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Powerful Phrases for Dealing with Workplace Conflict is an essential 
resource to help you destress your workday, foster collaboration, 

and calm difficult customers. 

MASTER ANY 
WORKPLACE 

CONFLICT
WITH CONFIDENCE AND EASE, HAVE LESS DRAMA, 

BETTER RESULTS, AND THRIVE AT WORK.
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“Buy a copy for every coworker you interact with. It’s that essential. 
The twelve GOATS alone are worth the cost of the book.”

*+&,-'.)/$01  
author of The Song of Significance

“Your must-have roadmap for courageous conversations at work. 
Karin Hurt and David Dye give you the tools, techniques, and 
inspiration to turn stress and frustration into career-defining 
moments of leadership and innovation.”

*2)"$&'34#"51''
executive education faculty at Columbia Business School  

and WSJ best-selling author of The Long Game

“You get better at conflict to make things better. It’s a profound 
paradox. Every working relationship will have a moment when it 
breaks. This book helps you not just to get through it but to improve 
the way you work together.”

*6$7-#&4'890:#;'+,#0$&"1''
author of The Coaching Habit and  
How to Work with (Almost) Anyone

“Mastering conflict is a disruptor’s superpower, and Karin Hurt and 
David Dye are your guides as to how. They promise twelve powerful 
go-to phrases on dealing with conflict but deliver an astounding 
three hundred. This isn’t just a book I recommend; I’m keeping it 
within arm’s reach. Exceptionally practical, potentially transforma-
tive. Wow!”

*<-$,0&;'=)-0%)01''
CEO at Disruption Advisors, top 10 management thinker,  

Thinkers50, WSJ best-selling author of Disrupt Yourself



“Karin Hurt and David Dye’s new book beautifully provides what is 
missing in virtually all books on conflict and conflict management: 
they provide a plethora of very specific examples of how choosing 
and then using particular words and phrases can make a huge dif-
ference in being able to resolve any conflict situation with others at 
work. They provide readers with the most effective verbal and non-
verbal tools for keeping their challenging conversations going and 
thus creating an engaging and sustained setting in which all per-
sons are more likely to ask the key questions, actively listen to one 
another’s different perspectives, and then propose creative solu-
tions so everyone can get their most important needs met in the 
conflict situation.”

*>#4?-'@A'B$4C#001'!-21''
author of Mastering the Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode  

Instrument (TKI) and coauthor of the TKI assessment tool

“Thank goodness. This book addresses questions people often want 
to ask but don’t and gives answers and guidance that are practical 
and real. There’s lots of researched-based data, which lends credibil-
ity. And there’s also experience-based and proven processes and 
models that lend reality. Many times, data doesn’t quite cross over 
from theory and aspiration to keeping it real! Big thanks to Karin 
Hurt and David Dye for a book that will help build skills and 
effectiveness.”

*.4)"$#'D.4)E'3),,)01  
strategic leadership coach, pro-inclusionist,  
and collaborative author of Lead from Within

“Powerful Phrases for Dealing with Workplace Conflict is a fabulous 
resource for everyone who works with anyone. Why? Because no 
matter who you are or where you work, conflict happens—and 
Karin Hurt and David Dye want you to be prepared. (Psst: chap-
ter 3 is worth the price of the book!)”

*B&0'84#07-#"/1''
coauthor of The New One Minute Manager  

and Simple Truths of Leadership
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You can’t avoid conflict. 
When there are problems to solve and people who care 

(and there are so many things to care about), you’ll face con-
flict. And if you want to have more success, influence, and joy 
in your work, you’ve got to navigate it well. But conflict is hard. 
You weren’t born knowing the perfect words to say when 
you’re angry, dealing with a jerk, or when someone calls your 
game-changing idea “stupid.”

You probably didn’t learn practical, productive approaches 
to conflict in school. And, if you’re like most of us, you grew 
up watching role models sometimes really screw it up. You’ve 
had some conflicts not go so well yourself, and you don’t like 
how that feels. We hate that feeling too. 

That’s the reason for this book: to give you practical commu-
nication techniques to successfully navigate conflict at work. 
And when you do, you’ll get better results, build trust, have 
more influence, and collaborate better with your coworkers. 

!"#$%&'(')*+,-$$"*+

When Tim, our publisher, called and said, “Hey, we need a 
book to help people deal with today’s challenging and com-
plex workplace conflicts. Want to write it?” our first reaction 
was, “Yeah, sure. Makes sense. We can do that.”

After all, we’ve been traveling the world shoving all brands 
of “diaper genies” into overhead compartments of planes for 
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nearly a decade. (“Don’t worry, it’s clean,” we always assure the 
surprised flight attendant.) And we’ve spent many hours walk-
ing jet-lagged around the streets the night before a keynote 
asking, “Hast du einen windeleimer?” or “Yǒu mài niàobù 
tǒng de ma?” (Do you have a diaper pail for sale?) 

If you’re not familiar with these stink-containing contrap-
tions, you take a stinky diaper, put it in the genie, give it a 
twist, and plastic envelops the diaper so tight it doesn’t stink. 
But, of course, the stink is still there, which you know if you’ve 
ever had the pleasure of emptying one of those long 
plastic-wrapped bundles of joy.

We’re big believers that with workplace conflict, if you can’t 
smell it, you can’t solve it. And while we think these contrap-
tions are a great invention for parents and babies, metaphor-
ical genies can derail your influence and impact and destroy 
trust. So, “Yes, let’s do it” was our first answer.

But, when we thought more deeply about actually writing 
the book, we had to ditch our own metaphorical genie and 
ask ourselves hard questions. How good are we at navigating 
conflict at work? Are we really qualified to write this book? As 
a married couple writing books together and running an 
international leadership development firm in the turbulence 
of a global pandemic and beyond, we’re in a constant dance 
of conflict and collaboration. A few examples from our con-
versations with one another:

“I know you really want to take on this new strategic proj-
ect, but that’s not in our plan. I’ve got a ton on my plate right 
now, and there’s no way I can do all the things.” 

“Hey, don’t you realize how much work went into this? How 
about a bit more appreciation?” 

“Don’t tell me it’s a stupid idea! First of all, it’s brilliant. And 
would you ever talk to anyone on our team that way? Maybe 
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read your own book on Courageous Cultures and respond with 
regard the next time.”

Of course, in our “workplace,” the stakes of a mismanaged 
conflict are high. Disagreements and hurt feelings don’t turn 
off just because it’s time to go to bed.

Like you, we wish workplace conflict was easier. 
And so, we said yes. Not because we do conflict perfectly all 

the time, but because we know how challenging conflict is and 
how important it is for you to have practical skills and tools to 
do this well.

./0'1$')*+,2"3%'4(#56

The problem starts in your head. Your brain makes conflict 
hard because it treats every conflict as life or death. These 
instincts help when staring down a bear (either hide, fight, 
team up, or pretend you’re dead). But for workplace conflict, 
those responses just make a gnarly situation worse. And, if 
you’re like most people, you hope other people get you and 
maybe even like you. You want to feel safe and included. But 
your brain’s survival instincts and fear of rejection are a lit-
tle extra in a conversation about how your hybrid team pol-
icies aren’t working or that nasty mess in the breakroom 
microwave.

And yet, when it comes to navigating workplace conflict and 
fostering collaboration, the stakes are high for you, for us, and 
for the world we are all building for our children. In this tur-
bulent changing world with its messy, imperfect humans, you 
can’t always predict what you’ll show up to, but you can always 
choose how you show up. This book gives you choices so you 
can be more confident, ditch the metaphorical “diaper genie,” 
show up with curiosity, and have conversations that matter.
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We almost cut this section because the simple answer is, “Read 
it and use it.” But there are a few quick pointers that can help. 
If you feel skeptical about whether this book is for you, read 
Karin’s favorite chapter, the “What Abouts” in chapter 2. After 
that, section II has everything you need to set yourself up for 
success with any workplace conflict, including how to surface 
the conversation everyone wants to avoid and our GOAT 
(greatest of all time) Powerful Phrases. If you’ve picked up 
this book because you’re in an ACE (acute conflict emer-
gency), the table of contents will direct you to where you can 
get some quick advice. Of course, once you’ve aced your ACE, 
you can go back and get the foundations. 

And, because navigating workplace conflict for greater 
influence and impact isn’t just something you read about, it’s 
something you do, we’ve built a vault of free resources and 
tools you can download to make these conversations even eas-
ier: templates, job aids, bonus content, team conversation 
starters, a book group facilitator guide, and a deeper dive into 
the research that grounds this book. We encourage you to use 
(and share) these resources to support your journey.
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People have had conflict with one another since, well, there 
have been people. But to give you the most useful tools, we 
wanted to find out what’s happening now. So, we created the 
World Workplace Conflict and Collaboration Survey 
(WWCCS) to ask people around the world whether they’re 
experiencing more (or less) conflict at work, what’s causing 
those changes, and the effects of workplace conflict. We also 
asked about significant conflicts they’ve experienced and 
what advice they would give their former self if faced with that 
conflict again. At the time of writing, we’ve heard from over 
five thousand people in more than forty-five countries and all 
fifty of the United States. 
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If it feels like you’re experiencing more conflict at work over 
the past few years, you’re not alone. Seventy percent of the 
people in our research say that they’re experiencing the same 
or more conflict at work. And of the 30 percent who said 
they’ve experienced less conflict, most of this group say they 
have less conflict because they changed jobs, are working 
from home, or escaped challenging people. We’d bet that in 
a lot of these circumstances, those changes made it more 
peaceful for that individual, but the workplace didn’t improve, 
nor did anyone get better at conflict. Let’s look at what’s fuel-
ing this conflict and making it more intense.

:M[W]ZKM�+MV\MZ�)^IQTIJTM�
5Ia���������



<-#,'6#5&%'<)"5?4#7&'3)0(4$7,'+)'3-#44&0:$0:V L

348(%F($49D9(M7D9(#7:CI/N6(56(37DOPQ

HR&"S-&4C1'T9"0)9,1'90/&"%,#_$0:' Z`a
!))"'C#0#:&C&0,'?"#7,$7&%' Z`a
!#0/&C$7\"&4#,&/'C&0,#4'-&#4,-1'#0^$&,;' Zba
P&%%',)4&"#07&1'90/&"%,#0/$0:'()"'),-&"%' Zca
P&%%'C),$R#,&/'S)"5()"7&' Zca
G9"T94&0,'&7)0)C;' bda
2$%7"$C$0#,$)0' bea

f22667)4+%1.5.4+/1,).8$/1.&.$8)'4)1")1*%$$)5+',$,9

! "# $% &'(#)$#* & "+ &,+ &-+.$#!, "+ &$.(+(/0
The pandemic sped up changes in the workforce. More than 
ever before, people want meaning in their work.1 And work 
itself is changing. The survey results citing continued over-
whelm, economic instability, lower levels of motivation, and 
poor management are symptoms of this upheaval. Larger 
organizations have people scattered across seven different 
time zones. In a world of remote work, many of these people 
have never met each other in person. If you’re in a matrixed 
organization, it gets more complicated. Lines of responsibility 
can be fuzzy, and your priorities or incentives might clash with 
your coworkers’ goals. But you need your coworkers’ help to 
succeed at your job. That’s a conflict cocktail.

Since the pandemic, many industries find it more challeng-
ing than ever to attract and keep talent. Employees in the 
education, healthcare, service, and hospitality industries say 
they’re sick and tired of rude and hostile customers, students, 
and patients, grueling hours, and impossible demands. And 
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customers complain about long waits, poor service, apathetic 
staff, and tip creep. Another potent conflict cocktail.

The pandemic-inspired shift to remote work and hybrid 
teams left many people longing for deeper human connec-
tion. And even for those who’ve returned to the office (or 
never left in-person work), a few years of social distancing left 
many of us feeling unmoored. Many organizations are still 
wrestling with the new reality of remote and hybrid work-
forces. Managers are relearning how to lead and support their 
teams. Teammates are figuring out how to build meaningful 
relationships and get work done. These rapid changes and 
missing human connections fuel conflict and make it harder 
to solve.

1,+%$/". 2 #$ 3 ,!$% &/$+!,3 &4$,3!4 &,+% &,+5 "$ ! 0
As mask mandates, stay-at-home orders, and online-only 
schooling fade into the rearview mirror, it’s easy to forget the 
pandemic’s disruption on nearly every aspect of life. But the 
COVID-19 pandemic traumatized many people and left scars. 
The social isolation bruised our psyches. “Choosing our bub-
ble” of people created “us” and “them” dynamics that politics 
and social media made worse. For many, the pandemic’s 
hypervigilance, anxiety, and stress created lasting mental 
health challenges.2 For others, the resentment of mandates 
and loss of personal freedoms created another kind of fear 
and anxiety.

Take the increase in anxiety, stress, and depression, mix in 
the loss of human relationships, and you get more workplace 
conflict. And it’s more intense. In chapter 3 we’ll look at why 
human connection is so important for navigating conflict. For 
now, it’s enough to say that all the isolation and loneliness 
people experienced isn’t helping.
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We were sad to read WWCCS comments about alarming dis-
crimination and lack of tolerance or inclusion. For many, 
these trends are getting worse. The pandemic sped up social 
change and intensified social media impacts, igniting con-
flict between people and groups and even families. You can’t 
keep that tension out of the workplace. Let’s break this down 
a bit.

!"#$%&'()$"*&+,"-./
When things change fast or change in big ways, people freak 
out. Rapid change, major change, and unexpected changes 
can all increase the likelihood and intensity of conflict.3 The 
pandemic was certainly an “all of the above” with rapid, 
major, and unexpected change. But it also happened along-
side several other major changes. Social justice movements 
reached new levels of unrest and action. Thankfully, as a 
result, many people and organizations around the world 
have increased their commitment to diversity, equity, inclu-
sion, and belonging. 

At the same time, we see other troubling changes: an 
increase in visible white nationalism,4 and global warming 
with concurrent droughts, fires, and floods.5 Incredible leaps 
in artificial intelligence threaten to completely upend certain 
industries and careers. Sudden, significant change often 
leaves people feeling confused, anxious, and uncertain. You 
can see the consequences at work. One such example is the 
Society for Human Resource Management’s analysis of social 
change and conflict resolution: compared to previous years, 
44 percent of HR professionals report intensified political vol-
atility at work in 2020; in 2016, only 26 percent reported 
increased political volatility compared to prior elections.6 



!)S&"(94'!-"#%&%'()"'2&#4$0:'S$,-'<)"5?4#7&'3)0(4$7,T

'()$"*&0/%$"
Social media thrives on conflict. These companies make their 
money from advertising and so do everything they can to keep 
people interacting with their platforms. One of the easiest 
ways to get people to interact is to push their anger and out-
rage buttons. This is due to what journalist and author Johann 
Hari, in his best-selling book Stolen Focus, describes as a quirk 
of human behavior. “On average,” he writes, “we will stare at 
something negative and outrageous for a lot longer than . . . 
something positive and calm.” It’s called negativity bias. Hari 
sums it up: “If it’s more enraging, it’s more engaging.” 

Consistent exposure to this version of reality changes peo-
ple. If you “expose yourself for hours a day to the disconnected 
fragments of shrieking and fury that dominate social media, 
your thoughts will start to be shaped like that . . . [you’re] less 
able to hear more tender and gentle thoughts.”7 Social media 
hurts many people’s ability to hear nuance, assume the best, 
and have a friendly conversation with other human beings. 
And these trends bleed over into the workplace. 

A*"3-$'*,'BCD-#"-+3-

Besides the global survey, we’ve also read and talked with 
hundreds of business and thought leaders to ask them for 
their experiences and wisdom about workplace conflict. 
Throughout the book, you’ll find some of these insights in 
sidebars like this one from accountability expert Nate Regier. 
He calls us to struggle “with,” rather than “against,” so our 
conflict creates and builds a better future.
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We don’t share these causes of conflict to discourage you. The 
point is to understand where the conflict comes from and why 
it’s happening. When you consider your colleague might be 
dealing with a ton of unnerving change, it gets easier to show 
up with compassion and curiosity and look for meaningful 
solutions. 

Nine percent of our WWCCS respondents said the reason 
they’re experiencing less conflict at work is “improved com-
munication.” Well, that’s a start. Well-intentioned, care-filled 
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words make a difference. And 32 percent of respondents who 
report less conflict at work attribute the decrease to “improved 
communication.” That’s our hope for you too—more choices 
in your communication leading to improved relationships, 
less stress, and better results.
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F t this point, you probably have a few “what about” ques-
tions on your mind. Let’s start with some of the most 

frequently asked questions about conflict from participants in 
our training and keynote programs. If you have more, head 
to our Conflict and Collaboration Resource Center and drop 
us a note. If there’s anything we want to encourage, it’s speak-
ing up and talking about your concerns. 

E*7-#,G2'E/#($-$&'#-(2206'1<L'$;-D%"3(2M''
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There are many guides out there that claim to offer you a 
script for an entire conversation. Which of course won’t work 
because: human beings. Every workplace conflict has nuance. 
You can’t know exactly what you’ll show up to or what the 
other person will say next. 
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We also know how many times our clients have asked us to 
“please just give me the exact words I can use.” And those 
words, many of them based on the “advice for myself” compo-
nent of our research, work like magic—repeatedly, across 
industries, with people at all levels of the organization, all 
over the world. But these aren’t conversation scripts. They’re 
Powerful Phrases that open the door for a meaningful 
conversation. 

So, you’re right, in that there are almost no “perfect words” 
for every situation except maybe “thank you,” “I apologize,” 
and “do not put that up your nose” (an unusual Powerful 
Phrase that rarely works but must still be said. Or shouted. 
Usually after it’s too late). Apart from those, it’s what the 
words do that matter most—not the words themselves. What 
the words do is carry meaning, create change, and build rela-
tionships by opening the door to a meaningful conversation.

The Powerful Phrases you’ll find in this book are words you 
can use exactly as written, if that’s comfortable for you. We will 
also give you the reasons they work and the intent behind 
them. So, when they don’t fit your personality or the situation 
exactly, you can adapt and find your own Powerful Phrase that 
carries the same meaning, creates the changes, and builds the 
relationship. (And when you do, we’d love to hear it. Please 
share it with us in the Resource Center.)

In chapter 3 you’ll learn how to navigate the four dimen-
sions common to most conflict conversations. As you read 
through any Powerful Phrase in this book, we invite you to 
consider how the other person might respond, and then how 
you can respond to guide the conversation through these four 
dimensions.
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There’s a lot of traditional workplace communication wisdom 
that gets passed on but makes little sense—or just plain won’t 
work in different scenarios. Most of these suggestions 
improved what came before and helped in their time. 
Unfortunately, time has stolen their power, and these old 
standbys are often punch lines (for good reason).

“I” statements and sandwich feedback are two examples. 
And if you’re unfamiliar with these, don’t worry. You won’t 
find them here because they’re too easily misunderstood and 
misused. But before we dismiss these two bits of feedback his-
tory, here’s a quick look at where they came from and when 
they’re useful.

First, the old-school “I” statement. This is where you don’t 
talk about the other person. Instead, you focus on your expe-
rience, starting with an “I” statement. Something like, “I am 
frustrated, my team can’t get our work done, and we can’t get 
you the funding when we don’t have your data.”

The value of the “I” statement is that it focuses on your 
experience. And there’s a ton of research that suggests start-
ing a feedback conversation with your experience is a good 
idea.1 The problem comes because most people just remem-
ber the “I” part of the statement and not the intent behind it. 
So, they say things like “I can’t believe you’re being such a 
jerk!”

Well, technically, that begins with “I”—but really, it’s still 
about the other person. And then, when they try to fix it, the 
sentence contorts into something that would give your high 
school writing teacher nightmares: “I can’t believe that you, 
uh, I mean, I feel like you’re a big jerk. Wait. I want you to stop 
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being such a jerk. Nope, that’s not it. Ugh. Okay, how about I 
just want you to leave me alone, let me get my work done, and 
stop being such a jerk? Okay?”

The other feedback technique that people love to hate is 
called sandwich feedback. You’ve got something potentially 
difficult to say, so rather than just say it, you sandwich it. 
Good-bad-good. 

People not-so-lovingly refer to this as a sh** sandwich. 
Great alliteration, but not so useful for meaningful conversa-
tions. The sandwich has two problems when you use it to start 
a conversation. First, your message gets lost. The person 
focuses on one compliment and misses the meaningful mid-
dle. The second problem is that the sandwich feels insincere 
and manipulative. “She said something nice. Great, what did 
I do wrong this time?”

Now, when someone asks you for your feedback, yes, rein-
force something they’re doing well and give them an idea to 
work on. Otherwise, save the sandwiches for lunch. We’ll 
avoid the confusion and lost opportunities in these tech-
niques and give you some easier ways to open the conversa-
tion in chapter 4. 
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Ouch. We’re sorry to hear the situation is that bad. And you 
are not alone. We’ve heard so many stories of conflict with 
managers in the WWCCS. We want to encourage you to know 
that there is hope. Many times, we can talk ourselves into 
helplessness and feel like a victim of circumstances before we 
try having a conversation and asking for what we want. 
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It’s easy to create stories about the other person and won-
der how they could be so clueless, selfish, or inconsiderate, 
when really, they’re just doing the best they can. Our conver-
sation creates a chance for change. Nothing changes if you 
stay silent. 

True, you can speak up and the circumstances might not 
change. But you still come out ahead in three ways. First, you 
have developed your skill and courage. Both improve with 
practice. The next time you need to have a conversation like 
this, you’ll be more ready for it. 

The second benefit is that you may learn something you 
didn’t know. Maybe that person isn’t inconsiderate. Maybe 
they have a competing set of priorities you didn’t understand 
(and yes, there’s a Powerful Phrase for that—see chapter 12). 
The third change when you learn nothing new, and circum-
stances don’t change, is that now you have real data about 
your workplace and you learn that it may not be a good fit for 
you. Sometimes removing yourself is the best solution (see 
chapter 7 for more). Now you know.
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Yes, everyone needs to read this book. Please contact us for 
bulk discounts.
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Just kidding. Sort of.
While we would love everyone at work to read and use these 

Powerful Phrases, you can absolutely use them on your own, 
whether or not the other person knows them. We will walk you 
through the process of conflict conversations, give you the 
words to use, and explain the reasons to use them. These 
aren’t hacks or manipulations. They always maintain the dig-
nity and humanity of everyone involved. And yes, when the 
other person also knows these techniques, you’ll both be able 
to work through meaningful conflict more quickly.

9/-#-'(#-'$*'L(+0'E*7-#,G2'E/#($-$'"+'%/"$'Q**;M'
4*7'3(+'1'D*$$"Q20'#-L-LQ-#'%/-L'(22'(+5'G$-'%/-L'
7/-+'1'+--5'%/-L6

Short answer: you can’t remember them all (unless you’re 
Italian Andrea Muzii, current World Memory Champion) and 
you don’t need to. Use the book as a reference and plan your 
strategy. If you want to memorize a few Powerful Phrases, the 
twelve greatest of all time in chapter 3 will serve you well. 
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< e’ve established that you can’t script influence and we 
can’t possibly give you a phrase for every single work-

place conflict. But no matter what conflict you face, there will 
always be four dimensions that will make it productive. Every 
Powerful Phrase in this book addresses one of these dimen-
sions. And, when you run into a challenging situation or 
coworker conflict that’s not in the book, you can start with one 
of these four dimensions to figure out what to say next. Let’s 
look at each one and how it shows up in your conflicts.
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Workplace conflict always involves people—and every conflict 
gets easier the more you know one another, understand one 
another’s perspectives, and see one another as human beings. 
Imagine that you’re in a clash with a coworker named Joe. 
You’ve come together to talk about it. Joe opens the conversa-
tion with a Powerful Phrase: “I really care about you and this 
project, and I’m confident we can find a solution we can all 
work with.” 

Well, if Joe’s basically a good guy, who got you out of a bind 
last year when your little boy was sick . . . and, oh yeah, just last 
week he told your boss you’re a rock star at pivot tables (that 
sure was nice of him), that’s a solid way for Joe to start the 
conversation. You might think, “Well, I’m frustrated, but come 
to think of it, Joe always seems fair. Let me listen to what he 
has to say. He’s right. I bet we can work this out.”

Now imagine the same conflict, different Joe. This Joe 
recently threw you under the bus and took credit for your 
work. Oh yeah, and last week he laughed at your idea during 
the staff meeting. In front of your boss and all the people. 
Now, if Joe starts the conversation the same way, by saying, “I 
really care about you and this project . . .” you might think, 
“Nice try, Joe, but that’s a hard stop. I don’t trust you.”

That’s the power of connection. The more connection you 
can build before you need it, the easier conflict becomes. 
And yeah, for many people, connection feels challenging 
right now because of lingering pandemic hangover, hybrid or 
remote work, and cross–time zone teams. As you seed the 
ground for easier collaboration, influence, and trust, one of 
the best things you can do is get to know the people you work 
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with as people, not just their function. Treat them with dig-
nity and be trustworthy. It takes extra time, but you’ll earn it 
back many times over when you work through conflict. If 
you’ve not invested in the relationship, or the other person 
doesn’t trust your intentions, even the most carefully chosen 
words will fall flat.

And speaking of connection—there’s one more person to 
connect with: you. Constructive conflict requires you to know 
your values, your goals, what you need, and what you want. 
You’ll see several connection Powerful Phrases throughout 
the book that ask you to connect to yourself. 

VM')2(#"%0RK*'.-'4(S-'('W/(#-5'8+5-#$%(+5"+>''
*,'WG33-$$6

Think about any significant conflict you have now or had in 
the past. We’re willing to bet that the source of that conflict 
includes an expectation violation. You thought they’d clean 
up their coffee mugs after the meeting. They thought the 
magic coffee mug fairy would take care of it. Everyone carries 
around expectations of one another. And sometimes, you 
don’t even know you have an expectation until someone 
doesn’t live up to it. So, the second dimension of constructive 
conflict is to get on the same page: create clarity about out-
comes and expectations. 

One of the common mistakes we see people make in work-
place conflict is that they don’t clearly understand what suc-
cess looks like. So, you get conversations like this:

Jack: “I don’t like this.”
Jill: “Okay, what would you like to see happen?”
Jack: “I don’t know. I’m not sure what I want.”



!)S&"(94'!-"#%&%'()"'2&#4$0:'S$,-'<)"5?4#7&'3)0(4$7,]K

Can you feel the frustration? That’s a conversation that 
can’t go anywhere. (And before you feel bad when you show 
up like Jack . . . listen, we do it too.) 

When you get clear for yourself and help other people find 
their clarity, now you can have a more productive conflict 
conversation.

XM')G#"*$"%0RJ#-'.-'Y-+G"+-20'1+%-#-$%-5'"+''
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One of the fastest ways to get to the root cause of a workplace 
conflict is to show up genuinely curious about the other per-
son’s perspective. Your sincere curiosity helps people feel seen 
and gives you a better understanding of what it will take to 
solve a problem. 

This is often the hardest part of constructive conflict 
because you have your point of view for a reason. It’s hard to 
be curious when you feel angry or disrespected. And yet . . . 
the cool thing about curiosity is that when you ask a good 
question, it automatically helps pull you out of that reactivity. 
It’s hard to be angry and genuinely curious at the same time.

Now you might think, “Oh, I’m curious all right. I want to 
know, ‘What’s wrong with them? How can they be so freakin’ 
stupid?’” Those are questions, of course, but they are exten-
sions of your frustration and won’t help you understand the 
other person’s point of view. And that’s why we specify good 
questions. Questions that increase understanding. That help 
you build on another’s ideas. Questions with answers that 
make you say, “Huh, you know, I never thought of it that way.” 
And we’ll give you plenty of these effective curiosity questions 
throughout the book.
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One of the most frustrating aspects of workplace conflict con-
versations is that it seems like they’ll never end. As you con-
nect, get curious, and build on one another’s suggestions, 
your conversation needs to produce action, or nothing 
changes. And if nothing changes, it’s worse than if you never 
had a conversation. Now you’ve wasted time, trust drips away, 
and people lose hope. Commitment is the answer and the key 
to move you from words to action. 

There are two keys to a useful commitment. The first is to 
get specific. You want specific actions with specific owners who 
have specific finish lines. The second key to an effective com-
mitment is to schedule a time to review your agreement. Let’s 
look at an example.

Say you have a peer you rely on for data, let’s call him Don. 
And the two of you are in conflict because Don’s not giving 
you the reports you need for your team members to do their 
jobs. You have a friendly conversation, and because Don’s 
team is drowning in work, you agree your team will request 
the data only once a week.

That’s good so far, but that’s not a commitment. You still 
need specific actions, specific owners, and specific finish 
lines, with a specific time to review your commitment. So, you 
build the following agreement: This Friday, you will explain 
the new process to your team. Your team members will get 
data requests to Don’s team by 3:00 p.m. on Tuesday. Don will 
explain the new process to his team at their meeting tomor-
row morning. Don’s team will supply the requested data on 
Wednesdays by noon. You and Don will meet in two weeks on 
Monday at 4:30 p.m. to see how it’s going. 
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The specificity makes it clear what everyone will do. You 
don’t leave it up to good intentions. The follow-up meeting 
makes it more likely that you will both keep your commit-
ments, and it creates time to deal with the inevitable chal-
lenges that will disrupt your new plan. 

9/-'Y#-(%-$%'*,'J22'9"L-'[YIJ9\'E*7-#,G2'E/#($-$'

Now, you might be thinking, “Okay: Connection, Clarity, 
Curiosity, and Commitment, I get it. They’re important. But 
how do you do these in the middle of a conflict?” That’s a 
good question. We’ve got you.

Enter Powerful Phrases. Throughout the book, you’ll get 
specific phrases that will help build connection, establish clar-
ity, cultivate curiosity, and create commitments in many spe-
cific conflict scenarios. But what if you had go-to Powerful 
Phrases that you could use in almost any situation? That 
would be helpful, right? We’ve chosen twelve go-to, all-purpose 
Powerful Phrases that are the GOAT (greatest of all time) 
because you can use them in many different conflict conver-
sations. There are three for each of the dimensions of con-
structive conflict.
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These phrases help you start a human-centered 
conversation:

1. “I care about  (you, this team, this project) and I’m 
confident we can find a solution that we can all work with.”

Acknowledge the challenge, your difference of opinions, 
and your confidence that you can work through it together. If 
your past behavior makes this statement questionable, you’ll 
want to add a sincere apology as you state your intent for your 
future relationship.

2. “Tell me more.”
Nothing builds connection like being seen, and this

Powerful Phrase gets there in just three words. See the sidebar 
for more.
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3. “It sounds like you’re feeling        . Is that
right? [pause for affirmation]. Thank you for letting me
know how you feel.”

This Powerful Phrase is a tried-and-true relationship- 
building technique called “reflect to connect.” When you 
“reflect to connect,” you’re not agreeing with what they’ve said 
or telling them you agree with their emotion. Rather, you’re 
acknowledging how they feel. You see them. When you reflect, 
you create a common starting place for the conversation.

When they know you’ve seen and heard them, it diffuses 
some of the emotional intensity and builds a connection that 
allows you to move to constructive next steps. Checking in 
with the other person to validate their feelings can also help 
de-escalate a conflict at any point in the conversation.

Here’s an example of this one in use: “It sounds like you’re 
really frustrated with the lack of response from marketing 
and that’s draining your motivation. Do I have that right?”

https://www.amazon.com/Powerful-Phrases-Dealing-Workplace-Conflict-ebook/dp/B0CG36DJ88
https://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/powerful-phrases-for-dealing-with-workplace-conflict-karin-hurt/1143709774
https://bulkbookstore.com/powerful-phrases-for-dealing-with-workplace-conflict-what-to-say-next-to-destress-the-workday-build-collaboration-and-calm-difficult-customers-9781400246274
https://www.amazon.com/Powerful-Phrases-Dealing-Workplace-Conflict/dp/B0CB1S7RFP/ref=tmm_aud_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=&sr=
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