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PRAISE FOR PHILLIS MORGAN, J.D. AND RESILIENCE IN CONFLICT


Having worked with Phillis Morgan at several training seminars for federal managers, I’ve been impressed with how she was able to inspire folks with years of management experience to open themselves up to the concept and practice of mindfulness. Now that she has written this book, I am pleased that a new and wider population of managers will benefit from her insights learned through years of research and experience. By laying out a step-wise mindfulness-based process that anyone can follow, she is helping managers foster workplace relationships that are stronger and will allow for higher quality decisions that do not allow fear of conflict to get in the way. Phillis has provided managers with a blueprint for success when confronting conflict in the workplace. We are in her debt.


—TODD V. WELLS


Executive Director, Federal Managers Association


Managing conflict well starts with managing ourselves well—how we think about, feel about, and respond to conflict. In her wonderfully innovative book, Resilient in Conflict, Phillis Morgan, J.D., embraces this concept fully, and using mindfulness practices provides a practical, easy-to-understand and useful guide for leaders and managers of any organization to engage conflict with more clarity, awareness, intention, and “resilience.” An insightful read.


—RAY KRAMER


Adjunct professor of Clinical Law, New York University Law School


Written with candor and conviction, Resilient in Conflict is a must-read for any leader looking for ways to address workplace conflict from the inside-out. Phillis Morgan’s insightful narrative addresses the tension that comes with conflict, and offers powerful prescriptions for developing confidence, self-insight, and resilience. A wonderful storyteller, Phillis delivers that rare combination of mindset development, skill acquisition, and lessons to develop the catalysts needed to become a more skillful leader when it comes to conflict and other difficult situations. I am grateful to Phillis for putting her life’s work into the universe and have made the book required reading in my Emotional Intelligence classes.


—CHUCK GARCIA


Founder of The Emotional Intelligence Lab and Columbia University Professor


As people are invited to bring more of their whole selves into the workplace and public domain, the changes will be unsettling for many and conflicts are sure to arise. Leaders need to be prepared with new tools and a new perspective to navigate this shifting landscape. Through a three-decade career working with the highest levels of government and corporate America, Phillis Morgan lays out a practical approach for leaders to bring mindfulness to confront the opportunities workplace conflicts present.


—JASON BRIEFEL


Director of Policy & Outreach, Senior Executives Association


Phillis Morgan has a clear vision of a healthy workplace—it is one where managers don’t run from conflict. She incorporates mindfulness practices as an essential path for not only moving beyond the fear of conflict, but also learning to accept it with courage. I’ve had the great pleasure of working with Phillis on live presentations as well as on her previous book. She never runs from challenges. She embraces them. And this spirit of embracing that which we find challenging I am confident will enliven leaders, managers, and supervisors who read this book.


—DAN GEPHART


Training Director/Editor
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To the people managers. You are braver than you know.
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INTRODUCTION


You cannot control the results, only your actions.


—ALLAN LOKOS, MEDITATION TEACHER


I know intimately what it’s like to feel that you are wrongly accused in the workplace. There is denial, anger, and disbelief. The feelings are like going through the stages of grief. And in a way, this makes sense, because being accused of wrongdoing entails a certain death of the image you have of yourself as a manager. The thoughts of who you thought you were and how you thought others perceived you are gone.


Many years before I began to study and practice mindfulness, I was a federal government manager supervising a small office. One of my employees accused me of sexual harassment. Eventually, with the full faith and support of my superiors, I was exonerated of the charge.


But as I endured the humiliation while I was dragged through the process of clearing my name, I was the poster child for poor emotional management. At times I felt anger that was so alive and present, it felt like something tangible. I was the model of righteous indignation during my interview with investigators, even though I knew quite well—I was an employment lawyer, after all—that such a demeanor would not help me. I simply couldn’t help myself. Had the accusation not been so clearly outrageous, my reactions and behavior could have seriously undermined my case. Thus, I understand the challenges in regulating our emotional selves during conflict. It’s not easy, but it’s so very necessary.


Statistically, there’s a good chance any people manager will be involved in some sort of employment lawsuit. According to the liability insurer Chubb, employment-practice lawsuits alleging discrimination, retaliation, and sexual harassment are some of the most common types of liability lawsuits companies and organizations face today.1


Other types of workplace conflicts are more common than lawsuits. Maybe you had an argument with a colleague. Perhaps a direct report responded aggressively to your feedback. Maybe your boss yelled at you for some perceived or real failure.




There are a number of causes of interpersonal workplace conflict, including the following:


» Clashing egos/personalities


» Cultural/values differences


» Differing work styles


» Poor communication


» Stress





In no cases do the encounters feel good.


Few people feel comfortable dealing with conflict. It evokes a range of reactions, from a sense of being under attack to feeling vulnerable and in the spotlight, from frustration and anger to fear. And such feelings are often expressed in our bodies. We may experience bodily sensations such as tension, flushed face, clenched hands, knotted stomach, or a tight chest, shoulders, jaw, neck, or head. If you feel resignation or even surrender, these feelings may be expressed by a slumped posture.


Often, a continuous internal dialogue accompanies the conflict. What did you say to yourself during the last conflict? Do you remember? Perhaps you made up a story about the object of unpleasantness or “source” of the trouble: “He’s such an idiot. He never understands my instructions, and when things go south, he always deflects blame.” Maybe you told a story about yourself: “Why am I always the one who has these discussions? I don’t have time for this. Can’t they see how busy I am?”


Did you feel you had the skills and confidence to handle the conflict? Even if you did not resolve the conflict, did you at least feel a sense of control over your emotional response? Probably not. Many managers—many people—receive little training in how to handle conflict. Without training, you can expect to feel ill-equipped to handle the situation, to lack confidence, and to feel overwhelmed by your emotions.


Even if you participated in training, most programs and workshops pay little attention to the role emotions play in conflict. All the techniques in the world won’t help if you experience a sense of existential threat. When conflict makes you feel that your sense of self is in danger, it can shift the balance between intellect and emotion and hamper your ability to choose wise actions. When emotions gain the upper hand, they can spark, prolong, or exacerbate workplace conflict. Yet when was the last time you took a leadership development course in emotion management?


Interpersonal Conflict Catalysts


Emotional intelligence courses teach us about the critical role of emotions in building trust and respect, promoting collaboration, and promoting better, more innovative solutions. Yet many of these programs don’t teach us how to identify and regulate our emotions.


Suppressing emotions, or trying to get rid of them altogether, isn’t the answer. We need emotions; they play a critical role in survival. Emotions move us toward people and things that help us establish connection and nourish us, like the love of a mother or father for a child or the joy of engaging in meaningful work. And they help us avoid people and things that are threatening and harmful, like abusive spouses, the wrong career, or narcissistic bosses.


But confronted with conflict, typically we react unconsciously and perceive our emotions as overwhelming and possessing us instead of serving us. Because we have so little training in emotion regulation, this sense of overwhelm is frightening and leaves us feeling inadequately prepared to deal with emotion-laden conflict. As a result, our highly emotional states propel us to avoid conflicts or act in ways that exacerbate or prolong them. This is not good for the manager, employee, or organization.


The Costs of Workplace Conflict


I have more than three decades of experience as a labor and employment lawyer, working with the US government’s largest employers as well as Fortune 100 companies. I have also worked with policy makers in Afghanistan, legal aid workers in Uganda, and legal scholars and entrepreneurs in Nepal. In my work I have seen the prohibitive costs of conflict to individuals, organizations, and countries. I have experienced firsthand how small problems become big ones because of the fear of dealing with conflict. This fear of conflict contributes to mission failure, further erosion of the relationship, and contributes to legal actions, putting billions of dollars, missions, and reputations at risk. The costs of conflict in the workplace are significant and include litigation, organizational and monetary costs, and physical and emotional costs. The types of litigation include discrimination actions, labor disputes, whistleblowing, and retaliation cases. Poorly managed and unmanaged conflict manifests in some of the most damaging ways for workers and their organizations. Every organization should strive to bring every reasonable strategy to bear to tackle workplace conflict. The costs of doing otherwise are too high.


Lawsuits are one of the most damaging ways mismanaged conflict expresses itself. These include discrimination actions, labor disputes, whistleblowing, and retaliation cases. For example, in my experience, the overwhelming majority of discrimination complaints involve a dynamic that has more to do with clashing egos and personalities and less to do with discriminatory actions. To be clear, employment discrimination is not dead, and workers continue to experience discrimination in the workplace. It is also clear that, often, employees never report such actions for fear of retaliation or other harm. But the data show, and my experience affirms, that the vast majority of employment discrimination cases that are registered as formal complaints involve a nondiscriminatory conflict dynamic.


Even though organizations may prevail in a lawsuit, the costs to defend such lawsuits are significant.2 More important and more salient than the dollar cost is the damage to workers’ cohesion, trust, engagement, and productivity that flows from litigation. Lawyers take aggressive measures to vigorously represent and defend their clients. As a consequence, your time as a manager and your employees’ time will be devoured by scouring through old files to find relevant documents, being interviewed or deposed, and responding to discovery questions. The litigation diverts time and attention from the organization’s core mission. It airs the organization’s dirty laundry: unsavory facts are shared and spread like wildfire throughout the organization, to customers, and to the public at large. The #MeToo movement is an excellent example of how social media publicizes and amplifies disputes that, in the past, may have largely remained internal and hidden from public view. Organizations are subjected to embarrassment, ridicule, and public collective action such as boycotts.


Employees team up and take sides. Who’s for the company? Who’s for the complainant? Judgments are rendered in the court of employee opinion. The manager was in the wrong, and employees may try to avoid her or withhold their best efforts when working with her. Or employees decide that the complainant is lying and may ostracize him. Feelings are hurt. Individual and institutional reputations are damaged. Employees quit rather than continue to be mired in unresolved conflict. Work areas may be restructured to separate employees, requiring the moved employee to learn new tasks and work culture and develop new working relationships. (Caution: Moving employees after a discrimination complaint has been filed may be improper. You should get legal advice before undertaking such an action.) Morale plummets and productivity declines. Who can work effectively amid all this strife?


Managers spend between 20 percent and 40 percent of their time dealing with conflict. Of course, not all of this time is unproductive. Some of it is well spent if the manager is engaged in actions meant to help manage and resolve the dispute. Productive actions include clarifying the issues, exploring options, and developing solutions. More typical, however, is spending the manager’s and employee’s time unproductively because of a fear of dealing directly with the conflict.


Regardless of whether poorly handled conflict results in lawsuits or informal complaints, managers, complainants, and other employees caught up in the conflict drama bear an emotional and physical cost. This manifests as stress, anxiety, hypervigilance, loss of trust, even post-traumatic stress disorder. Employees feel angry and frustrated when conflict is not being resolved, and these emotions extend to others for not resolving it. Complaining parties take more sick days and for longer periods due to the stress and anxiety that come with the complexity and vulnerability of accusing others and upsetting the status quo. Managers also experience stress and anxiety from being accused of moral failures or illegal actions and spend mental and emotional energy reviewing and second guessing their decisions. (Of course, such feelings are warranted if, in fact, the manager engaged in such wrongdoing.) Employees enmeshed in conflict lose commitment to the job, spend less time at work, and decrease their effort.




ORGANIZATIONAL COSTS OF CONFLICT


» Absenteeism


» Attrition


» Homogenous decisions


» Litigation


» Reduced motivation and commitment


» Reduced productivity


» Strife and mistrust





Potential Benefits of a Confident Approach to Conflict


What would happen if you could feel more confident in approaching conflict rather than avoiding it? With that greater confidence, what might conflict or disagreement help you achieve?


It’s important to recognize that not all conflict is bad. Imagine a workplace without any conflict that arises from differences in worldviews, experience, perceptions, attitudes, and the like. Such homogeneity, while perhaps easing interpersonal workplace friction, comes at a cost, including poorer quality of decisions and less innovation.


Conflict, then, can be productive. According to psychologists Sal Capobianco and Mark David, both faculty members at Eckerd College, and court and family mediator Linda Kraus, some potential benefits of approaching conflict effectively range from improving creativity and collaboration to enabling higher-quality decision making and implementation, all of which contribute significantly to organizational success. Companies that succeed at innovation support the robust debate of issues because it enables people to collaboratively generate chains of ideas and develop a comprehensive view of projects, products, customers’ needs, and solutions to problems. Discussing competing ideas can involve conflict, and successfully working through conflict makes use of everyone’s expertise and creativity.




BENEFITS OF EFFECTIVE APPROACHES TO CONFLICT


» Enhanced decision quality


» Improved motivation, commitment, productivity


» More creative decisions


» Reduced absenteeism, attrition, litigation, strife


» Stronger collaboration


» Stronger personal relationships


» Improved creativity


» Increased innovation


» Greater gains from diversity


» Better collaboration


» Enhanced decision quality


» Superior implementation


» Stronger relationships among stakeholders





In a workplace with people from diverse backgrounds—and this is increasingly the case as globalization affects increasing numbers of organizations—misunderstandings may arise because of cultural or language differences. Yet this diversity leads to varied perspectives and competing ideas and, therefore, more creative and innovative decisions. Effectively engaging in and resolving misunderstanding arising from diversity can lead to high-performing work groups and the organizations they are part of.


Effective conflict management can help build stronger relationships with clients and vendors, among employees, and between managers and employees. Successfully working through problems helps strengthen relationships, builds confidence that future problems can be effectively tackled, and helps make the work environment less stressful and more enjoyable.


In my consulting work, I see people avoiding conflict far more often than managing it skillfully. People keep what they think to themselves and do not share their opinions, fearing what might happen instead of collaboration.


All the knowledge about costs and benefits in the world, however, won’t help if you do not have the skills to manage your emotions and behavior in the face of conflict. If you recall the story I told at the beginning of the introduction, I knew that anger and righteous indignation would not serve me well, yet I could not help myself. If we’re poor at emotional regulation—and I include myself here—how do we break out of emotional reactions during conflict? If we haven’t had training in emotional regulation, how do we break into a more effective approach that minimizes the costs and opens the door to benefits? The answer is to build our capacity for standing in the storm of conflict with greater resilience and wisdom.


Building the Capacity to Face Conflict with Resilience, Confidence, and Wisdom


Although we all have the capacity to step back from our emotions and choose our responses and actions wisely, none of us is born with these skills. Sometimes we learn them in the school of life, but sometimes the lessons are elusive. To learn these skills, we need to pay attention to our thoughts, emotions, and behaviors as they occur and reflect about the results we get. These attentions and reflections are challenging because we spend a lot of time in a kind of trance, engaged with thoughts about what we should have done or fears about the future.


A more direct approach is to engage in a program to build these mental and emotional muscles, much as you would work with a trainer at the gym or a running coach. And a more effective approach is to build the skills one step at a time, similar to how your first run would be a mile, not a marathon.


This book introduces, explains, and helps you work with the SNAP BC™ Method, a stepwise process that helps us build the mental and emotional muscles for working with conflict with greater resilience and confidence. It is a process for developing awareness and a mindful approach that helps us to snap out of unconscious and reactionary ways of responding to conflict. The approach addresses the domains of self-awareness, self-regulation, and adaptability. SNAP BC helps build competency in these domains, shown to be important in intelligently managing emotions. See the following Mindful Management of Self in Conflict graphic.
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The acronym SNAP BC stands for See It (S), Name It (N), Accept It (A), Pause (P), Breathe (B), and Choose It (C). Each of the following chapters explains an element of the method and gives multiple ways to practice the skill involved and prepare to use it during conflict. Exercises enable you to engage with the techniques in real time, and then I show you how to use the technique during a conflict situation. Some chapters include additional exercises to help support these practices.


My goal for this book is to empower managers to learn how to better manage themselves while in conflict in the workplace. Using mindfulness as the principle tool, the aim is for managers to navigate workplace conflict with greater self-awareness, self-regulation, understanding, and adaptability. In this way, managers can move from a place of reactivity, where conflict decisions lead to destructive organizational outcomes—such as reduced commitment and increased absenteeism—to a place of resilience, where decisions are characterized by greater insight and wisdom, in turn contributing to healthier organizational outcomes, including stronger relationships and enhanced decision quality. The SNAP BC approach is the path that will take you there.





Managing the Self in Conflict—BEFORE
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Managing the Self in Conflict—AFTER
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SNAP BC begins with “See it,” which uses mindfulness to begin the process of better managing ourselves in conflict. Many people are discovering the power of mindfulness as a means to be more productive and focused in getting work done successfully. However, mindfulness has benefits beyond productivity and focus. Through mindfulness, we can improve the quality of our interactions with our coworkers, increase present-moment awareness, and reduce stress.


Mindfulness might strike you as the latest buzzword in business and just another way of saying to “pay attention.” But it means more than paying attention. It means being aware of our experiences, observing them without judgment, and responding to internal or external events from a place of compassion and clarity, rather than living unconsciously. Mindfulness practices give us the opportunity to gain insight into our behaviors, negative patterns, and habitual ways of responding and then consciously make choices for change. In the workplace, mindfulness can help managers be more effective, build better teams, make fewer rash decisions that could damage their or their company’s reputation, and create strategies that can prevent conflict. As a result, managers and employees who practice mindfulness create a more positive work environment.


All those years ago, when I was wrongly accused of sexual harassment and was hostage to anger and righteous indignation, I would have benefited from even a little bit of emotional management. Being unable to help myself in the face of these strong emotions was a terrible feeling because, on reflection, I was able to see that my reactions and behavior were not serving my best interests. But during interviews, I didn’t think about managing my emotions. Instead, I thought about how I was being wronged and what might happen to my reputation. It was as if I were in a nightmare that I could not awaken from or in a trance.


Years after that incident, when my meditation and yogic studies to become a certified yoga instructor took me to India, I learned that the first step to developing those necessary emotional management skills was waking up from that trance and paying attention to what is going on inside me and in my environment. It lays the foundation for confidence, resilience, and wisdom. So we start with mindfulness in the first chapter before going on to each of the steps of the SNAP BC method.




 


CHAPTER ONE


Mindfulness—A Better Approach to Managing the Self in Conflict


Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced.


—JAMES BALDWIN, AUTHOR, POET, AND ACTIVIST


No change can occur without insight into our present behaviors. And that is only part of the equation. Having gained that insight, we must conclude that our behavior no longer serves our best interests and that a change is necessary. Thus, for change to occur, we must become aware of what we are doing, perceive the catalyst giving rise to our behavior, and realize that our present behavior will not help produce the results we want.


How is greater insight possible when we live so much of our lives unconsciously, on automatic pilot?


Living on Autopilot Is Pervasive


Most people live on autopilot—that state in which we principally are not acting with conscious awareness. It is a state characterized by a high degree of habitual action.


How much of our lives do we spend on autopilot? Think about it. When we wake up in the morning, our minds immediately switch on to begin planning the day. In the bathroom while brushing our teeth, our minds are already working out a solution to some business problem or preparing our children’s lunch. In the shower, we ruminate about yesterday’s meetings, arrange grocery lists, and rehearse for future speeches.


Do we taste the mintiness of the toothpaste or notice how our mouth feels revived? Do we feel the water on our skin, the soft lather from the soap, or the shampoo’s perfume as we massage it into our hair?


Taking that first sip of coffee, do we pause to notice its pleasingly bitter flavor and texture in our mouth, its warmth on our tongue? Going to the car to drive to work or walking to the subway station, did we notice the cloudless sky? The dew on the grass? The birdsong?


For most of us, the answer is probably not because so many of us spend too much time with our minds and bodies in different places, rather than the same place at the same time. Consequently, we live mindlessly and are not present in our lives. Instead, we have habituated our minds to spend time in the future or the past. This phenomenon is nothing new. Eastern traditions put the origins of the study of mindfulness at least twenty-five hundred years ago, and it likely finds its roots in an earlier history. Today, the worldwide interest in mindfulness is a testament to the fundamental challenge it addresses—pervasive mindlessness.


Mindlessness allows our minds to engage in mischief that harms others. Biases are allowed to bloom unchecked. Emotions run free without any control or regulation. Constant rumination produces stress and anxiety, shortening our life spans.


Mindlessness is not altogether our fault. Scientists have estimated that we are exposed to eleven million pieces of sensory information per second. That is to say, the brain is asked to process eleven million pieces of sensory data per second. Yet we are only consciously aware of processing forty pieces per second. That is much, much less than even 1 percent. Other researchers estimate that perhaps 80 percent of our thinking occurs outside of our conscious awareness. In either case, the percentage of information we are consciously aware of processing is a small number. Because of the many, many choices and decisions we have to make every day, conscious deliberation would be exhausting and potentially dangerous. Letting our unconscious minds do this work is necessary if we are to effectively operate in the world.
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