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HANDLING ANGER AND FRUSTRATION AT WORK:
Effective ways of minimizing conflict and managing work
relationships

GOALS:

The main goal of this module is to help organizations, managers and
employees handle anger and frustration at work by increasing understanding
of the basic causes of anger and frustration in the workplace and providing
tools for dealing effectively with them.

The specific goals are to help organizations, managers, and employees:
e Understand causes of conflicts that cause anger and frustration in the
workplace.
¢ Manage work relations to minimize the occurrence of anger and
frustration in the workplace.

[NOTE: This module should be read in conjunction with “Handling
Insubordination at Work” to gain a fuller understanding of some of the
potential consequences of anger and frustration in the workplace.]

OVERVIEW:

“The ability to work well with people is as purchasable a commodity as
coffee or sugar, but I'll pay more for it than any ability under the sun.”
— John D. Rockefeller

“Work without conflict is a hobby.” — Malcolm Forbes

Understanding the Causes of Conflict — Citing survey results, the
American Management Association reported that anger is alive and well in
the workplace, often triggered by employee dissatisfaction with management
and unequal workloads among employees. While this is certainly not the
only reason for anger and frustration in the workplace, it clearly illustrates
that this is a widespread problem. Managing work relationships with
individual employees and teams of employees can reduce company liability
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and increase profits. In order to provide managers with the tools they need
to deal effectively with these issues, we must first understand some of the
basic dynamics of conflict. Whether the company is large or small, any time
people work together, their differing opinions, styles, attitudes, and values
create a potential for conflict that results in anger, frustration and,
potentially, insubordination in the workplace.

There are two basic types of workplace conflict — task or work-based conflict
and relationship or emotional conflict.

A working definition of task conflict is:

e A condition in which group members disagree about task issues,
including goals, key decision areas, procedures, and the appropriate
choice for action. (Jehn, 1995)

A working definition of emotional conflict is:

e A condition in which group members have interpersonal clashes
characterized by anger, frustration and other negative feelings. (Jehn,
1995).

Task conflict is largely driven by diverse opinions in the workplace. In
contrast, a much more complex web of diversity types shapes emotional
conflict. Each type of conflict affects performance. Based on several
research studies, it has been found that task conflict can enhance
performance while emotional conflict can diminish performance.

Managing Work Relations to Minimize the Occurrence of Anger and
Frustration — Managing work relations effectively is one of the most
important skills a leader or manager needs in today’s workplace. One of the
top challenges Human Relations professionals note today is the lack of
interpersonal skills needed for effective leadership. In the rapidly changing
world economy, it is more important than ever to have leaders who know
how to handle conflicts that can cause or contribute to employee anger,
frustration and even insubordination. The two main types of conflict
management are preventive and corrective. Obviously, preventive conflict
management is preferable to corrective, but it is important that managers
have a working understanding of both in order to maintain a productive
atmosphere.

Preventive Conflict Management can help to increase productivity.
Building and maintaining trust within an organization or work-team is an
important preventive measure. It is important to develop high levels of
consensus in work values. This helps build a team atmosphere which
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helps reduce relationship conflicts. Key managerial actions that can keep
conflict to a minimum are as follows:

e Regularly review job descriptions — Obtain employee input to assure
that the workload is reasonable and address any issues in a timely
manner. Employee empowerment and participation in decision-
making processes is helpful in avoiding hierarchy-based task and
relationship conflicts. As much as possible, managers should ensure
that job roles are clearly defined. This helps avoid confusion and
reduce employee arguments (task conflict) based on their own
interpretation of the job or task at hand.

e Relationship building - it is vital that managers build effective working
relationships with employees in order to foster an atmosphere of
collegiality and mutual respect. Regular one-on-one sessions between
employees and mangers, as well as regular informal staff or group
meetings, can help ease tensions and provide opportunities to discuss
and address issues before they escalate into conflicts.

e Good communication at all levels will also contribute to a feeling of
trust. Managers should communicate verbally and in writing regarding
expectations, plans and anticipated changes to keep employees
informed about issues that will affect them. Similarly, managers
should request regular written updates and status reports on individual
and team efforts. This builds the atmosphere of trust that is necessary
in creating employee loyalty.

e Providing training programs for managers and employees can also
greatly reduce conflicts in the workplace. Training topics can include
interpersonal communication, conflict management, delegation of
duties, etc.

e Develop procedures for routine tasks so that everyone knows what is
expected.

e When possible and if appropriate managers can:
o Solicit employee input by having them write procedures
0 Get employees to review procedures and provide feedback
o Distribute procedures to employees
o0 Provide training on procedures

Corrective Conflict Management is what people who experience conflict do
after the fact or what they intend to do to manage conflicts after they
have occurred. It is important to distinguish between task and
relationship (emotional) conflict when deciding the best response
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strategy and its effect on task effectiveness.

e Task conflict is about distribution of resources, procedures and
policies, judgment decisions, and interpretation of facts. Generally,
this type of conflict generates emotions that are less intense than
relationship conflicts and can even motivate team members to search
for optimal solutions. In these situations, collaborative responses,
such as compromise and problem-solving, tend to have positive
effects. Open-minded discussion about opposing ideas, feelings and
opinions can be very effective in resolving these types of conflicts.

e Relationship conflict, on the other hand, is difficult to settle to the
mutual satisfaction of the parties involved. Tensions and frustrations
that contribute to relationship/emotional conflicts are often rooted in
differing personal values, views and ideologies. Changing these
closely held personal views is difficult because they are fundamental to
one’s personal identity. Seeking middle ground or using collaborative
strategies is not likely to be successful because the root problem (long
held social attitudes and contracting ideologies) is unchangeable. In
some cases, relationship conflicts can’t be solved and attempts at
negotiation can even escalate the problem. It is often a good idea to
remind team members that conflicts can be disruptive and suggest
that the parties involved put aside personal differences and focus on
the task at hand. Avoiding responses thus allows the conflict to
become less prominent and provides time for feelings to cool down.
Of course, avoidance strategies can sometimes lead to a time-bomb
effect. Negative feelings may be curbed temporarily, but over time,
frustrations can increase to the point of being out of control.
Therefore, avoidance may be a good temporary strategy to give the
parties time to think about possible long-term solutions but managers
should keep a close eye to be sure that the problem does not
resurface.

e Other conflict management strategies include:

o Self-knowledge — Be aware of traits that bother you — they
are often the same traits that offend you in others.

o Manage yourself — Anger management is key to avoiding
conflict escalation. Don’t provoke the other party. Stay
calm by speaking or responding to the other party in an
unemotional tone of voice.

o If possible, move the discussion to a private area.
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o Give the other person time to vent. Don’t interrupt or
judge.

o Verify that you are hearing and understanding accurately.
Wait until the person finishes speaking and then ask him/her
to let you paraphrase to ensure that you understand the
issue.

o To gain further understanding, ask open-ended questions.
Avoid “why” questions as these tend to make people feel
defensive.

0 State your opinion or response and request that the other
person paraphrase what you have said.

o Acknowledge areas of agreement and areas of
disagreement.

o Work the issue, not the person. Keep in the present and
ask what can be done to fix the problem. If possible,
identify at least one action that can be taken by one or both
of you.

o Thank the person for working with you.

o If the conflict remains unresolved, decide if the other
person’s behavior conflicts with policies and procedures in
the workplace. If warranted, present the issue to your
supervisor or consider asking a third party to mediate.

Organizational conflict is currently one of the most studied topics in
organizational behavior. Conflicts can have considerable value when they
are managed constructively. The issue is not whether conflicts occur but
how they are managed. Desirable outcomes result in greater quantity and
quality of achievement, development of complex reasoning skills, and
creative problem—solving. This leads to higher quality decision-making as
well as healthier cognitive, social, and psychological development by
enabling both managers and employees to be better able to deal with stress
and cope with unforeseen adversities.
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OBJECTIVES:
1. Understand the causes of conflict

Understanding the causes of conflict that can result in anger, frustration and,
potentially, insubordination in the workplace is vital for employees and
managers at all levels. When we have an understanding of these issues, we
will be better able to respond in a positive manner when faced with a
conflict.

e Be aware of the common causes of conflict such as dissatisfaction with
management, uneven workload distribution, differing personal views,
attitudes and work ethic, and the perception on the part of an
employee that he or she is not valued by the employer. These are
among the most common causes of conflict. Personality clashes
among team members and differing opinions on the way a task should
be accomplished or the way decisions are made by that team are also
significant issues.

¢ Know the two main types of conflict — Task or workplace conflict has to
do with a specific job or an assigned project. Relationship or
emotional conflict has to do with personality conflicts between
workers.

2. Manage work relations to minimize the occurrence of anger and
frustration

Knowing how to deal with workplace conflict is an essential skill for
managers.

e Learn how to manage conflict effectively — It is important to recognize
issues and patterns that can lead to workplace conflict and to have the
training and tools needed to prevent conflict from developing if at all
possible.

e Understand the concepts of Preventive Conflict Management — This
strategy can help to increase productivity. Managers should be able to
facilitate building and maintaining employee and group trust and be
able to develop high levels of consensus in work values. Creating an
atmosphere of collegiality can improve employee interactions in the
workplace and reduce stress levels that can lead to conflicts.

e Know some of the key concepts that will help you prevent conflict.
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o0 Conduct reviews of job descriptions regularly with employees to
be sure you know what they are/should be doing. This will help
avoid uneven workload distribution.

o Work at building relationships with employees that you manage
and schedule informal staff meetings on a regular basis to
encourage open and constructive communication between group
members.

o Communicate clearly and openly with employees to build a
relationship of trust.

e Seek training as needed, especially in areas that will help you develop
the skills needed to manage both individual and team work relations.

e Develop policies and procedures to cover routine tasks and outline
specific procedures for addressing the more complex workplace issues,
such as an employee grievance process, a progressive discipline policy,
etc.

e Provide education to staff regarding these policies and be sure all
policies are implemented consistently.

e Understand the concepts of Corrective Conflict Management. On a
case-by-case basis, be sure you understand the specifics of the
incident and review all circumstances and courses possible and
strategies before deciding on a course of action.
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SUMMARY: Tips for Handling Anger and Frustration at Work.

e Understand the issues that can cause anger, frustration and,
potentially, insubordination.

e Be sure that preventive conflict measures are in place to the extent
possible.

¢ Realize when your stress levels are high and use stress and anger
management techniques to reduce your volatility.

¢ Remember the context of work precludes any actions that may appear
violent or disruptive.

e Do not anticipate the motives of others but rather give them time to
share their ideas, thoughts and views without judgment.

e Be aware of employee workload issues and distribute tasks as evenly
as possible.

e Be circumspect in dealing with issues, consider implications before
taking action.

e Be sure policies and procedures addressing the specific behavior are in
place.

e Be sure staff is educated on these policies.

e Seek or provide training on these topics as appropriate.
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