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You’re sitting in a meeting with several co-workers 
charged with solving a problem in your organization. One 
colleague presents a solution. You don’t find the solution 
viable so you share why you think the idea won’t solve 
the problem. Your co-workers choose sides—voices and 
tensions rise, facts are ignored, and people begin to 
disengage. The meeting is unproductive and deflating. 

What’s the best way to handle conflict in the 
workplace?
When conflict isn’t managed properly, it can cause distrust as well 
as discomfort, and over time can interfere with job performance 
and employee morale. In an organization, it is important to take the 
time to build positive conflict management skills that encourage 
collaboration and productivity. 

Conflict is a normal, even healthy, part of every workplace. People 
who work together have different perceptions and experiences. 
They also have different priorities, duties and responsibilities. Not 
everyone is going to agree or be onboard with something 100% of 
the time. 

Building Conflict Management Skills
Employees thrive in a productive, open environment where they 
feel heard. Conflicts often arise when people are not listening to 
one another. Individuals may be listening to respond, but they may 
not truly understand what their colleague is saying. 

Active listening and emotional intelligence (the ability to perceive, 
understand and appropriately respond to emotions in oneself and 
others) are skills that can be learned and are essential for dealing 
with conflict. Additionally, there are certain tactics you can use 
when responding to and resolving conflict. These are often referred 
to as conflict management styles. Each style has its strengths and 
weaknesses and the style that you use should be determined by 
the situation.

Learn more about how to understand and 
manage differences in the workplace. 
UofL Professional Development offers a one-day seminar, 
Beyond Conflict Management: Turning Differences into 
Positive Business Relationships. 

Visit louisville.edu/professionaldevelopment or call 
502.852.4620 for additional information. 

Conflict Management Styles
Avoidance: Evades the matter at hand. The conflict is not 
addressed when using this style. 
»This style is best used when the issue is trivial or when others can 
solve the problem more effectively. 

Accommodation: Meets the needs of others involved at the 
expense of your needs. 
»This style is best used when one realizes he or she is wrong or 
when the issue is more important to the other person than it  
is to you. 

Competition: Meets your needs and not those of the others 
involved in the conflict. 
»This style is best used when quick, decisive action is needed 
or when important, but unpopular courses of action need to be 
implemented. 

Collaboration: Tries and succeeds in meeting the needs of 
everyone involved without any one person having to give up 
something. 
»This style is best used when working through hard feelings that 
have been interfering with an interpersonal relationship or when 
both sets of concerns are too important to be compromised. 

Compromise: Tries to meet the needs of everyone involved. 
Some things must be given up in order to reach a solution that 
everyone can live with. 
»This style is best used when quick solutions are needed or if a 
back-up strategy is needed when collaboration or competition fail. 

By understanding different conflict management styles, you 
will become more self-aware and be able to better understand 
and respond to conflict in your professional (and even personal) 
life. Many instances of workplace conflict can be healthy and 
constructive if employees choose to deal with the conflict in a 
positive manner. 

The next time a meeting heads toward disagreement, consider 
which conflict management style may help you find a productive 
resolution.


