WINNING WITH PEOPLE
By John Maxwell

Conflict Is Unavoidable

Perhaps we ought to add conflict to death and taxes as one of the things we can count on in this life.  The only way to avoid conflict is to isolate ourselves from all other people on the planet.  Although if you’ve seen the movie Castaway with Tom Hanks, where his character argues with a volleyball, you know that even people in isolation can find a way to create conflict.

Conflict Is Difficult

In leadership conferences I used to teach an entire session on confrontation.  It would often start with an informal poll to find out how many attendees were experiencing ongoing conflict with someone in their organization.  Nearly everyone was.  When asked how many of them had confronted that person, usually only about 5 percent raised their hands.  Nobody likes confrontation, so everybody avoids it.  (And those who do like it have their own psychological issues!)

Why is it difficult to confront?  We fear being disliked, misunderstood, or rejected.  We fear the unknown.  We’re not used to sharing our feelings.  And we worry that we will just make things worse.  Let’s face it:  few people have been taught healthy confrontation skills.

How We Handle Conflict Determines Our Success in Tough Situations

How do you handle conflict in your relationships?  Did you know that conflict always compounds when confrontation is not done quickly and correctly?  That’s why your approach matters.  Here’s a sampling of harmful strategies that I see people using when they deal with conflict:

· Win at all costs.  It’s like a shootout at the OK Corral.  It’s quick, brutal, and destructive.


· Pretend it doesn’t exist.  If you hear no evil, see no evil, and speak no evil, evil will not cease to exist.


· Whine about it.  Winners aren’t whiners and whiners aren’t winners.  Playing the victim doesn’t cure conflict.  It just irritates everybody.


· Keep score.  People who keep a record of wrongs can’t ever start over fresh.  And nobody can ever get “even.”


· Pull rank.  Using position never really resolves conflict.  It merely postpones it.


· White flag it.  Quitting is a permanent solution to a temporary problem.

None of these approaches will give the help a person needs to resolve conflict in a healthy way.

A Road Map for Healthy Confrontation

Conflict resolution isn’t complicated.  Intellectually it’s simple.  But emotionally it can be difficult.  It requires honesty, humility, and dedication to the relationship.  Here is a six-step plan to help you tackle the task of confrontation:

1. Confront a Person Only If You Care For That Person

   In nearly all relational situations, it is most productive to go into a confrontation keeping the other person’s interests in mind.
   In the past when you attempted to resolve conflict with another person, what has been your goal?  Sympathy?  Quick relief?  Victory at all costs?  Next time try to go into it with the goal of making it a win for both parties.  
2.  Meet Together ASAP
   Consultant Fred Smith spoke of his experience:  “Whenever I am tempted not to act in a difficult personnel situation, I ask myself, Am I holding back for my personal comfort or for the good of the organization?  If I am doing what makes me comfortable, I am embezzling.  If doing what is good for the organization also happens to make me comfortable, that’s wonderful.
   It’s never a good idea to save up a bunch of stuff and then give a person a history lesson during a confrontation.  But under no circumstances should you confront someone via email!

3.  First Seek Understanding, Not Necessarily Agreement
   The person who gives an opinion before he understands is human, but the person who gives a judgment before he understands is a fool.


4. Outline the Issue
Describe your perceptions.
Tell how this makes you feel.
Explain why this is important to you.


5.  Encourage a Response

When confronting people, I’ve discovered the following:

   50 percent of the time people don’t realize there is a problem.

   30 percent of them realized there was a problem, but didn’t know how to solve it.

   20 percent realized there was a problem, but didn’t want to solve it.

6.  Agree to an Action Plan
A good action plan should include these points:
   a) Clear identification of the issue
   b) Agreement to solve the issue
   c)  Concrete steps that demonstrate the issue has been solved
   d) An accountability structure, such as a time line and a responsible person.
   e) A deadline for completion.
   f) A commitment by both parties to put the issue in the past once resolved.
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