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CCOONNFFLLIICCTT  RREESSOOLLUUTTIIOONN  FFOORR  TTEEAAMMSS  

 
 
Conflict is one of the drivers for improved team performance. Managed well, conflict can lead to 
better decisions, more creative ideas and higher quality output from the team. Managed badly, it can 
stop teamwork and hinder individuals from achieving their personal goals.  
The most widely-used methods of resolving conflict are based on 'game theory'.  
 
Game Theory 
Game Theory is a complex and extensive science, but there are some simple elements that can be 
used in everyday dealings with people at work, including the following principles.  
 
Everyone is trying to achieve some kind of "payoff" or benefit, but the payoff may be different for 
different people and organisations. Examples of 'payoffs' might be:  

� gaining a sense of achievement from completing a worthwhile and/or high quality job 
� obtaining financial reward 
� making a profit for the company 
� getting the job done as quickly as possible in order to go somewhere better 
� having a feeling of self-esteem or self-worth 
� being recognised for one's efforts 

 
Getting your payoff is called a "win". Not getting your payoff is called a "lose".  
 

 I don't win  I win 

You win 
Submission 
Acquiescence 

 
Collaboration 
Assertiveness 

  Compromise  

You don't 
win 

Withdrawal 
Blocking/Sabotag
e 

 
Aggression 
Dominance 

 
 
Types of Games 
There are different types of games:  

� A competitive game means that for you to get your payoff, someone else has to lose theirs. 
For example, in a competitive game of tennis at Wimbledon, for one player to win and 
proceed to the next round, the other player has to lose and be put out of the tournament. 
 

� A cooperative game means that for you to maximise your payoff it is best for other players to 
get their payoff as well. For example, when you drive a car, you are most likely to get your 
"payoff" (getting to your destination safely and on time) if all other players of the game (other 
drivers on the same road) get their "payoff" and arrive at their destination safely and on time. 
If other drivers crash they may delay or prevent you from getting where you want to go. 

 
In real life there are often many games taking place in parallel, some competitive and others 
cooperative. Problems arise when you play a cooperative game competitively (you can end up 
causing yourself problems), or a competitive game cooperatively (you can end up losing).  
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A manager-employee collaboration, or collaboration between team members, is usually a cooperative 
game.  
 
To play a cooperative game, you need to find ways of working where you get your payoff and your 
partner person/organisation gets their payoff. This is called a win-win position.  
Where co-operative games (collaborations) fail this is often due to one of the following:  

� each party makes assumptions about, and fails to understand, the other parties' win 
positions. 

� where the win positions are understood, the parties criticise each others' win positions. Eg: 
they try to convince each other that their expectations are unrealistic 

� where the win positions are accepted, each party focuses on the difficulties of apparent 
differences, rather than innovating and trying to come up with innovative solutions. 

 
 
For Team Members 

The following process can help two or more parties in a conflict to play a game well and achieve a 

win-win. This process is designed for team members, where it is assumed that there is a degree of 

goodwill and some trust between them. This process may not be so appropriate for other types of 

conflict, such as between organisations - although the same principles of game theory apply, other 

variations on this process may be more relevant.  
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Following the above process means that those involved should:  

1. Clarify what the conflict is or the joint decision that needs to be made. 

This helps prevent 'scope creep' in the discussion which makes the conflict endless, or the 

argument going round in circles because different people are trying to solve different problems 

 

2. Find out the win position of other parties. 

This involves:  

� listening, without judging or arguing against the other parties' views.  

� declaring your own win position so that other parties understand what you need.  

� accepting others' win positions and not arguing with others' win positions  

 

Note: This can be difficult, because most people only see their only point of view and, in a conflict 

situation, emotion can make one blind to alternatives. In extreme cases, you may need to get each 

party to articulate/summarise the others' argument until the other party agrees with the summary. 

This is a very important stage and should not be rushed, because:  

a) It will be much easier to find a solution if everyone understands what everyone else needs 

from the situation (this is referred to as a game of "complete information" - not all games are 

as open as this, but in a team environment a complete sharing of information is a highly 

desirable goal).  

b) This stage (done properly) ensures that any conflict is based on real differences and not 

misperceptions.  

 

3. Brainstorm ideas.  

This is to generate creative ideas for meeting the desires of both/all parties. (Classic brainstorm 

rules mean you should generate ideas without evaluating them – e.g.: do not express 

disagreement with ideas at this point in the process). 

 

4. Evaluate those ideas to see if any meet the win criteria of both parties. 

This process takes a positive approach of making proposals that meet both win positions. If you 

don't take a positive approach (ie suggesting solutions rather than criticising others' views) the 

argument can end up going round in circles.  

 

If, after evaluation, no ideas meet the win criteria of both parties, then:  

� Declare how you might be prepared to compromise your win position. Ask other parties to 

declare how they might also be prepared to compromise. 

� Re-evaluate the ideas to see if any of them meet the new, compromise positions. 

 

If, after this stage, there are still no ideas that meet the compromised win-win position, then you have 

to refer to a third party to make a resolution. This might involve referring to an independent senior 

manager to make an executive decision. In extreme cases, where games reach this stage the result 

is usually a loss for one or other party, and often a lose-lose scenario.  

 

Finally, once agreement is reached then don't skip the final step - articulating the conclusion. If you 

don't ensure everyone remembers what the final decision was and why, you may get more conflict in 

the future (memories tend to be subjective). 

http://www.teamtechnology.co.uk/conflictresolution.html 


