Managing Volunteers and Conflict

The first thing Doug McPhee, CMP, had attendees at his first session do was give themselves a round of applause for being there at 7:45 on a Sunday morning.
McPhee asked groups to confer and come up with two or three norms and ground rules to follow about how they want to be treated and how they want to treat others in this meeting or any meeting. And, McPhee said a ground rule should be phrased in the positive. “For example, ‘speak in turn’ rather than ‘don’t interrupt.’”
After each table group developed some ground rules, McPhee asked the groups to combine their results with another group and pare them down to three or four ground rules. (A bonus tip, McPhee offered: In doing any exercise, have participants do it individually, then in pairs, then tables, then large group. “You’ll get more participation because people have their thoughts together.”)

The ground rules groups came up with included “Give full attention to the speaker,” “Be on time,” “Offer positive solutions instead of just complaining,” “Accept others; no idea is a bad idea,” and “Have fun.” 
Ultimately, said McPhee, the overlapping guidelines suggested by the groups boiled down to two basic rules: “Respect each other” and “Have fun”—which he said were good guidelines for any meeting. 

Every board should take 20 minutes to come up with a maximum of four ground rules, McPhee said, and these should be posted at every meeting. “It’s just a reminder,” he explained. “It’s not that we all forget. It’s just that we need to remember, and it’s easier to remember if we have a visual symbol. If the guidelines are posted, you will be more respectful of each other.” 
McPhee then asked how many people in the room had experienced conflict in their chapters. Most people in the room raised their hands. McPhee nodded. “Conflict happens,” he said. “It just does.”

McPhee has several keys to managing conflict starting with “Prepare and commit”—including setting ground rules as the group just had. Second, he said, is developing a plan for dealing with conflict and make sure everyone agrees to the plan. “If you don’t have an idea or procedure before conflict happens, it’s much more difficult to deal with,” he said.
But, one attendee asked, what if conflict takes place outside of the boardroom? “The majority of conflict isn’t at board meetings,” he said.

“If your board has discussed conflict, that information can be shared with members,” McPhee responded. And, with a plan in place, the board can draw on that protocol when conflict arises anywhere in the organization. “Then, dealing with conflict is not easy, but it’s easier.”

The next key to managing conflict is gathering information without jumping to conclusions. “We have to listen to each other and move forward based on our interests and not our personal feelings,” McPhee said. He advised asking open-ended questions that can’t be answered with yes or no. “Then you really have to listen, not just for what they’re saying but for what they’re not saying. And reserve judgment. In conflict, there’s not necessarily somebody who’s right and somebody who’s wrong. It’s what’s in the best interest of the chapter.”

Making accusations—behind someone’s back or to that person’s face—can derail conflict resolution, McPhee said. “It creates a dissonance that is very hard to repair. If we don’t have their respect and we don’t have their trust, we’ve lost everything. Postpone conclusions as long as you can.”

“But what if I don’t respect somebody?” an attendee wondered. “What if they’re unprofessional and I can’t get along with that person?”
“Lots of people have had someone in their life like that,” McPhee acknowledged. However, he added, people rarely change so you can only adjust your side of the equation. “When I meet someone like that, I do my best to have less interaction with that person. Then I frame it for myself, ‘How can I work better with this person?’” Sometimes, he said, it’s just a matter of doing an important task with the person. “We gain respect and trust for people when we do real work together,” he said. 

Another attendee asked what to do about people who don’t follow through on commitments they’ve made. In that case, said McPhee, leaders first must be sure that the person understands the task and how to do it, and has the skills for the task. If they have all the skills but are simply remiss, leaders sometimes have to make the tough decision to replace the person.
McPhee then asked each table group to come up with one “case study” of real-life conflict experienced by someone at the table, what was done, and a few alternative solutions. The conflicts described were varied. One attendee described a chair who was not completing necessary tasks and who was ultimately replaced. Another talked about a member who made a financial commitment without chapter approval. This situation was “pushed under the table,” the attendee reported, but it clarified the necessity of clearly outlining the boundaries of each leadership position in the organization. 

One attendee said an excellent and longstanding board member was upset when she was nominated but not elected to a position she wanted on the board. She chose to leave the board, the attendee explained, but chapter leaders gave her information about MPI international and she decided to pursue that. “She is a valued member of MPI, but there just wasn’t a good fit on the board for her at that time,” the attendee explained. McPhee agreed, “Sometimes it’s about the fit, not the person.”
In her case, catching a problem earlier would have helped, said another attendee, who described a committee member whose negative behavior escalated to the point where other committee members threatened to quit. Eventually, the chapter had to send the difficult individual a certified letter outlining the problems and asking her to step off the committee. Time is a factor in conflict, McPhee confirmed. “Too often, we wait too long, which is what I call a reinforcement error,” he said. “You’re reinforcing the behavior you don’t want.”

People not meeting deadlines, a chapter administrator whose contract was unclear resulting in support of the board, and a board member who monopolized meetings were all conflicts discussed and resolved in real life and in session discussion. 
In the last few moments of the lively session, McPhee discussed a few other salient points in understanding and resolving conflict, such as considering what else might be going on in the life of the person causing conflict. And he reminded the group to take into account emotions and perceptions. “Individual perceptions differ,” he said. “And emotions drive our judgment. If you remove the emotion and hesitate to make judgment, you’re not going to get into the blame game.” To help defuse emotion, McPhee continued, separate the people from the problem, focus on interests rather than solutions, and create a variety of options. Quoting from the influential book on negotiation, Getting to Yes by Roger Fisher and William L. Ury, he said “Agreement is based on objective criteria.” 
And McPhee gave attendees an acronym to keep in mind in conflict resolution—Open The Front Door, OTFD—observe, think, feel, desire. An objective observation of the conflict, might lead to saying, “It makes me think you’re not doing the job,” to “That makes me feel disappointed,” to “My desire is that you’ll ask for help.” 

It’s crucial, McPhee emphasized, that problems be dealt with promptly. “Ignore it and conflict gets bigger than the problem.”
And finally, he said, when the conflict is defused, leaders need a debriefing discussion of what happened, the feelings surrounding it, what attempts at conflict resolution worked and what didn’t.

The purpose of leaders, McPhee said, is to delegate, empower, and inspire: in good times and bad.
