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W hether you are facing a simple disagreement or an 
entrenched dispute, you’ll need to prepare in much the 
same way. Start by looking in the mirror.

Start with Yourself
1. Get clear on your own Motives. Our real motives are always multiple 
and complex, so you’ll need to be truthful with yourself about yours. 

n Why is this bothering me now? 

n When have I not been entirely truthful with myself? 

n Am I willing to have compassion and stand in the other person’s shoes? 

2. Get clear on your Goals. What is the outcome you are looking for? 
What would you like to see happen? 

The aim in collaborative conflict resolution is a win/win solution. Are you 
ready help create a win for the other person too? Or are you hoping they 
will realize how wrong they are? If deep inside, you wish they could be 
punished, you have more internal work to do before you can move on to 
a collaborative conflict resolution process. 

n What is my goal related to the topic itself? 

n What is my goal for our relationship in this situation? 

n What do I imagine the other person’s goals might be? 
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Develop Your Empathy
“If we could read the secret history of our enemies,
we would find in each person’s life sorrow and suffering 
enough to disarm all hostility.”

                   Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

Conflict resolution is not possible without empathy. An understanding of 
the other person’s perspective is essential in order to achieve resolution. 
There is a vast difference between “hearing” the story of another and 
“understanding” it. Once we truly understand the perspective of another 
(or as the saying goes, have “walked in their shoes”), we gain a better 
understanding of the situation as a whole. Once we understand the 
values or past experiences that brought the other’s actions or behavior 
into play, we can begin a conversation. To deepen our understanding 
of another’s story, we can ask questions like, “What was that like?”, 
“How did you feel?”, How did you get through that situation?”, 
“Where are you now?”.

How does one develop empathy? 

n After listening to another’s story, imagine that it was your own. 
Through the lens of the others’ experience you may see things  
quite differently. 

n Develop a curiosity about others. Ask what they feel about a variety 
of life situations. How do you feel about the same thing? What is 
the basis for your different perspectives?

n As a leader, if you really want to understand the perspective of 
those working below you, walk in their shoes! Spend a couple of 
hours (or even a day!) doing what they do, or remember what it  
was like if you were once in their position.
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n Learn to listen actively: listen without judgement or defensiveness; 
develop awareness of facial expressions and body language; repeat 
back what you thought you heard.

Having empathy for another does not necessarily mean that you agree with 
them. Rather, it allows a deep understanding of what is behind the action 
or tendencies displayed. In understanding the values and perspectives of 
others and then allowing that understanding to bring empathy to our 
own perspectives and actions, we can work towards resolution.

Fear and Collaboration Don’t Mix!
Safety is the foundation of any high stakes conversation. When people 
become fearful they will tend toward silence or violence, which makes 
creating collaboration impossible. Your job is to establish a sense of 
safety, and re-establish it when necessary. 

When we are able to establish and maintain safety for everyone involved, 
the matter of disagreement can be discussed without careening off into 
silence or violence. 

Here are some signs that someone is afraid:
(Hint: it might be you!)
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SILENCE
Avoiding

Withdrawing
Withholding
Distracting

Playing verbal games
Buttering people up

Pouting
Sugar Coating

Sarcasm

VIOLENCE
Controlling

Coercing
Cutting others off
Forcing an opinion

Name calling
Monologue-ing

Threatening
Labeling
Attacking



If you sense that any of you are becoming anxious or fearful, step out of 
the content and...

n Slow…the…conversation…down. 

n Clarify what you don’t intend, i.e. “You’re not getting fired.”  
or “I don’t want us to split up.” or “I don’t want to make this  
a big deal, because otherwise you are doing a great job.” 

n Discuss your mutual purpose.

If emotions are still running too high to collaborate, you may want to 
take a breather for an hour or two, and then come back to the discussion. 

Ripping Off the Band-Aid vs. Diplomacy
Should you just rip the Band-Aid off? Or should you chat a bit to ease the 
tension, then get around to the issue eventually? Probably neither. Both 
these approaches are often used to make the one doing the talking feel 
more comfortable. Unfortunately, the other person will likely become 
more uncomfortable. Here’s why:

Blurting out the bad news immediately (ripping off the Band-Aid) can 
trigger fear, defensiveness, fight or flight. As we have covered, fear can 
quickly derail a conversation.

By contrast, being overly diplomatic undermines trust. If you meander, 
sugar coat, or “beat around the bush” the other person is left to wonder, 
“What’s she really trying to tell me?” This is at least distracting and often 
creates as much fear as ripping off the Band-Aid.

In broaching difficult subjects, we have found the best course is 
somewhere in the middle. Clearly and unemotionally state your central 
concern within the first few sentences, then back-up and explain. This 
approach is respectful, as it allows the other person to know which 
direction you are headed and also gives them time to process. 


