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If a conflict persists despite genuine efforts toward resolution, it is 
likely fueled by something deeper and more central than the 
presenting issue. Therefore, while earlier attempts at resolution 

have been restricted to behavior, nasty conflicts require a deeper dive: 
identifying feelings, emotions, and judgments. 

Planning – (Set aside a full day, off-site) 
Even nasty conflicts rarely require a full day, but setting aside that much 
time communicates the following:

1) You are serious about coming to resolution. 

2) The process will not be rushed nor the outcome railroaded.

3) Everyone will have plenty of time to make themselves understood. 

To begin, you may want to approach the other person yourself, or you 
may want to have a trusted third party make the invitation. 

Set the clear expectation that a resolution will be reached. Personally 
hold a vision for creative collaboration, not compromise. Assure them 
that resolution is only complete when everyone is in full agreement. 

I’ve been thinking quite a bit about __________ lately, and I see it’s 
coming between us—at least it is for me. I’d like to work with you  
to find a solution…probably one we haven’t even thought of yet.

This would mean that I take the time to REALLY understand where 
you’re coming from—and you do the same for me. 



I know there’s a way we can come to a solution that we both feel 
really good about. Okay? 

How would you say this in your own words?

If you are one of the people in the conflict, you may wish to give them 
the TeamWorks publications (including this one), so they know what 
to expect.

Let them know that everyone is going to have as much time as they 
want/need to tell their story—from start to finish. They will also have 
ample opportunity to respond. It’s important not to interrupt their story, 
even to ask clarifying questions during this first portion. 

Remind them that listening does not imply agreement. 

1. Come prepared. 
Be ready to explain your point of view. 
Have suggestions, not demands. 
Come prepared to listen to their thoughts and feelings. 

2. Thank them for agreeing to work through this issue.

3. Let them know that your aim is not to make anyone   
    right or wrong, rather to create a win/win solution. 

4. Let them know that nothing will be decided until  
    all parties involved feel good about it. 

5. Tell your stories.

We are going to start by each of us explaining our own experience.  
It is not possible to do this part wrong. We (I) want to hear your 
entire story in whatever way you wish to tell it.

You will have all the time you want or need to tell it to us from start 
to finish. You’ll also have plenty of opportunity to respond later.  
It’s important not to interrupt one another, even to ask clarifying 
questions during this first portion. No harrumphing. No rolled eyes. 
Just listening.

Would you like to go first, or do you want me to? 

How would you say this in your own words? 

Let them talk until they tell you they are done, no matter how long it takes.



6. Listen. 
Listen deeply and completely. Active listening goes right to the heart of 
respect and trust, and creates a foundation on which a new relationship 
will be built. Don’t take notes. Keep your eyes focused on the speaker. 

7. Invite clarifying questions.
Once everyone has told their story, open a discussion for clarifying 
questions— not interrogation. Get curious. You don’t know what you 
don’t know. So ask. 

8. Let the relationship speak.
Let them know that this might feel awkward, but ask that they play 
along anyway. Have them speak as if they were the relationship itself— 
as if they are “channeling” the relationship itself. 

Letting the “relationship” speak is important because it allows them 
to inhabit different perspectives while not requiring that they give up 
their own.

Imagine that your relationship is like a third entity that sits between 
the two of you (or between us), almost as if the relationship is a third 
person. What does IT have to say? How has IT been feeling? What 
does IT want you (us) to know?”

You may find that the relationship feels confused, sad, or dead. Others 
might be grieving or frustrated. 

Let me give you an example of what this might look like:

Two partners had been at odds for some time over the direction of the 
business. When they were asked to speak on behalf of the relationship, 
they both knew exactly how the relationship was feeling. They said, 
almost simultaneously, “I’m tired.” In fact, the relationship was exhausted 
and pretty disappointed by both of the partners. Once this came to light, 
they were able to connect for the first time in years. They imagined 
entirely new possibilities. 

9. Get messy to get clean. 
Here, you move to specifics, which may arouse more anger or fear. That’s 
okay—your job is to create a safe place for hard truths to be spoken. 
Only stop the session if the interaction becomes abusive. 



Ask each question, with all parties contributing before you move to the 
next question.

1. What has worked well in your relationship? 

2. What hasn’t worked well?

3. What about your behavior are you sorry for? (apology)

4. What can you say that shows compassion for the other person’s 
shortcomings? (forgiveness)

5. What can you say that shows respect for the other person’s 
competence, contribution, strengths? (thanks)

6. Pretending for a moment that you will never have another 
opportunity to discuss this, what else needs to be said? 

10. Requests. 
Work together to craft an agreement that you both feel GOOD about.
 
Keep it simple. Each person commits to a couple of behavior changes that 
can be observed. 

Even if you think they are 100% to blame for the current situation, your 
willingness to hear their request and to change YOUR behavior too, will 
allow you both to move forward. 

11. Ready for a reset? 
A reset is designed to be the major shift in tone and energy. You can 
make this a bit ceremonial even. i.e. Take a deep breath. Speak slowly 
and deliberately.

I’m hearing that we are ready to press the reset button on this whole 
thing. That would mean we let go of blame, or the desire to get the 
upper hand. What do you think? 

How would you say this in your own words?

Don’t move on until your gut feeling and intuition says it’s time.

“He that complies against his will,
is of his own opinion still.”

                  Samuel Butler, Poet



12. Plan accountability. 
Before adjourning the meeting, set a definite time and date to revisit this 
issue. People often want desperately to put the entire controversy behind 
them, so they do not set a follow-up date. However, if you don’t establish 
a plan for following-up, you may lose all the ground you have gained in 
this conversation. 

1. Set a follow-up date. 

2. You do exactly what you agreed to do, in a way that the other 
person can see you are being accountable. 

3. Pay attention to their behavior with the intention of finding 
positive changes (no gathering negative evidence). 

4. Give positive feedback as soon as you see their behavior has 
changed for the better. 

5. If they don’t do what they agreed to, revisit the entire process. 
Many problems need several meetings to truly transform behavior. 


