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Conflict can be delicious to people in a perverse way. Some enjoy it. In one organization 
with whom I worked, an employee described the situation, “Our homeostasis has been 
to stay in conflict. We are like a boat that has been rocked by the storm for so long that 
the storm has become our norm. We seem to enjoy it. That is the only way we know to 
be together and function as an organization/community. We need some calm waters for 
a period of time.” For some, conflict creates pseudo-relationships with allies against 
others (unhealthy triangles); for others it creates excitement; and for others, conflict is 
the way that they learned to relate from their family of origin. Please note, not all conflict 
is unhealthy . When dealt with well, conflict is positive and leads to progress and 1

growth. But conflict, when handled poorly, comes at tremendous costs to the parties and 
organization as a whole—emotionally, physically, financially, and spirituality (spirit and 
morale).  Intentional work around tallying the costs of conflict can be revealing to 
leaders, whether corporate or religious congregations, profit or non-profit organizations. 

When working with organizations, early on we have a conversation with the leader(s), 
especially if he or she has been the focus of the conflict. We discuss if he/she is 
interested in staying with the organization; if, from their perspective, it is possible to 
work through the conflict, or have they paid too much already, and the time has come to 
leave. Often, you can see it in their eyes and hear it in their voices if the costs have 
been too high emotionally, physically, financially, and spiritually (spirit and morale). I am 
listening for honesty with themselves and us or whether they are clinging to self-
justifying narratives. In contrast, if the leaders’ response indicates she/he is ready to 
leave the organization then the work is centered around having conversations with 
those who need to be a part of that process. If the leader wants to stay, believes staying 
is the best response and the right thing to do, then the conversations focus on a way 
forward How does he/she lead through the current situation in a healthy, responsible, 
mature way? How does the leader tend to himself/herself and the organization in a way 
that has the greatest potential for the entire organization to learn, deepen, grow, and 
move forward? 

One way to prevent costly, unhealthy conflict is to provide training in dealing with conflict 
constructively. According to a study, 60% of organizations never provide basic training 
on healthy ways to deal with conflict or difficult personalities. This contributes heavily to 
the costs of conflict. An effective way to prevent unhealthy conflict is to invest in creating 

	In fact, conflict can be very healthy, for it can help move organizations, teams and congregations forward.  The 1

health or unhealth is located in how people in an organization or congregation react or respond to it. It is how we 
handle conflict that makes it healthy or unhealthy, productive or destructive. I also want to make note that there are 
times when the challenge is not to resolve a conflict but rather to hold the tension of it. In dealing with conflict 
constructively, it always involves timing, context, and spirit.
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a culture of employee engagement. Employee engagement is about employees being 
excited, enthusiastic, and committed to their work. Engagement is the emotional bonds 
that tie leaders and employees to their organizations and one another. According to 
Gallup research, approximately 33% of employees are engaged in the U.S. workplace; 
51% are not engaged and 16% are actively disengaged. Research has shown that the 
indicators of health, high performance, productivity, vitality and growth parallel the level 
of employee engagement in an organization. A culture of high engagement equals 
higher productivity, performance and success and less unhealthy conflict. If leaders and 
employees or members are engaged in the organization, (based on Q12 indicators for 
engagement), conflict is dealt with in more productive, generative ways. When 
disengagement is higher, so is the propensity for destructive conflict that costs the 
organization and its employees or members exponentially. Engagement work/training is 
a proactive way to strengthen the systemic immune system in an organization thus 
lessening unhealthy conflict and its high costs. cultivating cultures of engagement (and 
strengths) in organizations nurture healthier, higher performing teams and greater 
success. 

A simple exercise can help you tally the costs of conflict in your organization.  

Exercise: Here are some questions as you think about the costs: 

1. How much time are you spending thinking about the conflict or the people in the 
conflict? (Some research has said that we spend on the average 25% to 30% of 
our time on conflict. My suspicion is that in these anxious times, that percentage 
might be even higher.) 

2. What has been the emotional and spiritual toll of the conflict? Has it affected your 
health? Your happiness? Your wellbeing? The way you see and relate to people 
and the organization? 

3. What is the cost of the conflict to other significant people in your life? Your 
family? Your friends? Your co-workers? Your employer or in the larger 
community? 

4. Has the conflict affected your ability to have peace of mind? 
5. Has it taken a financial toll? What costs have been associated with the conflict? 
6. How is the experience of the conflict informing or influencing your understanding 

of the organization? 
7. What are you learning from the situation in which you find yourself? What is the 

invitation? What changes do you need to make? 

Assess Your Costs of Unhealthy Behavior, Conflict and Anxiety in your 
Organization: 

• Wasted Time 
• Lost Energy 
• Lost Opportunity 
• Wasted Money 
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• Turnover  
• Cut-offs and silos in important relationships 
• Cost emotionally, physically and spirituality 
• Total Annualized Cost 

What if you were able to recover 50% of that? What about 10% of that? 

Agree or disagree, we invite you into the conversation! 

The origin of all conflict between me and my fellow human being is that I do not say what I 
mean, and I don’t do what I say.                                                                                               

~~Martin Buber 

The most intense conflicts, if overcome, leave behind a sense of security and calm that is not 
easily disturbed. It is just these intense conflicts and their conflagration which are needed to 

produce valuable and lasting results.  
~~Carl Jung 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