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Conflict happens. Disputes 
can arise between employ-
ees, board members, or col-

laborating partners. And if such is-
sues aren’t settled, bad things can 
happen. Good people quit. Rela-
tionships dissolve. Great organiza-
tions go under. This is more true 
today than ever before.

“In a world where relationships 
matter more than ever, mediation 
skills matter more than ever,” says 
Jeffrey Krivis, author of Improvi-
sational Negotiation (Jossey-Bass,  
josseybass.com, improvisationalne 
gotiation.com, firstmediation.com). 
“So it’s critical to learn the art of 
bringing harmony out of conflict.” 

What, exactly, is negotiation? 
Krivis says it’s reframing a situa-
tion so that people shift their po-
sitions in a way that makes reso-
lution possible. You needn’t be a 
certified mediator to settle a dis-
pute. You just need to understand 
some basics about human behav-
ior, practice the fine art of paying 
attention, and offer yourself up as 

a neutral party who wants to re-
solve the problem. To do so, use 
these insights from Krivis:

Let people tell their stories. 
When people are upset about 
something, they need to get their 
stories out. This is a basic principle 
of mediation, and one that’s impor-
tant to remember when resolving 
a conflict with an angry employee, 
board member, or other associ-
ate. Feeling they’ve “been heard” 
can dramatically change angry 
people’s outlooks. Plus, as they tell 
their stories, new information may 
come to light that allows a solution 
to emerge.

Learn to “read minds.” Mind 
reading isn’t magic. It’s a combina-
tion of observation and intuition, 
which is born of experience. You 

can learn a lot about how each 
party sees a dispute by paying at-
tention to body language and the 
emotional tone behind people’s 
words. Once you see things from 
their point of view, you can an-
ticipate how they might react and 
manage negotiations accordingly. 
(See “Three Quick Tricks for Read-
ing Minds” on page 13.)

When people are picking fly-
specks out of pepper, provide a 
reality check. Warring parties are 
often so focused on minutiae that 
they lose sight of the big picture. 
Pull their attention away from 
the grain of sand onto the whole 
beach.

Identify the true impediment. In 
every conflict, ask yourself: What’s 
the true motivating factor here? 
What’s really keeping this person 
from agreeing to a solution? Iden-
tifying the obstacle helps you pre-
dict how the person will respond to 
certain ideas, which will help you 
shape negotiations.

Think creatively about ways 
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Whether two employees are fighting or a disgruntled board member is on the verge of 
leaving, help solve the problem with these tricks of the trade.

Can We Call a Truce? 
Tips for Negotiating Workplace Conflicts

You have to get through 
the conflict phase to find 

the solution.
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people can cooperate rather than 
clash. In every negotiation, there’s 
tension between the desire to com-
pete and the desire to cooperate. 
Be on the lookout for signals that 
support a cooperative environ-
ment. That’s where the most cre-
ative solutions are born.

Edit the script. Help people see 
not someone “winning” but both 
parties working toward a mutual 
goal. One way to do so is to edit 
their scripts—retell their stories 
about the dispute in a positive, 
forward-looking way, giving them 
the words to see their options in a 
new light.

Avoid the “winner’s curse” by 
carefully pacing negotiation. It’s 
possible to reach a solution too 
quickly. We all have an inner clock 
that lets us know how long a ne-
gotiation should take. When a deal 
seems too easy, a kind of buyer’s 
remorse can set in, leaving people 
with second thoughts about the 
outcome. Don’t rush the dance or 
the negotiation will fail.

Realize that every conflict can’t 
be solved. There are times you 
have to accept that both parties are 
going to leave the table unhappy. 
You’ll know in your gut when that 
time has arrived. Isolate the partici-
pants if possible, and move on. 
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three Quick tricks for reading Minds
Knowing what people are thinking and feeling can help you build rap-

port and resolve conflicts. Here are a few tips from master mediator Jef-
frey Krivis to get you started:

Notice body language cues. People can tell you a lot about what they’re 
thinking and feeling without ever saying a word. When they fidget or fail 
to make eye contact, they may be feeling insecure. When they turn their 
body away from you, keep their arms crossed, and display facial tension, 
they’re probably on the defensive. When they cast their eyes downward 
or to the left, they’re most likely deceiving you.

Listen carefully to determine people’s “type.” Then speak their lan-
guage. According to the principles of Neuro-Linguistic Programming 
(NLP), there are three types of people: visual, auditory, and kinesthetic, 
depending on how they learn best. When you know what categories peo-
ple fall into, you can build rapport with them.

Visual people say things like “Can we look into this further?” and “I’m 
getting a clearer picture now.”

Auditory types might say “I hear you loud and clear” or “Now that 
you’ve voiced your opinion, here’s what would resonate with me.” 

Kinesthetic people tend to say such things as, “That feels right to me” 
or “I’m not grasping what you’re telling me.” If people seem emotionally 
“shut down,” they’re probably kinesthetic types as well.

“The words people use reveal a lot about how they make sense of the 
world around them,” says Krivis. Determine what learning focus peo-
ple have, and you can connect with them by using the same words and 
phrases they use. 

Use props to put people at ease and draw them out. In his confer-
ence room, Krivis has an electric guitar signed by Bob Dylan. When a 
person immediately notices it, Krivis knows that person’s an “auditory.” 
“Visuals” are drawn to his crystal ball. “Kinesthetics” seem to be snared 
by his pictures of President John F. Kennedy (who tends to evoke strong 
emotion in people) and a touching photo of people holding hands at Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr.’s funeral.

These props serve several purposes, says Krivis. Yes, they help him 
identify people’s learning styles so he can bond with them and negotiate 
more effectively. But also, props serve as icebreakers. “Whether you’re 
a mediator or not, it’s a good idea to put people at ease or make them 
laugh,” he notes. “It’s just a matter of social grace.”

Be on the lookout for 
signals that support a 

cooperative environment.


