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Although I had been warned by others that my little office prank would offend the recipient, I failed to heed the advice. So there I was in the office, looking to clean up the mess I'd made through one means: confrontation. A few days had gone by since the incident, and the person I had offended still hadn't spoken to me. I knew if I didn't say something, it would only snowball, creating more unnecessary tension between us and affecting the entire climate of the office. So I swallowed hard and approached her desk.

Conflict: Good or Bad?
My view of conflict was one of dread and horror, a view shared by most people. However, one of the keys to resolving conflict begins with our attitude, says Rita Callahan, co-chair of the workplace section for the Association for Conflict Resolution. 

"When I smell conflict coming, I think its good news," Callahan says. "For me, it means an opportunity to improve a relationship. Having that orientation is one of the biggest obstacles for people. Most people view conflict negatively. But if we change our attitude toward conflict, it helps us decide that this makes sense for us to address the issue and to view it as a positive situation."

Six years ago Shell Oil Company started a program called RESOLVE, which gives company employees an opportunity to voice their displeasure with other employees and seeks to bring resolution to any office-related conflict. Wilbur Hicks, the RESOLVE program director and ombudsman, has seen the corporate climate of Shell change for the better since the program's inception.

"When we started this program, Shell was undergoing a cultural change as to how we do business, and the CEO at that time thought this was an area we could improve upon," Hicks says. "People who had contrary ideas were often not heard or not received well. It was like they were challenging others. He wanted to say, 'If you have a different idea, how can you say it without being so challenging?' That was one of the driving factors for creating this program.

"When we first started, people didn't like to raise conflict and were afraid of conflict. Now, when conflict arises, people suggest RESOLVE. In that respect, we've changed the corporate culture at Shell so conflict doesn't have such a negative connotation attached to it."

The Sooner, the Better
While most people shy away from conflict, many psychologists stress its importance for having healthy working relationships. And the sooner we address the looming issues in our office, the better we can resolve them.

"If you don't say something swiftly and immediately, you don't get the message out and you lose the chance to explore if what was said was by accident or if the person is just socially clumsy," says Gary Namie, founder of The Workplace Bullying and Trauma Institute in Bellingham, Wash. "The situation can escalate when a person is bothered by a fellow co-worker but decides to come up with indirect ways to show the person how abusive or disruptive his or her behavior is. They talk to everybody else but that person. You can give them a chance to correct that if you talk to them right away. So much good happens when you muster the courage to do that."

However, running immediately to the person's desk and giving them an earful isn't necessarily what brings about resolution. Dr. Leonard Felder, psychologist and author of Does Someone at Work Treat You Badly, believes a worker should assess the situation and then proceed in an appropriate, professional manner.

"Stop and ask yourself, 'Is this a personality clash between two people, or is it doing damage to myself?'" Felder says. "If it's just a personality clash, that becomes a challenge to grow and learn how to live with others instead of spending all your time trying to figure out how you're going to get them to do things your way. If it's really doing damage to a company or a human being, you have to ask yourself, 'Can I approach this in a professional way that won't turn it into something personal?'"

Before approaching the person, Felder suggests writing down your thoughts. Document what has actually happened so you have solid facts or evidence to show rather than biased emotion. "There are standards in place on how to deal with people who are crossing a line," says Felder. "But most people don't abide by them. They get self-righteous and noisy real fast. You can show you're a professional if you document [the situation] well and treat the other person respectfully when you approach them about the issue."

Healthy Outcomes
As I gently began to share with the co-worker I offended that I never meant any harm, she was able to tell me how my little prank made her feel. We continued talking until two things happened: I realized my insensitivity, and she realized there was no harm intended by what I did. It still took time before the situation was completely rectified, but it eventually opened up a new line of communication that never existed before, enabling us to work together better.

When we're willing to enter into conflict with an open mind and heart, we might see some things we've never seen before.

"Many times, we come to discord unintentionally," Hicks says. "We read motives into what people are doing that aren't so. We need to be more open, more respectful. We need to listen. We need to be more self-assessing. We need to ask ourselves, 'Why am I upset about this? Did I really need to say it that way?' It's important to examine our own behavior and consider the other point of view, as well as be open to the possibility that maybe what we perceive was intended wasn't intended at all."

