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BullsEye Integration

Notes for Growth

Managing Conflict

Most of us will do anything to avoid conflict in meetings, but properly managed, conflict can lead to creative solutions.  Thomas Harvey and Bonita Drolet in their book Building People Building Teams identify five kinds of conflict:

Interpersonal Conflicts that arise because people have negative feelings about one another.

Boundary Conflicts where someone thinks they have a certain territory or role and it is being violated.

Perceptual Conflicts that revolve around mutual misunderstandings about facts or underlying assumptions.  
Tangible Conflicts:  Conflict over things that can be measured e.g. money, facilities, personnel etc…) 
Value Conflicts:  Struggles over people’s beliefs, tenants or principles.  

If yon are leading the meeting, the secret to managing conflicts, is knowing what you are dealing with.  That takes preparation.  If you don’t know the group, spend time before hand talking to participants.  Ask open ended questions like, “Where might this group run into problems”, or “Where has this group had conflict in the past?”  When you hear something that sounds like a source of conflict, probe it and try to identify it as one of the above.

If you can’t do that beforehand and conflict comes up in the meeting, listen carefully to what people are saying and try to make a diagnosis.

Once you have an understanding of the conflict, here are some general guidelines:

Interpersonal Conflicts – A meeting is not the place to deal with these, particularly in the workplace or a public forum.  A person with authority should direct the adversaries to settle the dispute elsewhere.  If you are not the boss, you can still use your authority as meeting leader to do that.

Boundary, Perceptual and Tangible Conflicts all relate to people having different understandings of things.  Make the meeting about those things.  Get the different views out on the table and talk about them.  Your job as meeting leader is to give everyone a chance to speak and be heard.   Some conflicts can be resolved by getting out the facts. Others may require decisions that benefit one person more than another.  At least the situation can be clearly understood and people can have a chance to make their case.

Value Conflicts are the most difficult to resolve.  Despite the discussion, people are not likely to change their underlying principles.  If the dialogue is conducted in a fair and respectful way, however, at least all sides can feel as though they have been heard and simply agree to disagree.
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