
A newer staff member just told 

me they are thinking about re-

signing because of conflict with 

a coworker. Should I refer them 

to the EAP to resolve the differ-

ences or should I first try to do 

something about this problem 

myself? Admittedly, I was not 

even aware of a problem be-

tween them.  Therefore, I am a 

little nervous about doing this 

right the first time. I don’t want 

to lose a good person. 

Leaders should attempt to resolve conflicts between employees because it 

may lead to understanding underlying problems that have never been discussed. 

Here’s one approach: Ask this employee to share the history of the conflict and 

how it began.  Explore what prompted them to come to you at this point and 

what may have impeded them from coming to you sooner. Ask what steps have 

already been taken to resolve the conflict and why the worker believes they 

have not worked. Ask your employee about how she would like to proceed with 

a resolution, but anticipate making a decision to meet with both employees ei-

ther individually or separately.  You will need to play a leading role because 

this may be indicative of a more pervasive problem that you were not aware 

was happening. This is important because for some employees, remaining or 

running away from conflict [think ‘fight, flight or freeze’] is easier than the 

compromises necessary to resolve them. In this sense, employee conflicts are 

not solely personal problems, because they can always potentially affect others 

within the organization. Leaders must shepherd them to a resolution. If a reso-

lution does not seem possible, reach out to your EAP representative to assist 

and potentially address hidden agendas or other unspoken issues underlying the 

conflict.  EAP’s are also helpful because the problem may require ensuring the 

individual’s confidentiality in order to properly address fundamental personal 

problems such as substance abuse or social emotional concerns. 

How can the EAP help me as a 

supervisor in developing and 

improving my relationships 

with my staff.  

The success of the supervisory role is often dependent upon the effec-

tiveness of relationships that you have with employees.  An effective profession-

al relationship allows you to model an influential role and maximizes job satis-

faction and the productivity of your staff. There is more to achieving these 

goals than most supervisors realize. EAPs have resources and counseling skills, 

and they understand relationship dynamics that can help. Developing and en-

hancing emotional intelligence is the path to success, and EAPs can consult 

with you on ways to improve relationships and enhance them in specific ways.  

You may want to build your skills in how to motivate employees, how to better 

utilize people’s talents, how to make staff feel rewarded.  Learn how to listen 

and understand their needs. You want employees to be honest with you and feel 

they can share their workplace struggles and ideas.  People often will show and 

tell you how they can best be utilized. All of this depends on your ability to be 

authentic, approachable and open to various opinions and beliefs.  It is im-

portant to exercise patience and demonstrate your own vulnerabilities.  Finally, 

don’t hesitate to pick up some books on leadership strategies, styles and tech-

niques to offer some personal reflection and motivation.      
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Documenting employees who 

participate in subtle abuse or 

bullying behaviors is sometimes 

difficult because one can’t de-

scribe what’s being witnessed, 

like tone of voice, for example. 

In the end, it just sounds like 

one’s opinion! 

You are correct. Tone of voice is often difficult to articulate in documenta-

tion without becoming overly subjective.  This often leads to speculation of the 

information being arbitrary and subsequently easily dismissed as opinion.   The 

way around this problem is to begin documenting reactions and statements by 

the victims to the tone of voice or manner in which they were treated. These ef-

fects are visible and oftentimes the victims will report descript and measurable 

observations. In addition, they will offer important facts about “how” the com-

munication has made them feel and “why” it made them uncomfortable.  Now 

you have something less refutable that is not based upon opinion. The impact of 

the abuse is what you are seeking.  Several of these documented situations con-

stitute a preponderance of evidence that supports the thrust of your documenta-

tion, which makes it useful for administrative purposes.  Workplace harassment 

and bullying is a concern and can be prevented.  Feel free to contact your EAP 

representative for support on other pre-emptive methods you can implement to 

help minimize this problem.  Proactive approaches include workshops and en-

couraging staff to bring concerns to your attention, before the problem takes on 

a life of its own.  Sometimes it is simply a matter of misunderstanding or per-

sonality conflict; but, if the same player appears to have conflict with numerous 

staff members, then as the leader you will need to find a way to address the 

problem. 
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A national 2015 Harris Poll was conducted asking employees this very same 

question. Read about it in the Harvard Business Review online at hbr.org 

(search bar “top complaints”).  The most frequently cited complaints included: 

not recognizing employee achievements, not giving clear directions, not having 

time to meet with employees, refusing to talk to subordinates, taking credit for 

others’ ideas, not offering constructive criticism, not knowing employees’ 

names, refusing to talk to people on the phone or in person, and not asking 

about employees’ lives outside work. Keeping this list in mind, conducting a 

self-assessment, and working to champion all of them will produce more en-

gaged and happier employees.  In addition, it may well lead to reduced turno-

ver, and play a role in helping your organization serve children/patrons/

community.   Likewise, also remember we all have flaws and it will not be pos-

sible to “please all of the people all of the time.”  Sometimes, leaders have to 

broach the hard questions and confront some of the more difficult challenges 

facing the organization.  As you become more comfortable within your role as a 

supervisor it will be important to get direct feedback from your staff about what 

is important to them.  With some experience you will have hopefully built a 

foundation and relationships with most of them which will better equip you to 

identify constructive ideas and problems from the sometimes basic human na-

ture to complain just to complain.  

I am a new supervisor. What 

are the top complaints of em-

ployees about supervisors?  I 

plan to avoid all of them. 
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