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» CASE 6.2 THE BREAKUP AT THE BAKERY

Imagine yourself as a staff member at this
bakery:

Why would you be reluctant to share
your emotional reactions with other staff
members?

A group of seven people had established
and run a bakery for two years when a severe
conflict emerged and threatened the store’s
existence. Two workers had been in a com-
mitted intimate relationship for several years
but were now going through a difficult
breakup. During this time, neither the man
nor the woman could stand being around one
another, but neither could afford to quit his or
her job. The store needed both members’
skills and experience to survive financially.

Over three months the climate in the
workplace grew more and more unbearable.
Workers had to deal with the tension be-
tween the couple while working under daily
time pressures and the constraints of having a
minimal staff. Many believed that they could
not work effectively if the situation got much
worse. Important information about bakery
orders and deliveries was not being ex-
changed as workers talked less and less to
each other. The group decided to call in a
third-party to help improve the situation. In
discussing the problem with individual staff
members, the third-party realized that the
workers strongly resented having to deal with
the “relationship problem” at the bakery.
They felt they were being forced to choose
sides in the conflict or they would risk losing

the friendship of both. At the same time, it
was painful to see two friends endure a very
difficult emotional trauma. Although the
staff members were eager to share these feel-
ings with the third-party, almost nothing had
been said to the man or woman about these
reactions. The staff was not willing to discuss
these emotional issues because they seemed
highly volatile and might lead to the break-
down of the work group. The climate deterred
people from expressing emotional reactions,
which might have helped the couple under-
stand how their breakup was affecting the en-
tire staff. As a result, tension heightened, and
the bakery was about to go under. The third-
party increased members’ feelings of safety,
and eventually they were able to talk about
their problems. It was finally decided that
the man would train his successor and leave
the bakery within three months, while the
woman would stay on.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

e To what extent can one person improve
the supportiveness of an organization
through their communication and ac-
tion?

e Could this group have shifted the cli-
mate without the help of a third-party?

e Do you think that climate is necessarily
affected when some co-workers have an
intimate relationship!
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