Coach Employees To Solve Their Own Conflicts with Co-Wdkers
By Kelly Mollica

If your employees routinely come to you with complaiabout each other—and you
think it’s your job to resolve their conflicts—it may bme to “push back.” When you
tell them to quit bellyaching and deal with interpersonaflgds on their own before
they come to you, you have more time to focus on youkwand you help them
develop the ability to handle workplace conflicts.

Managers who don’'t push back falsely assume that prodaédrimg calls for a top-down
approach or intervention. It doesn’t. You can asseut goithority by refusing to let them
unload their conflicts on you. Additionally, if you conftamne employee with another’s
complaints, you'll be seen as “taking sides,” andifl yake sides often enough, you’ll be
perceived as biased in favor of certain employees, wimdermines your authority. And
even more important, by pushing back, you help them impranedtvn problem-
solving skills, instead of encouraging their dependenceoan y

There’s no question that coaching employees to solvediv problems will initially
take more time and energy than handling the conflictgeltuBut in the long term,

you'll create a work environment where conflict manageiis seen as everyone’s
obligation, not just your problem. Here are eight tipgeébyou started.

1. Don’t put your employees’ “urgent” issues at the top of youpriority list. Many
managers spend too much time dealing with issues that arg brgenot important, says
Stephen Covey iiihe 7 Habits of Highly Effective People (Free Press, 1990). Covey
defines “urgent” as something needing immediate attentiore Wimportance” is the
extent to which an issue affects results, such asibotitrg to a company’s mission or
goals. If you've routinely allowed yourself to get draiwto employee problems,
changing your ways might take some work, and you miglet méh resistance from
employees accustomed to droppihgr “urgent” problems iryour lap.

2. Train employees in conflict-resolution skillsStart with self-assessments so
employees can understand their own conflict-managerhdes &ind the pros and cons of
using a particular style.

3. Communicate clear expectationsit Delta Faucet in Jackson, Tenn., employees are
trained in conflict management and required to followec#ic course of action when
conflicts arise among team members. It's understooddhat leaders should not be
involved in refereeing petty disagreements on the teaawise it takes time away from
their more important tasks.

4. Set specific guidelinesiAt Delta Faucet, if an employee’s behavior is crept
problem within a team, the team is expected to worktitgilnout involving the team
leader. Two team members meet with the “problem” teamlme and work toward a
resolution. If this is unsuccessful, the whole team maedtl confronts the issue. If
necessary, the team leader can be brought in to malkasade

5. Create a culture that values conflict managemenManaging conflict should be
viewed as a core job competency for all employeesa#letal questions can help assess
prior experience in dealing with conflict during job interveewor example, ask a job



candidate to “describe a time you had a conflict with-avadker. What happened to
bring about the conflict, and what did you do to resolve@B8ervable and measurable
criteria, based on guidelines or protocols for resolvinglmbnéan be incorporated into
job descriptions and performance reviews as well. Fompleg performance criteria
should require that employees “confront interpersonatflico in a constructive and
timely manner using the company’s three-step approach anderbe supervisor only
when necessary.” And don’t forget to recognize and praiséogags who successfully
resolve conflicts on their own.

6. Remind employees to focus on behaviors, not personalitiddany employees
understandably will be hesitant to confront their co-wakespecially those with whom
they interact frequently. Remind employees to focuserother person’s behavior and
the consequences of that behavior—not on personalit®sbgective judgments.

7. Have an open-door policy—and stick to itLet employees know that you're still
available to coach them on how to work through spectfimsons. One way to do this is
to schedule follow-up meetings regarding specific probl&mgployees also need to
know that if they try and fail to resolve a confligbu’re available for follow-up
guidanceBut be firm in letting employees know that an “open damés not mean the
same thing as an “open dumping ground.”

8. Know where to draw the line.Expecting employees to handle every problem on their
own, regardless of how serious the problem may be, conttitbke message that
management is willing to turn a blind eye to inappropriateotergially illegal behaviors.
Clearly communicate that management must always bigedand involved in certain
types of conflicts, especially where there are inthoatof physical violence, harassment,
theft, or illegal substance use or possession. Nonreaiahgmployees should never be
expected to confront violations of the law or to enfa@mpany policy without
management’s knowledge.

None of these tips will lead to a workplace totally dewafidonflict. That’s both
impossible and undesirable because conflict is a natocateence in any work
environment in which employees who have varying prioriigesas and behaviors work
together toward a common goal. Instead, by gently “pushing’bamk]l enable your
employees to learn valuable workplace skills while yeelaim and protect your own
time.
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