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By KIRSTIE McALLUM

Workplace Conflict: 
Three Paths to Peace

THINKING OUTSIDE THE SUGGESTION BOX

T here is perhaps no more extreme ex-
ample of the deadly toll that conflict 
can take on a workplace than the 
case of France Telecom. Between 

January 2008 and April 2011, more than 60 em-
ployees committed suicide, with many leaving 
notes blaming stress and misery at work. 

At first, the company played down the prob-
lem, saying these were isolated incidents. But as 
the scale of the problem grew, France Telecom 
was forced to recognize that the concerns be-
ing raised by staff needed to be taken seriously, 
and it launched a series of measures to deal with 
them. These ranged from instituting a sugges-
tion box to opening legal inquiries to formally 
investigate employee complaints. 

As strategies for managing organizational 
conflict, these measures are quite common. 

However, the efficiency or effectiveness of such 
remedies can leave much to be desired. Indeed, 
if the organizational policies and processes that 
underpin the conflict are not fundamentally 
addressed in some meaningful way, the effects 
may be even more devastating.

Though not every organization will have a 
situation as dramatic as France Telecom’s, eve-
ry company will experience conflict, to a greater 
or lesser extent, and will have to come up with 
some kind of management strategy to deal with 
it. If handled well, instead of being a source of 
alienation or destruction, conflict can increase 
employees’ sense of participation in an organi-
zational community. 

This article examines three distinct conflict 
management systems or clusters of strategies 
that organizations can use to deal with conflict. 
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tutions are sold off to private investors.
A recent paper on “Stress at Work” by IESE 

Prof. J.R. Pin et al. cited this trend as one of 
the factors behind the France Telecom case. 
A partial privatization of the public utility led 
to 22,000 job cuts and 14,000 transfers: “Man-
agement sought to compel workers whose jobs 
were no longer considered useful or of a high 
priority to either leave the company or change 
their role. During this period, some France Tel-
ecom workers were psychologically weakened 
to the point of developing depression and men-
tal illnesses that could drive them to suicide or 
suicide attempts.” 

Amid these harsh market realities is the 
paradoxical belief that conflict is something 
best avoided at all costs. Yet ignoring or wish-
ing away workplace conflict is a costly mistake 
in terms of morale, productivity and turnover, 
not to mention litigation. It also misses the 
potential upside: that conflict can be a positive 
spur for organizational change. 

In fact, by realistically acknowledging that 
conflict is inevitable and, in some cases, desir-
able within groups and teams, and between 
various divisions and levels, managers are in a 
much wiser position to develop constructive 
strategies and forums, not just for airing griev-
ances, but to expand their knowledge base. 
Many times, problems are better identified and 
solved more creatively when a range of organi-
zational stakeholders offer their perspectives 
on the impact of a firm’s decisions, actions and 
strategies – an impact that managers may fail to 
see. Such ground-level knowledge, as mounting 
research shows, is a vital business commodity 
today – but only when it can be liberated from 
organizational silos and freely shared beyond 
the occupational and professional contexts in 
which it is frequently embedded.

a New desire to deal With Conflict
Traditional strategies to deal with workplace 
conflict include lockouts, legal proceedings and 
arbitration. The effectiveness of these meas-
ures generally depends on a host of often over-
looked variables, such as a company’s corporate 

Based on extensive research and business ex-
amples, I will show how thoughtfully chosen 
conflict management systems can be used not 
only to resolve the conflict in question, but also 
to boost commitment across the organization. 

Whichever approach or combination of ap-
proaches is chosen, it is important to remember 
that perceived fairness in the conflict resolu-
tion process tends to increase employees’ eval-
uation of workplace justice, while control over 
the outcome of conflict can improve a sense of 
empowerment. Furthermore, employees gain 
organizational “voice” when their needs, con-
cerns and perspectives are given serious con-
sideration during the conflict process. 

is Conflict Necessarily a Bad Thing?
In many ways, the global financial crisis has 
served to exacerbate workplace conflict, as 
companies place ever greater demands on em-
ployees. The eurozone crisis, in particular, has 
seen growing numbers of people finding them-
selves caught in the crossfire of painful work-
place reorganizations, as private enterprises 
become nationalized or as public sector insti-

Ignoring or wishing away workplace conflict is a costly 
mistake. This article shows how thoughtfully chosen 
management systems can be used to resolve the conflict 
in question and boost organizational commitment.

Conflict is, and always 
has been, part of human 
enterprise. so why do we act 
as if it doesn’t exist or wish it 
would go away? instead, by 
realistically acknowledging 
that conflict is inevitable and, 
in some cases, desirable, 
managers are in a much wiser 
position to develop constructive 
strategies and forums, not 
just for airing grievances, but 
to expand their knowledge 
base. After all, organizations 
that remain closed to input – 
contentious or otherwise – risk 
atrophying and failing to adapt 
to emerging environments.

this article examines three 
distinct conflict management 
systems that organizations 
can use to reduce, mitigate or 
resolve conflicts: law-based, 
management-based and 
participation-based systems. 
drawing on extensive research 
and business examples, the 
author highlights the particular 
strengths and weaknesses 
of each framework, so that 
companies can enhance the 
effectiveness of their own 
approach to resolving conflicts, 
while boosting commitment 
across the organization in the 
process. 

ExECUTIVE SUMMARy
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and management cultures, as well as its opera-
tional structures, workforce and competitive 
environment. When companies adopt wrong-
headed conflict management strategies – as is, 
unfortunately, all too often the case – they can 
exacerbate rather than reduce conflict.

Even in relatively non-litigious contexts, 
the negative consequences of unresolved or-
ganizational conflicts can exact a heavy toll on 
a company’s long-term performance. In the face 
of escalating court costs, prolonged trials, dam-
aged reputations and poor productivity, compa-
nies are beginning to show genuine interest in 
conflict management.

At the same time, the dynamics of conflict 
have changed, due to shifts in the wider busi-
ness climate – from the rise of flatter organiza-
tional structures and team-based project work, 
to more diversity and increasingly interdepend-
ent stakeholder groups. 

Although these new workplace dynamics 
have certain advantages, this does not mean 
that all the old conflicts have magically dis-
appeared, merely that they are surfacing in 
entirely new ways. This, in turn, requires new 
ways of viewing and dealing with them. As a core 
element of the new approach to conflict resolu-
tion, companies are trying to deal with conflict 
at the lowest possible organizational level. 

Broadly speaking, there are three kinds of 
conflict management systems that companies 
draw upon to reduce, mitigate or resolve con-
flicts: law-based, management-based and par-
ticipation-based measures. Each approach has 
its own particular strengths and weaknesses. 
I will consider each in turn, highlighting their 
particular features, so that companies can en-
hance the effectiveness of their approach ac-
cording to the nature of the conflict at hand. 

1. law-Based systems 
Law-based strategies originated in an era when 
unions took on a third-party role to remedy the 
power imbalance between workers and man-
agement. Today’s industrial relations focus on 
ensuring that organizations recognize and im-
plement workplace conditions and rights.

Law-based systems generally work best 
when addressing bilateral conflicts about sub-
stantive concerns that have clearly defined pa-
rameters. But for them to work effectively, they 
must adhere to the following principles.

THEy MUST ADDRESS CLEAR VIOLATIONS. As these 
kinds of disputes involve a perceived transgres-
sion of rights, there need to be some explicit 
policies or practices set out in relevant docu-
ments – related to harassment, discrimination 
or working conditions, for example – in order 
for organizational members to make legitimate 
claims regarding a specific, identifiable viola-
tion or omission.

Herein lies the problem: Policy documents 
may be vague, inadequate or nonexistent. Com-
panies need to have some specific guidelines in 
place, so that those called upon to judge the 
facts of the case have some clear objectives for 
their lines of inquiry. 

Often, the experts judging the case can 
transform the nature of the conflict through 
the ways in which they establish beginning and 
end points; construct frames specifying imme-
diate or long-term effects, and direct or indirect 
costs; and whether or not they consider the im-
pact of the conflict on financial viability, organi-
zational image and staff morale. Each decision 
will define future standards of behavior.

ADJUDICATORS NEED TO BE PERCEIVED AS NEU-
TRAL. The facts of each case must be judged 
by an expert third party and not by any of the 
stakeholders involved. The idea here is that, 
through arbitration, adjudication, peer review, 
employee appeals boards, executive panels or 
mediation, neutral third parties are able to as-
sign responsibility, ensuring that the party to 
blame for the transgression makes appropriate 
reparations to the wronged party.

Although this sounds good in theory, experi-
ence reveals many imperfections. For one thing, 
rarely do conflicts fit neatly into a right/wrong 
binary, making the assignation of blame not so 
clear cut. More important, it is hard to find third 
parties that are genuinely neutral with regard to 

Policy documents may be vague, inadequate or 
nonexistent. Companies need to have guidelines in 
place, so those called upon to judge the facts of the case 
have some clear objectives for their lines of inquiry.
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Law-based systems may impose high costs on 
the parties involved, while seldom addressing the 
underlying cause of the conflict. They bury the conflict 
under a barrage of judicial procedures and red tape.

the organization, and large organizations have 
disproportionate power and resources to man-
age the system to their advantage. 

Another weakness is that some arbitration 
processes, such as ethics committees, are fre-
quently resolved by voting, rather than by ap-
plying standardized procedures. What you can 
end up with is a mock trial that operates outside 
of normal legal proceedings, which would oth-
erwise have to be made public. Instead, these 
extra-judicial processes are kept private and 
confidential. This institutionalizes a conspira-
cy of silence. In such circumstances, employees 
seldom emerge the winners.

THEy MUST BE SEEN TO BE FAIR. The procedure 
whereby facts are selected, presented and adju-
dicated must be perceived as fair by all parties 
involved. To that end, the facts of the case must 
be unambiguous, and the terms of reference 
about what is included and excluded must be ac-
ceptable to both parties involved in the conflict.

Once again, such ideal conditions do not al-
ways exist. Organizations are able to avoid chal-
lenges through strategic system design. When 
claims to rights threaten highly institutional-
ized policies and practices, more powerful par-
ties may structure the conflict management 
system in such a way that the weaker party can-
not initiate a case.

In New Zealand, for example, employer fed-
erations successfully lobbied the government 
to implement trial periods for new employees 
that deny them the right to file personal griev-
ances during their first 90 days of employment.

In addition, mandatory arbitration designed 
solely by one party can result in the deliberate 
creation of transaction costs so excessive that 
the other party decides not to pursue the claim. 

Take the Court of Arbitration for Sport: On 
the face of it, it might seem fair that Canadian 
sports organizations, for instance, would refer 
arbitration cases involving their athletes to this 
internationally recognized independent body; 
there’s only one hitch: the court is located not 
in Ottawa but in Lausanne, Switzerland.

This highlights the least fair aspect of law-

based conflict management systems: They may 
impose high costs on the parties involved, while 
seldom addressing the underlying cause of the 
conflict. They bury the conflict under a barrage 
of onerous judicial procedures and red tape. 

Moreover, by framing the conflict in adver-
sarial, rights-based terms, “fair” strategies to 
resolve the conflict may take the form of sim-
ply separating the disputing parties through 
a legalistic restructuring or reorganization of 
workplace arrangements.

While this may succeed in making hostili-
ties less overt, the root causes of the conflict 
are not dealt with in any meaningful way, if 
for no other reason than because there is no 
precedent to be found in the company hand-
book. The conflicts are left to simmer beneath 
the surface, making them that much harder to 
identify and manage when they erupt again – 
and erupt again they will.

To make up for these deficiencies, other 
approaches to conflict management, besides 
purely law-based ones, are needed.

2. Management-Based systems 
Unlike the crime-and-punishment model for 
resolving conflict, management-based systems 
treat conflict as a natural, albeit avoidable, phe-
nomenon. They aim to address conflict close to 
the source, encouraging groups to define the 
terms of their interactions and adapt to chang-
ing conditions. Doing this has transformed con-
flict management in three crucial ways.

First, the treatment of conflict is broadened 
beyond legalistic discussions of workplace 
rights, and may include interpersonal differ-
ences and disagreements about task processes 
or organizational goals.

Second, instead of framing conflict as a 
zero-sum game, management-based systems 
enlist a range of interest-based policies and 
procedures that emphasize mutual gain by all 
parties involved.

Third, management-based systems can fos-
ter more democratic workplaces, by attending 
to workers’ grievances and giving participants 
more control over final outcomes.
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Hotlines, suggestion boxes, open-door poli-
cies, ombudsmen, employee assistance pro-
grams and interest-based alternative dispute 
resolution are a few of the systems that man-
agers typically adopt to alert them to potential 
problems brewing at the lowest possible organi-
zational level, so they can address them before 
they mushroom into full-blown conflicts.

However, as with their legal-based counter-
parts, these systems have shortcomings. To get 
the most out of them, people must be aware of 
how these systems can be abused. 

RELATIVIzING CLAIMS. Some of these procedures 
may amount to little more than thinly disguised 
HR strategies, designed primarily to serve man-
agers’ rather than employees’ interests. Instead 
of addressing the root causes of conflict, man-
agers may use the new information that these 
systems yield to make comparative judgments, 
pointing to others in the organization who are 
worse off, in order to relativize claims and, in 
doing so, brush them off.

DEAF-EAR SyNDROME. Systems like open-door 
policies are only effective provided that the 
information shared does not fall on deaf ears. 
Given the tendency of upper management to 
support the decisions of other managers below 
them, for many employees, the open door, for 
all intents and purposes, might as well be shut. 

In French IBM, a company with a long-
standing open-door tradition, it is telling that 
only 12 percent of employees say they use la 
porte ouverte, according to a survey by Alice Le 
Flanchec of the University of Metz (IAE) and 
Jacques Rojot of the University of Paris.

Why might this be? Employees’ reluctance 
seems to stem from a fear that using the open 
door will be poorly perceived by senior manag-
ers and slow their career progression. 

As Howard Gadlin, ombudsman for the 
U.S. National Institutes of Health, contends, 
the open door effectively functions “so that 
employees and managers voluntarily conduct 
themselves in the way management would like 
them to, with a minimum of surveillance or co-
ercion, but backed up by the twin threats of dis-
cipline or social disapproval.”

In other words, unless the organizational 
culture actively cultivates the expression of 
dissent, employees will worry that their com-
plaints will be viewed as a form of protest, and 
they will start to self-censor.

ALL TALK, NO ACTION. Sometimes the use of these 
systems does not translate into organizational 
action. Returning to the case of French Tel-
ecom, apart from the fact that disputes were 
largely framed in judicial terms, even when 
management-based systems were employed to 
try to involve workers in the process, they rarely 
led to any meaningful action. Take the sugges-
tion box idea: Out of the more than 90,000 sug-
gestions received, only 7,600 (little over 8 per-
cent) were acted upon. Even then, the actions 
taken were almost exclusively product-related, 
not employment-related. 

BITTER VICTORy. To resolve the problems of mana-
gerial bias and organizational inaction, it can help 
to call in external, trained, neutral mediators. 
This is what the U.S. Postal Service did to over-
come an intractable labor/management conflict 
in the late ’90s. With a backlog of nearly 70,000 
grievances, employees were facing waits of up 
to 10 years just to get a hearing. The U.S. Postal 
Service adopted a transformative model of 
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Managers may use the information they receive to 
make comparative judgments, pointing to others in the 
organization who are worse off, in order to relativize 
claims and, in doing so, brush them off.
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mediation as part of its REDRESS program, 
which was able to clear the backlog dramati-
cally, without resorting to litigation.

Although alternative dispute resolution 
measures like this can succeed, it’s difficult to 
judge their efficacy in other organizational con-
texts where confidentiality clauses make com-
pany records unavailable for public scrutiny.

Apart from this lack of transparency, anoth-
er way that alternative dispute resolution can 
be weaker than traditional litigation is that its 
individualized, organizationally contained na-
ture can lead to inconsistencies. At least with 
legal-based systems, they have to take past as 
well as current cases into account, cognizant of 
their role in setting future precedents.

Usually, these forms of mediation work best 
when both parties in the organization want to 
find points of agreement. Otherwise, if the case 
is highly contentious, the outcome is likely to be 
less than satisfactory, especially for the employ-
ees concerned. Even if they should win their case 
through mediation, the bad feelings generated 
can make it hard for them to go back to doing 
their jobs as before. Many of them are forced to 
resign, due to the resultant climate of insecurity 
and loss of trust.

The main takeaway from all this is that man-
agement-based conflict resolution systems can 
be twisted to serve organizational ends. In com-
panies with strong top-down hierarchies, peo-
ple should be aware that the use of consultative 
or relationship-based methods may be being 
used only insofar as they are seen to benefit or-
ganizational goals and interests.

3. participation-Based systems
The third type of conflict management system – 
participation-based – recognizes that there are 
multiple ways for an organization to achieve its 
goals and to manage conflict at interpersonal as 
well as at intra- and inter-organizational levels. 
At the heart of this approach is a focus on rela-
tionships and an underlying assumption that 
participation has benefits at personal, organi-
zational and societal levels. The reasoning is 
simple: a collaborative organizational culture 

can improve the way a company operates and 
enhance the quality of life for those working in it.

One major influence on this approach has 
been the raised awareness of stakeholders – 
that is, any group who will affect or be affected 
by an organization’s decisions, actions or strat-
egies. Stakeholders can alert the organization 
to factors, issues and concerns that managers 
may fail to see. As such, if a company is open to 
unexpected input from internal and external 
stakeholders, it is more likely to respond better 
to internal as well as environmental changes 
and challenges.

To this end, companies need to view conflict 
and conflict management through a markedly 
different lens. Rather than seeing conflicts as 
discrete episodes erupting outside of the norm, 
companies need to see them as the inevitable 
result of natural, ongoing tensions among or-
ganizational goals, stakeholder concerns and 
an evolving sociopolitical environment. 

Viewed this way, managers should not just 
allow but actively encourage stakeholders to 
initiate change at different stages of the conflict 
process. But for this to happen, there need to be 
certain conditions in place.

DEFINE yOUR MISSION. The first major step to-
ward conflict prevention is to get participants 
to determine and agree on the overall purpose 
of the organization. This, in turn, enables differ-
ent stakeholders to form a clear idea of how the 
work they do contributes to the organizational 
mission. Such participation may include fo-
cused or strategic conversations to understand 
different viewpoints on the issue at hand before 
taking action.

PROMOTE SELF-REGULATION AT VARIOUS LEVELS. 
Crucially, companies looking to adopt a partici-
pation-based approach to conflict management 
must be willing and able to promote self-regu-
lation at various levels: interpersonal; group, 
team and departmental; organizational; and 
external relations. To achieve this, companies 
must have or embrace an organizational cul-
ture and goals that enable employees to develop 

Implementing off-the-shelf solutions is problematic. 
The paradox of best practice is that, the more one 
prescribes how conflict management ought to operate, 
the more inflexible systems become.
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appropriate interpersonal conflict manage-
ment skills at the group or individual level.

FACILITATE AN INTERACTIVE GROUP PROCESS. 
Organize facilitated group methods for meet-
ings, teams and large groups of people who 
rely on each other to achieve specific goals. Se-
lect a neutral facilitator to manage the group 
process and attend to the relational dimen-
sions of the group. Facilitative mediation can 
spur deeper understanding among stakehold-
ers and the co- or reconstruction of a conflict 
situation. Interactive methods have the add-
ed advantage of engaging a wide spectrum of 
stakeholders, emboldening them to provide 
input on vital issues, as well as raising their 
commitment to finding solutions. 

FOCUS ON COMMON ISSUES. Focusing stake-
holders’ attention on common issues serves 
to build a relational foundation, which allows 
conflict to be addressed as it emerges. Facili-
tated mediation, for example, has powerful 
effects on groups in conflict by enabling them 

to exchange points of view and reach a solu-
tion independently. It also encourages partici-
pants to recognize the value of agreement and 
compromise, generating long-term benefits 
for both the organization and its stakeholders, 
while also calming tensions.

ENGAGE IN DIALOGUE. Conflict management 
methods that rely on dialogue foster a sense 
of self-determination, relational commit-
ment and organizational justice. The San 
Francisco-based Public Dialogue Consortium 
(publicdialogue.org) is a good example: This 
group of consultants specializes in using dia-
logue “that results in collaborative problem 
solving, appreciation for different perspec-
tives and identification of common ground.” 
In one instance, the PDC used “small dialogue 
groups and reflecting teams” at two Califor-
nia universities to address the controversial 
issues of affirmative action and multicul-
turalism in higher education. Another time, 
it led a five-day dialogue between Christian 
and Muslim leaders in Maluku, Indonesia – a 

Attributes

L A W - B A S E D
M A N A G E M E N T -
B A S E D

P A R T I C I P A T I O N -
B A S E D

rights-based interest-based relationship-based

People Involved Legal experts Neutral third parties (e.g., 
ombudsmen)

internal & external 
stakeholders

Structures Legal departments in-house programs Participant-driven initiatives

Nature of Intervention
Arbitration, adjudication hotlines, suggestion boxes, 

open-door policies, mediation
incident-driven facilitation 
& negotiation, via group & 
organization-wide processes

Processes Judging, blaming, 
compensating

identifying, preventing, 
containing, apologizing

Expressing, exploring, co-
creating, reframing

Orientation reference to past cases Current analysis of specific 
cases

Ongoing analysis of specific or 
timeless cases

Characteristics rigid, rational, cognitive rigid to flexible, focused on 
productivity

Flexible, focused on people

Protections
documentation, the paper trail Giving organizational members 

control over how the conflict is 
managed

Personalizing or tailoring 
solutions to each situation in 
less predictable ways

Other Factors That 
Affect the System

Overloaded legal system leads 
to use of non-court processes

hidden or masked forms of 
power ignore team dynamics

the skill of facilitators 
conditions whether 
participants achieve goals

Aims

decrease costs
Avoid litigation

Minimize escalation of conflict
Avoid negative publicity
Maintain work performance

Empower stakeholders
improve relationships

Key Features of Conflict Management Systems
EACH APPROACH HAS ITS OWN STRENGTHS & WEAKNESSES. IT MAY BE BEST TO 

COMBINE APPROACHES TO MEET THE NEEDS OF A PARTICULAR MOMENT.

exhibit 1

1 2 3
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province ravaged by religious violence – to re-
store peace and reach a common vision based 
on shared values.

These approaches are more typical of public 
sector settings, such as hospitals and govern-
ment agencies, perhaps because public serv-
ants or elected officials have a clearer mandate 
to listen and respond to stakeholder groups to 
whom they are ultimately accountable.

Nevertheless, the growing number of pub-
lic/private partnerships may lead to higher 
levels of participation-based strategies being 
adopted in for-profit settings, given that these 
strategies are particularly effective when deal-
ing with contentious issues and complex pro-
jects with large-scale, long-term outcomes.

However you choose to adopt or adapt these 
participation-based processes, make sure that 
the outcomes and relational goals are com-
patible with those of the organization. Above 
all, remember that organizations that remain 
closed to input from unexpected but influential 
quarters risk atrophying and failing to adapt to 
emerging environments. 

deciding on the Right Model
As you can see, each conflict management 
system has its own particular strengths and 
weaknesses. Choosing which system to apply 
depends on the nature of the conflict and the or-
ganizational systems and environment within 
which the conflict is embedded. See Exhibit 1.

Organizations are fundamentally systems 
that depend on the perceptions of, and the in-
teractions between, the individuals in those 
systems. At the same time, an organization’s 
culture, and its relationship with its environ-
ment, also influence those individuals and the 
choices they make. 

As such, the management strategy adopted 
is not merely a response to conflict; the strategy 
chosen is also creating, contesting and reinforc-
ing particular conflict patterns. 

For example, by adopting a law-based ap-
proach, companies are signaling that their view 
of conflict is primarily adversarial and aimed at 
apportioning blame. A decision to pursue non-
court arbitration would be justified on the ba-
sis of expediency, to save time and money in the 
process of making the conflict go away.

Companies that embrace a management-
based approach would see the conflict in terms 
of interests. By adopting strategies such as me-
diation or open-door policies, they may be try-
ing to contain the conflict at the lowest possible 
level, so as to protect organizational interests, 
perhaps at the expense of employees. 

n  McAllum, K. and M. simpson. “systems Within 
systems: Law, Management and Participation-
Based Conflict Management systems Within 
Organizations.” Chapter 17 in The SAGE 
Handbook of Conflict Communication (second 
Edition), edited by J. Oetzel and s. ting-
toomey, 457-83. thousand Oaks, CA: sAGE 
Publications, 2013.

n  Pin, J.r., L. susaeta, M.J. Belizon and A. Gallifa. 
“stress at Work: A Comparison Between 
developing and developed Countries.” Revista 
Emprendedorismo y Estrategia Organizacional 1, 
no. 2 (2011): 79-94.

TO KNOW MORE 

This is different from a participation-based 
approach, which seeks to engage all stakehold-
ers in organizational planning and problem 
solving, through focused conversations or 
facilitated mediation. Such methods look to 
empower stakeholders and foster ongoing re-
lationships across the organization.

There is no one-size-fits-all approach to 
conflict resolution. An approach that might 
work well for one company could be counter-
productive for another. Instead, organizations 
should select an appropriate framework by 
combining elements from diverse approaches, 
ever mindful of the impact each might have on 
the system as a whole.

Unfortunately, much of the current discus-
sion about conflict management focuses on the 
adoption of a specific set of best-practice strate-
gies. In my view, implementing off-the-shelf so-
lutions to conflict management is problematic, 
to put it mildly. The paradox of best practice is 
that the more one prescribes how conflict man-
agement ought to operate, the more inflexible 
systems become. 

To avoid atrophy, implosion or explosion, 
system designers need to consider whose 
rights, interests and voices are privileged, and 
to what extent they are flexible within the sys-
tem as a whole. Best practice, then, means hav-
ing the courage to look at all the approaches 
on offer, and adopting, or even developing, ap-
proaches that meet the needs of the stakehold-
ers involved at that particular moment. 

expeRT insight WORkplACE CONFlICT: THREE pATHs TO pEACE

ieseinsight 55 issUE 18  third QUArtEr 2013

http://www.sagepub.com/books/Book235085/toc
http://repositorio.espe.edu.ec/bitstream/21000/3651/1/R-ESPE-DCEAC-001208.pdf


Copyright of IESE Insight is the property of Estudios y Ediciones IESE S.L. and its content
may not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the copyright
holder's express written permission. However, users may print, download, or email articles for
individual use.


