
Five Approaches to Dealing with
Conflict
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Conflict exists wherever there are humans in relationship to one another. It’s a natural part of
teamwork and therefore dealing with conflict is an essential aspect of any manager's role.
When addressed well, conflict can be a source of strength for a team, leading to better ideas
and stronger relationships. When address poorly, or not at all, conflict can undermine even the
best of us.

This guide includes an overview of the five approaches to conflict and what each approach is
best suited for as well as questions for your team to consider when thinking about these
various styles and how they impact your team.

Be a MODERN MANAGER with a thriving team.

EPISODE 162

episode guide

5 APPROACHES

Episode 162: Five Approaches to Dealing with Conflict
www.themodernmanager.com/podcast-162

"If you're going to
accommodate, you need to

truly let it go. If you're
harboring resentment, you
didn't accommodate, you

avoided.

While we each may have a preferred conflict style, we
can and do use different approaches for different
situations. 

Each of the five approaches has its pros and cons as
well as conditions for which it is most appropriate. The
key to dealing with conflict in a productive way is to
employ an approach that is well suited to the conflict at
hand.
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Keeping quiet instead of speaking up when you disagree or dislike something.
Agreeing or going with the other person's recommendation despite not feeling 100% on
board.
Being easygoing / not having a strong preference and therefore letting others decide or
have their way.

The issue is minor or doesn't impact you, your team, or your work in a meaningful way.
You don't feel strongly.
Engaging in the conflict isn't worth the time, energy, or potential damage to the
relationships.

The issue is important and/or meaningfully impacts you, your team, or your work.
If you don't speak up, you'll harbor resentment or regret it later.
If you always accommodate you may appear like you don't care or aren't engaged.

Reflect on whether you are deferring to your colleagues or team members often enough
to ensure they feel empowered.
Consider if you might be nit-picking or micromanaging unnecessarily.
Identify the things that really matter to you vs things that might not be your preference
but where you can let it go. Practice letting those things go intentionally.
Take a deep breath and re-frame your mindset from one of frustration or opposition to
one of gratitude. (You can be grateful for the opportunity to empower someone else or to
distinguish between the important and the unimportant or something entirely unrelated.
The simple act of feeling grateful can help you let go of any tension.)

Reflect on whether there are times when you believe you're accommodating but feel
resentment or regret (So you're actually avoiding in those cases.)
Determine what's important to you and speak up on those issues. Say things like, "I don't
feel strongly, but I still prefer..." or "I know I haven't said anything before but now..."

What it looks like: 

When it's appropriate: 

When it's not appropriate:

Tips for practicing healthy accommodation:
If you generally lean into conflict, you may benefit from finding opportunities to
accommodate more regularly. 

If you often default into accommodating, you may benefit from finding opportunities to speak
up more regularly:

#1: ACCOMMODATE: LET THE OTHER PERSON WIN
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Suck it up / bite your tongue / ignore the conflict in hopes that it will go away on its own.
Take a 'wait-and-see' approach or delay engaging until you absolutely need to.
Change the situation so that the conflict is minimized or eliminated altogether.
Give yourself time to process so you can enter the conflict in a calm, positive headspace.

The issue is minor or doesn't impact you, your team, or your work in a meaningful way.
The conflict is temporary or likely to come to an end naturally.
You need time and space to decide how to best engage in the conflict.
The cost of engaging far outweighs the cost of tolerating.
The context or situation can be adjusted with minimal disruption to the people / work.

The issue is important and/or meaningfully impacts you, your team, or your work.
If you don't speak up, you'll harbor resentment or regret it later.
The conflict is ongoing with little chance of resolution on its own.
The cost of tolerating far outweigh the cost of engaging.

Look for ways to eliminate or reduce the conflict e.g. by changing a schedule, adjusting
the physical space, or delegating to someone else.
Walk away and clear your head before engaging in a conflict discussion.
If the conflict is temporary, be patient and let the situation come to an end naturally.

Notice how conflict makes you feel. Explore why those feelings come up for you. What
are you concerned about? Why do those things matter to you?
Notice the unintended consequences of avoiding conflict. What costs have you been
ignoring? How might people, relationships or the work be suffering?
Practice engaging in healthy conflict by speaking up when the stakes are small. Use this
as an opportunity to share your perspective and work collaboratively to find a solution.
Remember that engaging in conflict can strengthen relationship and improve work. It
doesn't have to be a negative experience. 

What it looks like: 

When it's appropriate: 

When it's not appropriate:

Tips for practicing healthy avoidance:
If you tend to confront conflicts of all varieties, you may find it valuable to occasionally avoid.

If you strongly dislike conflict and tend to avoid or ignore it, you can improve your
management capabilities by directly engaging in conflict:

#2: AVOID: TOLERATE THE CONFLICT UNTIL IT'S GONE
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Accepting part of what you want or need in order to reach agreement.
Combining ideas in order to appease everyone.
Seeking a middle ground.

Time is short and reaching a resolution is urgent.
The issue is minor and/or the impact of the resolution isn't worth taking the time of a
collaborative approach.
You are willing to prioritize your needs or aspects of your position in order to get what's
most important to you.

The middle ground has watered down the solution so that it's no longer meaningful.
The compromise would invalidate your position or is an ethical issue.
Investing in a collaborative process would better serve the relationships and the work.

Consider if you're jumping into a middle ground solution too quickly. Does everyone
involved really understand the others' perspectives, what's important, and why?
If you're facilitating team members who face a conflict, instead of trying to propose or
discover a solution, focus on asking questions that will help everyone think beyond a
standard compromise. 

Are there times when you're accomodating or avoiding when you should be seeking a
compromise?
Are there situations when you're overly invested in the outcome and end up wasting time
trying to find a collaborative solution, when a compromise would be just fine?

What it looks like: 

When it's appropriate: 

When it's not appropriate:

Tips for practicing healthy compromise:
If you tend to look for compromises, look for opportunities to dig deeper and collaborate.

If you rarely compromise, consider if there are occasions where compromising might better
serve you and the team.

#3: COMPROMISE: EACH PERSON GETS PART OF WHAT THEY WANT
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Using your positional authority to force a decision or resolution.
Holding firmly to your position / being unwilling to adjust.
Focusing more on winning (or not allowing the other person to win) than the issue itself.

Resolving the conflict quickly is more important than getting to the optimal solution
You feel incredibly strongly about your position and shifting would compromise your
integrity or the safety of your people.
There is an ethical or legal component.
You've truly listened and understood the other person's position, but compromising or
collaborating just aren't possible.

Your position is based on resentment / ego and not what's best for the people or work.
You are making a decision on behalf of others who are capable of working it out on their
own.

Consider if you are inhibiting your colleagues from learning how to navigate conflicts
amongst themselves.
When you feel strongly about a position, reflect on what is driving that passion. Are your
reasons valid or is there an opportunity to compromise or collaborate? Try using the 5
Whys approach to unearth the deeper reasons.

Employ your positional authority to cut off a conflict that seems stuck in the spirit of
moving forward. Acknowledge that it's not ideal, but remaining in the conflict it worse
than a sub-optimal resolution.
Reflect on why you are unwilling to push back. What concerns you about holding firm in
your position? What are costs of letting go too easily?

What it looks like: 

When it's appropriate: 

When it's not appropriate:

Tips for practicing healthy competition:
If you tend to stand firm in your convictions or use your authority to intervene in the conflict
of others, you may benefit from occasionally stepping back.

If you rarely stick to your position or let conflicts within your team run on, you may find it
worthwhile to occasionally hold your ground or step in.

#4: COMPETE: I WIN NO MATTER WHAT



Be a MODERN MANAGER with a thriving team.

6Episode 162: Five Approaches to Dealing with Conflict
www.themodernmanager.com/podcast-162

We both get all or most of what we want or need.
We find a alternative solution or synergy that is better that what we originally hoped for.
We more fully understand ourselves and others so that we're able to make informed
decisions that take all the information into consideration.

The conflict is on a sensitive topic or relationships are at stake.
The impact is significant.
There is time to explore and engage in the process without the pressure of urgency.

A simpler approach would reach the same or similar outcome.
Taking the time for a collaborative approach would have other negative consequences.

Ask questions to surface assumptions and values that are influencing your and others'
positions.
Question your interpretation of a person's opinion or behavior. What story are you telling
yourself? 
Reflect on your emotions. What are you feeling? Why are those feelings present?
Get comfortable with being uncomfortable. Acknowledge that it's not easy and give
yourself permission to sit with the discomfort rather than racing to a resolution. 

Consider whether a robust conversation, self-reflection or deep understanding is needed
in order to reach a reasonable solution.
Reflect on what might be an unintended consequence of staying 'in the conflict' for
longer than is really needed? 

What it looks like: 

When it's appropriate: 

When it's not appropriate:

Tips for practicing healthy collaboration:
If you tend to move quickly toward resolution, it may be beneficial to slow down.

If you tend to focus on deeper understanding and alignment, it may be beneficial to
occasionally stay more shallow.

#5 COLLABORATE: WE BOTH WIN
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Your boss announces she is order pizza for lunch on Friday to celebrate a team member's
birthday. You've been really attentive to your health and don't really want to eat pizza for
lunch. You could...

Accommodate: Decide that it's only one meal and enjoying a slice or two won't hurt.
Everything in moderation, right?!

Avoid: Try not to interfere with the colleague's birthday celebration by bringing your own
lunch on Friday and if anyone asks, say you forgot there would be pizza.

Compromise: Ask your boss if she can also order salad to accompany the pizza.

Compete: Tell your boss that pizza is really an unhealthy choice that doesn't meet your
dietary needs, and if that's what she orders you wont be able to partake in the celebration.

Collaborating: Talk with your boss about your health needs and ask if there is a reason that
she proposed pizza (e.g. limited budget, it's the team member's favorite food, it's company
tradition, it's her go-to default for group events, etc). Based on what you each learn, look for
an alternative such as ordering from an Italian restaurant where each person could select the
meal they prefer, including pizza. 

Your Go-To Conflict Style

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

THE PIZZA EXAMPLE

Which style feels most natural to you?
Are there topics or issues that cause you to prefer one style vs another?
What are some of the common conflicts we experience as a team? Which style should
we strive for in those situations?
Looking back, when have I / we handled conflict well? What approach did I / others use?
Why was it successful?
Looking back, when have I / we not handled conflict well? What approach did I / others
use? Why was it not successful?

Reflect individually and then share as a team to better understand each of your go-to styles.


