
Low-Level Workplace Conflict Not Something You Can Ignore

Pre-Reading

1 Discuss the following questions.

1. Have you ever been in a situation where you experienced or witnessed workplace conflict? Describe
it: who was involved, what it was about, and how it was resolved.

2. Can you think of some ways to avoid workplace conflict? 

2 In a small group, discuss the following statements. For each statement, decide if you think it is
true or false and give reasons. Then read the article on the next page and determine which are true
according to the article.

1. Conflict in the workplace is unavoidable. T F

2. Managers spend the majority of their time dealing with conflict. T F

3. Most people quit their jobs because of the people they work with. T F

4. Employees often experience conflict when they first start a new job. T F

5. Workplace conflict is usually due to personality clashes. T F

6. It is best not to address minor conflicts, as they will probably just sort themselves out. T F

7. Some workplace conflict is the result of people not fitting in because of cultural differences. T F

8. Workplace conflict can result in financial costs for the organization. T F

9. Calling on outside experts is the best way to deal with workplace conflict. T F

10. Conflict can lead to human rights or workplace policy violations. T F
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Low-Level Workplace Conflict Not Something You Can Ignore (Cont.)

Reading

(continued)

LOW-LEVEL WORKPLACE CONFLICT NOT SOMETHING YOU CAN IGNORE

by Mary Anne Gorman

John has recently joined the XYZ Company. He comes with an impressive set of qualifications and glowing
references. Shortly after his arrival, his supervisor, Molly, notices that John is being isolated from his work
team. She sees that when he makes a point during team meetings, his co-workers roll their eyes. Some even
wheel their chairs around to face the wall when he is talking. She’s also heard the team gossiping around the
water cooler about how John thinks he’s too good to keep the same hours they do. They make it a practice to
come in half an hour early each day, whereas John prefers to arrive at the official start time. 

Molly asks herself whether she should intervene, but decides it’s best to leave well enough alone and let the
group work things out for themselves. However, a few weeks later, she is saddened to find John’s letter of
resignation on her desk.

The Costs of Conflict

Molly’s experience illustrates what can happen when low-level conflict is allowed to fester in the workplace.
It also points to the crux of many workplace conflicts – a lack of understanding of the unwritten rules and
values in the work environment. 

“If a new employee’s behaviour violates an organization’s unwritten rules, it creates conflict for everyone
concerned. Unless the behaviour is addressed early on, it can escalate and lead to lost productivity, absenteeism
and other unwanted costs to the organization,” says Judy Brooks, managing director of ProActive ReSolutions,
an international company with an Edmonton branch dedicated to preventing and managing workplace violence. 

“Ninety per cent of people quit not because of the work but because of the people at work,” Brooks says. She
cites some other statistics that may surprise aspiring managers.“Managers spend about 50 per cent of their time
dealing with conflict. For senior managers who deal with cases that go to litigation, the figure rises to 75 per cent.” 

If workplace conflict goes unchecked, a valued employee like John may quit. Or an employer may be forced to
let an employee go. The loss of the employee’s contributions and the lowered staff morale that often come with
reduced productivity are only the half of it. There are also extra costs for recruiting, hiring and training a successor.
And as Brooks reminds us, employee retention is already a great challenge in the current Alberta economy.

How Conflict Can Spiral out of Control

Conflict that may at first appear trivial has the potential to cause even more serious issues than staff turnover
and lost productivity. It can lead to undesirable behavior such as violations of workplace policy, human rights
legislation and even criminal law. 

“We can rip the headlines from the newspapers to see just where conflict in an organization can lead,” says
Heather Gray, who heads up the Edmonton-based TAMA (Threat Assessment and Management Associates).
And, she notes, recent changes to the legislation hold all company stakeholders accountable – from supervisors
to chief executives – when a violent event occurs in the workplace.

Conflict Management Strategies

Early identification of conflict at work is the first step in managing it, advises Charmaine Hammond, president
of Hammond Mediation and Consulting Group (Sherwood Park). Hammond trains workers and managers to watch
for indicators of conflict and stress, such as strained relationships and communication or changes in hygiene,
performance and appearance. She also promotes effective communication skills as a means of addressing
conflict early on.
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Vocabulary Building

3 Write the correct letter on each line to match the words from the text with their meanings. 
If needed, check your answers in a dictionary.

1. litigation a. the process of bringing about agreement between parties 
in a dispute

2. detrimental b. the ability to hold or keep 

3. mediation c. legal proceedings

4. assumption d. possible to happen

5. initiate e. the act of accepting something as truth without proof

6. retention f. to cause to begin

7. potential g. damaging; harmful

“People must have the confidence to initiate dialogue – the sooner the better, even if it’s uncomfortable.
When communication becomes strained we start to make assumptions about what people think, want or need.
If the assumptions are inaccurate, things become even more constrained. What’s exciting is that when people
can talk in a safe, respectful manner, sharing common interests or concerns, they often come away with an
enhanced relationship. Supervisors should not shy away from this.” 

Supervisors are well advised to start with the least intrusive approach, for example, a private conversation with
the individuals involved. Sources of conflict are not always what they seem. It is all too easy to attribute conflict
to personality clashes. But, says threat specialist Gray, “I don’t believe there is such a thing as a personality
conflict. When we go to the very core, we are talking about a conflict in values.”

As well, supervisors may wish to consult with HR and, depending on the nature of the conflict, call in an
external expert skilled in conflict management. In Alberta, employers can access a broad spectrum of skills
training and mediation assistance, some of which are offered at little or no cost.

Employers need to work at creating an environment of zero tolerance for abuse. They need supportive policies
and procedures that cover workplace behaviour, and procedures for reviewing and reporting policy abuse. “If
employees feel safe and respected, and if those values and behaviours are modeled by management, employees
are more likely to be happy and productive,” Hammond says.

We don’t get to choose who we work with. When you put together a group of individuals with different personalities
and different values, the potential for conflict is always present. What is hilariously presented in the zany TV
sitcom, “The Office,” is in reality no laughing matter. “Even seemingly minor conflicts may not seem ‘low-level’
to the people involved,” says Gray. “Such issues, when combined with stresses in their personal lives, can be
seriously detrimental to a worker’s mental and physical health.” Creating a respectful working environment,
learning to recognize the early warning signs of conflict, initiating conversations and consulting with the
experts will all help to manage low-level conflict before it’s too late.

Source: re-printed with permission from Occupational Health and Safety Magazine, Volume 31, No. 1, January 2008. 

Article written by Mary Anne Gorman 
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4 In the article, find verbs and phrases that relate to conflict situations. Put these words in the
appropriate category.

5 Choose the meaning that best describes the following terms from the article. 

1. The word “fester” (par. 3) means:

a) to worsen b) to be sore c) to encourage

2. From the reading, recruiting, hiring and training (par. 6) are examples of: 

a) employment costs b) employee benefits c) workplace conflict

3. Lost productivity, staff turnover and undesirable behaviour (par. 7) are the result of:

a) low wages b) poor management c) unchecked workplace conflict

4. The phrase “zero tolerance” (par. 13) means:

a) no acceptance b) no legislation c) non-existence 

5. The term “low-level” (par. 14) means:

a) insignificant b) at sea level c) soft 

6. In your own words, explain what the following expressions mean. Use the article for context clues:

• to leave well enough alone (par. 2)

• to work things out for themselves (par. 2) 

• to point to the crux (par. 3)

• to go unchecked (par. 6)

• to hold accountable (par. 8)

• to go to the very core of something (par. 11)

• no laughing matter (par. 14)

Comprehension

6 In your own words, express the same idea as this sentence in paragraph 10: When communication
becomes strained, we start to make assumptions about what people think, want or need. If the
assumptions are inaccurate, things become even more constrained.

Conflict Situation Conflict Resolution

Example: be isolated 1.

1. 2.

2. 3.

3. 4.
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7 Answer the following questions with information from the article. 

1. What were the signs of the conflict between John and his co-workers?

2. What are some of the causes of workplace conflict?

3. What are the possible consequences of unchecked conflict at work? Underline the specific
expressions or words used in the text. 

4. Who is ultimately responsible for an escalation of workplace conflict?

5. What are common indicators of conflict and stress?

6. How can conflict be managed early on?

7. What steps can managers take when resolving a conflict?

8. How can employers ensure that the work environment is not conducive to conflict?

8 Read the article again. Take notes of the main ideas for each of the headings below. From your
notes, write a summary of the article.

The Costs of Conflict 

How Conflict Can Spiral out of Control 

Conflict Management Strategies 

Presentation

9� Search the Internet for information about preventing and managing workplace conflict. Take notes
on the most important information. In small groups, take turns presenting the information you found.

Possible search terms: preventing workplace conflict; managing workplace conflict
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Grammar Focus

We use conditional sentences to express unreal ideas in the past. For example:

If John had been accepted by his co-workers, he wouldn’t have quit. (Unreal: John hadn’t been accepted 
by his co-workers.)

Sometimes, the if is deleted and had is inverted:

Had John been accepted by his co-workers, he wouldn’t have quit.

We can also express the unreal past using modals like could have, might have, should have + past participle. 
For example:

Molly could have reacted to the situation at the very beginning. (Unreal: She didn’t.)

She should have tried to mediate the conflict. She shouldn’t have made assumptions.

10 Work in a group. Discuss the following questions and use the unreal conditionals in your response.

1. What could John have done to avoid the conflict situation?

2. What could the supervisor have done to make sure John was not rejected by the group?

3. What could any of the co-workers have done to prevent the situation from escalating?

4. What should John have done instead of quitting?

11 Work with a partner. Recall John’s experience at XYZ Company. After John left the company, Molly
wants to discuss the situation with a colleague. Create a conversation in which Molly describes the
situation and her colleague responds. Write sentences describing what she could have, would have,
should/shouldn’t have done. Present your conversation to the class.
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