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�
Guidebook – Conflict Management





This guide covers techniques for managing and resolving conflict situations. In this text you will learn:





How to identify potential conflict situations


Positive and negative aspects of conflict


Skills to effectively manage and control conflict


Six steps to manage conflicts





This guidebook also includes an exercise to let you try your hand at resolving a conflict situation, and includes an analysis section to help you evaluate your skills as a conflict manager.





Related Marketing Materials





The skills learned in this guidebook will be especially helpful for dealing with conservation customers and partner groups when applying the marketing process. Dealing with these groups is explained in Phases 2, 3 and 4 in the "Easy�to�Use Workbook for Marketing Conservation Services, and the "Partnership Guide to Marketing


�
Conflict Management





INTRODUCTION





Conflict is a situation in which people seek to promote their own interests over the interest of others. Conflict occurs when someone takes action that threatens the policies, goals, values, or territory of another. Every encounter with someone whose views differ from our own offers the potential for conflict.





Periodically, you will be involved in conflict. It is a natural part of human relations; and is a process to be managed, not eliminated.





The skills for understanding, effectively managing and resolving conflict situations are explained on the following pages.





�
Conflict – Good or Bad?





To most of us the word "conflict" refers to a strictly bad or negative situation. However, as you will learn below, there are both positive and negative aspects of conflict.





Positive Aspects of Conflict





You learn more about the problem.


You learn more about the people involved 	in the conflict.


It energizes you to meet challenges.


It prompts you to be creative in searching for solutions.


You change and grow with each conflict experience.





Think about situations where conflict may have created positive results. Conflict can be used to learn about the problem from both sides. Often the most creative ideas come about through resolving conflict.





If you find yourself involved in a conflict situation, keep the above positive aspects in mind. Then, try to use these positive features to your advantage. You must also, however, consider the following negative aspects of conflict.





Negative Aspect of Conflict





Problems may cause you to become less 	motivated and inactive.


You may be confused by differing opinions.


It may cause you to experience stress and 	frustration.


It can cause you to resort to violence.


You may abandon the problem situation for 	a safer subject.





Now consider situations where conflict created negative results. Have you ever cooperated on a poorly thought out project just to avoid conflict? Most of us have. At times, individuals decide to avoid stress by not facing the problem � the result can be inactivity. Creativity is stifled and solutions are not forthcoming.





As you can see from the above list of positive and negative aspects, conflict may not always be bad, and cooperation may not always be good.





Learning conflict management techniques can help you deal with these positive and negative aspects of conflict, and use them to your advantage. The skills for managing conflict are explained in the next section.


�
The Effect of Conflict on Groups





Conflict can have both positive and negative effects on groups as well as individuals.  These aspects are listed below.





Positive Aspects of Conflict on a Group


It defines the issues.


It can lead to resolution of issues.


It can increase group cohesion.


It can lead to alliances with other groups.


It can keep group members alert to each others’ interests.





As in conflict’s positive effect on individuals, group members may change and grouw through conflict experiences.  Conflict also energizes a group; however, the energy must be controlled and channeled toward the soultion.  Le’s look now at the negative aspects of conflict on a group environment.





Negative Aspects of Conflict on A Group





It can create or increase antagonism.


It can lead to violence.


It can lead to inter-group tension.


It disrupts normal channels of cooperation.


It can divert members’ attention from the group objective.





Conflict can cause a group to become inactive because members choose to ignore or avoid the problem.  Participants go along just to get the session or activity finished.  This is the time to apply conflict management techniques to get the group moving in the right direction again.








�
Skills For Managing Conflict





There are a variety of ways you might respond to conflict. One response is to ignore the situation and hope it resolves itself. However, this response is not typically very realistic.





A better response is to apply proven techniques to manage and control the conflict. These skills are explained below. Later we will learn about techniques for finding solutions to the conflict.





A. Open Communication Lines





�An important technique in managing a conflict, or potential conflict situation is to open all available lines of communication. This technique is primarily related to your ability to communicate with others. Being an effective communicator means more than simply being a good speaker.





An effective communicator is a keen observer, is attentive to the other party, knows when to smile and when not to, provides feedback to the other party, and, most of all, is a vigilant listener. These traits are also the characteristics of an effective conflict manager.





B. Establish Ground Rules





After you have initiated communication, determining some basic ground rules is another important technique for dealing with conflict situations. By setting rules you can establish guidelines of behavior for those involved to further promote communication between all parties. These ground rules should include the following:





Give everyone the right to talk, to be heard, and to be uninterrupted.


Discuss present problems only.


Discuss one problem at a time.


Use feedback to check accuracy.





These ground rules will help you manage the situation, whether you are conducting a highly controversial public meeting or simply handling a one-on-one confrontation. Be fair, objective, and insist that everyone involved play by the rules.





C. Confront Issues Directly or Indirectly





Another skillful technique when managing a conflict is to confront the issues directly or indirectly, depending on which is most appropriate for the situation. You must decide which method to use for your conflict.





You can use either direct or indirect "persuasion" techniques to control and manage the conflict. Each is explained below.





Direct Persuasion:





Direct persuasion relies on power and authority of a person who develops and imposes decisions by telling people what to do. Responsibility for the outcome rests with the leader.





Line and staff situations, such as the military, typically use direct persuasion. Government regulatory mandates are also examples of direct persuasion.





Indirect Persuasion:





Indirect persuasion involves influencing others through the communication process. People's ideas and feelings are solicited by listening and questioning. Decisions and solutions can then be developed jointly by all participants in the conflict.





In a situation where people have equal power � such as a meeting of a district conservationist and a farmer �indirect persuasion is usually preferred.





The most important component of indirect persuasion is the ability to listen. Listening is another technique for managing conflict and is explained in detail below.





D. Applying Listening Skills





�One of the most important techniques to apply when managing a conflict situation is to use your listening skills.





Listening involves more than simply hearing the words spoken; it requires an active involvement that includes understanding, acknowledging, and responding to the messages being sent. Following are some specific skills related to listening.





1.  Summarize Statements Verify that you correctly understand what the speaker is saying by feeding back summarizing statements. This often avoids misunderstandings.





During this process it's often a good idea to allow the other person to first let off steam as they express concerns. These concerns can later be diffused and dealt with calmly.





For an example using each of these techniques, consider the following scenario:





�



Land user: Ninety percent of the land around here is highly erodible. It's unreasonable for you USDA people to expect all plans to be installed within a few years.





SCSer You feel you are rushed, and you can't get it done by that date. Is that right?





Land user: You're not kidding. I am being rushed! I'm pleased with the results from my few terraces. I've gotten some waterways and some field borders, but I'll have to do more of these practices. It's just too much to do.





SCSer: So what you're telling me is you are sold on the practices � it's the due dates that bother you?





Land user: Yes, that's exactly what I mean. I guess I can do it, but I don't like it.





2.  Listen for three things:


Message content: What facts are stated? How do they relate to the conflict?


Feelings beneath the message: Is the person angry, frustrated, injured, or sad? Why?


Values influencing the person's perception of the conflict: Is the person open to new ideas? Can you put yourself in his/her shoes?





3.  Look for nonverbal messages





Listening is more than just hearing what people say verbally � we must also pay attention to the nonverbal messages they are sending.





Often people's true intentions and feelings can be understood � not so much by the words they use � but through other signals, such as the way they say the words, their postures, or their use of space. A glance, a glare, or a raised eyebrow sometimes communicates more than hours of talking.





In a conflict situation, it helps to be able to interpret approximately what people are thinking, even if they are not speaking.





4.  Apply other listening techniques





Some additional listening techniques that you might experiment with include the use of silence, combined with listening "body language" such as direct eye contact, leaning forward, nodding, etc.





You can further indicate interest and understanding by using acknowledging phrases such as "I see," and "tell me more." These types of empathic responses show you care.





Now that you have learned about listening skills, read on to find other techniques that can help manage conflict.





Keep Emotions in Check





Another important skill in managing a conflict is to monitor and control emotions � emotions of others and your own.





You should be especially watchful that your emotions do not unwittingly rise to the surface. This is not to say that you should be mechanical and indifferent; but becoming excessively emotional will fuel conflict situations.





You should also watch for out�of�control emotions in others. An emotional statement is evident when people speak quicker than normal, raise their voices, or interrupt.





F.  Consider Physical Arrangements





When dealing with people in a conflict situation, particularly in a meeting scenario, it is important to consider the impact of physical aspects such as space and seating arrangements; and how they might subliminally affect the conflict.





Space:


This relates to how space is used: location and amount and interpersonal distance. Placing people into a small area increases the likelihood that conflicts will spring up, or that existing conflicts will be intensified. On the other hand, moving a conflict out�of�doors can sometimes positively modify the situation.





Seating Arrangements:


Round tables can be used to place everyone in a relatively equal status. Rectangular tables have two dominate seats � the head and foot of the table. Studies show that leaders sit most often in these positions. If you want to gain advantage over an adversary sit in either one of these seats.





Interaction increases when people sit across from one another, and increased participation can also lead to increased competition. Seat the chief combatants in a conflict side by side to increase conversation and cooperation.





G.  Set the Stage For Conflict Resolution





By applying the above conflict management skills of establishing ground rules, confronting the issues directly or indirectly, applying listening skills, keeping emotions in check and considering physical arrangements, you have set the stage for the next scene of our conflict resolution drama � Finding a Solution.





�
Steps for Finding a Solution to the Conflict





�After you have applied the techniques explained in the last section to control and manage the conflict, you are ready to move on to finding a solution to, or resolving, the conflict.





Conflict resolution is handled by six simple steps. Each of these steps is explained below.





1.  Diagnose the Situation





Diagnosis includes determining the substance and history of the conflict, the positions each person has taken, and personalities of the various participants





Questions to ask include:


How did the conflict develop?


Who was, or is involved?


What policies, goals, and values are challenged?


What rights do participants claim to specific territories?





By answering the above questions, you can begin to see the conflict objectively.





You also need to examine the positions which competing parties have committed themselves to, and why. Analyze the strength of the feelings of each party. If you have a history in the conflict, analyze your own contributions.





As you diagnose the situation, be sure to keep in mind the value of indirect persuasion and its main component � listening.





2.  Involve All Parities





Another important step in finding a solution to the conflict is to include all affected parties. This is accomplished by asking questions and encouraging others to respond. Listen as people respond to questions. Seek the opinions, feelings, suggestions, and input of adversaries.





A skillful questioner can discover interest, concerns, knowledge, skills, and goals of other people. By asking appropriate questions the questioner can lead the conversation, even though the other person is doing the majority of the talking. The questioner can also move a person into dealing with options they may not have considered on their own.





Collect Information





The third step in resolving the conflict is to collect information about the issues. When collecting information, you can see if your initial analysis of the conflict was accurate. This is also another time to put your listening skills to work.





Gathering information can be difficult because:





People tend not to listen to each other when they argue. They may not hear either facts or emotional messages from others.


People often interrupt when they are in a conflict.


People often lack the courage to confront the reasons for disagreements. They don't want to look foolish or argumentative.


Some people choose to be confrontational rather than cooperate in getting all the information out in the open.


Feelings are just as real as facts.





Collect information by interviewing people as well as analyzing your own position. Be careful to ask neutral questions and use feedback to build trust and communicate understanding. Indicate that you understand their positions, even though you may not agree.





Gather all the information available that will help conflicting parties come to sound solutions. Analyze and interpret this information together as a group. Unbiased experts can also be used to interpret the collected information.





4.  Reinforce Agreements








The next critical step in finding a solution to a conflict is to reinforce any agreements that exist.





It's important to reinforce agreements before you attempt to negotiate disagreements. Adversaries tend to maximize their differences and so attention is focused on these differences. However, people in disagreement often share more common goals or values than they realize.





During the early stages of conflict communication, you can discover and highlight agreements that are relevant to the issue. Agreements could include any items of common concern such as clean environment, land preservation, or need for farm profit. Reinforcing commonalities is a powerful psychological tool. When you reinforce agreement, you call attention directly to everything that can be considered positive.





5.  Negotiate Disagreements





After you have completed step 4 to reinforce the agreements between opposing parties, then you are ready for step 5: negotiate the disagreements.





Often people want to begin conflict resolution by negotiating conflicts or disagreements. However, disagreements cannot be negotiated until everyone understands the facts and feelings that prompted the conflict in the first place.





To negotiate disagreements, follow these guidelines:





Begin by reviewing all that was said during steps I through 4 above. Specify exactly how you think each person feels and why. Check to be sure you understand agreements and disagreements.


List the issues for the individuals or the group to see. During this process, avoid giving solutions. Simply list important disagreements.


When all disagreements are recorded, have each person rank them in order of importance.


After the issues are ranked by the group, address these issues by beginning with the smallest and working toward the largest. It helps to build from successes, thereby building trust for all parties. Deal with each subsequently ranked disagreement so that you save the highest ranked disagreement for last.





6. Solidify Agreements





The last step of conflict management is to solidify agreements. This means confirm the agreed�upon solutions to the problem and identify when and how participants will make compromises.





This process can be difficult if you have rushed through earlier stages; but if you have been thorough, this last stage should take little time or effort. Follow these guidelines:


Begin by reviewing agreements and disagreements and offering or requesting compromises. Compromises should be discussed and debated.


If a compromise (change in behavior or policy) cannot be reached, then table the issue and move on to the next one. When all issues have been discussed, review suggested compromises. Then, verbally summarize agreements.


Review proposed actions carefully. Everyone needs to check for the accuracy of perceptions. Writing down compromises or verbally repeating them provides a review that gives everyone time to think and suggest additional changes. It is better to discuss a misunderstanding now rather than later.





Now that you've learned the skills for effective conflict management and have covered the six steps for finding a solution to the conflict, put these skills to work in the following conflict resolution exercise.


�
Conflict Management Exercise





Instructions: Read the following conflict scenario, answer the questions, and compare your answers with the analysis that follows the exercise.





Scenario:





Although a farmer in your district frequently states he does not like government interference in his farm business, he has participated in the commodity support program for the past ten years.





By farming land that can contribute toward polluting adjacent water bodies, he is required to get an approved water quality conservation plan within five years from January of this year or lose USDA program benefits. He waits until three months before the deadline before asking for a conservation plan from the conservation district. After a hurried visit by an SCS employee, he received a plan in the mail. However, he chose to be only superficially involved in the development of the plan. Since that time, he has not paid attention to the plan and has not considered how to apply it.





Now, when he needs to install the conservation system, he complains to a conservation district board member that he does not like his plan. Consequently, he wants his plan redone. He says the plan is too expensive and too complicated. The board member requests that you, not the SCS employee who originally developed the plan, respond to the request.





Questions to Consider:





1. What are your initial feelings about the farmer?





2. If you maintain this feeling and behave accordingly, how do you think this situation will end?





3. For this situation, you are the district conservationist (DC). As the DC you are expected to resolve this situation. Apply the six steps for resolving a conflict. How could you complete each of the following:





Step 1:  Diagnose the situation.


Step 2:  Involve all parties. Identify the people or organizations who should be involved.


Step 3:  Collect information. What type of information would be appropriate in this situation? How would you collect it?


Step 4:  Reinforce agreements. On what topics could you and the farmer agree? How could you reinforce these agreements?


Step 5:  Negotiate disagreements. What disagreements might you anticipate and how would you attempt to deal with them?


Step 6:  Solidify agreements. How would you reinforce overall agreements and compromises?





Compare your responses listed above with the following analysis of the situation.


�



Analysis of Conflict Resolution Exercise





Responses to this exercise cannot be graded as either right or wrong; however, the following analysis provides some possible answers to the "Questions to Consider" listed previously. These answers simply encourage you to think about different ways to deal with conflict.





1.		What are your initial feelings about the farmer?





Your reaction to this farmer is probably personal. It is p probable that you have a negative feeling toward him. At best, you might feel neutral toward him.





2. If you maintain this feeling and behave accordingly, bow do you think this situation will end?





It is easy to predict that if your behavior is based on a negative attitude toward the farmer, this situation could develop into a bitter conflict. Having, or adopting, a neutral attitude will allow you to deal with the situation less emotionally and more objectively, leading to more positive results.





3.		The following suggests ways of applying the steps 


of


	con





,flict resolution:





Step 1 - Diagnose the Situation


After discussing this case with the SCS employee who developed the original conservation plan, you find the conservationist feels the farmer is consistently rude and inconsiderate. He is a trouble�maker. He alters his attitude toward government programs when he feels the programs are helpful to him. He seems to feel that clean water legislation is an intrusion into his business. If he does not get what he wants, the situation may end up becoming a severe problem for everyone � the farmer, the Conservation District, and you. It is distinctly possible that you may not be able to work with him.





Step 2 - Involve All Parties


Visit the farm and ask questions on a one�to�one basis to find out why he does not like his existing conservation plan. Find out if anyone else makes decisions about managing his farm If so, be sure they are involved. Inform him that you cannot develop a new plan without the decision maker's input.





Step 3 - Collect Information:


This step is really an extension of the previous step. Continue asking neutral, open�ended questions. Gather all relevant technical information. Thoroughly explain all technical matters. Assess whether either of you is behaving emotionally.





Step 4 - Reinforce Agreements:


There may be several issues on which you can agree at this stage. For example, you may agree that the conservation plan will help reduce soil erosion; that it will improve wildlife habitat; and that it will have a positive effect on water quality.





Or, you may agree that the original plan is flawed because it does not meet the needs of the farmer. You may also agree that the farmer will be totally involved in the revised plan development. You can begin to explore alternatives that are realistic, practical, and that can be completed in a timely manner to meet the legislative deadline.





Step 5 - Negotiate Disagreements:


Review the issues and discuss the major disagreements. Perhaps the farmer disagrees about the economic cost of implementing the plan. You could arrange a meeting at the field office so you could evaluate the relevant economic costs and benefits information through the Field Office Computer System (FOCS) to display cost effective alternatives.





Step 6 - Solidify Agreements:


The farmer will solidify the agreement by accepting one of the alternatives offered and signing the new conservation plan, or by refusing the alternatives and accepting the consequences of giving up USDA benefits.


�
Conclusions





Now that you have tried your hand at managing and resolving a conflict situation, it's time to follow up by analyzing your conflict management skills.





What are you good at? List your skills. Then plan to maximize those skills � that is � plan to use them as often as you can. Your skills will improve as you use them.





After you have identified your skills and strengths, think of areas you want to improve. Write down those underdeveloped skills. Work on improving these areas. Practice, practice, practice � on the job and at home. With work, you will become an effective manager of conflict.
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When managing conflict situations, you should be mindful of the following four guiding principles:





Preserve dignity and self-respect


Listen with empathy


Don’t expect to change others’ personalities


Be flexible but maintain your independence





“We often dispute an opinion when what we really object to is the tone is which the opinion was uttered.





--German Philosopher





“Talk low, talk slow, and don’t say too much.”





-- John Wayne











