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ABSTRACT

The hypothesis of this research suggested that improved self-awareness can allow people in the
workplace to recognise their own ‘‘blind spots’’ and choose to deal differently with others when
faced with conflict. Expecting employees to have high levels of emotional intelligence when they
have never been given the opportunity to learn these skills might be unrealistic. However, ignoring
the behaviours which lead to dysfunctional conflict may come at a high cost for organisations. The
researchers allude to the cost of industrial disputes in South Africa, which are amounting to
unacceptable proportions for both private and government institutions. Organisations that adopt a
consistent approach to conflict and even encourage positive task conflict will have more success in
avoiding subliminal conflict. Human resource practitioners need to motivate resources for
adopting processes such as learning interventions and coaching to encourage an enquiring attitude
to mastering conflict. Many people have only experienced conflict in negative ways, either due to
their childhood experiences, personal histories or other negative work experiences. These attitudes
are not likely to surface during interviews and it is thus incumbent on the organisation to
encourage a climate of learning the mastery of conflict skills.

INTRODUCTION

The new psychological employment contract suggests that employees should not only be
physically and mentally adept, but also that they should also deliver on ‘‘organisational citizen
behaviour’’. In the heightened drive for productivity and global economic competition, employees
are required to have both intellectual and emotional intelligence. (Hodson, 2004). A vital part of
emotional intelligence is the ability to master conflict and to judiciously view opposing
perspectives from others’ structures of interpretation.

Reputable organisational gurus agree that workplace competency can be the skills, knowledge
and attitude of the employees. Skills and knowledge are a minimum expectancy from employers
but attitude, also referred to as emotional intelligence, is more difficult to measure. In
organisations it is often said that people are hired for their skills and knowledge but fired for their
poor attitude or behaviour. Changing adult behaviour is considered by many human resource
practitioners to be nigh impossible. Human beings are creatures of habit and by the time they are
six years old their personalities are virtually formed. If the six-year-old further experiences poor
parenting or any other traumatic life experiences, it may transpire that the adult who enters the
workplace presents as a dysfunctional person. This person can only rely on skills and knowledge
and will do his or her best to project an acceptable behavioural front to the organisation.

Anstey (2006:7) supports the notion that conflict and cooperation are concurrent and necessary
processes in group life. However, he warns that conflict can have both dysfunctional and positive
consequences. The struggle for health in group life may be seen as centred in its efforts to achieve
a viable balance in the ongoing tension between these processes. This allows for sufficient
cooperation to achieve goals of survival and growth for participants but also sufficient divergence
to generate the creativity and energy required for this same purpose. The researchers found further
evidence in the body of knowledge which supports Anstey and is therefore not espousing that the
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workplace becomes a place where all people ‘‘hug each other in the passages’’ or fear
disagreement, and therefore encourage the insidious practice of ‘‘group think’’. Where this
organisational culture is allowed to foster, it is usually fear based, in that dissidents of opposing
thought will not be heard in fear of reprisals from those who hold the power.

The researchers propose that increased self-awareness leads to individuals being more
emotionally intelligent. In order to grow self-awareness, an intervention or tool is needed to
‘‘wake the person up’’ from his or her automatic responses to situations. The Enneagram is a
modern tool with ancient roots which can be used to give people clarity on their automatic
behavioural responses. It is not intended to put people in boxes, but rather to aid them to recognise
what their fixations are, and then to give them options and pointers to show them where they could
progress in their development.

The researchers demonstrated how the Enneagram can be used as a coaching model to help
employees understand their subliminal reactions to conflict situations. The intention of these
coaching conversations was to assist employees to deal with potentially dysfunctional conflict
situations in a process that is both time efficient and creates lasting problem solving.

The researchers believe that organisations that are serious about creating environments where
people want to work, grow and succeed need to implement strategies that assist them to become more
self-aware and to deal more effectively with conflict where it does not enhance creativity. It is then
incumbent on the organisation to create learning forums for employees and to provide coaching
dialogue that will explore meaningful and sustained remedies to deal with dysfunctional conflict in the
workplace. It was not proposed that the Enneagram is the only model which could be used in personal
development interventions. The researchers found the Enneagram to be a practical and reliable way to
shift employees in their ‘‘stuck’’ ways of viewing their false perceptions of conflict situations, thus
creating a way out which offers lasting change and personal growth.

BACKGROUND
At the time of conducting this research, the principal author was employed as human resource
manager of a medium-sized publishing house, employing 250 staff members. Groundwork
preparations had taken place in the form of in-house development training on leadership topics
such as mindfulness, principles of engagement and authentic communication, and the Enneagram.
Most employees were prepared to reveal their behaviour styles by exploring their Enneagram
personality type, and were interested in learning about the ‘‘gifts’’ and ‘‘blind spots’’ or
‘‘fixations’’ of their types.

The personality typology chosen by the researchers was the Enneagram. The researchers had
worked with different typologies but found this one to be the most dynamic. This is due to its
capacity for giving people insight not only into their inherent personality type, but also for
providing them with information and a map of how they can develop to be more integrated and,
more specifically, to deal with conflict more constructively.

The Enneagram, pronounced ‘‘ANY-a-gram’’ is a geometric figure that maps out nine
fundamental personality types. It is a development of modern psychology that has its roots in
many ancient traditions, and concerns itself with self-awareness. The researchers espoused the use
of the Enneagram as a model for people to view their individual behaviour through another
perspective. It was suggested that people who are able to self-reflect with greater awareness of
their motivations for certain habitual responses to situations of conflict are able to choose a more
satisfactory way of response. The Enneagram defines nine dominant personality types. each one
with its blind spots or fixations and gifts. The gifts are beacons to which people can aspire to in
their quest for self-development and personal growth. The blind spots or fixations are aspects of
behaviour which create conflict or in some way prevent people from reaching their full potential.

OBJECTIVE
The prime objective of the research was to establish a pragmatic way for employees to recognise
conflict as a positive construct and, with the knowledge of their conflict style and Enneagram type, to
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grow in self-awareness in order to master workplace conflict. If the Enneagram was to be utilised as
the model for understanding individual behaviour type, it was important to research its dimensions and
validity in learning institutions and the workplace. The secondary objectives were twofold:
6 The researchers intended to validate the correlation between the Enneagram types and the

Hornevian social styles, as identified by Hudson and Riso (2003). The primary author designed a
conflict assessment style questionnaire in order to identify the individual’s Hornevian style and
this was in turn compared to the individual’s Enneagram type. This information was utilised in
workshops termed ‘‘Mastering conflict in the workplace’’ as evidence to encourage the
participants to explore their habitual reactions to conflict situations in the workplace.

6 The researcher set out to explore if knowledge of the nine Enneagram type behavioural styles
could be used in ontological coaching to create a model of conflict problem solving for
employees. Nine employees, each identifying with one of the nine Enneagram personality
types and presenting some work-related conflict issue, were invited to enter into a coaching
relationship with the researcher. These employees individually entered into three voluntary
coaching sessions. Knowledge of the Enneagram type was utilised as a basis to give the
researchers insight into the employees’ structure of interpretation and habitual way of dealing
with conflict in order to assist them in resolving their conflict issue.

THE BASIC ENNEAGRAM TYPES

Riso and Hudson (2003) add the following important summarised points to the Enneagram theory:
6 People do not change from one basic type to another. They do learn new skills and coping

mechanisms, but the foundation of personality remains the same.
6 The descriptions of personality type are universal, and apply equally to males and females.
6 People’s traits within the personality type may apply more or less to them and fluctuate among

the healthy, average or unhealthy levels, depending on how they cope with life stresses.
6 The Enneagram uses numbers to designate each type, which provide an unbiased, shorthand

way of indicating much about a person without being pejorative or highlighting pathology.
6 There is no ranking value to the numbers, i.e. it is no better to be a 9 than a 2.
6 No type is inherently better or worse than another.

Baron and Wagele (1994) give the following basic personality descriptors:
6 Type one – The Reformer
Reformers are realistic, conscientious and principled. They strive to live up to their high ideals.
Ones are motivated by the need to live their life in the right way, including improving themselves
and the world around them.
6 Type two – The Helper
Helpers are warm, concerned and nurturing, and sensitive to other people’s needs. Twos are motivated
by the need to be loved and valued, and to express their positive feelings towards others.
6 Type three – The Achiever
Achievers are energetic, optimistic, self-assured and goal orientated. Threes are motivated by the
need to be productive, to achieve success and to avoid failure.
6 Type four – The Individualist
Individualists have sensitive feelings, and are warm and receptive. Fours are motivated by the
need to experience their feelings and to be understood, to search for the meaning of life and to
avoid the ordinary.
6 Type five – The Observer
Observers have a need for knowledge and are introspective, curious, analytical and insightful.
Fives are motivated by the need to know and understand everything, to be self-sufficient and to
avoid looking foolish.

Utilising personality typology to resolve subliminal conflict in workplace 73



JOBNAME: JBMD Part1 PAGE: 4 SESS: 7 OUTPUT: Mon Sep 7 15:41:36 2009
/dtp22/juta/academic/JBMD−Vol03−Part01−2009/06article

6 Type six – The Loyalist
Loyalists are responsible and trustworthy, and value loyalty to family, friends, groups and causes.
Their personalities range broadly from reserved and timid to outspoken and confrontational. Sixes
are motivated by the need for security. Phobic sixes are outwardly fearful and seek approval.
Counter-phobic sixes confront their fear. Both of these aspects can appear in the same person.
6 Type seven – The Enthusiast
Enthusiasts are energetic, lively and optimistic. Sevens are motivated by the need to be happy and
plan enjoyable activities, to contribute to the world and to avoid suffering and pain.
6 Type eight – The Challenger
Challengers are direct, self-reliant, self-confident and protective. Eights are motivated by the need
to be self-sufficient and strong, and to avoid feeling weak or independent.
6 Type nine – The Peacemaker
Peacemakers are receptive, good-natured and supportive. Nines are motivated by the need to keep
the peace, to merge with others and to avoid conflict. Since they especially take on qualities of the
other eight types, nines have many variations in their personalities - from gentle and mild-
mannered to independent and forceful.

The Enthusiast

The IndividualistThe Investigator

The Reformer

The Helper

The Achiever

The Challenger

The Loyalist

The Peacemaker

Figure 1 The Enneagram

Source: http://www.enneagraminstitute.com
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Knowledge of personality type gives people a model of understanding their own behaviour and
motivations, and insight into their automatic reactions to certain situations and people. When this
understanding is utilised in a non-manipulative way, it can lead to people reflecting on their
behaviour in a non-critical manner. It is an automatic response for people to employ the ‘‘inner
critic’’ to find fault with their own behaviour or, alternatively, to adopt a blaming attitude in
finding fault with others. They end up feeling guilty, angry or despondent, and decide to do
nothing more about the situation until they experience another conflict situation. Alternatively
they blame their past, parents, teachers, friends, colleagues or bosses for their dissatisfaction and
for not dealing with their conflict. This cycle continues for most people unless they wake up to the
knowledge that they have the personal choice of changing their situation.

Knowing that there is a whole ‘‘tribe’’ of people in the world with the same Enneagram type can
be reassuring for people in forgiving themselves and others for their dysfunctional behaviour.
Recognising personality traits of a type leads to people wanting to know how they can grow and
change. Taking personal responsibility for growth is the first step in bringing about sustained
change. The second step is asking for support and further knowledge, and it is in this way that
human resource practitioners can play a vital role in furthering a climate of emotional intelligence
development.

Concern could be expressed that the Enneagram is a derivative of ‘‘pop psychology’’. People
who lacked the objective understanding of the model have confused it with Eastern dogma, and
esoteric theory, and have called it anti-Christian and lacking in scientific validity. Many
psychologists are using the Enneagram as a model for working with their clients in clinical
interventions. It is also important to compare the Enneagram with other reputable typologies such
as the Myers Briggs Preferences and the Millon Personality Patterns.

SHL, a world leader in occupational testing, found after a year’s major research that the nine
personality types of the Enneagram were ‘‘real and objective’’. (http://www.enneagraminstitute.com).
It was important to share the SHL research findings to date with sceptical employees and to obtain
management buy-in for using the Enneagram as a model of personality typology. Employees were also
reassured by the knowledge that the Enneagram is being utilised as a leadership development tool at
prestigious universities such as Harvard and Cambridge, and the Cape Town Graduate School of
Business.

However, the Enneagram is a complex model and should not be used by persons who have not
been adequately trained in understanding the complexities of the system. It is therefore important
that participants are first exposed to a basic introduction to the Enneagram and where possible find
their own Enneagram type. Human resource practitioners who use the model should also be
mindful and have a keen understanding of utilising the Enneagram in an ethical manner. This has
reference to the following aspects:
6 Human resource practitioners should adopt the Enneagram methodology as an overall part of

their human resource strategy, lest it becomes just another ‘‘HR fad’’.
6 Human resource practitioners should invite a knowledgeable Enneagram teacher with

verifiable training and experience to present the model to the executive team in order to have
support for the implementation.

6 If members of the human resource team are to be facilitators of the Enneagram system, an
investment needs to be made in their training in order to gain a thorough understanding.

6 The ethics of the Enneagram should be taught to participants or coachees, especially with
regard to not typing others judgmentally and rather using the system as a way to understand
self, and thereby treating others with more compassion.

It was also important to emphasise that no model of human behaviour devised by man will ever be
all-encompassing. After all, the human being is ultimately mysterious and is not designed to be
scientifically deconstructed. No matter how predictable people might appear or how well they
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might be known in their habitual behaviour, they often surprise others by doing things which
would never have been expected of them.

RELEVANCE OF RESEARCH FINDINGS

The conflict styles assessment questionnaire showed a high rate of validity in correlation to the
Hornevian social styles. This questionnaire is a useful indicator of conflict style as it can
accurately assess whether the individual is likely to have a conflict style which is Assertive,
Compliant or Withdrawn. The well-respected Thomas-Kilmann model relates as follows:
Assertive = Competing, Compliant = Accommodating and Withdrawn = Avoiding.

This knowledge can assist in training or coaching interventions in creating a model for learners
to assess the efficacy of their natural style of dealing with conflict. The feedback from the
abovementioned groups about how they prefer to deal with conflict was useful as it can reveal to
the different groups how to deal with those who are inherently different to themselves.

Utilising the Enneagram to uncover subliminal conflict with individuals during coaching
conversations was found to be insightful as a model of understanding the motivations for each
type’s behaviour. The researcher remained objective to the coachees’ structure of interpretation of
their conflict situation, and did not impose her knowledge of the Enneagram. However, having
knowledge of the type created a context in understanding their motivation and was invaluable in
suggesting a practice which in each case led to a solution of the conflict situation.

INTEGRATED CONFLICT MASTERY

The researcher developed the model below using Wilber’s four quadrant holonic model as
indicated by the descriptions in italics (Wilber, 2001:67). Quadrant 1 depicts the ‘‘I’’ or the
individual’s interior. These are inherent qualities which the individual has limited control over. An
Enneagram type is a genetic construct that people are born with, just as they are born with a
certain colour eyes. The Enneagram system suggests that the nine different types deal with conflict
uniquely.

Quadrant 2 describes the ‘‘IT’’ or exterior of individuals in their behavioural choices. The levels
of self-awareness are a major part of how skilful people are in dealing with conflict. These choices
influence communication skills, including language expression and the body language which
people employ when dealing with conflict. Mastery of conflict is a learnt skill that can be acquired,
for example through workshops or coaching interventions. Emotional intelligence, such as
mindfulness, influences people’s ability to self-correct and self-generate.

Quadrant 3 describes the ‘‘WE’’ or the interior collective or cultural affects of how the
individual deals with conflict. Life partners, family and friends are directly affected in a positive or
negative way by individuals’ reactions to conflict as depicted in quadrants 1 and 2. In the
workplace, the interior collective consists of managers, colleagues, customers and suppliers.

Quadrant 4 describes the ‘‘ITS’’ or the exterior collective or social affects of the influences from
the preceding three quadrants. The organisational culture is partly created by the way in which
conflict is experienced. This in turn influences the organisation’s business markets, the financial
results, the community and the society.

Figure 2 Model of integrated conflict mastery

1. I interior-individual (inherent)
Enneagram type
Psychological health
Physical health
Empathy with others
Stress-coping mechanisms
Childhood experience
Culture

2. IT exterior-individual (behavioural)
Level of self-awareness
Mastery of conflict
EQ quotient
Ability to self-correct and self-generate
Values
Religious or spiritual beliefs
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3. WE interior-collective (cultural)
Life partner
Family
Friends
Work relationships with:

Customers
Manager
Suppliers
Colleagues

4. ITS exterior-collective (social)
Society
Organisational culture
Community
Market
Business results

CONCLUSION

Organisations that adopt a consistent approach to conflict and even encourage positive task
conflict will have more success in avoiding subliminal conflict. Human resource practitioners need
to motivate resources for adopting processes such as learning interventions and coaching to
encourage an enquiring attitude to mastering conflict. Many people have only experienced conflict
in negative ways, either due to their childhood experiences, personal histories or other negative
work experiences. These attitudes are not likely to surface during interviews and it is thus
incumbent on the organisation to encourage a climate of learning the mastery of conflict skills.

The Enneagram is a robust model which can assist employees in the workplace to ‘‘look into the
mirror’’ to create an individual personal growth and self-awareness strategy. When people begin to
understand the motivations for their behaviour, and especially for dysfunctional conflict situations,
they can decide to adopt different behaviours. Utilising the Enneagram in resolving subliminal
conflict in the workplace can have a wider effect when people start showing more functionally in
their families, within their friendships and in their communities.
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