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• Conflict among healthcare professionals 
invites us to explore mutual goals. 
Unresolved conflicts can lead to 
degradation of morale and mission.

• Power hierarchy in healthcare teams plays 
a crucially important role in creating a 
psychological safety in promoting both 
speaking up and listening.

Key Points



CONFLICT

“the perception by the parties 
involved of differences, 

discrepancies and 
incompatible wishes”

Boulding, K.E. (1963) Conflict and defense: 
A general theory. New York, NY: Harper & Row



Radical 
Breakthrough



Durham, North Carolina

1971

School 
Desegregation



Ann Atwater
Community 

Organizer, Civil 
Rights Activist 

C.P. Ellis
President, Durham 
Chapter of United 
Klans of America

The News & Observer, June 14, 2016



Why I Quit the Klan – C. P. Ellis (1980)
“A Klansman and a militant black 
woman, co-chairmen of the school 
committee. it was impossible. In spite of 
all my hatred for blacks and Jews and 
liberals, I accepted the job. Her and I 
began to reluctantly work together. She 
had as many problems workin’ with me 
as I had workin’ with her.”



Why I Quit the Klan – C. P. Ellis (1980)
“One day, Ann and I went back to the school 
and we sat down. We began to talk and just 
reflect. Ann said: “My daughter came home 
cryin’ every day. She said her teacher was 
makin’ fun of me in front of the other kids.” I 
said: “Boy, the same thing happened to my 
kid.” At this point, I begin to see, here we are, 
two people from far ends of the fence, havin’ 
identical problems, except hers bein’ black 
and me bein’ white. From that moment on, I 
tell ya, that gal and I worked together good. I 
begin to love the girl, really.” (He weeps.)



In every conflict, there incubates a 
seed of new learning –something 
previously unknown about myself, 

others, and issues. 

Resolving conflicts must be anchored in 
this learning mindset as well as in the 

commitment to preserving relationships 
with other human beings.
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Humble InquiryHumble InquiryLet’s Look at the Data
Hospital Survey on Patient Safety Culture

(447,584 Healthcare Professionals)
q Only 49% of respondents felt free to question 

the decision or actions of those with more 
authority.

q 65% were afraid to ask questions when 
something did not seem right.

Source: Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality. Hospital survey on patient 
safety culture: 2016 user comparative database report. 2016.



Having influence or control over the 
beliefs, behaviors and values of 
individuals, groups or institutions 
(Kuper A, Whitehead C. The paradox of interprofessional 
education: IPE as a mechanism of maintaining physician 
power? J Interprof Care. 2012 Sep;26(5):347-9.)

Power
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Signature Traits of Inclusive Leadership
(Dillon & Bourke, Deloitte University Press, April 14, 2016)



Leader 
Inclusivity

Leader Inclusivity and Psychological Safety

Psychological 
Safety

Employees’ 
Perceptions 

of Risks

Accountability

Employees’ 
Responsibility
for Excellence

Source: Edmondson, Amy C. Teaming: How organizations learn, innovate, and compete 
in the knowledge economy.  John Wiley & Sons, 2012.



Leader Inclusivity and Psychological Safety

Psychological 
Safety Accountability

High

Low

High

Low

COMFORT

ANXIETY

APATHY

LEARNING



When a person in a position of 
power personalizes a conflict, 

mutual goals will remain elusive. 

Furthermore, those in lower 
position of power may 

experience de-humanization.





Parkland Lesson in Listening
(Christian Science Monitor Editorial, March 4, 2019)

“In meeting with ardent advocates for gun ownership, 
they (the students) realized they could no longer vilify 
their opponents because of their views… They had to 
listen for shared experiences and shared goals. 

To achieve a civic goal, civility have to replace vitriol; 
humility had to replace the temptation to belittle.
This shedding of stereotypes and the de-demonizing of 
opponents is a valuable spinoff from the shooting. By 
recognizing that ‘bad people’ may really be good at 
heart, they have smoothed a path toward joint 
solutions.”
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Speaking Up
Strategies

Consideration

Empathy

Curiosity

Brainstorming 
Solutions

Listening
Strategies

Acknowledge
Courage

Express
Appreciation

Suspend
Judgment

Suggest
Next Steps

Reflect-Reframe-Questions

Listening and Speaking Up: Formulate Your Words



Listening
Strategies

Acknowledge
Courage

Express
Appreciation

Suspend
Judgment

Suggest
Next Steps

Listening and Speaking Up: Formulate Your Words

Cathal McNaughton, Reuters



Listening
Strategies

Acknowledge
Courage

Express
Appreciation

Suspend
Judgment

Suggest
Next Steps

Listening and Speaking Up: Formulate Your Words

“I am glad you clarified it.”
“Thank you for raising that point 
upfront.”

“Thanks for catching that.”

Express Appreciation



Listening
Strategies

Acknowledge
Courage

Express
Appreciation

Suspend
Judgment

Suggest
Next Steps

Listening and Speaking Up: Formulate Your Words

“You should know better than 
to question my decision.” à

“Help me understand the basis 
for your concern.” 

Suspend Judgment



Listening
Strategies

Acknowledge
Courage

Express
Appreciation

Suspend
Judgment

Suggest
Next Steps

Listening and Speaking Up: Formulate Your Words

“I appreciated you brought up a 
difficult matter for everyone’s benefit.”

“I will continue to count on your 
input.”

Acknowledge Courage



Listening
Strategies

Acknowledge
Courage

Express
Appreciation

Suspend
Judgment

Suggest
Next Steps

Listening and Speaking Up: Formulate Your Words

“What would you like to see happen 
next?”

“Is there anything we would need to 
adjust in our communication?”

“What can we do to make our work 
better coordinated?”

Suggest Next Steps
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Speaking Up
Strategies

Consideration

Empathy

Curiosity

Brainstorming 
Solutions

Listening and Speaking Up: Formulate Your Words

“When would you have a few 
minutes to talk about …?”

“I know you are off to see the 
next patient, could we check in 
on something quickly?”

Consideration



Speaking Up
Strategies

Consideration

Empathy

Curiosity

Brainstorming 
Solutions

Listening and Speaking Up: Formulate Your Words

“How are you right now with..?”

“Would you like to talk about 
what happened?”

“Sounds like it was a tough 
situation.”

Empathy



Speaking Up
Strategies

Consideration

Empathy

Curiosity

Brainstorming 
Solutions

Listening and Speaking Up: Formulate Your Words

“I’m curious to know…”

“Help me understand your 
perspective on …”

“I wonder what might be going 
on with…”

Curiosity



Speaking Up
Strategies

Consideration

Empathy

Curiosity

Brainstorming 
Solutions

Listening and Speaking Up: Formulate Your Words

“What ideas do you have?”

“Have we exhausted all 
possible options?”

Brainstorming Solutions
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Listening and Speaking Up: Formulate Your Words



Reflection

Reframe

Questions

Mutual Goals

Echo Their Feelings

*That must be frustrating *I hear how upset you 
are *I am sorry this is so tough on you *It must
be disappointing to … *It’s been a hard day.

Tap Into Their Wants

*I know you are doing the best for the 
patient. * Moving this forward fast is 
important to you. * You really wish things 
would have turned out differently.

Look At The Problem Together

*I am curious, what info led you to the
conclusion? *What would it take to do 
X? *How do you see things differently?

Your Choice Phrases



Reflection

Reframe

Questions

How do you expect me to 
do everything? I am 

doing my best!
Mutual Goals

Echo Their Feelings

Tap Into Their Wants

Look At The Problem Together

*It’s been a busy day. It must be frustrating 
having to juggle multiple tasks.

*You prefer to do your job in a manner 
that is not too taxing on you.

*What can we do to get the tasks
completed in a more manageable
manner?   It is important to me that
we solve this together.



Reflection

Reframe

Questions

I can’t believe the case is 
delayed again. Who do I 
have to fire around here?

Mutual Goals

Echo Their Feelings

Tap Into Their Wants

Look At The Problem Together

*I know having the case delayed again is 
frustrating.

*We are as anxious as you are to get the
case started.

*Under the circumstance, how should
we prioritize….



“Well, in the first five days of the meetings, we had a gospel choir to 
come in and do some singing. And C.P. was sitting there, and first he 
started clapping his hands… he would clap an odd beat. So I 
grabbed his hand and trying to show him how to clap along with us at 
the same time till we learned him how to clap.

And then starting into the next week, we talked to the youth, and we 
found out that the children was the ones suffering. Me and him was 
over there mad with each other, but we wasn't getting anything done 
that the children wanted. And me and him cried at that time, and we 
began to melt down towards one another.”

National Public Radio, November 8, 2005 
https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=4994854



Tulsa World November 13, 2005, Grant Halverson Associated Press
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