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How Did My Family Get In My Office?! 
Surprising Ways Your Upbringing Impacts 

You At Work And What You Can Do About It
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CHAPTER 9 Grace’s Story
Navigating Difficult Relationships Through Boundaries

Chapter Summary: Grace grew up with two extremes of how conflict was handled. One extreme was highly emotional 
and “in your face”; the other was the opposite extreme of avoidance. Her story describes how she stayed in an 
important (and difficult) personal relationship by implementing boundaries. The result was a healthier relationship 
within her family. She also applied those same skills to her leadership style, which contributed to a high-performing 
culture for her employees.

Two Cultures, Two Extremes 

Conflict in my family was handled with extremes. My mother was Italian and grew up in an “in your face” Italian 
culture. My father was British and didn’t deal with conflict at all. He was very reserved and constrained. When I 
was growing up, Dad was an alcoholic. He wasn’t a mean drunk, just became quiet and sullen most of the time. 
My parents didn’t fight often, but when they did, there was a meanness or spitefulness about it that brought a fair 
amount of passive-aggressive behavior between them, mostly from my mother. She was a classic “triangulator,” 
meaning she would talk about my dad negatively to my brother and me. Rarely would she speak directly to my dad 
about whatever she was upset with him about. I didn’t see my parents resolve conflict; it just kind of lingered as 
tension between them. 

After I left home to go to college, my parents went through a major upheaval. My father went into recovery with 
his drinking and his sobriety changed the relationship between my parents. They made a lot of effort to restore 
their marriage through counseling and 12-step recovery work. Their relationship improved. My father worked at 
speaking up for himself—becoming very effective at dealing with conflict both at home and in his own workplace. 
My mother, on the other hand, still had a tendency to be emotionally impulsive, fly off the handle, and never really 
deal with conflict directly. 

My Conflict Style 

Growing up, my ability to cope with conflict wasn’t particularly healthy. As a younger person I was highly rebellious. 
I did what I wanted to do, regardless of the consequences—especially those that might impact others. My conflict 
style was a combination of using humor to defuse tension, and shifting the focus. I probably didn’t realize it at the 
time, but I was trying to control the situation by avoiding addressing the real issue. How I dealt with conflict really 
depended on the situation and the people involved. 

The only emotionally safe person for me, especially as I became a teenager, was my paternal grandmother. We did 
not speak much about my dad’s drinking and my mom’s emotional outbursts, but she provided a protective cover 
for me when she was around. 
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A Turning Point 

Two events created the turning point for me, for learning to handle conflict in healthier ways. The first was several 
years ago, when my mother came to live with my husband and me to recover after a surgery. The anticipation of 
this extended visit made me realize I needed to do something very different in my relationship with her. Despite the 
high level of dysfunction that was present with my mother, I decided to be more intentional in figuring out how to 
stay in a relationship with her without getting caught up in the dysfunction. 

I learned how to set good boundaries and stick with them so that every interaction with her didn’t end up in conflict. 
The landmark book Boundaries by Henry Cloud and John Townsend, and another book they coauthored called Safe 
People, offered very practical help in setting and holding healthy boundaries with people who may be unsafe. I used 
their ideas with my relationship with my mother, and now I apply them to all of my relationships. 

The second event that impacted how I changed my conflict style was 
a quote by a pastor, John Wesley, from the 1700s. He stated, “Conflict 
rightly worked through can achieve a higher state of grace and trust.” 
That quote resonated with me. Conflict isn’t something to be avoided. 
It’s something to be engaged. In a broken world, we’ll inevitably have 
conflict and differences with people, especially those we’re in close 
relationship with, both at home and at work. 

I pondered the John Wesley quote for a long time and it shifted my own worldview around conflict. It took me a long 
time to digest and comprehend the meaning of that quote and apply it to my life . . . and I don’t know that I always 
live it out perfectly. But, in terms of my understanding of it, I often see that it’s true. I’m realistic that living out that 
quote requires the other person or people I’m in conflict with to be willing to work through the issues with me. If 
there’s not some degree of relational connection, it’s probably not going to be possible to achieve that. 

With every interaction with my mother, I was intentional in being present with her without engaging in the old 
dance that was deeply ingrained in both of us. For me, it was not bolting out of the conversation when I saw a 
situation differently than she did. At times, I would literally say to her, “I’m not willing to engage around this,” which 
wasn’t often received well, but I did it anyway. Boundaries helped me to decide in advance how I was going to react 
to my mother’s emotions, and to stop allowing her to dictate how I felt or responded to her.

How My Family Shows Up in My Office 

There are certain interactions that are emotional hooks for me that probably 
stem from my upbringing—for example, when employees or co-workers 
come to me in a way that I call “locked and loaded.” They’re attached to their 
position and not open to hearing anything different. My tendency then is 
to be dismissive. In those instances, I’ll do what’s best for the organization 
and for the other people involved, regardless of how those employees or 
co-workers may feel. 

In those instances, it’s like the “locked-and-loaded” person reminds me of the way my mom dealt with conflict, 
putting my mom in my office. Maybe there’s still a part of me that rebels by dismissing the person and doing what I 
think is best, just like as a teenager, I did what I wanted to do. 

I’m beginning to get better at recognizing when that happens, and stepping away or setting boundaries with that 
person. It’s not helpful to ramp up an emotionally charged situation. My responsibility is to check myself and how 
I’m reacting and responding to a particular situation, and to identify, “Okay, what’s the hook here?” 

Sometimes that requires me to push the pause button in the middle of an interaction and say, “Look I’m not prepared 

With every interaction with my 
mother, I was intentional in being 
present with her without engaging 
in the old dance that was deeply 
ingrained in both of us.
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to deal with this right now. Give me a day or a few hours to step back and gain perspective.” Then I’m able to make 
the needed shift to engage more fruitfully. Having the freedom to hit the pause button has been very important for 
me because I recognize not everything has to be worked out right in the moment.

I know that the way my family modeled conflict was less than ideal. We avoided talking to work through differences. 
I have learned how quickly unresolved conflict can devolve when it is not addressed and worked through. Those 
experiences have compelled me to intentionally learn healthy boundaries, and that has positively affected how I 
lead. I’ve come a long way in developing healthy conflict skills from being rebellious, avoidant, and controlling in my 
younger years! 

When to Engage in Conflict and When to Let It Go 

Figuring out when and how long to try to have a relationship with someone who is 
highly adversarial is really hard to do. I’m personally challenged around this 
because I’m an optimist, so I tend to want to hang on to relationships; I think 
everything can be fixed and the reality is, it can’t. Part of my own growth and maturity, 
and effort to change my family patterns, has been recognizing when something’s not 
working anymore and being willing to abandon it or let it go. 

I read a lot of leadership development books that have been very helpful in understanding what keeps me hooked 
and hanging on too long in relationships. I made the conscious choice to stay in a relationship with my mother even 
when she continued to be highly emotional because I recognized that there were particular topics where it made 
sense to engage with her, even when I didn’t agree with her perspective. Again, having good boundaries was key in 
how I navigated those topics. I also recognized that certain topics can’t be resolved with a person who isn’t emotionally 
healthy. That doesn’t make them a bad person; they simply lack the skills. But you can create a different kind of condition, 
where something new emerges in the relationship. And that possibility makes it worth the pursuit, if it’s someone you 
care about. And then, there are other people, you just say, “Done. No energy going here. Not interested.” 

One of the most impactful learning experiences I’ve had about when to engage in conflict and when to let go is that 
without a relationship and some kind of mutually shared connection, resolving conflict well is often extraordinarily 
difficult. There has to be some of kind of mutual caring about one another as people. We may disagree vehemently 
about an issue, but if we care about one another and care enough to want to work through the conflict, the likelihood 
of getting to the other side of it is higher. Sometimes it may mean bringing in a third party who can mediate for that 
conversation to happen, which can be very helpful because it may not be resolvable between just the two people. 

Creating the Conditions for Healthy Conflict 

In my role as CEO, I’m very intentional about creating a work 
culture where people feel safe to bring differences forward 
so healthy relationships can develop. Perhaps this inner drive 
goes back to my upbringing, which was often the opposite. 

Creating the conditions for a deep appreciation and valu-
ing of the other person, even when you don’t agree, is very 
important to me. When differences arise, I don’t hesitate to 
encourage my employees to bring them to the surface and 
work through them. I also have very little problem with peo-
ple disagreeing with me.  I think disagreement is healthy when 
you allow people to express a differing opinion, work through 
it, and come out on the other side of the disagreement even 
stronger in the relationship. 
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As a staff, we work through things real time and try to deal with differences as they emerge. We deal directly with 
each other and are intentional about not triangulating (talking about them to others). I saw triangulating happen in 
my family when my mother would talk to my brother and me about issues she had with our father. It was very awkward as 
a kid to be in that position, and wasn’t fair to my father to not hear my mother’s concerns directly from her. 

If our team comes to a point where we’re not able to move past the disagreement, I might bring in a trusted third 
person to add perspective and help us work through the conflict. Sometimes we can’t see what we can’t see. Growing 
up, I wouldn’t have tried to work out differences with my mother because she was so emotional. Today, as a leader, 
I’ve learned the skills to navigate emotional conversations. 

At our organization, we’re also intentional about distinguishing between forgiving and restoring trust. For example, 
forgiving someone is a matter of the heart. Immediately trusting after an offense usually takes time, until you see 
evidence of changed behavior. 

I recognize conflict can’t always be resolved. If the person you are in conflict with is unwilling to do the work, or is 
lacking in empathy or awareness of how his or her behavior is impacting others, it may not be possible to resolve 
or work through the issue immediately. Ultimately healthy conflict enhances how people work together. When 
people are at odds with one another, it drains energy from the work environment, which impacts relationships and 
productivity. 

What I insist on is, “Don’t talk about the person, talk to the person.” As a leader, if an employee comes to me and has 
a problem with a co-worker, it’s as if they want to put the monkey on my back saying, “You’re the leader, so you deal 
with this person.” The reality is, I may not have an issue with that person. If there’s an issue between two people, 
I encourage them to attempt first to work through it. If they need my help after they’ve tried, I’m happy to be a 
resource, but I’m not going to take responsibility for someone else’s problem. 

The only exception may be if the person doesn’t feel safe speaking to the co-worker, such as in a bullying or 
harassment situation. Otherwise, as a leader, I believe we do employees a disservice if we don’t encourage them to 
develop healthy conflict resolution skills. 

Depending on the nature of the issue, usually something new emerges out of a difficult conversation that is better 
than one person getting their way; it’s about improving on what we are trying to accomplish together, focused on 
our common goal. That’s the healthiest outcome of conflict! 

Boundaries make it clear to each of us which behaviors are acceptable and which behaviors cross the line. 

Developing Conflict Skills 

In my own observations of the most successful leaders, CEO’s, and presidents, I know very few who work through 
conflict well. Whether for business or personal reasons, they lack the ability to address differences. It’s usually not 
a priority until it’s an immediate need and then it ends up requiring more intense intervention. 

Instead, if they created the kind of culture consistently where trust is built, relationships matter, and conflict is 
welcome—not mean-spirited, spiteful conflict, but rather healthy conflict—and there are good systems in place to 
support people working through that conflict . . . that creates a great place to work! 

I often see organizations that lean strongly on grace, where there’s all kinds of forgiveness in the system, but that 
means people are getting away with bad behavior; or organizations blindly (and unwisely) trust everyone . . . and 
people are getting hit over the head all the time, so there’s constant tension. 

Leaders need to be willing to invest in developing conflict skills, and getting good at it themselves. Lord knows 
there’s plenty of opportunity to practice! 
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Productive Conflict Management Strategies 

1. If a Conflict Can’t Be Worked Out Over Time Between Employees, as a Leader and CEO, My Primary Responsibility 
Is to the Health of the Organization, not to the Individual.

I need to intervene in the case of poor behavior to protect the well-being of the culture. The system is going to 
keep doing what it’s doing, unless I step into it and disrupt it in some way to make a change or make something 
different occur. 

2. Let Employees Go if They’re Not Willing to Own How Their Behavior Impacts the Team.

I’ll try to work with them, but I won’t tolerate employees who refuse to take responsibility for their actions. It’s 
the necessary role of the leader to bring an end to something that’s causing damage to the culture, whether that 
person is aware of it or not. It’s never easy and should be viewed as a last resort, but sometimes it is absolutely 
necessary.

3. Make Efforts to Use Clear Boundaries to Stay in Relationship with Difficult People . . . And Be Wise About 
When You Should Step Out of a Relationship that Has Become Toxic.

There are no quick fixes for developing healthy conflict skills. Behaviors, starting from the top, have to be 
embedded in the culture of the organization. Create the conditions for appropriate relational connections to be 
built so that when differences emerge, the right stuff is there to allow people to work through them. 

4. When Conflict Occurs, Make a Commitment to Move Forward, Even If You Haven’t Come to a Complete 
Resolution on the Specific Issue.

When we have shared understanding of points of view, even without agreement, almost inevitably something 
new emerges in the relationships. Even if people never agree, they find places of common ground when places of 
shared understanding are found. 

5. Know “Which Hills You Are Willing to Die On.”

Recognize when a conflict isn’t worth pushing into, even if you don’t get your way. And then be genuinely 
supportive, even though you see the issue differently. We’re not going to resolve every conflict. 

6. Be Open to Revisiting, in the Future, Decisions that Were Once Contentious.

Rarely are decisions “one and done.” We think sometimes if we don’t resolve it perfectly today, it’ll be a mess 
forever. In reality, small shifts and small compromises can move something forward, recognizing that there are 
lots of dynamics that we can’t see yet that come into play as a decision unfolds. Be willing to live with the decision 
for a while, see how it works, and revisit it if needed.

7. When Addressing Disruptive Employee Conduct, Describe the Impact They’re Having on Co-Workers and the 
Culture.

Recognize their impact is probably not their intent. One good way to see if a person is ready to do the work to 
resolve differences is if they are willing to “own their impact.” My mother would often say to me, “You 
are misunderstanding my intent.” This puts the responsibility of the issue back onto the person who has been 
impacted, and fosters shame and confusion. If a person is able to say, “That is not what I intended, but clearly I have 
impacted you negatively, I want to understand,” then you have a much greater chance for working through an issue.
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The Family Factor: 
Self-Reflection Enables Self-Correction 

Grace’s Family Factor was a combination of her mother’s highly aggressive behavior and her father’s avoidance of 
conflict through alcohol. Her response was to fight back: when faced with aggressive behavior from others, she was 
not going to retreat. Over time, she became aware that being battle-ready was not the best response for conflict 
situations, and developed an alternative path to resolving conflict that centered on instilling boundaries in relationships. 

Grace’s transparency of acknowledging her journey from being rebellious, avoidant, and controlling in her younger 
years, to developing healthy conflict management skills as a leader, reveals how with effort, productive conflict 
skills can be learned. 

Grace’s story shows us that changing conflict patterns from your upbringing starts with the willingness to be 
vulnerable with oneself through what Sam Horn, author of Take the Bully by the Horns: Stop Unethical, Uncooperative, 
or Unpleasant People from Running and Ruining Your Life, refers to as self-reflection and self-correction. In her book, 
Horn describes self-reflection as the ability to reflect on the situations that trigger you emotionally (including those 
that stem from your upbringing), and to apply this self-awareness to make self-corrections in how you manage 
conflict today. 

In the work setting, when you have co-workers, employees, or a boss who you struggle to get along with, rather 
than avoid, yell, finger-point, or leave, ask yourself, “What else can I do? I have to work with this person, I can’t 
control what they do or don’t do. What I can do is set boundaries.” Boundaries are a self-correction choice you 
make in order to maintain work relationships and still be productive. Like Grace, whether at home or at work, the 
key to self-reflection and self-correction is making a conscious effort to look at how you can respond differently to 
prevent conflict from escalating. It also includes asking yourself, “How might I unknowingly keep conflict going?” or 
“What part do I play here?” 

By applying self-reflection and self-correction through boundaries to the workplace, you

• set clear expectations;

• allow others to make their own choices without fixing or rescuing;

• follow through with allowing natural consequences to occur from the choices others make, so that they 
experience the logical consequences of those choices;

• free yourself from trying to control others or letting others dictate how you feel; and

• take responsibility for the only person you can control: you.

So often relationships are cut off or people leave jobs they love 
before making the concerted effort to self-reflect, address the 
part they play in the conflict, and make self-corrections. Leaving 
is always a choice. As the Pema Chodron quote states at the 
beginning of this chapter, “Nothing ever really goes away until 
it has taught us what we need to know.” If you don’t learn how 
you contributed to the conflict or considered how you can grow 
from this experience, you’re likely to repeat that same pattern in 
future relationships, including with a future employer. 

I recognize there are times to end a relationship or leave a toxic work environment—such as when you’ve made a 
concerted effort to improve the relationship, and the other person doesn’t respond to your boundaries and attempts 
at reconciliation. Also, when there’s abuse and harassment. Even in these scenarios, no matter what conflict or difficulty 
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you’re facing, take the time to self-reflect so you gain the self-awareness to protect yourself and have healthy 
relationships going forward.

Through her willingness to self-reflect and recognize her part of how she kept conflict going with her mother, Grace 
was able to self-correct her reactive conflict tendencies. Today she responds much differently to conflict than in 
her upbringing. Setting healthy boundaries in her relationship with her mother has positively impacted her leadership 
style and created a high-performing culture for her employees.

Reference 
Horn, Sam. Take the Bully by the Horns: Stop Unethical, Uncooperative, or Unpleasant People from Running and Ruining 
your Life. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2002.

Self-Reflection Questions

1. How well do you implement (and stick with) boundaries during conflict

2. Consider someone at work you have difficulty getting along with; how might this relationship improve if you 
implemented boundaries?

3. How receptive are you to “self-reflect” and “self-correct” in taking responsibility for the part you play that 
keeps conflict going?

4. If you already set boundaries with difficult people, how likely are you to follow through with consequences 
when boundaries aren’t honored?

5. Describe a time when you did follow through with boundaries that worked well. What did you learn from that 
experience?
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As a Workplace Conflict Expert and accredited Boss Whisperer®, Bonnie Artman Fox 
takes messy team conflict and brings teams together so they work more effectively.  Drawing 
from decades of experience as a psychiatric nurse and licensed family therapist, she has 
equipped thousands of people with interpersonal skills to resolve conflict…including abrasive 
bosses.

Bonnie is a content expert on conflict and emotional intelligence with the Healthy Workforce 
Institute® (HWI). As a speaker and leadership coach, she furthers HWI’s mission to eradicate 
bullying and incivility in healthcare.

When she’s not working with leaders, you can find her exploring this wonderful world of ours 
with her husband, Mark, and enjoying her role as Oma to her fun grandchildren, Calvin, Theo, 
and Charlotte.

“When working with leaders to help them address disruptive behaviors, I often find a common 
barrier that prevents them from doing this. That barrier is their strong desire to avoid conflict. 
Many of the leaders I work with admit that they hate confronting people because it makes 
them so uncomfortable or they address disruptive behaviors in a way that comes across as 
too abrasive. It’s a problem that prevents leaders from setting behavioral expectations and 
actually holding employees accountable for professional behavior.
Then I read Bonnie’s book, How Did My Family Get In My Office?! and it all made sense. 
Through the stories from leaders and how their upbringing determined whether they avoid 
conflict or pound conflict over the head, understanding the “Family Factor®” was so insightful! 
Once leaders understand the role their family plays in their current role as a leader, only then 
they can recognize their patterns and more importantly – change them.
I highly recommend Bonnie’s book to people who find themselves in a leadership role who 
truly want to cultivate a strong cohesive team of professionals.”

- Dr. Renee Thompson
CEO & Founder, Healthy Workforce Institute

Author of Enough! Eradicate Bullying & Incivility In Healthcare Strategies for Front Line Leaders
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For more info on how Bonnie can bring your team 
together or speak to your group, contact her at:
412.877.8331  |  Bonnie@BonnieArtmanFox.com
       LinkedIn.com/in/bonnieartmanfox
For more information visit: BonnieArtmanFox.com

“Many leaders avoid conflict because it’s messy and uncomfortable. Based on 
their family histories, the leaders in this book show us how to develop the 
interpersonal courage necessary for productive conflict which will ultimately 
result in healthier teams and more effective organizations.”

- Patrick Lencioni
Best-selling author of The Five Dysfunctions of a Team
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