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INTRODUCTION

It has been estimated that over 60% of performance deficiencies result from problems in relationships not from problems in individuals. Understanding conflict and learning to manage it effectively can greatly assist a team in accomplishing its mission and goals.

WHAT IS WORKPLACE CONFLICT?

‘A condition between or among workers whose jobs are interdependent, who feel angry, who perceive the other(s) as being at fault, and who act in ways that cause a business problem.’

(Dana, D. 2001)

Interdependency – each party needs something from the other and are vulnerable if they don’t get it

Feeling Angry – people are emotionally upset – anger is not always visible – some people will hide their anger with a veneer of politeness – however, Dana suggests that the emotion we all know as anger is always present when there is a conflict.

Blaming Each Other – each party sees the other as being at fault often moving from the immediate workplace issue into personal issues

Causing a Business Problem – How is the conflict impacting on job performance?  – if it is not then it does not fall within the definition of workplace conflict.

This definition includes emotions, thoughts and behaviours – psychologists consider these three the only dimensions of human experience.  So conflict is rooted in all  parts of our human experience.

DIVERSITY, INTERDEPENDENCE AND CONFLICT

Conflict is a product of diversity and interdependence.  Organisational conflict arises because people who have different personal and professional interests must work together to achieve the organizational goals.  Diversity in organizations arises from a number of sources:

· Individual differences.  Individuals have unique mixes of personal characteristics and cultural identities that alter the lens through which we view our experiences.  Skin colour, ethnic origin, religious belief, sexual orientation and physical challenges are some of the influences on our values and outlook.  While these characteristics help us connect with other like minded people, they can also create tension and misunderstanding with those who are different.  Other  important differences are our personalities and personal preferences – some of us like working alone, others prefer working in teams and so on.
· Professional differences.   These are differences that flow from the professional or functional areas we work in.  This diversity frequently arises because different types of people are drawn to different fields of work.  This is compounded by the influence that the profession has on the people in it.

· Unclear vision.  When you have many people working in specialised groups, it is important to provide them with a clear idea about the goals, direction and values of the overall entity. We need this direction and expect our leaders to provide it, if this direction is not provided, many people are forced to invent their own corporate vision.  When you have different versions of goals among different individuals and groups, you increase the probability of unproductive conflict.

· Conflicting responsibilities.  Groups are often given responsibilities that are in opposition to those of other groups.

· Unclear responsibilities.  Conflicting responsibilities may be inherent in the nature of organizations, but management sometimes creates additional conflict by being unclear about responsibilities.  Even when people have jobs that are quite distinct, overlaps may occur in areas on the margin. Conflict occurs when two or more people, usually acting in good faith, find they are interfering with one another in carrying out their perceived duties.

· Conflicting information.  People act on the basis of their understanding of the information available to them.  People who have different information or who interpret information differently will act in different ways.  Conflict arises because people act on information in ways that others do not understand and therefore misinterpret.

In order to meet the complex challenges facing them today, most organizations must bring together skilled and motivated people from a variety of backgrounds and encourage them to work collaboratively to meet common organizational goals.  Many factors can compound the effect of interdependence:
· Scarce resources.  In most organizations the demand for people, equipment and money exceeds supply.  Regardless of the reason for it, the result is a belief among members that their personal and professional objectives will be thwarted because other people will be given ‘their’ resources

· Power struggles.  Position in a hierarchy conveys the power to affect how things get done, so people with agendas and ambition covet key positions. Outwith  hierarchy, some professional groups are seen as being more powerful than others, and people can behave competitively 

· Organization structure and procedures.  Structures can formalize and rigidify the way people are supposed to work together.  Sometimes structures that once made sense have not kept pace with changes in direction or strategy.  ‘If you put good people in a bad organization structure, the bad structure will win.

PERCEPTION VERSUS REALITY

When it comes to conflict, reality is not nearly as important as perception.  Two people who believe that they have opposing interests will behave as if they do, even if their perception is wrong. People who expect others to block their goals will react according to their expectation, whether or not it is based on fact.
CONCEPTUALISING CONFLICT

It can be useful to consider conflict as being cyclical:

· Issues exist in the team which might provoke conflict.  Issues can be substantive such as real differences of view, values, invasion of roles, practices and objectives. Issues can also be emotional which arise from feelings about others, differing styles and approaches, assumptions about people etc. 

· Triggering event(s) (which can be significant or very minor) cause the latent conflict to be explicitly expressed

· The behaviour displayed by the conflicting parties leads to the

· Consequences of the exchange
Issues or triggering events may change from one cycle to the next, and the consequences may differ significantly.  A conflict cycle may escalate, indicating that the relationship is becoming more conflictory, or a conflict cycle may de-escalate indicating that the individuals involved are learning to adjust and work successfully, despite their differences.

In addition to events that trigger a conflict episode, there may be barriers that inhibit the open expression of conflict, e.g. an individual may be afraid of hurting the other person’s feelings, or the culture of an organisation may be that conflict is stifled at all costs to maintain an image of equanimity.

POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE EFFECTS OF CONFLICT

It is often assumed that all conflict is bad for the organisation, however if managed effectively, conflict can bring benefits:

Potential Positive Effects

· Better ideas produced

· People forced to search for new approaches

· Long standing problems brought to the surface and resolved

· Clarification of individual views

· Stimulation of interest and creativity

· A chance for people to test their capacities

Potential Negative Effects

· Some people feel defeated and demeaned

· The distance between people increased

· A climate of mistrust and suspicion developed

· Individuals and groups concentrate on their own narrow interests

· Resistance developed rather than teamwork

· An increase in employee turnover
CONFLICT CONTROL

	STRATEGY
	POSSIBLE ACTIONS
	EXAMPLES

	Avoidance
	Avoid situations where conflict occurs; reduce triggering events; cooling off periods
	Reduce contact between the parties; set up system for dealing with conflict subjects; adjourn meetings

	Alteration
	Change the form or place of the conflict
	Agree not to argue in front of others, or to criticise each other without making a positive suggestion; meet before conflict situations to resolve problems

	Feedback
	Help parties to understand how others are affected
	Other people are upset; team is losing resources or cooperation from others; loss of dignity



	Help With Consequences
	Provide support, more rest, more thinking time
	Neutral person to listen to stressed people; time off; more social events; encourage getting away  from the office at lunch time; discourage overwork


CONFLICT RESOLUTION – MEDIATION

‘Mediation is a structured process whereby an impartial mediator facilitates communication between those in dispute in order for them to understand each other better and for them to come up with mutually acceptable solutions that will improve the working relationship in future.’

BENEFITS OF MEDIATION
· Confidential.  What is said at the pre meetings and the mediation session itself is confidential to the parties concerned.  It is a private  meeting to attempt to reach agreement, and both parties should sign up at the beginning of the session to obey the ground rules – one of which is confidentiality
· Voluntary.  The voluntary nature of mediation means that if both parties attend the session, it is more likely that they will try hard to find a solution. The voluntary nature of mediation is at the heart of what it is about – giving power to the parties to resolve the issue for themselves.
· Ownership of agreement.  Because mediation looks at interests and the parties have full control over the outcome, it is more likely that  they will have built into the agreement what they really want in the settlement.  It is therefore more likely to be a robust and lasting settlement
· Focuses on Interests.  In the mediation process there is an important difference between interests and positions.  Simply put, a position is one side’s solution to the issue or problem, while an interest is one side’s concern about the issue or problem.  The mediator focuses on the interests of the parties, not just on their positions
· Parties in control.  In mediation, the parties are not open to any surprises as they are in control of the outcome at all times.  No solution is handed down by someone else in mediation.  The parties control the outcome, the mediator controls the process.

· Normal dialogue.  A key part of mediation is full and clear communication so that all parties gain an understanding of what is at stake – the mediator will ask many questions to ensure understanding and will check in with both parties as to their understanding of what is being said.

· Two winners.  Mediation is a method of resolving disputes and conflict which not only provides for, but strives and encourages the win/win solution.

· Customized agreement.  There are no rules as to what an outcome will look like in mediation.  While many people prefer a written agreement, some people do not feel this is necessary.  The solution is constructed in the way it makes sense to the parties.

· Learning. Much can be learned at mediation, whether or not settlement is reached.  Many people hear the issue properly for the first time in a mediation  - conflict can be unpleasant and it can be hard to focus if there is a lot of tension or aggression around. Becoming aware of the full extent of their actions means that people have to face up to what they will do; for many, consciously continuing to inflict hurt on another human being is not something they would normally wish to do.  They may not want to lose face however and may decline to settle the matter at mediation, however their newly acquired knowledge means that their mind not rest easy  - thus the matter can be resolved well after the mediation by the person ‘sorting it out’ in their own way.

· Flexible and creative solutions.  Mediation is all about finding the opportunity in what may look like a ‘lost cause’ what is needed is a careful and thoughtful joint analysis which leads to possible joint solutions.  The establishment and maintenance of rapport during sessions can greatly assist in finding such options.

· Freedom to speak.  Mediation is a process that is entered into ‘without prejudice’ This means that what goes on between the parties in the sessions cannot be used in any other process, including litigation.  This allows the participants to lower their guard and talk without feeling that they have to worry about each and every word.

· Encourages respectful interaction.  The process of mediation encourages respectful interaction, an adult approach to problem solving and a dignified exchange of opinion and views.  This is not to say that emotions will never run high – however the fundamental tenet of mediation is one of mutual respect and mutuality in finding a solution.

SITUATIONS UNSUITABLE FOR MEDIATION

Mediation is not about allocating blame, deciding who is right and wrong, dealing with poor performance, discipline or if there is any legal actions already in process. If someone is incapacitated due to ill health or if it is felt that revenge is the motivating factor or if there is an uneven power balance then these situations would not be suitable for mediation.

THE MEDIATION PROCESS
Pre Mediation Meetings

 It is important that the mediator visits both parties separately to discuss the situation with them.  The aims of these meetings are to:

· Establish rapport

· Listen without judgement or apportioning blame

· Allow party to tell story and vent feelings

· Explain the mediator role 

· Explain the mediation process:

· Voluntary

· Confidential 

· Seeking win/win

· Ground rules

· Both parties will need to listen to each other

Get agreement to attend

This meeting also acts as a rehearsal for the mediation meeting – this perhaps is the first time that the parties have been able to fully discuss the issue with an objective person, and to explore their own feelings about the situation. It also gives the mediator the opportunity to assess the party’s willingness to reach agreement, how emotional the mediation might become and what the key issues are for negotiation.

The Mediation Meeting

Introduction and set ground rules

In mediation, the mediator controls the process and overall structure of the meeting, but the ‘will’ and responsibility for finding a way forward, towards a positive mutual agreement, remains with the parties themselves.  At this stage, the control and structuring of the process falls to the mediator:

· Open the meeting with a welcome and emphasise the fact that they are both there in itself is a very positive step

· State the purpose of the mediation and that your role is to help them talk to each other constructively and find their own solutions – you are not here to judge and you will not be telling them how to fix the situation.

· Gain agreement to ground rules:

· That while one person is speaking the other  does not interrupt – they will both get equal time to say what they wish to say

· That they treat each other with respect

· That the content of the discussions during the mediation are confidential

At this stage the mediator is setting the tone for the meeting, which should be a joint businesslike approach to resolving matters.

Uninterrupted Time

At this stage the parties have the opportunity to explain their point of view and express their feelings without interruption or challenge.

Just start by saying that you will now give each person a turn to speak and ask that the other party listens without interruption – you can say that this might be difficult – if they disagree with something that is being said, their natural inclination is to jump in and put their side of the story.  However, given that often the mediation session is the first time that either party may have listened fully to the other’s viewpoint, it is essential that interruptions are not allowed.

If someone is very upset by what another party is saying or is anxious during their own turn, reassure them that they will have plenty of chance to talk during the mediation. For those incapable of staying quiet, state the groundrules explicitly, then cope as best you can.  Try not to let the interrupter draw away your attention from the speaker.

‘Tom, you’ve had (will have) your turn.  Please respect Sally’s.

At the end of each person’s turn, inquire whether the speaker has anything else to say right now, and then thank them.  Do not comment, ask questions, or summarize yet.

The Exchange

The exchange is a structured, protected opportunity for people to:

· Speak openly and express strong feelings and beliefs

· Ask questions and respond to each other’s accusations and perceptions

Keep control of the session The exchange can call on all your facilitation skills.  At times the session might seem out of control – usually people will run out of steam.  Mediators learn to wait out the roller coaster up and downs of the exchange.  Projecting your own ease and confidence can help – at times you may need to acknowledge that things are uncomfortable, and reassure them that  volatile discussions are normal during this part of the mediation session.

Include each person  Be careful to include each person and emphasise that everyone’s input is important.  Even if a person dominating the conversation has many useful things to say, you can still break in pleasantly:

Peter, can you hold it there for a minute? I want to hear reactions to what you’ve said and then we’ll get back to you.

Accept, but don’t push for emotions Airing feelings can help people resolve or even transform their conflicts and this is why mediators try to make room for parties to express themselves.  When mediators take tears or angry outbursts in their stride, they show that strong feelings are understandable, and will not derail the session. However, it is up to each individual to decide how much emotion they want to reveal.

Don’t rush to find solutions.  Because the exchange can be a challenging time, mediators can be tempted to pick up on the first whiff of a possible solution in their eagerness to resolve the conflict.  This may lead you to reaching agreements that don’t address the real issues and interests.

Wait until you have a good grasp of the larger picture; the issues, the interests. Also, the parties need significant time to air their grievances before they are emotionally ready to start building the agreement.

Look for conciliatory gestures and breakthrough.  Conciliatory gestures are magical little creatures that scurry about in the dense undergrowth of interpersonal conflict, often unnoticed.  They go unnoticed because they are often just a short string of words nestled within a long, defensive combative statement.  Conciliatory gestures include such things as apologising, owning responsibility, conceding, self-disclosing, expressing positive feelings for the other, initiating a win-win approach to the problem.  Mediators should listen carefully for these gestures and bring them out of the undergrowth and into the light of day.  By asking individuals to say more, a reciprocal gesture may follow from the other party.  When there are reciprocal conciliatory gestures, then the moment of ‘breakthrough’ has been reached.

Identifying the issues 

When to bring the Exchange to a close is a judgement call. If you feel that the parties have fully explored the issues and are beginning to look forward, end with a summary acknowledging the interests and concerns you’ve heard, and if appropriate the parties’ feelings and breakthrough. If there are a lot of issues you can flipchart them and discuss which are the key issues to work on.

The issue list should:

· State the topics that need to be discussed

· Use positive, impartial language

· Reflect each person’s concerns

· Present problems as shared concerns whenever possible

· Be succinct and easy to recall

Generating ideas  This is where the seeds of solution are sown.  There is now no going back to repetition of the argument, we have heard all the stories; it’s now time to look to the future. The mediator should explain that at this point we are trying to generate as many different solutions to the issues as possible – encourage brainstorming. When there are no more ideas then each of the options can be ‘reality checked’ and agreement reached as to the way forward.

Agreement  A written agreement:

· Gives tangible evidence that parties accomplished something together

· Reminds people what they agreed to do

· Helps prevent arguments and misunderstandings afterward

· Gives a clear ending point to the mediation process

Review each point of the agreement – is the wording OK? Is it workable? Is it acceptable?

Write out a final copy, read it out loud and then have everyone present sign and give each party a copy

Sometimes written agreement is not necessary or is not wanted by the parties.  In this case, the mediator may finish by formally announcing to the parties what has been agreed and allowing them to accept verbally what has been said.

MEDIATION SKILLS
Questioning and Listening skills are very important during the mediation process:

Questioning

There are several types of question that are helpful in coaching situations:

· Open Questions –open out a discussion eg ‘Can you tell me about………’  Open questions are much more effective for generating awareness and responsibility in the coaching process.

· Closed Questions can be used to check information eg – when did you attend the course?’ Useful for verifying information, and can often be answered with ‘yes’, ‘no’ or other short answers.  In a situation where someone is rambling and you need a brief answer, ask a closed question to provide focus.
· Probing Questions/ Follow On – tease out important information eg – so what happened next…………….’

· Reflective Questions – To check out understanding eg – what you seem to be saying is………’

· Challenging – encourage the person speaking to find a solution to their problem or to look at the problem in a different way.  ‘Is there another way you could look at that?’ ‘What else would be worth considering’ ‘What would be the effect of this course of action’

There are two types of question to avoid.

· Multiple Questions can leave the parties confused and the likelihood is that they will not provide a full answer.

· Leading Questions normally look for one particular answer, e.g. “Don’t you think you should apologise?

Asking The Right Questions

Opening questions … use these questions when you begin Uninterrupted Time

· Can you tell us the concerns that brought you here today?
· Can you tell us what’s been happening?
· Can you give us some background? – tell us your view of the situation
Questions to get information – use these questions during the exchange

· Can you give me an example?
· Can you tell me more about how you view….?
· Can you explain……?
· Can you help me understand why……?
· Could you describe what happened when…..?
Questions to get at interests – use these questions during the exchange

· What is important to you?
· Can you help me understand why that’s important?
· What concerns you about the situation?
· How does….. affect you?
· …..seems to matter  a lot to you – is that right?
· Is there something that you think that (other party) doesn’t understand about your situation?
Questions to get at solutions – use these questions when you are working on specific issues during getting agreement

· What might work for you?
· What can you do to help resolve the issue?
· What other things might you try?
· What would make this idea work better for you?
· Is there some way we can meet both X’s need for ……. And Y’s need for ………
Questions to get at consequences – use these questions during the Exchange and again during getting agreement

· What other options do you have if you don’t reach agreement today?
· What problems might there be with this idea?

· If you agree to this solution and …….. happens, then what?

Questions to test agreement – use these questions during reaching and writing the agreement

· Is this agreement acceptable to everybody?
· Have we covered everything?
· Is there any piece of this you’re uneasy with?
· Now is this what you’re agreeing to: ……..?
· Can you live with this every day, every week from now on?
Active Listening

All too often, interviewers either fail to pay attention to what the interviewee is saying or they hear the words but fail to pick up or distort the meaning.  This can be caused by a range of barriers:

· Inner Thoughts  - thinking about what you want to say next, thinking about other things, worrying about work/personal issues
· External Distractions – noise, interruptions, visual distractions
· Prejudices/Assumptions – Prejudice is a major block to effective listening.  To be prejudiced towards someone we make assumptions about them as a whole person based simply on one or more observable characteristics.  We may also switch off because we think we know what the other person is going to say
· Emotions – if what the other person says arouses our anger or hostility, these emotions may either cause a distortion of the message or simply block out our ability to listen to it at all.
· Dislike – it may be that you dislike the person and will put up barriers to listening because of this.
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