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Understanding Conflict

DEFINITION AND NATURE OF CONFLICT

Conflict is a state of disagreement, opposition, or tension between 

individuals or groups. It can arise from differing needs, values, 

goals, or perceptions, and is a natural part of any collaborative 

environment, including research settings.

COMMON SOURCES OF CONFLICT IN RESEARCH SETTINGS

Potential sources of conflict in research environments include 

authorship disputes, resource allocation, differing research 

directions or priorities, personality clashes, and personal agendas 

or hidden motivations.

What else would you add?

TYPES OF CONFLICT

INTERPERSONAL VS. INTRAPERSONAL CONFLICT

Interpersonal conflict occurs between two or more individuals, 

while intrapersonal conflict occurs within an individual, such as 

when they experience internal tension or opposing desires.

TASK-RELATED VS. RELATIONSHIP-RELATED CONFLICT

Task-related conflict involves disagreements over work objectives, 

methods, or priorities, while relationship-related conflict stems 

from personal differences, communication breakdowns, or 

emotional tensions.
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Look over there! I see 
conflict brewing!

What are some additional signs of conflict?

What are the impacts of conflict on the research 

team?
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Identifying Conflict

• BEHAVIORAL INDICATORS

Observable changes in body language, tone of 

voice, or communication patterns that signal 

underlying tensions or disagreements.

• EMOTIONAL INDICATORS

Heightened emotional responses, such as 

defensiveness, frustration, or withdrawal, that 

can hinder collaboration and open dialogue.

• IMPACT ON RESEARCH PRODUCTIVITY

Conflicts can lead to decreased motivation, time 

spent resolving disputes, and a focus on 

personal agendas rather than the research 

goals. It also can impair the quality and reliability 

of the research you are conducting.

• IMPACT ON TEAM DYNAMICS

Conflicts can undermine trust, cooperation, and 

cohesion within the research team, potentially 

leading to a breakdown in communication and 

collaboration.
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Communication Skills

Strategies for Managing Conflict

Me Stuff We Stuff

Pause, assess, reflect Lead with good intent

Consider the other perspective Listen to understand

Plan your message Right time and right place

My Facts My Story The Questions 
I'll AskFramework
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Strategies for Managing Conflict

MEDIATION AND NEGOTIATION 
STRATEGIES

Facilitate open communication 
between parties, identify 
underlying interests, and find 
mutually acceptable solutions 
through compromise and 
consensus-building.

PROBLEM-SOLVING 
APPROACHES

Utilize structured problem-solving 
methods, such as defining the 
problem, generating multiple 
options, evaluating alternatives, 
and collaboratively implementing 
the best solution.

FINDING COMMON GROUND

Shift the focus from individual 
positions to shared interests, 
values, and goals. Emphasize 
areas of agreement and build 
upon them to reach a resolution.
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Preventive Measures

ESTABLISH CLEAR EXPECTATIONS AND ROLES

BUILD POSITIVE RESEARCH 

CULTURE

FOSTER INCLUSIVE ENVIRONMENT

ENCOURAGE OPEN COMMUNICATION

What else do you 

think we can do?
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Case Study Analysis

• As a group, review two case studies

• A volunteer will read each case study to the group

• We will ask questions to solicit your thoughts and feedback 
about what is going on and how best to respond
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Case 1: Are you even listening?!

Dr. June Apgar is an early-career Postdoctoral Research Scientist at Columbia University in a basic science 

department. Dr. Apgar has worked in the lab for two years. Dr. Apgar works closely with another postdoc in the 

lab, Dr. Dana Simon, who joined the team about a month ago. 

Dr. Apgar and Dr. Simon were sitting at the bench reviewing the workflow for a new piece of diagnostic 
equipment that will support both of their projects, when Dr. Simon’s phone started to buzz and vibrate. Dr. Simon 

pulled her phone out and started to respond to a text while Dr. Apgar was explaining how to calibrate the new 

equipment. Dr. Apgar in a frustrated tone says “Dana, are you even listening?!” and then grabs the phone out of 

Dr. Simon’s hand and places it face down on the bench.

Dr. Simon is shocked by both the question Dr. Apgar asked and the fact that she grabbed her phone away from 

her. Immediately, Dr. Simon gets up and walks into the PI’s office. Dr. Simon tells the PI that she refuses to work 

with Dr. Apgar and cites a series of moments where she felt Dr. Apgar was rude and dismissive of her while 

she's been getting oriented to the lab. The PI listens intently and thinks to herself... “Issues between these two 

already? I just talked to Dr. Apgar about managing her frustration appropriately with another team 
member... How am I going to get them to work together without conflict?”
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Case 2: Collaboration chaos

Dr. Silvia Lee, an experienced molecular biologist, is leading a multidisciplinary research project on cancer biomarkers. The  team 

includes Dr. James Patel, a computational biologist, and Dr. Maria Rodriguez, a clinical oncologist completing a postdoc 

fellowship. The project was funded for two years with a clear timeline and deliverables, including a manuscript submission wi thin 

18 months. During the first six months, the team made significant progress. However, tensions arose when disagreements 

emerged regarding data analysis methods and authorship on upcoming publications.

The Conflict:

1.Data Analysis Disagreement
I. Dr. Patel advocated for a machine learning-based approach to analyze the data, citing its ability to uncover complex 

patterns.
II. Dr. Lee preferred traditional statistical methods, arguing they are more widely accepted in the field and easier to 

validate.
III. Dr. Rodriguez, focused on clinical application, worried the machine learning approach would be too complex for 

practical use.
2.Authorship Dispute

I. Dr. Lee proposed a manuscript draft with herself as first author and Dr. Patel as second.
II. Dr. Patel felt his contributions warranted first authorship, as the computational analysis formed the core of the findings.
III. Dr. Rodriguez felt sidelined, as her clinical perspective was not adequately highlighted in a recent draft.

Escalation:

Meetings have become increasingly tense, with interruptions and dismissive comments being directed from and towards all three  

members. Center leadership expressed concerns a critical deadline was missed due to unresolved disagreements. Dr. Patel 

confided in a colleague outside the team, who shared the conflict with others, leading to reputational concerns within the 

institution.



12

Contact Us:

CUIMC Office of Professionalism

VP&S Building 1-403

630 W 168th Street

New York, NY 10032

Professionalsim@cumc.columbia.edu

Phone: 212-305-1510

Kenneth Prager, MD

Kmp1@cumc.columbia.edu

Spencer Bennett, MEd, SHRM-CP

Scb217@cumc.columbia.edu 

Additional Resources:

Articles:

How to Handle Difficult Conversations at Work (Harvard Business Review)

Words and Phrases to Avoid in a Difficult Conversation (Harvard Business 

Review)

How to mend a work relationship (Harvard Business Review) 

LinkedIn Learnings: 

Communicating through Disagreement

Leading with Emotional Intelligence

Managing Team Conflict

Books

Guide to Dealing with Conflict by Amy Gallo (Harvard Business Review)

Crucial Conversations: Tools for talking when stakes are high (Crucial 

Learning)

Triggers by Goldsmith

Difficult Conversations by Stone, Patton, & Heen 

mailto:Professionalsim@cumc.columbia.edu
mailto:Kp1@columbia.edu
mailto:Scb217@columbia.edu
https://cumccolumbia.sharepoint.com/teams/CUIMCOfficeofProfessionalismToolkit/Documents%20and%20Resources/Forms/AllItems.aspx?id=%2Fteams%2FCUIMCOfficeofProfessionalismToolkit%2FDocuments%20and%20Resources%2FHow%20to%20Handle%20Difficult%20Conversations%20at%20Work%2Epdf&parent=%2Fteams%2FCUIMCOfficeofProfessionalismToolkit%2FDocuments%20and%20Resources
https://cumccolumbia.sharepoint.com/teams/CUIMCOfficeofProfessionalismToolkit/Documents%20and%20Resources/Forms/AllItems.aspx?id=%2Fteams%2FCUIMCOfficeofProfessionalismToolkit%2FDocuments%20and%20Resources%2FWords%20and%20Phrases%20to%20Avoid%20in%20a%20Difficult%20Conversation%2Epdf&viewid=e9ef44fa%2Ddc39%2D4ed2%2D81ac%2D7224bd02618a&parent=%2Fteams%2FCUIMCOfficeofProfessionalismToolkit%2FDocuments%20and%20Resources
https://hbr.org/2020/02/how-to-mend-a-work-relationship
https://www.linkedin.com/learning/communicating-through-disagreement-2022/having-difficult-conversations?contextUrn=urn%3Ali%3AlearningCollection%3A6917121214251458560
https://www.linkedin.com/learning/communicating-through-disagreement-2022/having-difficult-conversations?contextUrn=urn%3Ali%3AlearningCollection%3A6917121214251458560
https://www.linkedin.com/learning-login/share?account=74653514&forceAccount=false&redirect=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.linkedin.com%2Flearning%2Fmanaging-team-conflict-22834058%3Ftrk%3Dshare_ent_url%26shareId%3DzU7WIJRMSxadcAF0%252FfgXEQ%253D%253D
https://store.hbr.org/product/hbr-guide-to-dealing-with-conflict/10068
https://www.amazon.com/Crucial-Conversations-Tools-Talking-Stakes/dp/1260474186/ref=sr_1_1?crid=13HD5DX4U6WNR&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.VufgGWf1JuxUe2Xlnt-x6BJNausDD21wNBytKhF3AOQRLbhfd45ocxrdBSCwwMTX4oOY5QHLnm7CHsdl_q7BusfZJoGoEpBk2s9bUOXCi2R1q0EQj9vmkRIufM_M3SoKUwsHH4Bu8CB-Zkd72wYRHTQdhugSc6HA15r21fCWJsw0GGl1U8GD85PfZnwe-pX2BKJdhAxK89cSdCq5bZY0EWuO14qZpUV2oTAvWG6xRnw.m3R3kfMQk2XD6vSJyS6-f2DYoMz7wtwoPWweXKp-rKU&dib_tag=se&keywords=crucial+conversations&qid=1713886617&sprefix=cruicial+conversations%2Caps%2C84&sr=8-1#detailBullets_feature_div
https://www.amazon.com/Triggers-Creating-Behavior-Lasts-Becoming-Person/dp/0804141231
https://www.amazon.com/Difficult-Conversations-Discuss-What-Matters/dp/0143118447/ref=sr_1_2?crid=B0JNCDI0SBFD&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.mSBQH6Hsl3vCHmEI-u8UIyH98TKETsm3knwnK-uJJ-M3al2j8lBHWPhTjSvmLStbwI5DRhG0pkvH-OBbBcXkl2gjWY47eEDXa8V2mackeI6hncMMVEWykW0VBSTMq_5frqodoKlYC88oNfYmimb1EtwDjmS2NOqKmO8O386Sv1ArdPl7LjjNFgSnftI8HjDE1mQncUII_nsM9QGVJjz0F_XSGYI1r-AsciM5KqdwaEI.8X6Ibn2V9Rw_Uqx71it8hkaAzVJmIMMyggHj8w3A-pk&dib_tag=se&keywords=difficult+conversations+how+to+discuss+what+matters+most&qid=1714049168&s=books&sprefix=Difficult+conv%2Cstripbooks%2C71&sr=1-2
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