MELANIE STURM

How to Have Productive Conflict
Key Skills for Effective Communication

Conflict is often seen as something to avoid or fear, but when approached correctly, it can
become a powerful tool for personal growth and collaboration. It's not about “winning” the
argument, but about reaching mutually respectful understandings where differing perspectives
are valued, and resolutions are clarifying.

Whether at work, in personal relationships, or within society, the ability to engage in productive
conflict is a crucial skill for building understanding and trust, strengthening relationships and
yielding better solutions. Learning how to navigate conflict constructively can transform
challenging situations into opportunities for collaboration and problem-solving. Practice these
Skills to approach difficult conversations with empathy and understanding:

Listen with the Intent to Understand: Listening with the intent to understand is
crucial for comprehending both the words and the emotions behind them.
1) Active Listening: Focus fully on the speaker without interrupting.

e Example: In a meeting, you listen intently to a colleague's idea without
planning your response while they speak. When your colleague has
finished, you can:

= Recognize their feelings: “I can hear that you're frustrated with the
new policy, and | understand how it can feel overwhelming to adjust
to changes so quickly.”
= Validate their concerns, even if you don’t agree with everything: “/
see your point about the budget constraints and | agree we need to
be mindful of that.”
2) Reflective Listening: Paraphrase what they say to confirm understanding.
= “So, you’re saying you feel the project timing is too tight, right?”
3) Ask Clarifying Questions: Instead of declaring your opinion, ask open-ended
questions to gain a deeper understanding of their viewpoint.
= “Can you explain a bit more about how you think this policy will
impact the students in the long term?”
4) Control Emotional Reactions: Stay calm and open-minded, even in
disagreement.

e Example: When someone criticizes your idea, pause before responding.
Rather than reacting immediately, ask a clarifying question to explore their
concerns:

= ‘I hear your concerns about the proposal. Could you help me
understand which aspects you feel might not work as intended?”
5) Pay Attention to Nonverbal Cues: Be aware of tone, body language, and facial
expressions for deeper understanding.

e Example: Notice if a colleague’s arms are crossed, which may indicate

defensiveness, even if they’'re speaking calmly.



II.  Finding Common Ground: Build a foundation for mutual understanding and
collaboration
1) Seek Shared Values or Goals: Identify mutual beliefs or interests.
= “We both want this project to succeed, so let's focus on how we can
work together to achieve that.”
2) Acknowledge Valid Points: Recognize when the other person makes a valid
point, even if you disagree overall.
= “You make a good point about the budget concerns. | hadn’t
considered that aspect fully.”
3) Shift to Collaborative Language by Using “We”: By focusing on shared goals,
we can transform the conversation into a partnership, rather than a contest.
= “How can we collaborate on this issue?”
3) Empathize: Understand their perspective and validate their feelings.
= ‘I can see why you’d feel frustrated with the delays, and I'm sorry
we’re in this situation.”

[ll.  Sharing Perspectives Constructively: Express your viewpoint in a way that invites
cooperation:
1) Use “I” Statements: Share your feelings and thoughts without accusing.
= ‘I feel concerned when decisions are made without input from
parents, as it affects their sense of involvement and support for
changes.”
2) Be Curious, Not Defensive: Approach the conversation with a mindset of
learning, not winning.
= “I'm interested to hear more about your experience with this
approach. Can you walk me through it?”
3) Tell Personal Stories: Share experiences to make your point relatable.
= ‘I had a similar situation in the past, and what helped me was
breaking down the tasks into smaller steps.”
4) Adapt to Your Audience: Present your ideas in a way that aligns with their values.
e Example: If your colleague values efficiency, focus on how your solution will
save time and effort.
= “This new system could save teachers time, allowing them to focus
more on engaging with students and less on administrative tasks.”
5) Find a Balance Between Speaking and Listening: Make sure the conversation
remains reciprocal, not one-sided.
= After sharing your view, ask, “What do you think? How does this
align with your perspective?”
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