a ‘safe space’ for Managers to voice their views. Recognize the ‘decision 
rights’ of each team member and allow them the freedom to work within this frame-
work.

e. Recognize the diversity (of thought, action, and behaviors) in the management team 
and allow freedom ‘to be’ within the regulatory framework of the organisation.

f. Become aware of those members of the Management team who may not be exhib-
iting appropriate leadership activities and act on this as per b and c above.

While the 360-degree assessment would have created self-awareness, Personal De -
velopment will happen when the Manager and Supervisor and/or Coach hold discussions 
on the summary report, create an action plan, incorporate it into a robust performance 
system, and follow up with the boss or coach to report on progress. Development acceler-
ates when the 360 survey is repeated periodically, such as each year to measure improve-
ment and establish an ongoing dialogue with others about personal development.

Learnings and Themes from the 360-degree 
Feedback Assessment
Self-awareness is an element or quality that is a core ingredient to the core meaning 
of coaching. It must not be skipped, short-cutted or minimized. Self-awareness is the 
foundation for the ‘take-off’. It is likened to the GPS in a car; this needs only two 
cardinal points to take one to a goal, where you are and where you are going. Where 
you have been is immaterial. If a client cannot establish where he/she is at the start-
ing point, it may be that other more clinical work is needed, outside of the scope of 
coaching for that client.
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Awareness of the paradigms, which is the core values and beliefs that one holds 
and how this impacts results. Use concepts from neuroscience as evidence of how the 
brain can work to help a client achieve goals. This can start the process of shifting the 
client from a fixed to a growth mindset and open them up to new concepts such as:
a. Continuous progression is better than delayed perfection
b. Done is better than perfect

Repetition is the key to change and transformation. Oftentimes a new behavior is iden-
tified as the way to change. The client must be encouraged to not expect change to 
happen overnight; the behaviors must be repeated over time so that the neural path-
ways to support the change are developed. Only when the will to change is matched 
with the physical change in the brain that a breakthrough would be identified.

Identify competency areas for development in the coaching process. A client must 
come away motivated, inspired and with a higher sense of self, but they must also 
have tools to operationalize the change. These can be communication skills, conflict 
skills, or any other skills identified during the coaching or in the 360-degree assess-
ment. Included in the final report is the need for the skills to be developed to achieve 
the goals of personal and organisational development.

Conclusion
Building connections is at the heart of coaching so communicate, connect, act. Con-
temporary organization development and change models strongly advocate com-
munication as the key to transformation. Do conflict coaching but focus on shifting 
the conflict styles to suit the situation. These models overlook the need to connect 
with employees at an emotional level. They believe that when we communicate with 
employees and give them facts and other information, employees would act. This is 
not so. Communication is an intellectual process. There must be a connection made 
with employees at the emotional level. Connection happens only when employees are 
part of the development, transformation and change process, when they are part of 
the process of creating the new future. When connection happens, employees would 
move in the direction of the goals. Connection is at the heart and soul of coaching.
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Chapter 19  
Functions and Benefits of an 
Organizational Ombuds

Abstract: Interpersonal Conflicts in the workplace are often viewed as an inevitable 
“cost of doing business”. When there are attempts to mitigate the damaging effects 
of ignoring workplace conflict, some organizations rely on traditionally accepted 
methods such as documentation, discipline, probation, or termination, often facil-
itated by offices of Human Resources and Legal Affairs. Furthermore, employees 
are often reluctant to use these offices to report issues that contribute to workplace 
conflict because of fear of going “on record” and possible retaliation. A more recent 
development within the varied menu of organizational resources to help mitigate the 
 negative costs of workplace conflict is the Office of the Ombuds, staffed by one or 
more Organizational Ombuds (OO). The chapter presents a scenario of a somewhat 
typical workplace conflict scenario. It compares and contrasts how it was handled in 
an institution of higher education without an OO, and how it might have been handled 
if an OO was available and involved. Within this “story”, readers are informed about 
the role and potential benefits of having an Office of the Ombuds accessible to their 
employees.

Keywords: workplace conflict, costs of organizational conflict, dispute settlement, con -
flict coaching

It had been an agonizing thirteen months for the former Chair of the Department, 
Dr. Garia. After coming out of semi-retirement from holding a professorship at a pres-
tigious university, she accepted the challenge of serving as the first outside Chair of 
a department of twelve faculty members who had recently experienced considera-
ble conflict and controversy. In the first two years of her service as chair, she accom-
plished several goals that bolstered the department’s productivity and standing. 
However, thirteen months ago, Dean Jefferson had her “step down” as Chair. Recently, 
she received what appeared to be a form letter from the President of the university and 
the Human Resources department indicating a denial of her grievance and “no cause” 
for further review. This letter arrived after a panel hearing staffed by two Deans and 
one faculty member assessed the merit of Dr. Garia’s case. As part of the hearing, she 
was allowed to present her reasons for the grievance to the panel for approximately 
ten minutes, after waiting all day for the anticipated morning phone call.

Note: The authors want to acknowledge and thank Kristal Augier and Vyata Mungur for their  assistance 
with this chapter.
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Ironically, Dr. Garia initially resisted filing a grievance with Human Resources. 
Her first request was to converse with Dean Jefferson, assisted by a third-party facil-
itator, to gain a deeper understanding for the Dean’s reasons for her to step down 
as Chair, and to have a chance to present her view of the situation. Unfortunately, 
after meeting with Human Resources, the representative apprised her the only way 
to address the situation was to file a formal grievance and request “damages.” Reluc-
tantly, the former Chair followed the advice.

During the thirteen months’ wait, Dr. Garia noticed a palpable difference in how 
her colleagues interacted with her. After feeling embarrassed at a faculty meeting 
where Dean Jefferson stated that Dr. Garia was stepping down and the Dean would be 
taking over the Department (serving as both the Dean of the School and Chair of the 
Department), she was told by a few of her friends within the college, of their concern 
about the Dean even seeing them engaged in conversation with the former Chair. 
This situation saddened and angered her to the extent that it began to impact her 
mental and physical health. She started to withdraw her full emotional and substan-
tial effort from some of her duties. She spoke of her frustration with the situation to 
colleagues and potential students outside of the university who valued her guidance. 
These actions potentially cost the university tuition revenue, the benefit of outstand-
ing graduate students, and the possibility of recruiting stellar new faculty members. 
Furthermore, two of her best colleagues within the department, eventually resigned 
from the university, at least partly because of this incident, per their report.

Commonplace or Aberration?
The situation described above may seem bizarre and rare. However, this primary au -
thor’s fifty years of experience in organizations and service as a workplace conflict 
consultant support the belief that it contains elements of interpersonal and emotional 
issues that impact employees daily in many organizations. Issues of poor or blocked 
communication, cultural and value differences, conflict style, personality idiosyncra-
sies, and power differentials are just some of the factors that guarantee there will be 
concerns and disputes (Raines, 2019). These factors result in tangible and intangible 
costs to the organization in terms of time lost, voluntary resignations, productivity 
decline, numerous sick days, reputation damage, and detrimental psychological ef -
fects impacting health, morale, attention, and quality1. Organizations have tradi-
tionally attempted to address these challenges by offering town hall meetings and 

1 Publications, correspondence, and conversations about Ombuds have until recently referred to 
them as Ombudsman or Ombudsmen, or, more recently, sometimes as Ombudsperson. Since January 
2021, The International Ombuds Association officially abided by the use of the term Ombuds in all of 
its publications. This chapter consistently reflects this recent change in the use of the term.
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anonymous surveys, by expanding Human Resource departments, and establishing 
additional services and offices. These services and offices include Employee Assis-
tance Programs, Sexual Harassment Officers, Equal Employment Opportunity, Legal, 
and, more recently, Offices of Diversity and Inclusion. The majority of these services 
and offices encompass the Formal complaint system of a university in which official 
paperwork is filed, and the organization is put “on notice.” These complaint processes 
lead to time-consuming, lengthy, and expensive investigations to establish whether 
any official wrongdoing has occurred. In addition, they are perceived by employees 
as offices established to protect the university’s interests, particularly their finan-
cial concerns, and employees are often worried about potential retaliation and the 
cost to their reputation from being labeled as a “disgruntled employee.” Offices like 
Employee Assistance Program and Diversity and Inclusion operate fairly confiden-
tially yet are limited to dealing only with issues that fall within their jurisdiction. 
Therefore, a gap exists to effectively address the more frequent concerns like the one 
described at the outset of this chapter.

Let us keep Dr. Garia’s scenario in mind as we present some basic information to 
explain what an Organizational Ombuds2 is and hypothesize how the situation might 
have unfolded if the university had one available to assist the employee.

2 In an effort to remain within the prescribed page limitation of this chapter, a detailed presentation 
of studies on the costs of workplace conflict is precluded. Nonetheless, readers are apprised that there 
are several studies and reports which attempt to approximate monetary costs of workplace conflict. 
These include estimates on time spent by managers/supervisors dealing with conflict (as disputants 
or as third parties), employee productivity and concentration distracted by conflict, significant in-
creases in sick days and health costs, the impact of troublesome relationships to performance prob-
lems, the cost of personnel resignation and replacement, and loss of commitment from 100% effort.

One of the more interesting attempts to calculate actual costs of even ONE workplace conflict is 
an instrument developed by Dr. Daniel Dana (2001) and currently administered through The Media-
tion Training Institute at Eckerd College. If the Dana (2001) “Cost of Conflict Calculator” formula were 
to be applied to the conflict illustrated in this article, the tangible costs would easily reach several 
hundred thousand dollars in lost time of the participants in the dispute and lost effort of Dr. Garia, as 
well as the voluntary resignation of other affected key employees and the reputation costs of losing 
several potential new students and outstanding new faculty.

Unfortunately, there is a dearth of studies on the psychological costs of workplace conflict. One 
particularly interesting publication is a dissertation by Sosa (2019) cited and referenced in this chapter.

Some of the best resources for some of these studies and reports are cited and found in the ref-
erence section under Buss (2011), Dana (2001), Raines (2019), Ronde and Flanagan (2013), Sosa 
(2019), and the “White Paper on Costs of Conflict” (2015) from the Mediation Training Institute at 
Eckerd College.
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What is an Organizational Ombuds  
and What Do they Do?
An Organizational Ombuds is an independent and impartial person with whom an 
employee can speak confidentially and informally to receive information, guidance, or 
discuss options about organizational-related issues, concerns, or conflicts. The types 
of issues which an Ombuds may address include personnel policies, physical working 
conditions, sexual harassment, discrimination, supervisory or personality conflicts, 
personal problems, and overall dispute resolution strategies (Ziegenfuss & O’Rourke, 
2011, p. 21). An Ombuds can also assist an organization by surfacing potentially prob-
lematic pattern concerns from employees by serving as an “early warning function” 
for the organization through the identification of systemic issues for leadership.

Although the role of the Ombuds can be traced back to the seventeenth century 
in Sweden, the more contemporary version of an Organizational Ombuds serving 
employees in the United States became popular in the 1990s with the establishment 
of Ombuds offices in federal agencies as a requirement of government legislation. 
(Katz, et al., 2016). Over the last two decades there has also been a surge of Ombuds 
and Ombuds’ offices being established within higher education institutions, state 
and local agencies including public school systems and healthcare facilities, non-
profit organizations, and the private sector.

The primary duties of an Organizational Ombuds include working with indi-
viduals or groups within an organization to explore and assist them in determining 
options to address conflicts, problematic issues, or concerns without fear of retaliation 
or worry that raising concerns will trigger formal action prematurely. These primary 
duties are achieved through various activities while meeting with employees (whom 
most Ombuds refer to as “visitors”). Ombuds work with their visitors by listening to 
their concerns and helping them sort through or frame their concerns in a way that 
will further their understanding of the issues in dispute, and potentially enable them 
to navigate their way through the situation and to a solution. The Ombuds, through 
active listening, reflection, reframing, and feedback assists the visitor in better under-
standing the factors contributing to the conflict, along with assisting them in identi-
fying potential “next steps” they can take to address their concerns. Those next steps 
might include moving the dispute to a more formal process by reporting to Human 
Resources or some other department, or it may involve the Ombuds clarifying a spe-
cific policy or procedure of the organization. Ombuds help visitors explore potential 
benefits or risks involved in a particular course of action. They can role-play the sce-
nario, so the visitor is primed in having difficult conversations.

Occasionally, Ombuds may be asked to facilitate a discussion between employees 
or hold group meetings to address concerns without singling out a specific person or 
event. Ombuds may also be called on to perform shuttle diplomacy between employees 
or departments or conduct mediations to address issues. Moreover, as noted earlier, 
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Ombuds often act as an “early warning system” for an organization by identifying 
trends and patterns of the most frequent issues or concerns to provide leadership with 
“upward feedback” that can lead to systemic changes within the organization.

Ombuds Standards of Practice
Organizational Ombuds must adhere to the strict Standards of Practice established by 
the International Ombuds Association (IOA) to “preserve the confidentiality of those 
seeking services, to maintain a neutral/impartial position with respect to the con-
cerns raised, to work in an informal level of the organization and to be independent of 
formal organizational structure” The four tenets of confidentiality, neutrality/impar-
tiality, informality, and independence are at the core of what Organizational Ombuds 
are and do. An elucidation of the four tenets follows.

Ombuds maintain strict confidence and always safeguard visitors’ identities 
unless imminent risk of harm to self or others is divulged. Organizational Ombuds 
take confidentiality very seriously. They ensure the confidentiality of their visitors by 
having private meetings in discreet locations, only keeping notes for themselves under 
lock and key, and shredding any notes taken at the end of the case. However, some 
coded data affecting trends, issues, policies, practices, and concerns are kept and 
used when reporting is necessary. Ombuds are known to use “white noise” machines 
or other noise-canceling devices outside their office doors to prevent accidental eaves-
dropping. Ombuds never reveal a visitor’s identity without their express permission. 
Confidentiality is a privilege belonging to the Ombuds and the Ombuds office, rather 
than to any party or issue. No one can waive the Ombuds-visitor privilege within the 
organization.

The Ombuds office is accessible and non-intimidating, and Ombuds strive to 
create an atmosphere of rapport and relaxation by engaging the visitor in conver-
sation. This informality helps to distinguish between interactions with more formal 
offices such as Human Resources or Diversity and Inclusion and the informal Office 
of the Ombuds. Ombuds are an “off-the-record” resource who do not make binding 
decisions, dictate company policies, nor adjudicate for the organization. A meeting 
with the Ombuds does not, in itself, preclude the visitor from pursuing other means 
of redress if necessary. The interaction with the Ombuds can precede taking the issue 
to the formal reporting channels within an organization. Furthermore, Ombuds can 
refer visitors to the appropriate formal channels when warranted with the under-
standing that their office can be complimentary or supplemental to the formal  
channels.

Another critical standard of practice for Ombuds is impartiality/neutrality and 
fairness. Ombuds do not represent or advocate for the organization or the visitor. 
Ombuds declare that while they are impartial when addressing concerns, Ombuds are 
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partial to fairness, positive human interactions, and effective leadership consistent 
with the organization’s stated values. To maintain impartiality, it is imperative that 
Ombuds are not structurally affiliated with any organization’s compliance function 
and have no additional roles that might compromise their neutrality. Since Ombuds 
do not gain or lose from the outcome of an issue, or, as some Ombuds might say, “they 
have no skin in the fight”, they, therefore, can consider the legitimate concerns and 
interests of all the individuals who may be affected by the matter under considera-
tion. This ability to be impartial or neutral helps Ombuds surface options to resolve 
problems and facilitate discussions to identify the best solutions for the situation.

Lastly, Ombuds need to be independent and not beholden to supervisors or 
managers within the organization. Ombuds are often left off any official organiza-
tional charts and report to the highest level of the organization (i.e., President/CEO) 
and sometimes to the Board of Directors. In their role, Ombuds have discretion over 
whether or how to proceed in response to concerns and may initiate action through 
direct observation, if acceptable to all involved parties. Furthermore, to be effective, 
Ombuds must have access to any information and all individuals as permitted by law. 
They normally have the authority to select the Ombuds office staff and manage their 
budget and operations.

Although some may have concerns that an office of the Ombuds will conflict with 
more formal offices such as Human Resources, Diversity and Inclusion, and Employee 
Assistance Programs, an Ombuds office is supplemental and complimentary to those 
departments. The office of the Ombuds can offer support and/or refer to those offices 
as necessary, helping them meet the needs of employees and the organization. 
Ombuds, in some situations, are better suited for the type of in-depth discussions and 
occasional “consultations” needed to help employees manage conflicts, particularly 
those involving personality and/or values conflicts.

What if the University Had an Organizational 
Ombuds?
Circling back to the aforementioned case of Dean Jefferson and the former Chair of the 
Department Dr. Garia, let us see how the situation might have unraveled differently 
had the former Chair had access to an Ombuds.

Initially, when called to the meeting where Dean Jefferson requested that Dr. Garia 
resign from the position, she was caught off guard by the declaration and was inade-
quately prepared to ask for a thorough explanation of the reasons for the request. Nev-
ertheless, in the days that followed, she experienced various emotions such as surprise, 
sadness, frustration, and anger over the thought that the Dean’s assumption that she was 
not performing duties for the good of the Department and the College. In addition, since 
the request potentially put the former Chair and her faculty peers who supported her in a 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Chapter 19 Functions and Benefits of an Organizational Ombuds    275

vulnerable position, she did not have any colleagues within her department with whom 
she could directly process her thoughts and feelings. She felt alone and abandoned.

If the university and college had an Ombuds office, Dr. Garia could have requested 
an appointment given the Ombuds office pledge of confidentiality, impartiality, infor-
mality, and independence. The conversations with the trained listening and rap-
port-building skills of the Ombuds would have allowed her to access the full range of 
her feelings which might have helped her with working through her understanding 
and acceptance of the changes. It would have also assisted her in uncovering why she 
was having such a strong emotional response to the situation.

After providing the safe space for her to work through her feelings, the Ombuds 
might have steered the conversation more toward how the faculty member remem-
bered the conversation, the reasons Dean Jefferson stated for the request for the Chair 
to step down, and the former Chair’s view of the situation. Any subsequent meet-
ings might have had the Ombuds and the visitor consider alternative explanations for 
the Dean’s behavior and how the former Chair might have handled things differently 
in their ongoing interactions, keeping in mind any cultural and conflict style differ-
ences. Once that issue was explored, the Ombuds might have shifted the conversation 
to discuss the multiple ways Dr. Garia could have pursued the issue – assuming she 
still wanted to. The Ombuds and the visitor could explore the benefits and potential 
risks of each course of action. Included amongst the potential paths would be moving 
the issue to the more formal side of the dispute resolution process, or the former Chair 
accepting the outcome with greater understanding yet with no further action taken.

The initial request of the Chair was a desire for a facilitated discussion between 
herself and Dean Jefferson along with a third-party process specialist. To accomplish 
this, Dr. Garia would need to decide if she would personally ask the Dean to agree 
to the facilitated meeting, or if she might be more comfortable asking the Ombuds 
to approach the Dean with the request. If the Dean agreed to the request to attend 
a three-part discussion, the Ombuds and Dr. Garia might have engaged in role-play 
scenarios before the meeting to assist her in preparing for the discussion. This “dress 
rehearsal” with the Ombuds would enhance the confidence and competence of the 
former Chair. The preparation might have also helped to mitigate her strong emotions 
and allow her to remain focused on the issues in dispute.

To understand how Ombuds work with “patterns” or “trends”, let us postulate 
that in the facilitated meeting it becomes clear that Dean Jefferson insisted on near 
absolute loyalty from the former Chair and viewed discussions with other administra-
tors regarding changes she would like to make as challenges to loyalty to the Dean. 
For illustrative purposes, let us assume the Ombuds has heard of this issue before 
from other faculty members and staff who report to the Dean. The Ombuds might be 
concerned that the impact of this strong insistence on loyalty might be detrimental to 
the morale of the faculty and the advancement of the department. The Ombuds might 
then follow up by inviting Dean Jefferson to have a conversation with the Ombuds 
about leadership and the possible benefits and limitations of a strong emphasis on 
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loyalty. The Ombuds knows that they cannot enforce or demand change on their own. 
However, they can use their best partnership “coaching” skills to enhance employee’s 
interpersonal and supervisory effectiveness, especially when faced with “difficult sit-
uations.” This is a resource that serves as a supplement to leadership training that 
might be offered by other offices throughout the organization. Individual coaching 
from an Ombuds for leadership is always an option. It may have the added benefit 
of understanding what trends are under the surface within the department and how 
everyone is at least partly contributing to problematic patterns.

Additional Options for Organizational Ombuds
Naturally, the scenario above mentions only some of the many options for organi-
zational Ombuds to assist in achieving the organization‘s mission and actualize its 
stated values. For instance, the Ombuds can also offer to provide group facilitated 
meetings and team development programming. In the case of the Chair, she felt 
unsupported by her peers. A faculty department meeting facilitated by the Ombuds 
would allow the group to process the issues and work through any personal and sys-
temic impacts. Providing a place for group processing of issues can also create an 
environment that is supportive of additional conflict resolution strategies. Thus, the 
whole department can begin to heal from the temporary fractured relationships pre-
cipitated by the conflict. Often, with an incident such as this one, there are under-
lying issues that have not had the chance to surface, let alone be resolved. It takes 
significant effort to maneuver a shift in department dynamics that can support con-
flict resolution. This would all be very difficult to unpack and resolve without the 
ongoing support of an Organizational Ombuds. The Ombuds may also partner with 
other offices or groups within the organization to create team development activities 
designed to address some of the trust and frustration that might have lingered within 
the department.

Another possibility is that the Ombuds might hear from other visitors that this 
strong allegiance to loyalty is pervasive in other academic and even non-academic 
units of the university, so much so that variances in viewpoints and handling of situ-
ations are often viewed as acts of disloyalty to the existing power structure. Suppose 
the Ombuds suspects this is the case, and they believe it could be detrimental to the 
university’s desire for promoting a supportive culture for all employees to thrive and 
succeed. In such a case, the Ombuds might report that systemic pattern or trend to 
the President, the Board, or to whomever the Ombuds reports. A follow-up option 
might be for the Ombuds to offer workshops on “Principles of Effective Leadership” 
or “Emotional Intelligence” or “Organizational Culture” in addition to having appro-
priate conflict style assessments/articles, and skill enhancement exercises available 
on their website.
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The Case for an Organizational Ombuds
When considering whether an organization needs an Ombuds office, the organization 
needs to ask itself several questions:
1. How does the organization handle concerns and complaints?
2. Are they acknowledged or ignored?
3. Are they dealt with in a way that provides some degree of understanding, fair-

ness, and acceptance to the parties involved?

Ziegenfuss and O’Rourke (2011, p. 11) note that a “good organization” is highly produc-
tive and nurtures positive working conditions. It spends a considerable amount of time 
and energy listening to its employees and working toward solving problems. An Organ-
izational Ombuds is the individual who assists employees to manage and resolve con-
cerns, potentially heading off whistleblower complaints, morale issues and expensive 
litigation. The informal process of an Ombuds’ office can also help employees become 
increasingly efficient and help optimize the organization’s resources. In addition, by 
addressing concerns with the assistance of an Ombuds, an organization can see an 
actual monetary cost benefit3 considering the number of individuals involved and the 
time spent resolving issues if the complaint is routed to the formal dispute resolution 
offices. As Dana (2001, p. 30) remarks: “expensive formal disputes often escalate from 
informal conflict that might have been more easily and inexpensively resolved”.

Thinking of the case study, one can assume that although the issue between Dean 
Jefferson and former Chair Garia was “settled” by a definitive ruling by the President, 
it initially did not necessarily result in enhanced understanding of neither party, 
improved communication, nor a more productive relationship. As noted, it had some 
tangible and intangible considerable negative costs, among those the Chair feeling 
frustrated with the belief that the route the university chose to pursue the issue was 
selected primarily to protect the university’s interests and shield it from possible law-
suits. The chosen path to address the issue could have a further detrimental impact 
on an already struggling department, along with tarnishing the department’s morale 
and reputation in the process. Would anyone be willing to come forward with issues 
in the future if this is the type of consequence they would encounter?

3 Although establishing the “business case” of actual cost savings and financial return on investment 
is not the focus of this chapter, there are several available resources containing compelling evidence 
for those who want to make the case. Of the ones we know, the University of Colorado (Elizabeth Hill, 
Ombuds, n.d.); the University of South Florida (Steven Prevaux, Ombuds, 2021), and North Carolina 
State University (Roy Baroff, Ombuds, 2021) have data demonstrating that without access to an Om-
buds, eventual visitors indicated they would have either given up and remained disgruntled, filed a 
formal grievance, filed a lawsuit, or left the position. Each one of these options is of considerable cost 
to an organization, likely far exceeding the cost of an Ombuds and an Ombuds Office.
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Within an Ombuds office, visitors sometimes only communicate with the Ombuds 
after the situation has gone awry. As an informal office, any person can come in before 
or after a formal process has been implemented. For the Chair, she may pursue a visit 
to the Ombuds even after the hearing and the President’s decision to discuss what 
next steps are possible, which could include a formal appeal. If the visitor decides 
to “escalate” the issue up the formal chain, further discussion with the Ombuds 
might still be helpful. Dialogue about what to expect from those formal channels can 
be effective and prevent increased detrimental repercussions for the visitor. Other 
options for consideration even after a ruling might include working with the Ombuds 
for individualized coaching, personal reflection, and reframing of thinking; options 
that might help manage the fallout from the formal solutions. In the end, only the 
visitor knows best what path is most suitable for their effective management of the 
conflict. The Ombuds becomes the guide to lead them to empowered paths of action. 
For many, the Ombuds office becomes their only safe space to share their perspective 
throughout the organization. For the individual in conflict, that type of space is crit-
ically important.

Ombuds offices have the potential to manage conflict in a way that cannot exist 
within formal structures. For Dr. Garia, working through this issue with an Ombuds 
could restore faith in the Dean, the Department, and most importantly, in her own iden-
tity and self-esteem as a professor and leader. For Dean Jefferson, it could be a place for 
personal development and growth and the enhancement of valuable leadership skills. 
For the department, the opportunity for faculty and staff to process their thoughts and 
feelings on loyalty, trust, and empowerment may eventually lead to a healthier work 
environment. For the institution, there are multiple benefits including identifying neg-
ative systemic patterns that might exist throughout the institution consequently result-
ing in damaged reputation or costly lawsuits, as well as providing an independent and 
impartial voice which fosters consistency between organizational values and actions. 
All of these potential benefits provide ample validity to the research that states: “Insti-
tutions of Higher Learning (and other organizations) without an Ombuds are in danger 
of overlooking the research that procedural justice, a sense of fairness, a commitment 
to halting offensive behavior and psychological satisfaction are just as important to 
universities‘ bottom line as legal protection.” (Byer, 2017, p. 224).

In addition to the numerous tangible benefits of an Ombuds office, organizations 
that utilize Organizational Ombuds send important positive symbolic messages that 
influence how employees think about the institution and its leadership. For instance, 
it has been noted that the establishment of an Ombuds “humanizes the institution by 
providing ‘zero barrier offices’ that are safe, credible, and accessible”, (Rowe & Gadlin, 
2017, p. 217) and “one in which the Ombuds becomes the one individual in a complex 
institution the constituents trust the most.” (Byer, 2017, p. 236). Furthermore, Organi-
zational Ombuds demonstrate commitment to what are usually some of the most sig-
nificant espoused values of many institutions such as “Caring about our employees and 
their emotional/psychological well-being as well as their productivity, Justice with fair 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Chapter 19 Functions and Benefits of an Organizational Ombuds    279

processes and consistent implementation, and Excellence, defined as a commitment of 
leadership for self-reflection and continuous institutional improvement.” (Katz, et al., 
2018, p. 14).
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Teresa A. Daniel 
Chapter 20  
Managing Workplace Conflict: The Role 
of Human Resources as “Organizational 
Toxin Handlers” 

Abstract: Workplace differences can generate intense conflict and emotional pain for 
employees – feelings like anger, frustration, stress, and disappointment. Some types of 
conflicts are caused by one-time events such as a merger or acquisition, the sudden loss 
of a senior leader and, most recently, worries about COVID-19-related issues connected 
to mandatory vaccinations, mask wearing, and return to work policies (Smith, 2021). 
Other sources of conflict tend to be more chronic, created by unsustainable workloads, 
bad managers, or reward and promotion systems that cause destructive internal compe-
tition. Toxic leaders who create an unfair work environment or who engage in frequent 
bullying and sexual harassment are another significant source of employee stress and 
workplace conflict (WBI 2021 US Workplace Bullying Study, 2021; Daniel, 2021; Society 
for Human Resource Management, 2019; Workhuman, 2019; Daniel & Metcalf, 2016). 
The unintended consequence of these problems is the creation of intense anxiety 
(and sometimes even paralyzing fear) among employees that causes them to lose their 
energy, focus, and creativity.

Keywords: toxic leaders, toxin handlers, human resource management, toxic emo-
tions, communication, safe space

Many of these workplace events are fairly predictable – even somewhat inevita-
ble.1 However, if these situations are managed poorly (or worse yet, ignored and not 
managed at all), the chronic anger, unresolved conflict, or prolonged stress they create 
results in an undesirable byproduct known as organizational toxicity. Over time, the 
workplace culture becomes one in which employees feel devalued, demoralized, 
and often hopeless – and most assuredly not productive or actively engaged (Kulik, 
Creegan, Metz & Brown, 2009).

To put the matter in perspective, a large global study conducted by CPP involving 
5,000 employees in nine countries reported that 85% of employees at all levels expe-

1 The author wishes to acknowledge the ground-breaking contributions of the late Peter J. Frost. His 
conceptual framework and ideas about the important role of the organizational toxin handler served 
as the spark for her interest in and continuing research on this topic. This chapter is dedicated to his 
memory.

In addition, the author wishes to express her appreciation to Sullivan University for the generous 
faculty research grant which provided funding for her study which is foundational to this chapter.
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rience conflict to some degree and that employees working in United States compa-
nies spend approximately 2.8 hours each week involved in conflict. This amounts to 
around $359 billion in hours paid that are focused on dealing with conflict instead of 
on positive productivity (CPP Human Capital Report, 2008).

A more recent study conducted by the national Society for Human Resource Man-
agement (SHRM, 2019) estimated that the cost of productivity loss due to unplanned 
absences because of toxic and high-conflict workplaces is approximately $431 billion 
per year, with up to $86 billion per year attributed to employees calling in sick just to 
avoid having to deal with the negative situation at work. In addition, the SHRM report 
highlighted common indicators of bad workplace cultures (such as discrimination 
and harassment) and underscored the alarming impact that a negative workplace 
environment has on both employee well-being and productivity, as well as organiza-
tional profitability.

The Role of HR as “Organizational Toxin Handler”
Peter Frost first identified and coined the term for the special role some employees 
take on in an effort to help alleviate this toxicity for other employees – he referred to 
them as “toxin handlers” (Frost, 2003). These are the people who “voluntarily shoul-
der the sadness, frustration, bitterness, and the anger that are endemic to organiza-
tional life” (Frost, 2003).

In a follow up to Frost’s initial work, a review of the literature was undertaken to 
examine HR’s role in the management of conflict and emotional distress at work. Our 
working assumption was that many of the issues that he described about toxin han-
dlers in general would also apply to the work of HR professionals. Many overlaps and 
commonalities were identified through this conceptual review suggesting that further 
empirical study might be of value (Daniel, 2017).

To this end, we conducted a qualitative research study during which we inter-
viewed 26 highly-experienced HR professionals about their role dealing with difficult 
situations and toxic emotions at work (Daniel, 2020). We also examined the impact 
that this type of work has on their personal well-being, as well as its impact on organi-
zational effectiveness. A key finding of the study was that a central aspect of HR’s role 
is to act as an organizational toxin handler.

The finding from our study that came as a surprise, however, was the frequency 
of their involvement – 58 per cent of the participants reported helping employees deal 
with toxic emotions, stress, and workplace conflict on a daily basis! (Daniel, 2020). 
This result was consistent with an earlier study of more than 400 HR managers which 
concluded that “almost 25 percent of their time, on average, is spent on emotional-
ly-charged problems” (Frost, 2004).
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Who they are?
Toxin handlers are typically described as compassionate people with a high degree 
of emotional intelligence. They proactively take action to help mitigate the pain often 
experienced by employees at work due to conflict and stress. Their ability to pick up 
social and emotional cues allows them to quickly assess a situation and take appro-
priate action.

Recognizing that “when people’s hearts are broken, their heads do not work” (Fox & 
Cowan, 2015), HR toxin handlers take time to actively listen to and work with employ-
ees to help them resolve their problems. Participants in our study cared deeply about 
employees and described their role in the organization as being “fixers” (Daniel, 
2020). They felt a strong need to listen to and assist employees in dealing with their 
problems, whether personal or organizational. As one of the study participants noted:

I think it’s the nature of HR. I think that HR is looked at as this third party that’s able to come in 
and help fix whatever needs to be fixed, help fix whatever is broken, and help neutralize a situation.

The fact that HR practitioners voluntarily assume this role is not really unexpected 
given that “caring about people” has historically been a hallmark contribution of the 
HR profession (Meisinger, 2005). Employees routinely seek HR’s assistance because 
they are frequently perceived as trustworthy, empathetic, and nonjudgmental, and 
because employees have confidence that HR will help them resolve their problems 
(Kulik, et al., 2009; Frost & Robinson, 1999).

Their overarching goal is to hit the “sweet spot” of providing care and concern for 
employees while maintaining a sharp awareness of the need to keep the organization 
functioning and profitable by helping employees reduce their emotional pain and 
distraction and quickly get back to work (Daniel, 2020; Frost, 2003: Frost & Robinson, 
1999).

What they do
The toxin handler acts much like a kidney or the immune system in a human body – 
by neutralizing, dissipating, and dispersing toxins that build up over time. They 
possess a wide-ranging repertoire of skills and competencies that help employees to 
better manage and cope with the pain and distress caused by workplace differences 
and conflicts (Frost & Robinson, 1999).

The successful resolution of employee problems can also help contain the nega-
tivity so that others in the organization are not impacted by the difficult situation. By 
taking the time out of their day to help others, though, their own regular responsibili-
ties are sometimes negatively affected – most often in the form of missed deadlines or 
reduced productivity (Daniel, 2020; Frost, 2003).
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How they Reduce Organizational Pain and Conflict
Participants in our study reported engaging in six core activities when they assisted 
employees deal with difficult workplace situations (Daniel, 2020). When acting as a 
toxin handler, their key actions included:

Listen Empathetically. Toxin handlers take the time to actively listen to an em -
ployee’s pain and provide an important moment of human connection. Making sure 
that a person feels heard and understood can help validate feelings and give a greater 
sense of being valued and respected by the organization. As one study participant said:

So, my experience is to .  .  . first be a listener. When somebody comes in agitated or emotionally 
upset, they can’t even hear anything you say until they finish speaking and getting everything out. 
So, I always felt it was my role to just be a listener and provide for them a safe environment where 
they could speak freely, and confidence was maintained.

Suggest Solutions and Provide Resources. HR toxin handlers look for ways to help 
resolve the conflict and reduce or manage the emotions the employee is experiencing. 
This may take the form of brainstorming possible solutions, role-playing difficult con-
versations or simply talking about the problem in greater depth. They often have to 
provide solutions to both management and employees about the same situation. Pro-
viding this dual counsel can cause HR to experience significant internal conflict. In 
most employee situations, though, the study’s participants suggested that employees 
mostly just needed to vent to someone who would listen.

Not all emotions that HR deals with are caused by work-related decisions, though. 
Employees also show up to discuss a variety of personal struggles as well – relation-
ship issues, health problems and more. HR practitioners in the study noted that man-
agement does not consider this active listening as part of the primary role of HR, but 
it nevertheless requires a significant portion of HR’s time:

People bring conflicts to work from outside of work. HR must explore ways to give them the resources 
needed to help them with their personal struggles.

Work Behind the Scenes and Provide a ‘Safe Space’. The work of the toxin handler 
most always happens behind closed doors – as a result, it is invisible to senior leaders 
and most of the organization. While the work is very important, it can feel thankless. 
Many of the HR professionals indicated that they still take on this role because they 
genuinely care about the well-being of their employees and the organization.

I’ve found that you have to listen, you have to make it safe [to speak freely], you have to repeat 
[what was said], and then you have to clarify what they’re saying . . . you have to try and give them 
a different perspective on the situation or give them encouragement . . . whatever the case may be.

HR also protects employees in tough situations by helping facilitate internal transfers 
or, in particularly intolerable situations, even helping them find a new job outside of 
the company.
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Provide Confidential Counseling
Establishing and maintaining a sense of trust is paramount for toxin handlers when 
working with employees who are in a difficult situation or experiencing intense 
emotions. Employees must be absolutely certain that HR will keep their confidence, 
which can put HR professionals in a difficult situation. Although it often results in 
difficult role conflicts, HR supports both management and also employees. Even if 
the employee discusses information that may not be the most favorable to manage-
ment (e.g., an employee discloses that he or she is leaving the company and wants to 
discuss benefits, etc.), confidentiality must still be  maintained:

HR must honor confidentiality but help the employee to problem-solve.

Strategize Communications and Reframe 
Difficult Messages
Developing a communication plan and regularly communicating news to employees – 
both good and bad – was viewed as a critical responsibility of the HR role. Their over-
riding goal was to minimize employee stress by keeping the workforce as informed as 
possible about difficult organizational decisions. They said reducing the unknowns 
was a key way HR practitioners can help make bad situations a bit more bearable.

They also felt that their job was to help “set the tone” and provide managers and 
supervisors with an overarching strategy about how to handle difficult messages and 
conflict situations, including sometimes providing them a written script and pro-
posed questions and answers for some highly difficult situations:

We need to understand where trigger points for employees may lie and get ahead of the situation 
through communication. In this way, we can help to diffuse “hot spots” before they become terri-
bly problematic for people. We are the liaison of those [tough] decisions. We’re the “boots on the 
ground.”

Coach and Advise Managers
The study’s participants frequently noted that a large part of their organizational role 
was to serve both as advisors to managers and implementers of management’s deci-
sions; however, they were careful to point out that they were not usually the final 
decision-makers (although, they pointed out, employees often wrongly think they are 
and penalize them unfairly):
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Much of my day is spent in consultation with supervisors who are dealing with difficult employees. 
I’m advising them about the regulations and what steps we can take, but I’m also like a counselor 
because they’re so frustrated. They’re so fed up with this person, and they just really need some-
body to vent to or somebody to talk to. I try to let them know it’s not the end of the world.

Participants reported that although they routinely assist employees, they also feel a 
strong responsibility to support senior leaders and help drive positive organizational 
outcomes. They noted that they were often involved in situations when there was a 
need to advocate for and protect employees while also challenging management. 
Navigating these competing role demands (which are often in conflict) is assuredly 
not easy. This duality created a great deal of stress and tension for them and was 
referred to numerous times as “a precarious balancing act.”

The Price they Pay
Most individuals who counsel and advise people about emotional issues have had 
some form of professional training to give them the skills needed to do this difficult 
work. For HR practitioners, though, these duties are typically just an incidental part 
of their “real” job. The result is that they typically lack the training needed to protect 
their own well-being during their involvement in these difficult interpersonal situa-
tions (Daniel, 2020; Kulik, et al, 2009).

Even for experienced professionals, it is a huge challenge to remain attuned to the 
emotions and pain of others without taking on the toxicity encountered while trying 
to help. It is not surprising, then, that they are at serious risk for emotional exhaus-
tion, burnout, and withdrawal – both psychological and professional (Frost, 2003; 
Frost & Robinson, 1999). While this can lead to decreased commitment and higher 
turnover rates, it can also take a physical toll in terms of stiff necks, nausea, and head-
aches rates (Frost & Robinson, 1999). At its most extreme, toxin handlers also report 
experiencing heart attacks and strokes as a result of the personal distress caused by 
these types of intense and emotion-laden situations.

It should be noted, however, that workplace conflict is not always bad. The 
experience of helping others can also help to generate greater meaning for the toxin 
handler, and result in a higher sense of self-efficacy and feelings of positive self-worth 
(Kulik, et al., 2009). Moreover, if managed properly, it can also help to stimulate cre-
ativity, problem-solving, as well as innovative solutions that ultimately benefit the 
organization (Meinert, 2017).
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Why Organizations Need HR Toxin Handlers
Organizations are constantly changing and making difficult decisions that affect 
employees. As a result, conflict at work is inevitable. With tensions and anxieties at 
an all-time high due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the current political divide, and the 
heated national discussions about racial and gender inequality, the chances for emo-
tional distress and workplace conflict have increased exponentially, underscoring the 
accelerating need for HR practitioners to engage in this work.

. . . if you do not have that person who can sit down with people and be compassionate, be a good 
listener, be a good communicator, I think problems fester, they escalate, and you have huge prob-
lems in the end. So, if organizations do have people who are capable of being the toxic handlers, 
you’re going to have a more efficient operation. You’re going to have an operation who handles 
problems at a lower level, and they never get out of control. So, I think it [having a toxin handler] 
has a huge impact on an organization.

I’ve had this said to me by the executives I work with that they think that the support that I give them 
enables them to do their jobs and to be successful in their roles. Therefore, it drives the success of 
the business.

By engaging in this work, HR toxin handlers enable other employees to stay focused 
and do their jobs. Without them, the organizational toxicity would continue to build, 
resulting in higher levels of turnover, increased health costs and more litigation, and 
reduced levels of employee morale and productivity.

Conclusions
While the work of toxin handlers is of critical importance to their organizations, it is 
mostly invisible to senior leaders due to the expectation that HR will maintain confi-
dentiality and privacy for employees who seek their help. As a result, the role is not 
often recognized or appreciated.

Over time, engaging in this helping role tends to negatively affect the well-being 
of those who do it through increased levels of stress, burnout, emotional and physical 
exhaustion, and an increased intent to quit, making it a somewhat dangerous and 
mostly thankless job. As aptly described by a participant in an earlier study (Daniel, 
2012):

HR serves as a serious buffer for other employees in the organization – between management and 
employees. We are the “organizational shock absorbers” . . . but HR pays a heavy price for doing that.

Despite the risks, though, HR continues to voluntarily step up to help resolve diffi-
cult workplace conflicts and provide this compassionate care to employees who are 
in pain. Why? Because they know the work is essential in their efforts to create and 
sustain a humane and respectful workplace culture and they also know that not only 
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is it the right thing to do, but it is also just good business. They are the invisible heroes 
of our workplaces – and we need them now more than ever.
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Loraleigh Keashly, Leah P. Hollis
Chapter 21  
Workplace Bullying: Not Just Another Conflict

Abstract: Workplace bullying is most like a prolonged, intractable, escalating destruc-
tive conflict between people with a power differential (Keashly et al., 2020a), the most 
difficult of conflicts to manage and resolve. It is grounded in and fueled by the organi-
zation through its policies, practices, procedures, work structure, and labor relations; 
in essence, workplace bullying is reflective of organizational culture and climate. Thus, 
while bullying may manifest at the interpersonal level, it is a systemic organizational 
issue. The approach for addressing bullying thus needs to recognize this embedded 
and progressive nature, be multi-faceted and involve a coordinated and simultaneous 
purposeful effort at the individual, unit/team, and organizational levels. A proactive 
and comprehensive approach to addressing workplace bullying is critical and urgent 
and a conflict management system perspective is useful in this consideration. In this 
chapter, we offer a brief primer on the nature and dynamics of workplace bullying. 
We then take an organization-level perspective on approaches for possible resolution, 
highlighting the critical role of policy design and implementation.

Keywords: workplace bullying, workplace mistreatment, conflict management sys-
tems, antibullying policy, organizational conflict

Bullying has been characterized as a type of workplace conflict, albeit a “unique” 
one (Lutgen-Sandvik & Fletcher, 2013). We have concerns about this characterization 
(Keashly, Minkowitz, & Nowell, 2020). While a detailed analysis is beyond the scope 
of this chapter, the essence of our concern is that categorizing bullying as a conflict, 
particularly an interpersonal conflict, may normalize or minimize something that 
should not be (Ferris et al., 2007). While conflict, particularly task conflict, can be cre-
ative and energizing (Jehn et al., 2008), and thus to be encouraged, workplace bully-
ing is not. In fact, workplace bullying stifles creativity and innovation, and undercuts 
employee well-being and productivity (Einarsen et al, 2020). However, we recognize 
that a conflict perspective offers relevant insights into the dynamics, persistence, and 
escalatory features of bullying and, of key importance for this chapter, possible ways 
to prevent, intervene and remediate it (Keashly, Minkowitz & Nowell, 2020).

Applying a conflict lens, workplace bullying is most like a prolonged, intractable, 
escalating destructive conflict between people with a power differential (Keashly et 
al., 2020a), the most difficult of conflicts to manage and resolve. Further, it is grounded 
in and fueled by the organization through its policies, practices, procedures, work 
structure, and labor relations; in essence, workplace bullying is reflective of organ-
izational culture and climate, which is governed and shaped by its leaders (Hollis, 
2019a). Thus, while bullying may manifest at the interpersonal level, it is a systemic 
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organizational issue (Branch et al., 2021; Caponecchia and Wyatt, 2007; 2009; Hollis, 
2019a; Illing et al, 2013; Lutgen-Sandvik & Fletcher, 2013). The approach for address-
ing bullying thus needs to recognize this embedded nature and be multi-faceted and 
involve a coordinated and simultaneous purposeful effort at the individual, unit/
team, and organizational levels (Illing et al., 2013; Keashly, Tye-Williams & Jagatic, 
2021; Rayner & Lewis, 2020; Salin, 2008). Currently, organizational approaches tend 
to be reactive, post-hoc, and piecemeal (Dollard et al., 2017; Lipsky, 2015). Treating 
workplace bullying as solely an interpersonal conflict and implementing only strat-
egies designed for these types of conflicts, such as mediation, facilitation, conflict 
coaching, and skills training, will not be successful if the organizational fuel is not 
also addressed (Bozin et al., 2019; Keashly et al., 2020; Salin, 2003). A proactive and 
comprehensive approach to addressing workplace bullying is critical and urgent. An 
integrated, robust, and persons effective conflict management system (Lipsky, 2015) 
is an important component of this approach. To that end, we offer a brief primer on 
the nature and dynamics of workplace bullying and then take an organization-level 
perspective on approaches for possible resolution.

A Brief Primer on Workplace Bullying
Workplace bullying is the repeated and persistent hostile mistreatment of a person(s) 
by one or more other in the workplace, in which the person(s) becomes unable to 
defend themselves due to an extant or developed power imbalance (Einarsen et 
al., 2003). Workplace bullying not only occurs in person; it can occur through elec-
tronic means (cyberbullying) infiltrating the target’s personal space through emails, 
cells phones, and other personal devices (Hollis, 2021; Privitera & Campbell, 2009). 
Regardless of the medium, workplace bullying is distinguished from occasional 
aggression by its repeated, enduring, and escalatory nature (Einarsen et al., 2003; 
Jenkins, 2011; Keashly & Jagatic, 2003; Zapf & Gross, 2001). It often begins with a 
triggering event, such as an unresolved or poorly managed conflict or the perception 
of threat (Baillien et al., 2009) and the behaviors become more frequent, more overt, 
and more antagonistic over time (Einarsen et al., 2011; Leymann, 1996; Keashly & 
Nowell, 2011). This relentless hostility demoralizes targets, undermining their capac-
ity to defend and protect themselves, laying them open to increased trauma (Einarsen 
et al., 2003). Further, the longer bullying goes on unaddressed, the greater the likeli-
hood of drawing in others in the workplace and a mobbing (multiple actor) situation 
develops (Zapf & Gross, 2001).

The impact of bullying is not limited to the target and actor. Bullying has an infec-
tious, communal quality (Namie & Lutgen-Sandvik, 2009; Nekovee & Pinto, 2019). 
There are typically more bystanders and witnesses to the abuse than actors and direct 
targets (Pouwelse et al., 2021). As bullying escalates, bystanders and witnesses are 
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pulled in as accomplices or allies, many as silent witnesses (Hollis, 2019b; Namie & 
Lutgen-Sandvik, 2009). Unaddressed bullying fuels unit and organizational incivil-
ity, which spirals into colleagues mistreating each other. A toxic work environment is 
born (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). Units with bullying and unmanaged conflicts have 
implications for other units and the organization as behaviors and the impact expe-
rienced by targets and witnesses spills over. When bullying takes place in an organ-
ization, everyone is affected. Thus, bullying is never just an interpersonal problem.

So How Big a Problem is It?
In any given year, seven to eight percent of American adults will experience workplace 
bullying (Keashly, 2018). Adding in those who witness bullying happening to others 
(25–33%), almost half of working American adults will have had some exposure to 
bullying at work. Using the US2019 employment information, of 153.7 million workers, 
10–12 million Americans will experience bullying, and another 40–50 million will 
witness the mistreatment.  In a one-year period, then, approximately 50–60 million 
workers are exposed to workplace bullying. Risk for exposure varies by profession 
and occupation (Leon-Perez et al, 2021; D’Cruz, Noronha, Keashly, & Tye-Williams, 
2021). For example, academia has rates of 25% in any given year (Keashly, 2021). 
Hollis has found that 45% of higher education respondents are affected by workplace 
cyberbullying, either as the target or bystander (Hollis, 2021). And academia is not 
the worst (Keashly, 2021). Within professions and organizations, “being different” is a 
particular risk factor for being bullied, with notably higher rates reported for women, 
BIPOC, LGBTQA+, and those with disabilities (Carretero & Luciano, 2013; Hollis, 2021; 
Keashly, 2012). These are stunning and sadly reliable statistics and not unique to the 
US (Leon-Perez et al., 2021). Workplace bullying is a global phenomenon, discourag-
ingly familiar to every type of organization and worker.

What are the Costs?
Being bullied harms the target, those who see it (bystanders/witnesses), those who 
love them (family and friends), and their organizations (Einarsen et al., 2020; D’Cruz 
& Noronha, 2021). It even harms those who do the bullying (Glomb, 2002). For targets, 
prolonged exposure negatively affects their physical health with insomnia, musculo-
skeletal and gastrointestinal problems, cardiovascular disorders, and substance abuse 
(Vignoli et al., 2015, Kivimaki et al., 2003; Nauman et al., 2019; Richman, Rospenda, Fla-
herty, & Freels, 2001; Rodriguez-Munoz et al. 2011; Vignoli, Guglielmi, Balducci, 2015; 
Xu et al., 2019). In addition, bullying has debilitating effects on mental health, includ-
ing depression, anxiety, panic disorders, post-traumatic stress syndrome, and suicidal 
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ideation (Conway et al., 2021; Gullander et al., 2014; Leach et al., 2017; Leymann & Gus-
tafson, 1996; O’Donnell & MacIntosh, 2016; Spence Laschinger & Nosko, 2015; Tokarev 
et al., 2017).

Bullied employees show decreased job satisfaction and organizational commit-
ment (Tepper, 2000), increased absenteeism (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012), increased 
workplace deviance (Mitchell & Ambrose, 2007), reduced job engagement (Hollis, 2015; 
Merilainen et al., 2019), and turnover (Hogh, Hoel & Caneiro, 2011). Similar effects are 
noted for those who witness bullying (Nielsen, & Einarsen, 2013; Nielsen et al., 2020; 
Ng et al., 2021; Wu & Wu, 2019). In addition, the target’s relationships, and support 
systems with coworkers and with family and friends are also disrupted (Carlson et al., 
2011; Hoobler & Brass, 2006; Sperry & Duffy, 2009; Tye-Williams & Krone, 2015).

The effects on organizations are costly and include increased leaves (medical, 
disability and others), turnover, litigation and consultant costs, and insurance claims 
due to poor health, toxic work environment and organizational culture (Cowan, 2018) 
Without effective organizational intervention, toxicity intensifies (Cowan, 2018).

A Critically Urgent Issue
Organizational ignorance of the problem, particularly purposely not seeking informa-
tion, stifles urgency- an urgency felt by targets who know and experience the impact 
first-hand and see the impact on work conditions, themselves, their coworkers, and 
the organization.

Distracted and unwilling organizations may resist discovery of this information 
because of its unwillingness to be accountable (Salin, 2006). The gap in urgency 
between the targets and the organization drives the anxiety for targets increasing the 
damage. Thus, organizations must understand and commit to systematically address-
ing the organizational conditions that fuel bullying. Developing a comprehensive and 
multi-faceted strategy requires an understanding of how bullying develops and is 
maintained, to which we now turn our attention.

So Why Does It Happen?
Bullying is a multi-causal phenomenon (Zapf, 1999). A sound conceptual model 
about the types of influences is the Three-Way Model of workplace bullying (Baillien 
et al., 2009). In brief, workplace bullying can be triggered by 1) ineffective coping 
and responding to frustration and strain in the work environment, where the actor 
projects their frustrations on to another (predatory bullying, Einarsen et al., 2003); 2) 
unsolved, poorly managed interpersonal conflict (dispute-related bullying, Einarsen 
et al., 2003) and/or 3) direct enabling or encouraging by the team and organizational 
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cultures and processes (Salin, 2003). The personal and interpersonal processes are in 
a reciprocal relationship as frustrations may result in conflict between employees or 
with supervisors, and interpersonal conflict may lead to frustrations when conflicts 
are unproductive and escalating. Both of these processes can be fueled by organi-
zational culture that support bullying as an appropriate workplace behavior (Ferris 
et al, 2007; Salin, 2003). Thus, from our perspective, the organizational environment 
is a key driver in the manifestation, and the ending of, workplace bullying.

To dig deeper into the key organizational influences, Salin’s (2003) model of ena-
bling, motivating, and precipitating organizational processes and structures is 
useful. In brief, enabling, or necessary structures are those that create an environ-
ment where bullying can flourish. These factors include perceived power imbalances 
(organizationally and societally, e.g., race, gender, class, ability), low perceived costs 
for misbehavior (no policy; lack of or inadequate responding); permissive organiza-
tional culture (Brodsky, 1976) and dissatisfaction and frustration in the work envi-
ronment. Motivating  structures are the  incentives that encourage engaging in bul-
lying behavior; it is “rational” to utilize bullying to achieve desired goals. Internal 
competition, politicized environment, reward systems (e.g., relative ranking perfor-
mance systems – Samnani & Singh, 2014) and expected benefits (e.g., a promotion 
is achieved, productivity improves, or a deadline is met) support bullying as a way 
to get ahead and to produce. Precipitating processes are triggering circumstances 
and include downsizing and restructuring, organizational change, changes in man-
agement, or changes in the composition of the workgroup. Salin (2003) argues that 
“for bullying to occur, enabling conditions must be in place, and there must be 
either motivating or precipitating factors for bullying to manifest” (Salin, 2003, 
p. 1226). Taken together, these two models highlight organizational factors of work 
design, reward systems, and overall climate and thus the need to address these key 
drivers. For the remainder of this section, we will focus on culture and climate as the 
contextual variable that influences occurrence, interpretation/experience, and what 
happens to those who engage in bullying (Hershcovis et al., 2020).

Power of Context: Climate
A core facet of organizational climate that speaks directly to workplace bullying is 
Psychosocial Safety Climate (PSC). PSC is defined as a shared perception by organi-
zational members of the administrative policies, practices, and procedures designed 
to protect employees’ psychological safety and health (Dollard, 2007). In a robust 
psychosocially safe climate, employees perceive that management prioritizes their 
psychological well-being and will act decisively and fairly to address any risks to this 
well-being. Workplace bullying is one such risk. Research indicates that strong PSC is 
negatively related to exposure to workplace bullying (Dollard et al., 2017).
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A sub-facet of PSC that is particularly relevant to workplace bullying prevention 
is Conflict Management Climate (CMC). CMC is defined as “employees’ assessments 
of the organization‘s conflict management procedures and practices, and of how fair 
and predictable the interactions between leaders and followers in this regard are per-
ceived to be” (Zahlquist et al., 2019, p. 2). To the extent that employees feel that 1) there 
are well-established, fair, and effective procedures to manage conflict and frustra-
tions, 2) managers and supervisors are competent and will intervene as needed, and 
3) the employees themselves can engage in active and constructive voice and action 
in addressing these issues, then frustrations, strains, and conflicts (and other forms 
of difficulties) will be addressed early on, quickly, and completely. A strong CMC pre-
vents frustrations and conflicts from escalating, promotes skill development for engag-
ing constructively with others, and builds a strong and respectful relationship among 
organizational members, all of which would prevent workplace bullying and other 
forms of workplace mistreatment from taking hold (Einarsen et al., 2018). From an 
organizational perspective, building and supporting a strong PSC and, specifically, a 
strong CCM would likely prevent much workplace bullying as key enabling processes 
and structures are diminished (Gazica & Spector, 2016). Further, a strong CCM reduces 
workplace bullying incentives as these behaviors are viewed as antithetical to collabo-
rative, constructive, and active engagement with others in enacting effective and pro-
ductive work (Desrayaud et al., 2018; Salin, 2003).

So how does one build a strong conflict management culture? Einarsen et al. 
(2018) suggests: 1) education about workplace bullying and about the value of effec-
tive conflict management, 2) the development of fair, effective, and accessible conflict 
management procedures (Rogers et al., 2018) and 3) training in conflict management 
skills consistent with, and necessary for, effective implementation of these conflict 
management procedures. An Integrated Conflict Management System (ICMS; Lipsky, 
2015) is a useful framework for addressing workplace bullying and other forms of mis-
treatment. ICMS is grounded in a thorough assessment of the current organizational 
situation. This assessment involves developing a profile of the nature and pattern of 
conflicts and mistreatment occurring (Gazica & Spector, 2016) and identifying what 
procedures and mechanisms are present and how effective they are perceived to be. 
Based on this assessment and, in collaboration with organizational members, a mix 
of management and resolution procedures to address the sources of issues early on 
(prevention), when incidents occur (intervention) and coordinated sequencing of 
these procedures can be developed, implemented, and assessed (Lipsky, 2015).

An important consideration in addressing workplace bullying is to recognize that 
the situation’s stage of development needs to be determined to select the appropri-
ate initial or lead strategy (Leymann, 1996; Salin, 2006). Turning to conflict studies 
again, the contingency model of conflict intervention (Fisher & Keashly, 1991; Keashly 
et al., 2020a; Zapf & Gross, 2001) is instructive as it proposes that 1) different strat-
egies may be appropriate and effective at different times and 2) failure of interven-
tions may be due to inappropriate applications to the stage of the escalation (Salin, 
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2006). As noted in Leymann’s (1996) model of bullying development, in the first 
phase, what Rayner et al., (2001) refer to as the “not-yet-bullied” stage, the immedi-
ate parties themselves may be able to resolve the situation with appropriate support 
through more informal conflict management processes such as constructive negotia-
tion (actor and target engage directly) and facilitated discussion, mediation, and/or 
conflict coaching by trusted third parties, including managers and supervisors (Illing 
et al., 2013; Roszczynski, 2020).

However, once bullying has been established, these specific conflict manage-
ment strategies may not only not be helpful but also harmful (Leon-Perez et al., 2015; 
Keashly et al., 2020a ; Notelaers et al., 2018). For example, mediation assumes equal 
capacity of parties to participate, which may not be the case in severe bullying where 
the target is too traumatized to participate (Bozin et al., 2019; Jenkins, 2011). Further, 
the confidential nature of mediation prevents an organization‘s ability to track pat-
terns of bullying involving this actor and others (Keashly et al., 2020).

Another example is the use of restorative practices once it is clear bullying has 
occurred. A strength of this practice is the rebuilding of relationships and the broader 
unit community (Duncan, 2011). The challenge is that the actor(s) must accept respon-
sibility for their behaviors and actions. If they do not, then restorative practices may 
backfire. Therefore, at these stages, more systemic and directive interventions are 
required initially, e.g., separating the target and the actor to break the harmful dynamic 
and then address the core causes.

Another advantage of focusing on building PSC and CCM is the value of ongoing 
data collection to monitor the climate. Periodic employee surveys can gauge organ-
izational health and provide an early warning about bullying (Illing et al., 2013; 
Rayner & Lewis, 2020). When indicators suggest emergent problems, procedures such 
as skill training and third-party engagement can be activated. These strategies may 
include negotiation, conflict management skills, communication skills, antibullying 
education; coaching; facilitated discussion and mediation, and proactive restorative 
practices (Duncan, 2011; Isaac, 2013; Rowe & Bendersky, 2002). These aspects of an 
effective monitoring, responding and management system need to be articulated in, 
and supported by, policy and associated procedures and organizational systems (Ferris 
et al., 2021; Gardner & Cooper-Thomas, 2021)

Power of Policy
The multi-causal nature of workplace bullying requires a multi-faceted and compre-
hensive response, such as actions directed at the organizational and team level (e.g., 
culture and climate change, work redesign) and (not or) at the interpersonal/team 
and personal level (Dollard et al., 2017; Einarsen et al., 2016; Illing et al, 2013; Rayner 
& McIvor, 2008). At the organizational level, the evidence is strong about the critical 
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importance of policy. Antibullying policies are related to less bullying (Baillien et al., 
2014; Cooper-Thomas et al., 2013). Whether the policy is specifically anti-bullying or 
includes all forms of harassment or mistreatment (anti-harassment or anti-violence 
or dignity at work), policy is the framework within which all actions and responses 
regarding bullying are positioned, supported, and implemented (Ferris et al., 2021; 
Keashly & Wajngurt, 2016). Through policy, the organization communicates its vision 
for workplace relations and articulates those behaviors and processes that support it 
and those that undermine it (Gardner & Cooper-Thomas, 2021). Through policy, the 
processes of raising awareness, reporting, assessing, and responding (informal and 
formal) to bullying are articulated.

We noted earlier that there is a significant gap and resultant tension between 
targets’ sense of urgency and the apparent lack of urgency by the organization as 
suggested by no visible action. The progressive nature of workplace bullying and the 
resultant urgency to address it as early as possible must be reflected in the policy and 
its associated procedures (Keashly et al., 2020b). Thus, policy needs to include mech-
anisms for prevention (reduce the risk for, and enablers of, bullying (e.g., constructive 
conflict management and communication skills and education; proactive restorative 
practice), intervention (address problem situations including negotiation, media-
tion, facilitation, coaching, as well as more directive strategies of party separation, 
discipline and termination), and remediation (in the aftermath – reactive restorative 
work, counselling) with a clearly articulated timeframe for activating these strategies 
(Ballard & Easteal, 2018; Duncan, 2011; Ferris et al.; 2021; Mawdsley & Thirwell, 2019; 
Rayner & Lewis, 2020).

While policy is critical in building awareness of and addressing bullying, the 
process by which the policy is developed is also important. The policy development 
and implementation process  itself  is an opportunity to engage all stakeholders and 
model the means of constructive engagement and dialogue that the policy and the 
organization want to promote (Hollis, 2018; Rayner & Lewis, 2020).

Current State of Policy: Case of Academia
We will focus on universities here for two reasons. First, universities are where much 
of our own scholarship and work has focused. Second, universities are unique work-
places with unique sets of workers (faculty and staff), creating a complex environ-
ment for enabling and thus addressing bullying.

Before considering specific institutional policies, it is important to briefly con-
sider the state and federal regulation context. Federal and state laws enshrine expec-
tations and obligations for organizations regarding working environment and health 
and safety and the cost of violation. Organizations respond by developing policies, 
procedures, and practices that address (at minimum) these obligations. While there 
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are federal and state laws regarding mistreatment on the basis of protected class, 
there are no US federal laws and few state regulations regarding workplace bullying. 
Current state policies (California, Tennessee, Maryland, Utah, and Minnesota) make 
the prevention of, and accountability for, workplace bullying a suggestion rather 
than a requirement, with immunity built-in for employers for nominal effort. Further, 
employees have minimal recourse or protection from workplace bullying. Puerto 
Rico’s territory policy, however, provides clear and enforceable guidelines for report-
ing, governance, and the accountability an organization may face if found responsi-
ble. Unfortunately, the Puerto Rican law does not have a prescribed time frame for 
an organization to respond to workplace bullying allegations, in essence, leaving it 
up to the organization to determine when and how to respond. Compared to federal 
1964 Civil Rights laws that address harassment because of protected class status, the 
extant state regulations on workplace bullying do not provide strong impetus for pro-
active prevention or intervention and provide limited remediation. Thus, the motiva-
tion for policy must come from the organization itself.

In our time working on bullying in academic workplaces, it has been encouraging 
to see the increasing numbers of institutions that have policies, despite the pervasive 
shortfalls in state laws regarding workplace bullying. While a thorough analysis of 
extant policies is beyond the scope of this chapter (see Smith & Coel, 2018; Keashly & 
Wajgnurt, 2016 for more detail), we chose four universities whose policies, from our 
view, recognized the systemic and progressive nature of bullying and the need for 
timely and diverse ways of responding. They are: the University of South Carolina-Co-
lumbia (USC, 2019), Colorado State University (CSU, 2019), the University of Califor-
nia at Berkeley (UC-Berkeley, 2016) and the University of Wisconsin-Madison (UWM,) 
2016. In the following list, we identified elements that were present in these policies:

 – Institutional vision for a healthy, respectful, and productive working (and learn-
ing) environment

 – Articulation of obligations of community members in supporting and promoting 
this environment

 – Definition of workplace bullying and how it undermines the vision
 – Articulation of roles and responsibilities of leadership, management, and com-

munity members
 – Clarity on where and to whom to report bullying
 – Options and processes for reporting and responding
 – Timeline for initial response
 – Informal resolution process in first 60 days
 – Articulation of formal investigation process

– To whom to report and what they will do when
– Composition of review/investigatory committee
– Provision to separate target and bully
– Possible consequences if bullying allegations substantiated

 – Provision for no retaliation
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 – Policy review and update every 3–4 years
 – Training every two years (at minimum) for all campus members

The articulation of the institutional vision for the working and learning environment 
is a powerful public statement that the organization is accountable to mitigate poten-
tial compromises to the environment. As recommended by extant literature (Ballard 
& Easteal, 2018; Rayner & Lewis, 2020; Gardner & Cooper-Thomas, 2021), the policies 
clearly articulate the definition of workplace bullying. Further, the policies recog-
nize the power differentials involved in bullying and give complainants alternative 
avenues to report bullying if the supervisor/dean/instructor is the problem.

Of key importance to addressing bullying, these polices emphasize the need to 
resolve the situation quickly and when possible, informally with formal options avail-
able. For example, the USC policy states, “Informal procedures are aimed at stopping 
the bullying behavior as soon as possible” (p. 3). Similarly, the UC-Berkeley policy 
states, “The goal of early resolution is to resolve concerns at the earliest stage possible 
with the cooperation of all parties involved” (p. 4). Options for informal resolution 
denoted in these policies include addressing behavior directly with the actor, seeking 
confidential advice and support from trusted colleagues and/or department, college, 
and university level offices such as ombuds, supervisors/chair, Human Resources/
EAP, Diversity, Equity and Inclusion offices, and unions. This support could include 
coaching in preparation for engaging the actor, facilitated discussion or more struc-
tured mediation. Typically, no detailed written records are maintained of these actions.

If informal resolution is unsuccessful or deemed inappropriate, these policies 
prescribe a formal investigation process with specific timelines for completion. 
UC-Berkeley states that an investigation should be completed within 90 days of the 
request. The UW-Madison policy stipulates an initial 30-day window for supervisors 
or Human Resources to meet with the grievant and provide a written decision. This 
grievance policy continues with a series of time-sensitive steps in 14-to-30-day incre-
ments. If the matter is not resolved, a target can appeal with the Wisconsin Relations 
Commission or the Board of Regents. At CSU, those who received reports of work-
place bullying must forward the information to Human Resources within ten working 
days. A target who is not pleased with the outcome can request an administrative 
review with the written decision occurring within 30 working days. The USC policy 
details a timeline for formal investigation process that involves written notification 
to all involved in the complaint in 15 days and then an ad hoc investigation com-
mittee being appointed and charged in the subsequent 15 days. These timelines help  
address targets’ and witnesses’ needs for immediate communication that the institu-
tion understands the destructive nature of bullying. USC, CSU, and UC-Berkeley also 
have provisions to separate the parties during the investigation, and potentially as 
part of the final resolution. Such steps from the university provide very immediate 
relief for the target facing workplace bullying.
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The detailed and comprehensive nature of these policies are a statement by the 
institution that bullying is not acceptable and is an existential threat to the commu-
nity’s well-being. This provides comfort and avenues for those who are exposed to 
bullying.

Role of Education and Training
Policy and a comprehensive and organization-wide training and education program 
are inextricably linked and critical to facilitating a collaborative culture, one that is 
antithetical to bullying and other forms of mistreatment (Berlingieri, 2015; Illing et 
al., 2013). Education and training are important for effective policies and procedures 
and for embedding the vision of a healthy and productive work environment through-
out the organization, its processes and systems, and its people (Berilingieri, 2015; 
Gardner & Cooper-Thomas, 2021; Rayner & Lewis, 2020).

At its most basic level, organizational members need to know the policy, when to 
engage it, and what their roles are in the resolution. Further, organizational members 
need to have the capacity and competencies to carry out these responsibilities. For 
example, if informal resolution through negotiation (directly engaging the actor) 
or facilitated discussion or mediation is stipulated as an early form of action then 
employees, leaders, and managers need to be trained and competent to use these 
skills. Education and training can function preventively through increasing awareness 
of what bullying is and its costs and helping develop skills to manage issues as they 
arise. Good exemplars of this type of training are the University of California – Davis Is 
it Bullying: Awareness and Strategies, which is part of their professional development 
program and UW-Madison Hostile and Intimidating Behavior Prevention Training for 
Faculty/Staff. Training can also be an intervention strategy or consequence, e.g., man-
dating an actor for anti-bullying, conflict management or diversity training.

Conclusion
Workplace bullying is not just another type of organizational conflict. It is pernicious, 
contagious, and deeply destructive and thus, should have no place in an organiza-
tion. However, it continues to persist. While bullying may manifest between indi-
viduals, it is fundamentally an organizational issue, embedded in and fueled by the 
organization’s culture and reflected in its systems and processes. Thus, addressing 
bullying requires a recognition of its systemic nature and a willingness to transform 
the organizational culture to one that is collaborative and constructive. We highlight 
the importance of a proactive, multi-faceted and comprehensive approach with par-
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ticular attention to early action, the role of conflict management approaches, and the 
critical importance of policy design and implementation.
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Chapter 22  
Women and Organizational Conflict 
Management: Promoting Human Rights 
and Challenging Gender Bias

Abstract: Women’s experience of conflict management in organizations is shaped by 
social understandings of gender – that is, what it means to be a “woman.” This can 
happen in two broad ways. First, gender-based discrimination, harassment, and vio-
lence are a violation of women‘s human rights; individuals, managers, and organiza-
tions need to be prepared to ensure a fair, just, and safe workplace. Second, gendered 
worldviews into which people have been socialized may create bias in various ways 
of which people may be largely unaware, and that impacts how women’s behavior is 
seen in the workplace and even how conflicts are addressed. This chapter seeks to 
provide a background on women in organizational conflict management in the fol-
lowing ways. First, a theoretical background is provided. Next, current research on 
women’s human rights and the role of gender in the conflict management are pre-
sented. Finally, best practices are reviewed.

Keywords: gender, social identity, human rights, bias, diversity, best practices

Gender is not about the fact of one’s sex. Rather, gender refers to how a society or 
other collectivity makes sense of femaleness or maleness – that is, the particular 
roles, norms, and expectations that are assigned to females and males. While individ-
uals, socialized into their own worldview, may apprehend these differences as quite 
natural, they are, in fact, socially constructed, and will differ across cultures and with 
social change over time. They will intersect in different ways with other socially con-
structed identities, such as race and class.

Gender is Socially Constructed
As Jane Mansbridge (2000) points out, gender norms can be quite arbitrary: roles 
such as butchering of animals may be solely the purview of men in one culture (e.g., 
among the Aleut of North America), but solely the purview of women in another (e.g., 
among the Ingalik of North America), among many other examples. However, despite 
these inconsistencies, Mansbridge finds that in the great majority of societies, both 
traditional and contemporary, values and activities associated with men are more 
highly valued and more highly rewarded. In an exhaustive review of research across 
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disciplines on gender and war, published in what was named the book of the decade 
by the International Studies Association, Joshua Goldstein (2001) concluded that role 
differences in gender are less a result of biological differences, and far more a result 
of tremendous cultural work in defining and maintaining these roles.

There is no essential “woman” (Fuss, 1989); what unites women is being treated 
according to the social norms and expectations of “woman” (de Lauretis, 1987). This 
is demonstrated in how the same behavior by men and women will be viewed differ-
ently. For example, within North American mainstream society, a non-smiling woman 
is viewed negatively whereas a non-smiling man is not (e.g., Norberg and Johansson, 
2020). Hence, many women have experienced being told to smile in the workplace, 
which women report finding demeaning, and such statements to women are consid-
ered microagressions (e.g., Smith, 2016).

Social Identities Encode Power Relations
Across many cultures, men’s roles are accorded more status and power than women‘s 
roles. These power relations become part of culture and are embedded in social 
systems, including organizations, and shape perceptions and behaviors (e.g., Becker, 
1999). In societies throughout the world, there has been an ongoing struggle for 
women’s empowerment; while there are significant gains, a progression towards 
gender equality is ongoing (e.g., Snyder, 2017). While there is increased awareness 
of sexism, in many workplaces, there is an everyday, largely unconscious bias, often 
termed “second-generation bias” that is disempowering to women, and needs to be 
addressed (Ibarra et al., 2013).

People have multiple identities, the meanings of which are always socially con-
structed and encode power relations. Intersectionality refers to how the intersection 
of these identities create particular and unique sets of expectations, for example, 
for Black women or working-class women (Crenshaw, 1989, 2019). It is critical that 
support for women’s human rights in organizations must also be tied to support for 
all human rights, for example by challenging systemic racism (e.g., Washington & 
Roberts, 2019) or Islamophobia (e.g., Alimahomed-Wilson, 2017). Women of color 
often face discrimination despite excellent work, confidence, and personal character 
(e.g., Hunte, 2012; Washington & Roberts, 2019).

The nature of a systemic power imbalance is that people from the disempowered 
group may internalize their lesser status and participate in their oppression in ways of 
which they are unaware (Freire, 1970). This can impact women in conflict situations 
when they fail to negotiate because they are loathe to be considered aggressive or are 
overly pessimistic about their possibility to achieve a win, especially when they are 
negotiating for themselves, rather than on behalf of someone else (Kolb & Williams, 
2000, 2003; Kolb & Porter, 2015). Norms around silencing can lead to women speak-
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ing up less at professional conferences and in other situations, especially for their 
own advocacy (Tannen, 1990). Because of social disapproval of women’s expressing 
anger, women’s anger can go unrecognized even by themselves; meanwhile, anger 
has important information regarding when one’s boundaries and values are violated, 
and constructive conflict management is required to maintain professional and per-
sonal wellbeing (Lerner, 1985).

Gender and Leadership
Women’s conflict management styles have been often characterized as more relational 
than those of men (e.g., Brewer et al 2002; Brahman et al., 2004; Holt & Devore, 2005; 
Thomas et al., 2007). A study of school principals found that the school culture was 
better where principals had a more collaborative style rather than a more dominating 
style; and it was found that women principals were more likely to have a collaborative 
style (Blackburn et al., 2006). However, these findings have been inconsistent, have 
shown cultural and generational variation; do not always account for differences 
across professions; are limited by how assessments of conflict resolution style are 
arrived at; or may be based on studies of college students rather than management 
professionals (Steen and Shinkai, 2020). Further, theory and research in organiza-
tional management may encode gender biases (Runté and Mills, 2006); inequality 
is not outside academia or research and can unconsciously distort the production of 
knowledge (e.g., Harding, 1987; Haraway, 1989).

Women’s management styles may be impacted by one’s level within in an organi-
zation. One study found that self-reported management styles showed no differences 
between men and women with managerial experience, while women at lower organi-
zational levels reported that they were more obliging and compromising in their con-
flict resolution styles (Korabik et al., 1993). Gender may make a greater impact on 
how people are perceived rather than on their behavior. Interestingly, the same study 
also found that subordinates evaluated female and male supervisors differently when 
they used similar management styles; for women, a dominating style was seen more 
negatively, and an obliging style was seen more positively. If this is the case, women 
in less powerful positions may use a more obliging style because they are accurately 
anticipating the reaction of others to their behavior. One way to overcome limitations 
of gender bias – both in terms of women’s own behavior or in terms of how one inter-
prets women’s behavior – may be to learn conflict resolution skills; this is a strategy 
to uncover motivations and interests and increases the possibility for not relying on 
one style (e.g., emphasizing goals or emphasizing relationships) and for integrating 
management styles (Steen & Shinkai, 2020).
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Promoting Human Rights
Societal gender roles contribute to varied gender biases and conflicts within organi-
zational settings (e.g., Stamarski & Hing, 2015). These conflicts are experienced both 
internally, in the form of psychological pain, and externally, as expressed conflicts. 
Conflicts about unequal pay, harassment, racism, and being overlooked for promo-
tion may influence a woman’s fear to request fair wages in the workplace, and women 
continue to experience unequal pay globally and earn an average 87 percent on the 
dollar that men earn (U.N. Women, 2020). Socially constructed and discriminatory 
norms have created an even greater wage gap for marginalized women, including 
women of colour, Indigenous women, immigrant women, and women with children.

The motherhood pay gap has been justified by two main schools of thought: eco-
nomics and sociology (Grimshaw & Rubery, 2015). Some economists argue that mother-
hood often leads to changes in employment to accommodate family life, and the changes 
in employment behaviour is evident in the depreciation of human capital, reduced 
commitment to employment, and being employed in less productive jobs. While these 
economists concern themselves with the impact on the overall market or productivity to 
explain the wage gap, sociologists have posited that patriarchal norms and/or assump-
tions have created gendered systems that promote discriminate against mothers. For 
example, the idea that women with children are less productive in the workplace leads 
to women not being hired, promoted, or paid the same as their male counterparts.

Women in the workplace continue to face insurmountable harassment. Common 
forms of workplace harassment include verbal abuse, humiliating behaviour, threats 
to person, physical violence, and unwanted sexual attention or sexual harassment. In 
a 2016 General Social Survey (GSS) on Canadians at Work and Home to examine expe-
riences of workplace harassment, 19 percent of women and 13 percent of men reported 
that they had experienced harassment in their workplace in the past year  (Hango & 
Moyser, 2018). Despite the pervasiveness of sexual harassment, it is under-reported 
because those affected by sexual harassment fear being disbelieved, blamed, and/or 
facing retaliation in social and professional lives (Human Rights Watch 2021).

A study on harassment and violence in the Canadian workforce found women 
are most likely to experience sexual harassment in the first two years of employment; 
94 percent of those who reported experiencing sexual harassment were women, and 
women with a disability and visible minorities are over-represented among those 
reporting harassment (Employment and Social Development Canada, 2017). It was 
further found that there is a continued risk of sexual harassment when employees are 
unaware of reporting and grievance procedures. Such harassment in the workplace 
affects individuals’ health, job tenure, job stability, and job satisfaction. Conflicts 
about gender, whether perceived or not, greatly impact the overall health of individu-
als, and, in turn, the productivity of organizations as a whole.
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Challenging Gender Bias
Two people who have contributed a lot the discussion of women and negotiation, 
management, and conflict transformation in organizations are Deborah Kolb (e.g., 
2013; Kolb and Williams, 2000, 2003; Kolb and Porter, 2015) and Peggy Chinn (2013). 
During a workshop on negotiation that Kolb was leading at the Women’s Policy Insti-
tute at Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government, the women attending – 
all of whom were very accomplished women in their respective business fields – stated 
that conflict resolution teaching didn’t work for them because the same behavior by a 
man or woman would be interpreted differently. Kolb and Judith Williams (2000) led 
research to learn from these women and their success in both formal and informa-
tion negotiations; the findings of this research are the basis of their book The Shadow 
Negotiation. Peggy Chinn (2013), in the field of nursing, has developed a methodol-
ogy of collaborative practice that is grounded by shared power and transparency. The 
guidance of these scholar-practitioners, grounded by the real experience of women in 
organizations, is reviewed below. Because this work seeks to neutralize the assump-
tions of gender and also to leverage the particular experiences and knowledge that 
women have gained on the ground, it helps mitigate the role of gender bias in organ-
izational conflict management.

Women and Negotiation
While Kolb and her colleagues Judith Williams and Jessica Porter seek to provide guid-
ance for women in organizations, their work is relevant to all negotiation, especially 
when someone is negotiating from a lesser-status position. In this way, the insights 
and worldview of the women they interviewed have provided a major contribution 
to conflict resolution knowledge in general. Kolb and Williams (2000, 2003) found 
that relationships of power—for example, as encoded in society’s greater valuing of 
masculinity—create a disadvantage for women; social positioning along any lines of 
identity disadvantage those in a lesser-status position. Therefore, the power relation-
ship in itself has to be negotiated as much as possible, and this is an aspect of all 
negotiations.

This parallel negotiation of the relationship, occurring concurrently with a nego-
tiation about substantive issues, is termed “the shadow negotiation.” Because of 
status inequality encoded in social systems, women may be pessimistic about negoti-
ation, and Kolb and Williams (2000, 2003) encourage women to get out of their own 
way. They advise women to recognize the shadow negotiation, and provide detail and 
strategies for women to strengthen their negotiation efforts. They counsel negotiators 
to (1) take stock of everybody’s interests and liabilities, and to especially recognize 
the value one is bringing to the negotiation; (2) gain factual information and do some 
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scouting to learn about the particular situation; (3) develop alternatives; and (4) get 
a fresh perspective by seeking objective advice, tapping the experience of others, 
and widening one’s focus. Kolb and Porter (2015) are primarily focusing on informal 
organization where people are negotiating within their organization for things that 
are important to them – what they call small n-negotiation.

Kolb and Williams (2000, 2003) recommend negotiators balance advocacy and 
connection in negotiating with others. To advocate for their interests, negotiators can 
draw on a repertoire of moves and turns. Strategic moves include holding out incen-
tives, stepping up pressure, establishing authority and credibility, enlisting support, 
and gaining control over the process. To resist challenges, negotiators can draw on 
strategic turns to interrupt, name, correct, or divert the other person’s move. Build-
ing connections requires appreciating the other person’s situation, feelings, ideas, 
and face-saving. Collaboration requires ongoing work to make room for relationship- 
building, encourage participation, keep dialogue going, and get everyone to own the 
problem. While social ideas may negatively interpret women‘s power, this approach, 
grounded in the actual experience of successful women, encourage women to acknowl-
edge, nurture, and exercise their power in effective ways.

Peggy Chinn (2013), whose writing continued from the work of the late Charlene 
Eldridge Wheeler (1984), provides a handbook for collaborative work developed from 
women’s collective organizing. The ideas in Peace and Power (Chinn, 2013) provide 
detailed guidance for working with others in ways that build community, share power, 
create transparency, and promote collective decision-making. This approach is grounded 
in valuing personal and collective empowerment, awareness, cooperation, and growth.

Conclusions and Best Practices
It is a moral, legal, and financial imperative for organizations to protect women‘s 
human rights. Key approaches to address this include:

 – Diversify the workforce by developing policies that outline recruitment, retention, 
and the development of women in all departments, including, but not limited to, 
women in leadership and/or decision-making positions.

 – Develop organizational policies that minimize the potential for work-family con-
flicts and create a culture that values these policies.

 – Ensure there are policies in place that reflect human rights codes and ensure that 
employees have a clear understanding of appropriate behavior within the organ-
ization.

 – To ensure policies are followed, regular performance evaluations can be an 
opportunity to ensure employee understanding of the social construction of 
gender, gender bias, and impact; and to determine where interventions or further 
staff development is needed.
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 – Clarify how gender bias may intersect with other forms of bias and promote poli-
cies that protect the rights of all groups, for example, including visible minorities, 
transgender individuals, people living with disabilities, and people of diverse 
religious backgrounds.

The role of gender bias can negatively impact conflict management when persons are 
unaware about how socialization shapes their perceptions and behavior in ways that 
damage their own and others’ effectiveness and wellbeing (e.g., Ibarra et al., 2013). 
To address this, organizations are encouraged to provide safe spaces for conflict man-
agement where women leaders have peer supports and coaching relationships so that 
they can develop their leadership skills and identity. Individuals are encouraged to 
develop conflict resolution and negotiation skills, especially when there is a consid-
eration of gender (e.g., see Kolb & Williams, 2000, 2003; Chinn, 2013; Kolb & Porter, 
2015).

The ethical use of power, effectiveness, and success are not zero-sum. Empow-
ering women does not limit the effectiveness of men. The more people in society are 
able to fulfill their potential, the more organizations are strengthened overall, and 
society benefits as a whole. Considering the pervasiveness of gender, there is a need 
for more research to both inform and evaluate practice and policymaking.
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Chapter 23  
Making the Invisible Visible: Uncovering 
the Mystery of Personality Conflicts at Work

Abstract: Conflicts are inevitable in organizations not only because of the objective 
differences in needs, goals, and means, but also due to individual subjective psycho-
logical differences. Those situations are often described as “personality conflicts.” 
In this chapter we introduce a new method and approach that professionals and 
leaders can use to mitigate and leverage those “personality conflicts.” The method, 
titled BOTH: Passwords to Human Minds employs powerful birth order sibling meta-
phors that anyone can relate to. Those metaphors, consistent with one’s experience 
as a child among siblings, facilitate identification of typical relationship habits that 
develop in early life and tend to influence how we habitually respond to workplace 
conflicts as adults. Furthermore, The BOTH method (Birth Order Typical Habits) 
demonstrates how one person’s typical habitual “blind spot” often unintentionally 
becomes a “stressor” for another, creating unnecessary “personality” conflicts. The 
BOTH Method provides powerful insight to lower emotional charge, and a clear situa-
tional roadmap of traditional conflict management skills.

Keywords: workplace personality conflict, relationship habits, early life programming, 
emotionally intelligent leader, birth order psychology, both method

An effective workplace is about being productive and constructive, yet because our 
workforce is still predominantly human (not robots yet), we often must deal with 
employees’ various subjective realities. The emotional intensity that accompanies 
conflict sometimes creates unnecessary psychological obstacles to our business 
productivity. One will occasionally hear things like, “I hate his guts!” or “She is too 
bossy!” or “I do not want to go to work because I have to deal with so-and-so”, etc. 
And in some instances, coworkers who are supposed to be “team players” will not like 
working with or even communicating with each other. Furthermore, everyone senses 
negative tension within the team that is ready to explode. Managers must be “practic-
ing psychologists” to be able to deal with these types of situations.

As leaders, we are always searching for the “best practices” tools and strategies 
to help us manage and lead successful teams. Part of building a successful team also 
means being able to manage and resolve the inevitable conflicts that arise between 
coworkers, managers, and employees as well as between employees and the company. 
We know firsthand the toll that unmanaged or unaddressed conflict can have, not only 
on employee morale but also on productivity. When conflict is unexpressed or unre-
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strained, productivity is low, but when conflict is regulated or effectively managed, 
productivity increases. (Hocker & Wilmot, 2018).

Unresolved conflict also has the potential to impact the bottom line of an organiza-
tion when one considers the number of individuals who could be involved in attempt-
ing to resolve the conflict (i.e., employee, supervisor, human resources, legal), the 
number of hours needed to address the conflict, the salaries of those involved, and 
other costs that have a significant negative impact (Katz & Flynn, 2013; Dana, 2001).

Sometimes conflicts happen not only because of the objective differences in 
needs, goals, and means, but also because of the individual subjective psychological 
differences of the parties involved. Those situations are often described as personality 
conflicts, and they often happen in the Blind Spots Zone of the famous Johari Window 
model (Luft & Ingham, 1955), like an underwater part of our Awareness iceberg. In 
this chapter, we introduce a new method and approach that professionals and leaders 
within organizations can use to help manage and leverage those personality conflicts.

There are numerous personality assessment “tests” that one can take to not only 
gain insights into oneself but also to better understand the psychological makeup of 
others, essentially to figure out “what makes them tick.” Tests such as Myers-Briggs 
Type Indicator (MBTI) measure whether someone is an extrovert (E) or introvert (I), 
whether they process information using their “senses” (S) vs. being intuitive (I), 
whether they make decisions by either thinking (T) or feeling (F), and if they do things 
through either a judging (J) or perceiving (P) preference. Others such as The Birkman 
Method help leaders understand what drives someone’s behavior, and Clifton 
Strengths, formerly known as Strength Finders, helps individuals “discover their 
strengths” and begin to uncover the strengths of others to garner greater performance.

These excellent tools are widely used in management and team-building programs 
around the world, yet there are some disadvantages in comparison to the method 
we are going to discuss. First is a lack of common-sense understanding about why 
someone has specific profile. Since most of the known instruments measure a mixture 
of nurture and nature, there is no clear explanation of the mechanism for how those 
attitudes and behaviors developed. Another factor that potentially impacts retention 
and everyday use is that immediately remembering and applying theoretical concepts 
like MBTI letters, or as opposed to colors, etc., in practical reality is difficult without 
long-term practice. The BOTH model that will be offered as one of the “best practices” 
for conflict management in organizations provides understanding for specific interper-
sonal behavior formation and memorable terms that describe individual differences.

BOTH Model
BOTH is another method or tool to help leaders and individuals gain a better under-
standing of their individual psychological “relationship habits and the ways one 
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partner cues another’s responses” (Wood, 2017) and, as a result, handle much more 
effectively personality conflicts at work and at home (Mischenko, 2018, 2019). BOTH 
stands for Birth Order Typical Habits. Recent studies indicate that our early life repet-
itive experiences with our parents and siblings are one of the origins of certain auto-
matic habitual processing patterns that are used by adults in various interpersonal 
situations. One of the more influential and well-researched examples could be the 
repetitive experiences in our childhood associated with our particular birth order posi-
tioning (Black, Grönqvist & Öckert, 2018; Campbell, Jeong, & Graffin, 2019). An article 
by Gottfredson and Reina (2020) supports the potency of those habitual actions: “It 
is common for leaders to non-consciously rely on . . . habitual processing patterns for 
their functioning and operation” (p.5). In situations of conflict and increased stress: 
“when a situation is ‘hot,’ or emotionally charged, individuals’ personality systems 
may operate more quickly and non-consciously”, (p. 4) relying on those automatic 
habitual processing patterns.

The BOTH method employs powerful birth order sibling metaphors that anyone 
can relate to. Those metaphors, consistent with one’s experience as a child among 
siblings, facilitate identification of common communication and people management 
habits that developed early in life and that we habitually exercise regularly as adults 
in workplace relationships, especially in conflict situations. The BOTH method clearly 
demonstrates how one person’s typical habitual “blind spot” often unintentionally 
becomes a stressor for another who will unconsciously activate their own blind spot. 
The resulting largely non-conscious interaction suddenly creates unnecessary and 
unproductive personality conflicts. The BOTH Method provides the necessary insight 
to lower emotional intensity and provides a clear roadmap for the need to utilize fun-
damental conflict management skills to address those personality conflict situations 
like reflective listening, assertion, interest-based problem-solving, etc.

The BOTH Model uses the word habit as a concept to describe birth order phe-
nomena because it reflects a critically important distinction between actual (chrono-
logical) and psychological birth order that was identified by Alfred Adler (1956), who 
states, “It is not the child’s number in the order of successive births which influences 
his character, but the situation into which he is born and the way he interprets it” 
(p. 377).

As previously noted, these developed habits that continue to influence our be -
havior could be considered “automatic behaviors;” an example would be the lan-
guage(s) we learned to speak as children. We had no say in the language we learned; 
it was merely based on where we lived and the family into which we were born. An 
example of an “automatic” or learned behavior might be the memorization of your 
nation’s Pledge of Allegiance or national anthem. You may not even recall how or 
when you learned it, but you did through repetition and with minimum effort. This 
idea of “automatic” behaviors highlights that we are keenly aware of how some habits 
were learned but unaware of how this learning happened with some others.
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As discussed throughout, psychological birth order habits are some of the “auto-
matic” behaviors which have helped us navigate the world and conflicts when they 
arise. Where we fall in the birth order, whether we are an Only, Oldest/Firstborn, 
Middle, or Youngest has influenced how we respond during stressful situations, and 
those responses have become our “habits” even as we have moved into the world of 
work and have begun to interact with other Only, Oldest/Firstborn, Middle, or Young-
est “children.”

Below we will provide practical examples of the specific relationship habitual 
patterns we are metaphorically describing as an Only, Oldest, Middle, and Youngest, 
clearly focusing on psychological birth order rather than on an actual (chronologi-
cal) one, and how they can create unnecessary conflicts in the workplace, along with 
practical guidelines for how to effectively manage them using best practices based on 
this method.

Practical Applications and Guidelines
Each psychological birth order type (Only, Oldest, Middle, and Youngest described 
in the BOTH model) consists of seven different “relational habitual patterns”. In this 
chapter, we will provide just one illustration for each one of those patterns.

Let’s start with Only family programming and how unawareness of it could create 
personality conflict at work.

Only: “It is all about me” and “I am the most special 
and worthy person in the room”

We will describe here one example of the Only blind spots that they developed 
without any awareness or choice on their part by being repetitively treated by parents 
(and often extended family members) as the “most special” one. As a result, a spe-
cific habitual relationship pattern and expectation was born, and, of course, they 
carry that expectation forward into adulthood, frequently without being aware of that 
“family programming.”

That particular “habitual pattern” could also be present in an actual chronologi-
cal oldest or youngest (and rarely by middle children) due to other factors like culture, 
gender, parental style, etc. The BOTH model names that pattern after the Only because 
it is more pronounced for the actual only children.

Let’s illustrate how these habits and patterns might be influential in creating 
blind spots in adulthood and personality conflicts.

A few years ago, one of the authors worked with a newly appointed branch manager 
of a community bank in Upstate New York. The branch manager stated that during the 
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onboarding process, her predecessor recommended that she fire one of the tellers. The 
former manager described the teller as a “selfish, toxic” individual who was insubor-
dinate and provided poor customer service. She had previously counseled the teller, 
and as a result, they had ongoing tension and a conflict-ridden work relationship. They 
just did not like each other. Was this a personality conflict that could be solved purely 
through psychological means?

Here is that supervisor’s description of that “difficult” employee and her dealings 
with him:

One of my particular challenges was my relationship with a 25-year-old employee by the name 
of Daniel. In fact, he insisted on being called Daniel, and I was the only one who was allowed to 
call him Danny. He was the kind of fellow who always referred to himself by his full name, com-
plete with middle initial and suffix. He wore three-piece suits with cufflinks, and heavily jeweled 
rings, at a bank teller job in a rural area of Upstate New York that paid $10 an hour. My challenge 
as a manager was Daniel’s low motivation – while he was very well dressed (kind of a Victorian 
“dandy”), he was simply lazy at work and showed obvious disgust on his face when serving 
certain types of clients who looked “ugly, dirty, and poor” to him. He did not mind helping gas 
station and bowling alley owners; though they did not look “clean”, at least they were “rich.” 
Getting Danny motivated was going to be a challenge because in my view, he was simply not a 
good fit for the job – I would not have hired him were it my choice. However, the problem was 
that he was already here and on the job.

Daniel’s manager became acquainted with the BOTH model in a seminar offered 
by the Upstate NY Center for Financial Training and decided to use it with him. She 
learned about creative motivational strategies to use with a psychological Only child: 
“Keeping in mind that this only child would naturally have a feeling of being the most 
special person in the room.” So, she tried to treat Danny that way, using a stance 
that his unique specialness made him the perfect person for whatever task she had 
at hand; for example, “Danny . . . you are right, you are the smartest one here. This 
is exactly why I chose you to balance these ledgers.” She acknowledged his distaste 
for coming close to the “commoners” for fear of it “rubbing off” on him, suggest-
ing instead that it might have a reverse effect: that his nobility would reach out and 
elevate the status of others.

When the new manager’s predecessor visited the branch, she could not believe 
how much Danny’s attitude and behavior had changed. This was a case of different 
strokes for different folks. The BOTH method helped this manager create a different 
and effective motivational strategy for a difficult employee and transform an unnec-
essary personality conflict into a productive workplace relationship. Positive rapport 
with that difficult employee paid off because not only did she not have to fire him, 
saving her bank a significant amount of money for recruitment and training of a new 
teller, but her efforts to apply the BOTH Method led to an increase in his engagement 
and later helped him to see his own blind spots and grow as a professional and a 
person.
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BOTH® Model Guidelines for Only

If you are a psychological Only child who spent lots of time alone in their childhood: Remember that 
we tend to create our own rules and expect the world to follow them. Since “the world” (parents 
and often grandparents) was revolving around you, you developed unrealistic expectations that 
you carry into adulthood that other people would automatically treat you a “very special” person.

If you work with a psychological Only, remember they might have those “delusions of grandeur” 
without even being aware. Acknowledge their uniqueness while building a positive rapport 
through active listening and help them become grounded in reality by providing feedback about 
their blind spots.

Oldest: “I am not a bully!” or “They do not tell me what  
they really think!”

Some similar but also some quite different repetitive experiences are typical for psy-
chological Oldest family-of-origin programming:

In childhood, some of us experienced repetitive situations where, in comparison to 
our siblings, we had the advantage of either physical or intellectual power, and some-
times both. We used that power to reinforce our desires in situations of disagreement and 
influence. Thus, we developed certain expectations that others would respect our power 
as it was our experience in childhood, and if there was an obstacle in the way of meeting 
our needs, we could easily use that advantage to remove the obstacle. Typically, those 
experiences would be most frequent for the actual (chronologically) oldest, and some-
times for actual middle siblings. In the case of chronologically middle children, they were 
in situations where they did not have power over their older siblings and yet might be in a 
powerful position toward their younger siblings. (Of course, in more rare circumstances, 
even actual (chronologically) youngest could have similar experiences in situations where 
the older sibling had some type of disability or illness that would then give “power” to the 
youngest.) Yet typically, actual oldest children form that relationship habit, and as adults, 
they appear to their team members as intensely dominant. As a result, their blind spot is 
their unawareness of how they are experienced by their peers and subordinates and their 
potential stressor is the feeling of disrespect to their position and power from others.

One of the striking examples for one of the authors was his meeting with an exec-
utive who asked for help with his team. His main complaint was that they did not tell 
him what they actually thought during meetings. He described a typical encounter 
where he would state a problem, give his analysis, and then wait to hear what they 
had to say. Usually, he would be met with silence. Then, with no creative group anal-
yses, his solution would be implemented.

Many factors could be involved in this scenario, such as cross-cultural differences; 
the executive was an expat. Yet, it also could have been his very dominant style of speak-
ing in a loud, intense voice and overwhelming physical presence; he was tall and husky. 
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He happened to be an Oldest in his family. In business meetings, a firstborn may not 
physically assault you, but their tone and intensity may cause the room to shut down.

We discussed how he could become more aware of how he overwhelmed his team 
with his powerful presence, and how he could change that. His dominant approach 
when making his proposals often sounded like “Take it, or leave it!” or “My way, or the 
highway!” but as soon as he recognized his blind spot behaviors, he was able to make the 
necessary changes to find a more inviting approach. This kind of awareness often comes 
as a shocking experience for an Oldest because, in their mind, they are being direct and 
honest with people about how to accomplish this or that business objective. Nothing is 
personal for them. They feel they have the best intentions possible for everyone.

One of our colleagues, an organizational consultant from the United Kingdom, who 
happens to be an Oldest in her family, shared a powerful insight she gained very early 
in her business career as a newly appointed manager. The company ran a 360-feedback 
assessment, and she received a report that highlighted how her team perceived her. 
She told us she cried for a week after receiving her feedback because her team reported 
that they felt intimidated by their supervisor. “I could not believe it!” she said, “So in a 
couple days, I called my mother and asked her if I was intimidating, and Mum said, ‘Yes, 
you are.’ That was one of the hardest realizations in my life, yet one of the most helpful.”

When you discover that you have been programmed without your permission or 
awareness, the blind spot of someone like Charlie Munger, another brilliant Oldest 
and lifetime business partner at Berkshire Hathaway with Warren Buffett (a Middle), 
makes sense. Here’s his revelation about the approach he uses in their teamwork:

That’s one of the beauties of the partnership. I am in so many activities the dominant personality. 
Yet (with Warren), I am particularly willing to play a secondary role. Warren’s a more able man in 
doing what we’re doing, so it’s the appropriate response. It’s not letting ego or jealousy, or your 
own personality take over.

BOTH Model Guidelines for Oldest

For actual Oldest and others who might share that same Oldest “psychological programming”: If 
you had the repetitive experience of being “in a power position” for a few years in your childhood 
in relation to your siblings, it is important to be aware that you were programmed to behave in 
a “dominant” way and that you may overuse your power by exercising authority automatically 
without consideration for others who may wish to contribute or lead.

You may not be aware of how others perceive your exercising of authority. They experience your 
natural authoritative approach, which for you is based on your “being responsible and caring”, 
as you are imposing power on them, even in situations where it is not your intention to do so.

For people who work with Oldest: Be aware that this dominance is their “blind spot”, and you 
may need to exercise the skills of active listening and demonstrate assertion with objective data 
to influence them. It may also require that you raise the intensity of your nonverbal signals to get 
their attention, which could include a louder voice and more direct posture. Also, asking Oldest 
for help makes them more open to constructive feedback.
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Next, let’s consider typical psychological Middle childhood programming and how it 
impacts our workplace behavior as adults.

Middle: “I can’t stand bullies and tyrants!”

When we interviewed an executive who happened to be an Oldest in her family of 
origin, we asked her, “Who is the most difficult person for you to handle?” she sur-
prised me when she responded, “Those people who never give a straight answer, who 
are always too diplomatic, wishy-washy so to speak.” As discussed, the Oldest voices 
their opinion forcefully and dominantly, and they naturally expect others do the 
same. That is not the case with psychological Middle. Because they are in the middle, 
they were conditioned to learn to see things from different perspectives. They were 
often stuck between the arguments of the powerful oldest sibling and the emotional 
youngest one. Middle children learn how to look at the same situation from different 
angles and points of view and end up mediating conflicts, working on fair and just 
resolutions for all. The result? They form a strong belief that although the world is not 
fair, they can help make it fair.

Examples of some famous Middle children who fought for fairness and equal-
ity were Susan B. Anthony and Martin Luther King Jr. Anthony was a prime voice 
in the suffrage and social reform movements of the 1800s until her death in 1920. 
King fought for civil rights, ultimately losing his life for his beliefs in 1968. If Middle 
children feel strongly about something, they are sometimes ready to pay the ultimate 
price in fighting the injustice.

While seeking equality is a positive side of the Middle-child habit, there is natu-
rally a blind spot, or in this case, a huge stress button: Middle children stereotypically 
and “deep in their guts”, hate and resent bullies or dominant people who say in the 
very beginning of the negotiations that “this is my way or the highway.” Middle chil-
dren usually activate their autopilot defensive reaction and either withdraw to avoid 
these people or start fighting with them in a passive-aggressive way. And by reacting 
defensively, they often miss the opportunity for possible win-win solutions.

Psychological Middle children who became more mindful of that blind spot are 
able to avoid this classic personality conflict and achieve a much more constructive 
outcome. The following is an example. Bill, a commercial real estate broker who 
always encouraged to present information he learned about the BOTH model to 
other real estate agents and brokers. He says that understanding the psychology of 
the person who you are dealing with is critical for negotiating long-term contracts. 
He told one of the authors that before he learned about that Middles have a bully 
button, he would always get angry with those “pushy” guys because they reminded 
him his older brother who used to tell him what to do and bullied him around. So, Bill 
would automatically be ready to fight until the end during negotiations, and things 
often ended up getting ugly. Clearly, this is personality conflict in action! But now, if 
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someone is being pushy, he does not get triggered at all, and actually relaxes as he 
understands that he is probably dealing with the psychological Oldest who is used to 
applying a forceful dominant style that others can experience as bullying. Yet for the 
Oldest, that perception could be totally in their Blind Spot Zone, so now, Bill some-
what playfully says, “Sure, no problem, boss! Thanks for the advice. Let’s go ahead 
with your suggestion and see if it works out to get the desired results!” Bill reported 
that since he started to use this approach, he had many more win-win collabora-
tive deals with Oldests instead of endless rounds of fighting. He has avoided many 
counterproductive situations by realizing his Middle child blind spot and creatively 
working around it to achieve his collaborative goals.

And the last, we look at psychological Youngest habitual relationship patterns 
that create certain blind spots and purely subjective personality conflict at work.

BOTH® Model Guidelines for Middle

If you were born as a Middle: be aware that you might have this bully button as your blind spot 
stressor, take time to ask yourself why others might be acting selfish and aggressive. Try not 
to take it personally. Explore the possibility that others may have a significantly different per-
spective than yours and therefore may make decisions based on different priorities than you. 
Consider techniques of creative problem-solving and win-win negotiation approaches that are 
very effective when you are not stressed.

If you work with a stressed Middle: Reflective listening techniques are very useful. As the emo-
tions subside, the Middle can rather quickly return to a resourceful state where they see things 
from different angles and act constructively and creatively.

Youngest: “Everybody should be playful and have fun in this life!”

Different European studies show that actual (chronologically) younger siblings are 
more humorous than firstborn children. (BBC News, 2005; McAteer, 2015).

Let’s think about the childhood experiences for youngest-born that likely hap-
pened on a continual basis: They were typically rewarded by parents and sibling(s) 
for being cute and funny, and enjoyed being the center of attention and developed 
artistic skills or talents to “find their place” because the niches of being serious, aca-
demic-achievement oriented, etc. were typically already taken. That might have trans-
lated to the corresponding adult habits based around humor, inclusiveness, and the 
entertainment of others. They enjoy being the center of attention and entertaining 
people. They have a well-developed sense of humor, and they use humor to “break the 
ice”, to be inclusive, and to help relieve some of the pressure in stressful situations.

Many people have made a nice and interesting living using that habit: Jerry Sein-
feld, Jim Carrey, Jay Leno, Kristen Wiig, Tina Fey, Kevin Hart, and Stephen Colbert, to 
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name a few. Besides being funny, what else do these people have in common? They 
are all the youngest in their families.

Of course, being funny and adding humor to charm others will help one build 
successful business relationships and create unique organizational cultures, like 
Herb Kelleher (the youngest in his family) did with Southwest Airlines.

Yet in the workplace, that behavior can result in being labeled “too playful” in some 
people’s eyes and perhaps lead to gaining the unfortunate title of “class clown”, espe-
cially if those people supervise the individual who is not aware of that particular blind 
spot and its negative impact. A few years ago, when one of the authors was facilitating 
a leadership development program for high-potential managers for one of the largest 
British banks in the United States, one participant – let’s call him Neil – was very disap-
pointed about receiving lower-than-expected ratings in his annual appraisal and had 
even started to think about leaving the bank. When questioned about the reasons for 
this, he mentioned feeling there was a personality conflict between him and his boss. 
Neil believed that this boss simply did not like him. Neil described his manager as a 
“very rigid, business-only” person – no jokes, no laughter in the office. By comparison, 
Neil believed that there is time for both hard work and a bit of fun at work. He recalled 
several occasions where he tried to “loosen up” his manager by telling him a joke, and 
instead of laughing, his boss just gave him “that look.” But Neil did not give up and con-
tinued his playful ways until, to his surprise, their relationship completely deteriorated.

After Neil learned about the BOTH model, and Neil and I talked about the differ-
ences between his Birth Order Typical Habits and his manager’s, which could create 
blind spots and stressors, their mysterious clash became clear. With that insight, 
Neil immediately changed his behavior – he continued to tell jokes and play around 
with other colleagues, but with his boss, he became strictly business only. After a 
three-month follow-up with supervisors, Neil’s boss stated that he noticed a “signifi-
cant” improvement in Neil’s work attitude. He said that Neil had become “much more 
serious and focused”, and that he was very pleased with that.

A year later, Neil reported being happy with his career after receiving a much 
better appraisal from this same manager as well as an offer for a very promising pro-
motion.

This so-called personality conflict was solved by increasing Neil’s self-awareness 
with the help of BOTH model and subsequent changes of behavior.

BOTH Guidelines for Youngest

If you were born later in your family: Remember, in the eyes of others in the workplace, you can 
sometime be “too playful”, and others may see you as superficial or even as the “class clown”, 
which could have a detrimental impact on your business relationships and your career. If you 
notice you are receiving a cold shoulder, resist your automatic temptation to tease these people 
more and switch to a business only approach.
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If you work with people manifesting this particular blind spot behavior in the workplace, it is 
important to be aware that behavior was programmed by childhood experiences. An empathetic 
appreciation coupled with listening and clear assertive feedback will help to avoid potential per-
sonality conflict.

Conclusion
Knowledge of the BOTH model can contribute to a deeper understanding of the inter-
personal dynamics that often lie in the subconscious of the individuals involved in 
the personality conflict by clearly explaining the source of some behaviors that appear 
irrational at first glance. This increased awareness leads to lessening of destructive 
emotional intensity and more constructive conflict management, especially if the indi-
viduals involved are also skilled in the above-mentioned conflict management funda-
mental skills like reflective listening, assertion, creative problem-solving, and inter-
est-based negotiation. (Katz et al, 2020). This model can take a well-deserved place in 
the toolbox of an Emotionally Intelligent Leader to be used for successful team build-
ing as well as for mediating conflicts between subordinates. (Katz et al, 2017). 

References
Black, S., Grönqvist, E. &Öckert, B. (2018). Born to Lead? The Effect of Birth Order on Noncognitive 

Abilities. Review of Economics and Statistics, 100(2),274–286.
BBC News. (2006, August 15). Younger Siblings ‘More Amusing’. Retrieved from BBC News: http://

news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/health/4793463.stm
Campbell, R., Jeong, S-H., & Graffin, S. (2019). Born to take risk? The effect of CEO birth order on 

strategic risk taking. The Academy of Management Journal, 62. 1278–1306
Dana, D. (2001). Conflict Resolution: Mediation Tools for Everyday Worklife. McGraw-Hill, New York, NY
Gottfredson, R.K. & Reina, C.S. (2020). Exploring why leader do what they do: An integrative review 

of the situation-trait approach and situation-encoding schemas. The Leadership Quarterly, 
31(1), 101373.

Hocker, J.L. & Wilmot, W.W. (2018). Interpersonal Conflict. 10th Edition. McGraw-Hill: New York, NY
Katz, N.H. & Flynn, L.T. (2013). Understanding Conflict Management Systems and Strategies in the 

Workplace: A Pilot Study, Conflict Resolution Quarterly, 30 (4): 139.
Katz, N. H., Lowe, A., & Mischenko, P. (2017). Organizational impact analysis of the training 

program” Birth order type habits model: Leadership and teamwork”. Obrazovanie Lichnosti, 
(1), 41–46. Retrieved from https://www.researchgate.net/publication/316427751_Birth_Order_
Type_Habits_Model_and_Organizational_Impact

Katz, N.H., et.al. (2020). “Communication and Conflict Resolution Skills” 3rd Edition, Kendall Hunt: 
Dubuque, IA.

Luft, J.; Ingham, H. (1955). “The Johari window, a graphic model of interpersonal awareness”. 
Proceedings of the Western Training Laboratory in Group Development. Los Angeles: University 
of California, Los Angeles.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/health/4793463.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/health/4793463.stm
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/316427751_Birth_Order_Type_Habits_Model_and_Organizational_Impact
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/316427751_Birth_Order_Type_Habits_Model_and_Organizational_Impact


328   Pavel Mischenko, Neil H. Katz, Gayle Hardison

McAteer, O. (2015, January 30). The youngest sibling is the funniest, study reveals. Retrieved from 
https://metro.co.uk/2015/01/27/the-youngest-sibling-is-the-funniest-study-reveals-5038620

Mischenko, P. (2018). The Birth Order Typical Habits® Model: Increasing Emotional Intelligence by 
Understanding Personality Formation & Change. Obrazovanie Lichnosti, (2), 28–33. Retrieved 
from https://www.researchgate.net/publication/326635108_The_Birth_Order_Typical_Habits_
Model_Increasing_Emotional_Intelligence_by_Understanding_Personality_Formation_Change

Mischenko, P. (2019). Why Your Birth Order is a Blessing and a Curse in Business [Video file]. 
Retrieved from https://www.udemy.com/course/a-new-breakthrough-psychological-insight-for-
leaders/

Wood, W. (2017). Habits in Personality and Social Psychology. Personality and Social Psychology 
Review. Vol. 21, pp. 389–403.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use

https://metro.co.uk/2015/01/27/the-youngest-sibling-is-the-funniest-study-reveals-5038620
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/326635108_The_Birth_Order_Typical_Habits_Model_Increasing_Emotional_Intelligence_by_Understanding_Personality_Formation_Change
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/326635108_The_Birth_Order_Typical_Habits_Model_Increasing_Emotional_Intelligence_by_Understanding_Personality_Formation_Change
https://www.udemy.com/course/a-new-breakthrough-psychological-insight-for-leaders/
https://www.udemy.com/course/a-new-breakthrough-psychological-insight-for-leaders/


https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110746365-024

Haleh Karimi
Chapter 24  
Organizational Conflict Management: 
Driving Innovation and Organizational 
Success Through Leadership Management 
and Human Connection

Abstract: Soft skills competencies have been correlated with personal, professional, 
and organizational success with a positive return on investment leading to growth 
and innovation. Human resources with soft skills competency enable organizations 
to innovate new products and services using their critical and analytical think-
ing processes to handle diversity, conflicts, and inter-cultural challenges. Emerg-
ing technologies such as big data, artificial intelligence, robotics transformed our 
workplace. Robots or AI cannot creatively think, manage people, resolve conflicts, 
innovate ideas or products; that’s where having humans with soft skills competen-
cies will be essential to have the upper hand and drive technology. Humans can use 
their creative mindsets and leadership skills to design new products or services, 
connect with humans, constructively resolve conflicts, create innovative products, 
lead people effectively, and manage technologies such as robots. The human con-
nection would be essential to understand humanity to generate values through cre-
ative solutions and strategic differentiation. This chapter identifies necessary soft 
skills needed for the future workforce, attained through a face-to-face interview with 
27 STEM business leaders. Participants shared their perceptions on what is lacking 
and required for the future of workforce professionals considering the emerging 
technologies. Business leaders perceive that soft skills competency will be essential 
for society to flourish and innovate, generating a win/win outcome for all stakehold-
ers: businesses, higher educational systems, and future college graduates entering 
our workforce.

Keywords: management, organizational success, value creation, soft skills, innovation

In an age of never-ending connectivity, the need for soft skills is increasing. The future 
of the work market is projected to undergo significant technological and scientific 
breakthroughs, rapidly shifting the labor market with tasks performed by humans 
and those performed by machines and algorithms (World Economic Forum, 2018). As 
we enter deep into this labor market and with the rise of emerging technologies, such 
as artificial intelligence, machine learning, and automation entering our workforce, 
the future of employment will necessitate soft skills that machines cannot replace 
(Karimi, 2020; Wilkie, 2019). There is a significant demand for intercultural under-
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standing with soft skills such as human connection, collaboration, communication, 
leadership, empathy, and conflict management at its core. These soft skills are con-
sidered the power skills to succeed in the future of work.

Soft skills are one of the most challenging competencies to understand and build 
competency. There are dozens of terms used to describe soft skill – and yet – employ-
ers, educators, and policymakers are increasingly coalescing around clear definition 
and classification (U. S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation, 2018).

Soft skills are considered the power skills of the future due to their reliability 
and connectivity to personal and organizational success. Soft Skills are skills that 
complement our technical skills. Technical skills are specialized or professional com-
petencies as one attains through education or experience in various professions such 
as teaching, law, nursing, accounting, or engineering. While technical skills are rel-
atively straightforward to acquire, mastering soft skills competency takes a consider-
able effort, time, and creativity to master soft skills competency (Spar & Dye, 2018). 
Soft skills are competencies more focused on one’s ability to conduct or demonstrate 
a technical task by applying collaboration, leadership, communication, ethics, con-
flict management, creativity, and empathy. A healthy workforce is a collaborative 
culture with people working in a collaborative and harmonious environment. For 
this culture to be established, you need people with strong, soft skills, and conflict 
management is at its’ core to handle diversity and cultural challenges. A well-trained 
individual with solid soft skills competency can use their communication, collab-
oration, and creativity skills to develop new ideas or help disputants resolve their 
conflicts.

Soft Skills Significant Driver for Success
Since the 1990s, the need for soft skills competencies in the workforce has been the 
subject of many studies (Bernd, 2008; Casner-Lotto & Barrington, 2006; Deming, 2015; 
Felder et al., 2000; Francis & Auter, 2017; Heckman, 2006; Heckman & Kautz, 2012; Livia 
et al., 2017; Perreault, 2004; Robles, 2012; Rosenbaum, 2001; Schulz, 2008). Due to the 
extensiveness of this research, there are many different explanations for the term soft 
skills. James Heckman, a famous winner of the 2000 Nobel prize in Economics, nar-
rowed it down to its simplest form. He says, “soft skills predict success in life” (Cimatti, 
2016, p. 100). In this publication, Heckman found a correlation between soft skills com-
petencies and personal and professional achievements (Cinque, 2015).

Similarly, other studies conclude that soft skills are now a significant driver for 
academic, organizational, and life success. Individuals with soft skills competencies 
had a higher chance of finishing school, getting promotions, and achieving personal 
and professional goals (Deming, 2017; Heckman, 2019; Karimi, 2020). According to 
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Klaus, 75% of long-term job success depends on individuals’ soft skill competency, 
while only 25% depends on technical skills.

Human capital can be illustrated as a two-sided coin with cognitive (technical) 
and non-cognitive (soft) skills at its poles. The bulk of academic programs’ focus has 
been on developing cognitive or technical skills, which can be empirically measured 
or tested, unlike the non-cognitive or soft skills often neglected. Mastering non-cog-
nitive or soft skills competency is more complicated to achieve due to its complexity. 
These skills range in various areas: demonstrating attentiveness to details, showing 
empathy with colleagues or clients, utilizing a creative mindset to solve problems, 
collaborating effectively with colleagues and clients, managing conflicts construc-
tively, or incorporating cohesiveness in a teamwork environment.

These skills are harder to measure but strong predictors of success in personal 
and professional life. Consequently, academic programs that utilize different strate-
gies to enhance students’ familiarity with soft skills have an important place in society 
(Heckman & Mosso, 2014; Heckman & Kautz, 2012; Karimi, 2020; White & Shakibnia, 
2019).

Importance of Soft Skills
A consensus is emerging on the importance of soft skills (Deming, 2017; Ehlers & 
Kellerman, 2019; Karimi, 2020; Rao, 2016; Smith & Morris, 2017; Marr, 2019; Zahler, 
2019) as knowledge and familiarity with these competencies tend to set individuals 
apart from one another, regardless of their technical skills and experiences. This 
change has been epitomized in need for graduates with both technical and soft skills 
(Francis & Auter, 2017; Heckman, 2019; Karimi, 2020). A recent industry report indi-
cates that 92 percent of employers emphasize soft skills than technical skills (“2019 
Global Talent Trends”, 2019). Similarly, a more recent study suggests 100 percent of 
employers are placing importance on soft skills for entry-level graduates entering the 
workforce (Karimi, 2020). This needs to put soft skills as number one for entry-level 
professionals linking to a higher level of individual and organizational success.

Essential Demand of Future Soft Skills
Soft skills are essential to demonstrate technical skills. Soft skills can be learned, 
but it takes time and repetition to develop and master this competency. Soft skills 
have been referenced as transferable skills because individuals with solid soft skills 
foundational competency can transfer those skills from one industry to another. As 
we move deeper into the future of work with the emergence of artificial intelligence, 
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robots, and other advanced technologies, having soft skills competency will be even 
more essential for organizational and personal growth.

We are currently witnessing robotic surgery, robotic construction, and robotic 
agriculture being used in diverse organizations due to benefits such as lower operating 
costs and faster speed than humans doing the job. As demand is growing to use robots 
or artificial intelligence in our daily jobs, the demand for humans with soft skills com-
petencies is increasing as well. Based on the workforce needs, the demand for soft 
skills has grown over the last decades and continues to grow in our workplaces. Soft 
skills competencies are essential for organizations to make end solutions and achieve 
organizational goals and objectives. Soft skills will be critical to getting the work done 
right and enabling organizations to grow and flourish creatively. The more technology 
enters our organizations, the more soft skills are needed to manage the technology 
and offer innovation and creativity while maintaining our humanity‘s focus. Human 
resources with solid soft skills competency enable organizations to innovate new 
products and services using their critical and analytical thinking processes.

Robots or AI cannot creatively think, manage, and resolve conflicts, innovate 
ideas or products, or lead people/machines/projects; that is where having humans 
with soft skills competencies will be essential to have the upper hand and manage 
technology. Humans can use their creative mindsets and leadership skills to design, 
create, lead, and manage people and robots.

Since 2013, employers have identified soft skills such as creativity and the capac-
ity to innovate as essential factors in their organization‘s continued success; therefore, 
they give hiring preference to college graduates with skills that enable organizations 
to contribute to these goals (AAC&U, 2013). This need is still quite relevant (Spar & 
Dye, 2018). The survey report between July 2017 and September 2017 provided a holis-
tic view of modern workplace learning. The result indicates that the most in-demand 
soft skills were leadership, communication, collaboration, and time management – 
regardless of industry. Furthermore, all parties agree that training for soft skills was 
their number one priority in 2018. A year later, a similar study determined that the top 
five in-demand soft skills in a candidate that companies looked for were creativity, 
persuasion, collaboration, adaptability, and time management (Lewis, 2018).

Given the emerging technologies entering our workforce and the recent novel 
Coronavirus’s impact globally, we now know the higher importance of STEM skills 
within the healthcare industry to overcome the crippling pandemic. The STEM sector 
encompasses a wide array of jobs and professions, and it is essential to understand 
which soft skills will be in higher demand as we further enter the future of work. 
To uncover this need, 27 STEM employers were interviewed using semi-constructive 
questionnaires for hearing their voices. They expressed their detailed views on soft 
skills needs and demands, specifically in 2020 to 2025. They stated an inevitable soft 
skills gap among recent college graduates, and more work is needed to manage the 
soft skills gap.
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Furthermore, the conversation with these employers illuminated future soft skills 
needed from entry-level graduates entering the workforce. Their responses are shown 
in Table 24.1 to illustrate the importance of soft skills competencies like leadership 
and human connection – both of which are respectively the highest-rated skills cur-
rently in demand.

Table 24.1: Soft Skills Employers Identified as Necessary in 2020–2025.

Soft Skills in 2020–2025 Percentage

Leadership 93

Human Connection 89

Communication (verbal, written, non-verbal) 81

Creativity 70

Collaboration 70

Critical Thinking 63

Empathy 56

Problem Solving 44

Emotional Intelligence 37

Conflict Management 30

Leadership
Leadership is defined as “the sets of activities required to articulate an organization‘s 
vision and ensure that all its stakeholders will support the vision” (Stid & Brandach, 
2009, p. 36). The path to a more human-driven future of work begins with the soft skills 
of leadership. Leadership skills are no longer needed only at the middle or higher- 
level career paths, and they are an essential skill as one enters the professional world 
of work. It is crucial for future college graduates entering the workforce to master an 
array of leadership skills and become workforce-ready graduates.

According to Colburn (2018), there are two categories of soft skills: interpersonal 
skills (focuses between the self and others) and intrapersonal skills (focuses within 
oneself). Both of these categories are highly transferable across a variety of jobs. 
Leadership competency initiates with interpersonal skills such as self-leadership and 
leads to intrapersonal soft skills such as team leadership, department leadership, and 
ultimately organizational leadership. One employer that perceives the importance of 
leadership skills for future college graduates described this need for the future work-
force as “Being able to lead yourself and managing your own time” (Karimi, 2020, 
p.149). And another employer from a fortune 500 company described this as, “At our 
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organization, we require leadership at every level whether or not you have a leader 
title. Each of us is responsible for leadership. It’s one of our core competencies, and 
what it means is that you as an individual– whether or not you need other people, 
you have to lead yourself. And leadership means taking the initiative, managing your 
time, managing expectations, making sure that you’re holding yourself accountable 
for meeting whatever it is that you commit to .  .  . Whether that’s to yourself, your 
team, the customers, or other employees– whatever that looks like. So those are kind 
of the key aspects of leadership for new team members entering the organization” 
(Karimi, p.151).

So, leadership is one essential soft skill needed throughout one’s professional 
journey starting from the entry-level to advanced senior leadership positions. These 
soft skills of leadership include abilities to connect with people, lead oneself as well 
as team members, build relationships with colleagues, lead individuals in team-based 
projects, detect risks, manage conflicts constructively, create a productive team envi-
ronment, make empathetic business decisions with the growth mindset, and collabo-
rate with key stakeholders to achieve organizational goals and objectives. These soft 
skills under the umbrella of leadership soft skills have one thing in common: to bring 
success into organizations by engaging its most important asset, its human resources.

Human Connection
In an age of never-ending connectivity, human connection is one of the top soft skills 
required by today’s business leaders for future professionals entering their work-
force. Those employees who have the soft skill of leadership competency are more 
equipped to engage and connect with others in their organizations. The future of the 
STEM workforce necessitates those graduates have the ability and skills to interact 
with their clients, patients, or colleagues, with the ultimate aim of forming human 
connections. This goal is also reflected in the World Economic Forum’s Jobs of Tomor-
row report (2020), which asserts that humanity and the ability to connect with people 
amid the rapid development of new technologies are at the core of what tomorrow’s 
workplace will require. In a recent study, 89 percent of interviewed employers indi-
cated that human connection would be essential to produce insights for better client 
care, creative solutions/outcomes, and strategic differentiation, supporting revenue 
growth, personal growth, and organizational survival (Karimi, 2020).

Employers also emphasized that future graduates need soft skills competencies 
to help facilitate personal interactions with their internal and external stakeholders. 
Many of these individuals placed great value in the power of human interactions, 
which essentially serve as the differentiator between us – the human – and the emerg-
ing technologies characterized by the 4th industrial revolution, for instance, artificial 
intelligence or robotics that are entering so rapidly into our future of work environment.
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Although we are still at a nascent stage of this spectrum of technological develop-
ment, employers are already seeking candidates with uniquely human or soft skills 
(Barr, 2019). This environment inherently values this soft skill that allows us to lev-
erage our humanity and incorporate it into other soft skills like conflict resolution, 
problem-solving, collaboration, conflict management, and critical thinking. These 
skill competencies are not only intertwined, but they are also a necessary component 
of the effective delivery of tasks related to technical skills.

Communication, Collaboration, Creativity, 
Critical Thinking
Tomorrow’s other in-demand skills are the Four C’s: Communication, Collaboration, 
Creativity, and Critical thinking. Combining these four skills can be a force multi-
plier by empowering employees with the skills that engender innovation and unique 
service offerings. Based on an employer’s response explaining the need for future soft 
skills, “communication is at the crux of everything” (Karimi, 2020, p.148). The future 
workforce needs individuals who possess effective communication in all formats – 
face-to-face, virtual, verbal, non-verbal, email, oral, and written communication.

Creativity and collaboration are just as essential for their organizations as criti-
cal thinking. Future graduates need to foster competencies that enable them to think 
outside the box and collaborate to generate innovative ideas. Future graduates need 
to learn how to use self-realized analytical and critical thinking capabilities for assess-
ing or facing an issue. This skill competency will enable them to solve the challenge 
as they arise effectively.

Empathy
Empathy is needed for the future of the work environment because it enables employ-
ees to connect and better understand their customers’ needs. Empathetic employees 
will be more compassionate towards their customers’ behaviors and more thought-
ful when creating products or services for their client base. For example, a software 
developer creating a new app for the elderly population will understand the spectrum 
of needs and feelings of this sector of the people while making the app for their use. 
This person will have the end-user in mind when designing and creating the appli-
cation software for their usage. As a result, the end product will be aligned with the 
specific market demand.

Empathetic employees can develop tools for achieving desired organizational 
outcomes by integrating their human qualities of empathy and compassion with their 
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technical duties. These employees can draw upon their empathetic competencies, 
alongside their technical skills, to build trust, respect, and rapport with their custom-
ers and colleagues.

Problem-solving, Emotional Intelligence,  
and Conflict Management
Problem-solving will be a super key in the future, and solving problems creatively is 
viewed as a differentiator amid employees looking to hire entry-level graduates. Spe-
cifically, employers want entry-level graduates to have the ability to solve problems 
beyond searching in Google or before asking a colleague within their organization 
for assistance. They need to master the researching capabilities for information from 
various sources to find a solution. Nevertheless, employers want graduates to feel 
comfortable asking questions if they encounter issues while tackling these endeavors 
independently with proper prior research to address the problem.

Moreover, employers prefer their employees to inform problems and offer solu-
tions simultaneously. This skill can be developed in an academic format by teaching 
students to leverage multiple available resources instead of solely relying on a single 
source such as Google. A noted example of a helpful yet untapped resource that can 
improve said problem-solving efforts is the wisdom of colleagues who have experi-
enced similar problems in the past.

Future graduates need Emotional Intelligence (EI) competency and are self-aware 
of their feelings and emotions. Furthermore, they need to be emotionally intelligent 
and not heavily focused on their technical intelligence. The happy medium centers 
around common sense and uses it intelligently to lead their soft and technical skills.

Another future soft skill that will be needed is conflict management. Like lead-
ership, conflict management encompasses the intrapersonal and interpersonal qual-
ities of oneself. An effective employee starting as entry-level to a senior leadership 
position is in-tune internally and externally with their feelings and emotions. When 
the need comes to face a conflict, they can resolve it constructively to achieve a win/
win outcome.

Conclusion
The entire spectrum of future soft skills focuses on the essentiality of our human 
strengths as we enter the work environment’s future. It takes time to develop soft skills 
competency. So, by knowing the skills that undergraduate students will need in the 
high demanding STEM workforce, key stakeholders such as employers and educators 
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will be better equipped to focus on this market demand and consequently produce 
workforce-ready graduates. This development process should begin with lessons 
about leadership, as employers suggested, starting at the freshman level. Colleges 
and universities should offer leadership courses to help develop their leadership soft 
skills. This realm of knowledge should begin the students’ journey with building soft 
skills competencies in self-leadership, team leadership, problem-solving, commu-
nication of all types, conflict management, and critical thinking. Towards the final 
years of students’ undergraduate journey, they should be exposed to classes that aim 
to provide softs skills that equip them with the knowledge and confidence to conduct 
their employment searches professionally. Examples of talents within this category 
are resume building, interviewing, and ultimately securing a job (Karimi, 2020).

Investing in future graduates’ educations before they enter the workforce bene-
fited employers that chose to invest their time and resources in fostering and develop-
ing students’ soft skills competencies before they joined their organizations (Karimi, 
2020). Prior research echoes this phenomenon, indicating that soft skills training 
directly impacts the return organizations and individuals realize from their invest-
ments (Balcar, 2016; Deming, 2017; Heckman, 2000). Heckman’s timeless recom-
mendation to educators, which was published nearly two decades ago, is to consider 
investing in a sustainable soft skills educational system that trains students in the art 
of interpersonal, professional, and leadership/management skills to help develop a 
successful pathway for future students. This perspective helps explain why the top 
skills that interviewed employers tend to value for the future of the workforce are 
leadership and human connection.

Soft skills will be the hard skills of the future workforce to attain personal, profes-
sional, and organizational success. More research in this space generally concludes that 
emerging technologies such as big data, automation, and data digitalization, robotics 
are transforming the workplace (Barr, 2019; Penprase, 2018). As such, soft skills play a 
significant role in connecting these technologies with humans (Barr, 2019). This finding 
correlates with what the World Economic Forum Founder and Executive Chairman 
Klaus Schwab have asserted. Emerging technologies are changing everything – how 
we relate to one another, how we work, how our economies function, and even what it 
means to be human (Schwab & Davis, 2018). For our society to continue to flourish and 
innovate, we need to establish a strong, soft skills development foundation at the core 
of our educational system to offer a win/win outcome for all engaged key stakeholders: 
businesses, higher educational systems, and future graduates entering our workforce.
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LaVena Wilkin 
Chapter 25  
Create a Space to Forgive: Letting Go of Blame 
and Anger Can Move Us from Victim to Survivor

Abstract: Organizational conflicts can result in people feeling they have been slighted 
or harmed in some way, and it can be difficult to move past. The resultant blame 
and resentment can interfere with productivity and motivation and may lead to low 
morale and increased turnover. Although forgiveness is not typically associated with 
the workplace, the benefits of forgiving those who harmed us are applicable to col-
leagues and may support healthier working relationships. This chapter presents a 
case of workplace bullying and relates that when targets were able to forgive the bully, 
they experienced the benefits of forgiving. Finally, it presents the model of CREATE 
PEACE that offers steps to forgiving others.

Keywords: forgiveness, workplace bullying, enlightened transformation, apology, con -
doning, reconciliation, workplace conflict

Inevitably, when people work together there are a myriad of opportunities for inter-
personal conflicts to occur, and employees impacted by these events often report 
feeling angry and resentful. They may also blame the leaders if they believe the con-
flict was unmanaged or mismanaged (Wilkin, 2010). These situations often result in 
damaged relationships, profound pain, and emotional reactions. For the individuals 
involved this leads to stress-related illnesses or psychological problems. Attention is 
diverted from the vision, mission, and goals of the organization as employees attempt 
to navigate the interpersonal relationships with those who have harmed them in some 
way. Productivity, motivation, and morale decrease, while absenteeism and turnover 
intentions increase (Riek & Mania, 2012). In addition, organizations may experience 
loss of institutional knowledge, and damaged reputations (Heames & Harvey, 2006). 
Even when a conflict is resolved, the negative effects may linger long after the event is 
over, and the people involved may not be willing to forgive the ills perpetrated upon 
them.

Traditionally, forgiveness has not been associated with the workplace or as a 
strategy for overcoming the damaging impact conflict has on interpersonal workplace 
relationships. However, several studies contend that forgiveness may help employees 
overcome the hurt and anger they feel and begin to heal broken relationships (Butler & 
Mullis, 2001; Madsen, Gygi, Hammon & Plowman, 2009; Fehr & Gelfand, 2012). After 
all, anger, resentment, and blame are common emotional reactions when we believe 
we have been harmed or disrespected by someone. Unfortunately, the burden of anger 
and resentment creates pain, heartache, and health problems for the person experi-
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encing those emotions. In fact, there is an analogy that resentment is akin to carrying a 
hot coal in your hand with the intention of one day throwing it at the person who hurt 
you. The hot coal burns and scars the hands and hearts of the person holding on to it. 
Forgiveness is a conscious choice to release the importance we have attached to the 
harmful actions, and it frees us from the downward spiral linked to negative emotions.

What is Forgiveness and Why Should We Consider It?
The first step in understanding forgiveness is clarifying what this means. Joanna 
North defines it as:

“When unjustly hurt by another, we forgive when we overcome the resentment toward the 
offender, not by denying our right to the resentment, but instead by trying to offer the wrongdoer 
compassion, benevolence, and love; as we give these, we as forgivers realize that the offender 
does not necessarily have a right to such gifts”.  (Enright, 2001, p. 25)

As this definition indicates, when someone hurts us, we have the right to feel angry, 
and we do not need to deny that feeling. The damage comes when we pitch a tent on 
the altar of that anger and decide to live there. In addition, forgiveness is a gift for the 
person forgiving, not for the offender, who may not deserve that gift (Enright, 2001).

Enright (2001) says the real beauty of forgiveness is that it gives us back our 
futures. When we continue to live in the past, and tell the story of past hurts and 
grievances, it is as if we are carrying around a big bag of trash with us. Every now and 
again, just so people do not forget, we take out a piece of our smelly, slimy garbage, 
and show it to others, saying, “isn’t this awful?” If we drive down the highway of life 
always looking in the rearview mirror, we will crash.

Why Forgiveness Meets with Resistance
Few of us would take drugs that we know will hurt us, yet we harbor thoughts in our 
minds that cause physical and emotional problems. We allow the person who hurt 
us to live rent free in our heads. When we let go of blame, anger, and resentment, we 
make room for peace and joy in our lives. So, why do we hold on to resentment; why 
do we resist forgiving others? In part, it is because there are some basic myths about 
forgiveness that many of us hold onto.

Myth #1 – Forgiveness means condoning or justifying what happened. Forgive-
ness is not mean that what the person did was acceptable. It does not minimize the 
event but acknowledges the truth of what happened (Enright, 2001).

Myth #2 – Forgiveness means forgetting. In fact, forgetting is impossible, and the 
relationship between remembering and forgiving is part of the forgiveness process 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/8/2023 12:21 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Chapter 25 Create a Space to Forgive   341

(Enright, 2001). To tell someone who has been abused to forgive and forget sends a 
message that their story is not important, and if we cannot tell our story about what 
happened, we cannot begin the healing process. Memory denied or ignored is like an 
untreated infection. It festers and threatens our physical and emotional health. And 
the past does not just magically go away. Remembering may not be easy but forgetting 
is impossible.

Myth #3 – Forgiving is as easy as saying “I forgive you”. Forgiveness is work. It is 
a process (Schneider, 2000; Worthington, 2001).

Other reasons we resist forgiving is our monkey minds chatter away and remind 
us that the person really hurt us, and they do not deserve forgiveness. Remember, for-
giveness is the gift we give ourselves. It benefits the forgiver, not the offender. Another 
reason we do not forgive is we think we are weak if we forgive. In realty, forgiveness 
takes great strength and courage.

There is a lot of misunderstanding about forgiveness, apology, and reconciliation. 
Many people think that before they can forgive a transgression, the offender must 
apologize. The truth of the matter is you can forgive without receiving an apology. In 
some cases, the person simply is not sorry or does not see how they caused any harm. 
Other times, the person may not still be alive, so apology is impossible. If forgiveness 
was dependent upon apology, you would be stuck with the anger and blame. Fortu-
nately, that is not the case.

Another misconception is that forgiveness means reconciliation. Again, this is 
not the case. Although forgiveness has the power to transform relationships, for-
giveness and reconciliation are two very different concepts. Forgiveness can occur 
without reconciliation. However, reconciliation without forgiveness is disingenuous. 
While resentment and anger dissipate with forgiveness, it takes trust to reconcile, and 
it requires a positive view of the future relationship. When someone has been in an 
abusive relationship or has been deeply wounded, reconciliation is not necessary.

Enlightened Transformation: Applying Forgiveness 
to Workplace Bullying
In 2010, I conducted research on workplace bullying in which the faculty members of 
a midwestern university had been bullied by their superior. Specifically, I wanted to 
know why some people are better able to cope with the experience of being bullied, 
while others are so hurt and damaged by what happened that they are broken, and 
they experience feelings of helplessness and hopelessness, even years after the expe-
rience. My unexpected finding was that forgiveness is a key factor in the difference 
between victim and survivor. As Table 25.1 indicates, there were clear differences in 
the behaviors and attitudes of the victims and survivors. 
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Table 25.1: Enlightened Transformation: Moving from victim to survivor (Wilkin, 2010).

Victims Survivors

 – Continue to search for reasons 
why they were targets

 – Possess self-confidence

 – Look to others for help  – Become an advocate for others

 – Attempted to change the bullying 
behavior and leaders’ reactions

 – Changed their reaction to the 
situation

 – Continue to blame and be angry 
the bully and the leaders

 – Let go of blame and anger

 – Seek revenge for the bully and the 
leaders

 – Developed empathy toward the bully 
and the leaders

The study found that 70% of the participants stated they had forgiven the bully. 
The other 30% stated that they had not forgiven the bully. There were clear differences 
between the group of targets who forgave the bully and the ones who had not.

Targets who had not forgiven discussed wanting revenge and a desire for the bully 
to suffer the way they suffered; they believe the bully damaged their self-confidence 
and their self-esteem; they are still angry with the organizational leaders who did not 
address the behaviors; and they do not know how to begin forgiving the egregious 
acts perpetrated against them (Wilkin, 2010).

In contrast, the targets who forgave the bully all said they had empathy for the 
individual who hurt them; they perceived that they took something positive from the 
experience; they stated that forgiving the bully freed them from negative emotions 
and baggage they carried with them related to the events; they discussed forgiveness 
as a process they worked through. Forgiveness was not immediate. However, with 
time and through reflection, they were able to release the anger they initially felt 
(Wilkin, 2010).

In addition, the findings support and advance other forgiveness studies. For 
example, forgiveness researcher, Enright (2001), found that people who practice for-
giveness often discover that they have a new purpose in life because of the negative 
behavior. They search for meaning in the experience and advocate for others. Like-
wise, Worthington’s (2001) model of forgiveness determined that when people can 
release the negative emotions, they develop empathy for the perpetuator.

It is interesting that the targets who have not forgiven mentioned that the bully 
destroyed their self-esteem and self-confidence. Targets believe they have a moral 
responsibility to respect themselves. When they perceive self-respect and self-confi-
dence have been stripped from them, if they forgive, they believe they are condoning 
the behavior. That same study found that when people have been humiliated and 
their self-respect has suffered, they wish that same humiliation and suffering for the 
perpetrator.
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Layton (1998) presents a three-step model of forgiveness that begins with stunned 
innocence, moves on to the tortures of obsession, and culminates in transcendence. 
In the innocence stage, targets often search for the meaning and purpose of their pain, 
shame, and suffering. At this point, they ask “Why me?” or “What did I do to deserve 
this?” Unfortunately, when targets are unable to move past the stunned innocence 
stage, they continue to relieve the experience, carry anger, and blame, and suffer from 
the unjust behavior they have experienced. Each of the targets who forgave the bully 
stated it was a process. They started at the stage where they could not believe what 
was happening to them, and they questioned if they perceived it incorrectly.

The next stage in Layton’s (1998) model, obsession, is characterized by trying 
to hold the person or people behind behavior accountable for their actions. In part, 
they look to others to help them right the unjust treatment they have experienced. 
In Wilkin’s (2010) study, the targets who moved on advocated for others, while those 
who still suffered looked to the university leaders to resolve the bullying problem. The 
leaders’ failure to do this exacerbated the feelings of helplessness and hopelessness 
for those who had not been able to let go of the anger and blame. In this most recent 
study, one person who forgave said she filed a lawsuit against the organization. One 
thing she wanted was for the organization to hire a human resources director, so if 
this happened to others, they would have a voice or a place to go. Others said they 
reached out to other targets and offered support or a shoulder to cry on. Her attorney 
thought she should ask for money; however, she just wanted to make sure others were 
protected (Wilkin, 2010).

When individuals reach Layton’s (1998) final stage, transcendence, they look 
inward for the change. They recognize the transformation must come from within 
them. They cannot change others’ behaviors; they can only change their reactions 
to the behavior. The targets in Wilkin’s (2010) study who were able to move on recog-
nized this, and they let go of both their desire for revenge and their anger toward the 
bully and the leaders who did not address the negative behavior. Targets of bullies 
who can forgive the bully and reach the final stage of Layton’s model, transcendence, 
may be able to get their futures back. Overwhelming, this was the case with the targets 
in this study. No one said they condoned the behavior; yet they all mentioned having 
empathy for the bully.

The targets who were not able to forgive were still questioning why this happened 
to them. They said they were sad, bitter, resentful, and angry. One mentioned being 
in a downward spiral of hopelessness and resentment, even though the bullying 
occurred almost five years before. They wanted the bully to suffer. Indeed, one person 
said the bully was later convicted of a crime, and she went to his trial because she 
wanted to see him in agony. They felt their power had been stripped from them, and 
there was no one to help them.

The substantive theory that emerged from this study is that targets can move from 
victim to survivor when they are enlightened and can change their reactions to the 
bullying behavior, release blame and anger, and empower themselves. Prior to this 
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occurring, they realize that they cannot change the bullying behavior, nor can they 
change the leaders’ responses to the behavior. In fact, changing anything external to 
themselves is impossible. The changes come from within them (Wilkin, 2010).

Each of the targets of the bullying behavior was subjected to the same types of 
mistreatments. However, some targets have been able to move, while others still feel 
traumatized and powerless. A comparison of the faculty members who discussed 
being able to move on and those who say they are still suffering from the trauma 
revealed five key differences in the way they responded to the events. Again, every 
participant experienced similar behaviors, and all were initially angry that the leaders 
did not offer assistance. Moreover, each faculty member confronted the behavior, and 
then avoided the situation by either leaving the university or staying away from the 
bully (Wilkin, 2010).

Some participants talked about letting go of blame and anger. Others discussed 
their continued suffering and feelings of powerlessness, suffering, and traumatism. 
The survivors were self-confident; they advocated for others; they took responsibility 
for their own reactions; and they were not malleable. Conversely, individuals who 
continue to be victimized said they lacked inner strength; they looked to others to 
resolve the problem; they cannot forgive the university leaders or the bully; and they 
tried to acquiesce and do what the bully wanted (Wilkin, 2010).

Steps to Forgiving and Creating Peace
As a result of interviews with the targets of the bullying behavior and listening to the 
experiences of the faculty members who were able to forgive and, as a result, cope 
more effectively with their experiences, I created the CREATE PEACE model to help 
others learn to let go of blame and anger, forgive, and create more peace in their lives.

C – Choose to forgive. This is the first step in the process. Forgiveness is a choice, 
and the desire to forgive is the very heart of forgiveness work.

R – Remember and acknowledge the pain and the emotional distress caused by 
the injustice and violation; this is vital because healing cannot begin until we process 
the emotions. In fact, if the emotions are ignored or denied, they will manifest them-
selves in a continuous state of victimization.

E – Empower yourself. If we only focus on our wounded feelings, we give the 
person who hurt us power over our lives. Forgiveness allows you to take back your 
personal power.

A – Give the altruistic gift of forgiveness. It comes with no strings attached. It 
does not rely on apology or promises for the other person that the behavior will not 
be repeated.

T – Transform your life by letting go of anger, resentment, and blame. Change the 
story you tell. Invite love, joy, peace, and contentment into your life.
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E – Expect life to change. You cannot fill your cup with peace, love, joy, and har-
mony if it is overflowing with anger, resentment, and bitterness. Forgiveness allows 
you to see the beauty in the world, and your life will become more peaceful.

P – Persist in your forgiveness practice. Forgiveness is not a one-time process. It 
takes time. We go through the steps over and over and over again. There is no time 
limit; there is just progress. Forgiveness is a process, and it requires changing your 
belief system. Depending on the offense, you may have lost self-confidence. Your be -
liefs are your reality, so keep reminding yourself that you are an amazing person 
with unlimited potential and a true purpose in life. Consider that your mind is like a 
garden, and if you do not deliberately cultivate flowers, weeds will grow without much 
effort. So, plant and cultivate positive thoughts. Daily affirmations are a great tool  
for this.

E – Empathize with the person who hurt you. Consider what happened in the 
person’s life that made them act or treat others that way. Yes, I know, easier said than 
done. How does the world look through the other person’s lens?

A – Advocate for others. Others in the same situation may need your emotional 
support. Advocate for them and offer to help them, especially if you are further along 
in the forgiveness process.

C – Co-create your future. Remember that you cannot change the past. The beauty 
and power of forgiveness is that it gives us back our futures. Transform your life and 
consider the joy of co-creating your future with Spirit as your constant partner.

E – Enlighten yourself. Know that you do not have to remain stuck in victimhood; 
know that you have the power to transform your experiences by letting go of those 
things that do not serve you; and embrace a life overflowing with love, peace, and joy.

Conclusion
In organizations and in life, conflicts occur, and those conflicts cause us pain and 
angst. Far too often, we carry the hurt with us, and the result is that holding on to 
blame and resentment hurts us more than it hurts the other person. If we could learn 
the transformative power of forgiveness, we would lead more stress-free and peaceful 
lives.

Forgiveness is an inside job. It is an inner process where we choose to let go of 
thoughts, emotions, feelings, and behaviors that are stopping us from doing all that is 
ours to do. Forgiveness work is not always easy, but it is freeing. When we forgive, we 
find our way to inner peace and happiness. The space where we held the resentment 
and anger creates a vacuum, and we can fill that space with love, joy, and content-
ment. We can CREATE PEACE. 
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