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American workplaces have gained tremendously in the area of physical safety over the last 70 years. 
 
Consider the Golden Gate bridge started in 1933.  
Back then, the rule of thumb was that one person would die for every million dollars spent on a 
construction project. The Bridge was estimated at $37 million (or 37 lives).  
 
At first, those estimates proved unfounded as the project went on for four years without a single fatality. 
Sadly, ten out of the 11 who perished during the project lost their lives in one fatal accident when 
scaffolding collapsed, only two survived. There was one other death, making it 11. 
 
Today, this kind of work practice would be considered a horrific thought that lives could and would be 
intentionally lost as a result of unsafe practices.  
 
Hmmm, has some familiar ringtones when we fast forward to 2020 and the mismanagement of the 
pandemic! 
 
But, what made the difference?  
 
Going into the project represented one of the first concerted efforts in personal protection equipment 
(PPE). Things like safety harnesses, safety lines, hard helmets, steel-toed boots, safety glasses, and 
gloves had been around for a while but not until the Golden Gate Bridge was the use of such equipment 
enforced. 
 
And, the impact was amazing!  
26 lives were saved, meaning only 11, instead of 37, lives were lost. Think of the families affected! 
 
What have we learned? Well, it’s safe (no pun intended) to say that workplace physical safety has come 
a long way! 
 
The consequences of unsafe psychological practices, however, are largely untouched with those kinds 
of results. 
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What do I mean by this? 
 
The lack of psychological safety is rampant. You’ll soon see why. 
 
U.S. labor law defines a hostile work environment existing when one's behavior within a workplace 
creates an environment that is difficult or uncomfortable for another person to work in, due to 
discrimination.  
 
For a violation to impose liability, the conduct must create a work environment that is considered 
intimidating, hostile, or offensive to a “reasonable” person.  
 
Well, that’s an interesting notion. What is a “reasonable” person?  
 
Merriam Webster offers up this legal definition: 
 
 

 

“A fictional person with an ordinary degree of reason, prudence, care, foresight, or 
intelligence whose conduct, conclusion, or expectation in relation to a particular circumstance 
or fact is used as an objective standard by which to measure or determine something (as the 
existence of negligence).” 

 
 
 
There are ten types of discrimination tracked by the EEOC that are put to the test of the “reasonable” 
person.  
 
The latest stats from 2019 include discrimination falling into these four top categories: 
 

1) Retaliation - 53.8% of all charges 

2) Race – 33.0% 

3) Disability – 33.4% 

4) Sex-related (including LGBT) – 32.4% 

 
These percentages reflect less than effective management practices on the lives of 110,586 American 
employees annually. And, this number reflects those that have actually suffered enough, yet brave 
enough, to file a complaint and go through what it takes to make their case.  
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There are many more that suffer silently, fall prey to the ill-health effects of unresolved stress and conflict, 
or simply leave bad environments to escape. 
 
While the numbers cited earlier may be the foundation on which claims are filed, my years of experience 
as a workplace mediator and psychologist have taught me that these facts are just the surface, the 
proverbial icing on the cake. 
 
Instead, the behaviors demonstrated by those in charge largely drive the emotional toll and 
psychological reactions of the employees who experience distress in the workplace.  
 
A Department of Labor study as far back as 1998 found that 60% of people who left their places of 
employment, regardless of the reasons publicly stated, were often the result of unresolved conflict, 
particularly with their bosses. 
 
Conflict can be painful and take a long time to get through when poorly managed, zapping the energy 
and resources of the organization and the people involved. Self-esteem suffers, performance wanes, 
and interest in coming to work drops. 
 
People become physically sick, not to mention the emotional damage, from poorly managed workplace 
environments and relationships - up, down and all around. 
 
When poor leadership is demonstrated at any level, or less than effective people management skills, 
are the norm of managing the business, an organization becomes sick. Much like a virus, running 
unchecked and unmanaged, exposing all to the ill effects of conflict. 
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Knowing and understanding some basic differences (AND similarities) in human behavior helps us look 
at things from a different perspective.  
 
Too often, we judge people based on the impact of their behavior rather than diving deeper to 
understand their intent and perspective. And, yet we excuse our own behavior based on our intentions, 
dismissing the impact we have on others. 
 
When we pass up the opportunity to strategically listen to those around us, seeking first to understand 
before seeking to be understood (Stephen Covey), we lose out big time on opportunities to work through 
differences and improve relationships with those we might perceive to have difficult personalities. 
 
 

 
 
 
This lack of understanding and fear about going beyond surface behaviors lead to conflict and riffs in 
relationships.  
 
This kind of emotional tension bleeds over to others and ripples throughout the organization, particularly 
when the tension is driven from the top down. 
 
Conflict is inevitable. Any time there are two people who have different beliefs, perspectives, ideas, and 
values (and much more), there is going to be conflict.  
 
But conflict is not always negative.  
 
Conflict in the workplace is necessary in how it can generate new ways of thinking - when managed 
effectively. 
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This is called healthy conflict.  
 
Healthy conflict can lead to innovative ideas and a sense of psychological safety. People feel you’ve 
got their backs and can enter into risky (or dangerous) situations fully confident that things will turn out. 
 
Unhealthy conflict, when left unchecked, is damaging and a cause for concern.  
 
Far too often, I find supervisors unprepared and ill-equipped to manage natural people differences that, 
when left unchecked or not managed, lead to conflict.  
 
It’s really too bad.  
 
When the seeds of differences are managed early on, they are easy to manage. Far too often, 
management simply chalk it off to “personality differences” – what can you do?  
 
Alas, there’s much that can be done and easily…if we just know how! 
 
 

 
 
 
Unfortunately, many (many) people are promoted for their technical knowledge and expertise. This 
happens even at the very top of organizations. That’s a mistake, however, with what we now know about 
emotional intelligence and the critical need to lead and effectively redirect people.  
 
The mood and style of the leader ripples throughout the organization.  
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The reasons for conflict are far ranging - from personality and communication styles to unintentional 
favoritism (just because we like some better than others) as well as the ability to handle change.  
 
Most often, they are simply differences in how people interpret things, take action or not, timing, fears 
and needs. 
 
 
 

“Every conflict we face in life is rich with positive and negative potential. It can be a source of 
inspiration, enlightenment, learning, transformation, and growth-or rage, fear, shame, 
entrapment, and resistance. The choice is not up to our opponents, but to us, and our 
willingness to face and work through them.”  
 

~ Kenneth Cloke, Director of the Center for Dispute Resolution 
and Founder of Mediators Beyond Borders 

 
 
 
The events of 2020, from the pandemic to social unrest to political turmoil, impact how our workplaces 
show up today. And, it creates wonderful, new opportunities to influence 2021 and the years ahead in 
a new style of leadership. 

Ü Today’s leader must be equipped with basic tools for helping employees navigate through conflict 
and not leave things unchecked, hoping things will get better on their own. 
 
Ü Simple strategies with a focus on the facts first and the “business problem” created by employee 
conflict allows for a framework for managing employees emotions and concerns. What is working and 
what’s not helps pave the way for new ways of doing things. 
 
Ü A second focus is on uncovering and concentrating on the problem created, not just the people 
involved. It’s called separating the problem or behavior from the person. 
 
Ü Key critical skills include knowing the critical importance for follow up once “problems” or “issues” 
have been identified, delivering coaching and constructive feedback, and reinforcing positive change 
in behavior and practices. It’s not just necessary, it’s mandatory! 

Gone are the days where a supervisor can say “Because I said so” and everyone falls in line. 
 
Instead, the use of dispute resolution (DR) practices can go a long way to preserving the health and 
well-being of the organization as well as the people who keep it going. 
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DR can range anywhere from conflict coaching to workplace climate interviews, to training and 
facilitated | mediated conversations. 
 
Life is too precious not to address underlying currents. Work is a valuable experience, needed to sustain 
individual and organizational health and well-being. 
 
 

 
 
 
Based on surveys, mediation is successful in addressing a breakdown in workplace relationships 83% 
of the time. 
 
For those more difficult situations like grievances, mediation is successful 66% of the time. 
 
I don’t know about you but that looks like a pretty good return on investment when it comes to the bottom 
line. 
 
 
 

“Don’t we all want to promote a culture where our employees are able to speak up, speak 
truth, solve problems and hold each other accountable?” 

 

~ Kyle Mitchell, Chief Operations Officer, Kforce 
 
 
 
What’s your work life mean to you? 
Don’t we all just want a healthier, happier place to live in? Now is your chance! 
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