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Bad Blood

Dealing with 
conflict in the 

workplace



As that iconic philosopher Taylor Swift reminds us, when behaviour and communication go bad in the workplace, it 
can mean some Bad Blood.   

We’re often subject to human foibles like Liam's loud chewing. Or Lauren’s leg jiggling when she talks. Or 
Lachlan's tendency to use the word "like" in every sentence.

Plus, it’s possible that your endearing habit of whistling through your teeth may not be quite as charming to others. 
All these little idiosyncrasies in a workplace could lead to a bit of frustration. And that’s before we even start talking 
about work!

The presence of "Bad Blood" can detract from our ability to do our work effectively. So how can we harness the 
positive and minimise the negative? We’ve rounded up some hints about how to do just that.

Hint number 1: Find the sweet spot in your approach 

Talking to someone senior, older, or wiser than you can be daunting. It's natural to be nervous. It's also natural to 
be over-confident to show you're smart. Finding the sweet spot can be tough!

There are some things you can do to minimise these feelings and behaviours.

If you need to speak to someone in a more senior role about an issue, tie your point to a business issue. Focus on 
what you’re trying to achieve for the business or clients. Explain what you believe the impacts will be if the actions 
that concern you continue.

Keep your language open and use ‘what ifs’ rather than definitive statements. That way if the person you’re 
speaking to doesn’t react well, you have room to move rather than drawing a firm line.

And if you’re approaching your manager, consider your timing. If they’re under pressure, they’re less likely to be 
open to your suggestions.

Hint number 2: Conflict isn’t always a bad thing 

Conflict in the workplace is inevitable. There are issues around the allocation of tasks, possibilities for promotion, 
and the general to and fro of dealing with other humans.

Healthy conflict can be positive. Good business outcomes, strengthening team trust, and personal pride are all 
good reasons for conflict. Workplaces can’t be uniformly happy. It’s not only an impossibility to have a completely 
harmonious workforce, but also a danger to business growth and innovation.
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By creating a conflict-averse work environment, businesses lose those people who feel safe to express their 
opinions or speak up if they spot risks in plans or assumptions.

The last thing you want is people who sit in their silos, nodding along in time to keep the peace. Healthy conflict 
helps us to develop alternative solutions and escape this ‘Groupthink’.

Hint number 3: Consider other people’s motivations 

Watching two people in a meeting with opposing views can feel awkward for others. But these tensions shouldn’t 
be viewed as two ends of a rope in an all-out tug of war.

Instead, view them as part of the business puzzle and seek options that will solve it, keeping the overall goal of the 
business in mind.

If we normalise healthy and robust discussions, then we’re much less likely to become defensive and much more 
likely to have productive outcomes.

Instead of producing friction that drags productivity down, teams should be made feel safe and able to express 
their opinions in discussion groups. Plus, we need to focus on the primary end goal – the good of the business.

Hint number 4: It’s ok to show some emotion 

We’ve all had those times when, despite everything, we feel ourselves getting emotional about an issue. That’s 
normal. It’s human. And the worst option is to rush from the room, scattering tears and tissues in your wake.

We tend to back away from situations that we think will raise emotions. We don’t believe displaying emotions in a 
workplace is appropriate. And in certain cases, of course, that’s true – there’s no place for lashing out in anger or 
threatening violence at work.

However, if you feel yourself getting emotional, don’t feel as though you must leave the room. Even if you get 
teary, you could say “I’m feeling emotional because this matters to me”, or “You can see how invested I am in this 
issue”. The risk of emotion is no reason to avoid a conflict or raise something important.

An organisation that has fostered an environment encouraging collaboration and ‘productive friction’ would have 
created a safe space for emotions, without the subsequent bad blood.

In this environment, passion for your project should be the norm, not the exception.

Hint number 5: Have the difficult conversation 

The thought of having to speak to that colleague about their disturbing personal habits or their practice of regularly 
talking over you in meetings probably makes you cringe. 

But putting up with low grade stressors is bad for you, for morale and in the long term, for the business. 

If you really don’t have the words for difficult conversations, books such as Alison Green’s excellent Ask a Manager 
will give you some examples of how to express your concerns.
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There are some steps you can take to communicate and manage conflicts with others. When it comes to 
behavioural annoyances, this includes asking yourself what it is about your colleague that bothers you; meeting 
with the person and communicating clearly and honestly with them about the issues; listening respectfully and 
without judgment, and seeking a compromise.

If you don’t feel comfortable meeting with them one-on-one, a trusted colleague could be asked to moderate.

However, it may simply be that despite best efforts, there is a co-worker that you can’t deal with. If this is 
affecting your work performance or your mental health, it’s important to escalate this through whatever the 
process is in your organisation.

Final thoughts 

The secret to success in any communication is to understand different perspectives, and respectfully challenge 
other team members in their thinking. This is an important part of completing activities involving problem-solving 
and critical thinking. Such as in management review, method development, and working through a non-
conformance.

The key is for managers to eliminate unproductive friction and foster trust within their teams or workgroups. By 
encouraging contributions to business solutions, businesses can retain talented staff members and attract new 
ones.

Does your business encourage productive friction?

Or is it geared more towards everyone fitting in and getting along?

We’d love to hear your thoughts! Email info@masmanagementsystems.com.au and let us know where your 
business fits on the harmony scale.
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