Conflict Management

For Chapters of Meeting Professionals International
Conflict management is both an art and a science.  However, there are steps that you can take to make conflict less likely in the first place, mitigate it once it occurs, or even turn it into a positive.  It helps to realize that all conflict is not unhealthy:  a difference of opinion breeds more diversity and ultimately better decisions.  As one speaker on teams once said, “If two people on a team think exactly alike, then one of them is not necessary”.
Preventing Conflict

· Policy.  Have policies in place that are written and enforced.  (See “Creating Policy” in this Toolbox).  This acts as a roadmap for certain types of situations such as conflict of interest or the request for proposal process.

· Ground Rules. Have ground rules for your meeting.  If you don’t use Robert’s Rules (See “Handling Motions” in this Toolbox) then you should have a set of ground rules that are in common use (See “Ground Rules for Effective Meetings” in this Toolbox).  Make it plain that certain types of behaviour will not be tolerated under any circumstances:  derision, racism, sexism, expletives. etc.

· Emphasizing the Team.  If everyone is aware that it is a team effort, not that of a group of individuals all wanting a share of the limelight, then some conflict can be prevented.  As Harry S. Truman once said, “It is possible to achieve everything you want to in life as long as you don’t mind who gets the credit”.

· Respect.  If respect is one of the guiding principles of your group, then any conflict will be positive.

Mitigating Conflict

· Confront it. Bringing it out into the open will cut off the fermenting process and allow everyone to become aware of any issues.
· Stay Calm.  If you remain calm and insist that everyone remain respectful, it will likely defuse some of the emotional undercurrents.

· Empathy.  NOT sympathy.  Try to become aware of and empathize with these emotional arguments without being swayed one way or the other.  Make sure they know you understand their point of view.

· Time.  Take a break, literally and emotionally.  Sometimes giving participants a few minutes to cool down and think about their positions will defuse the situation.  Alternatively, suggest that you come back to the issue later on the agenda.

· Robert’s Rules.  Sometimes it may be necessary to revert to more formal meeting procedure (if not in common use) to deal with conflict.  (See “Handling Motions” in this Toolbox).

· Restate Both Positions.  Either have the chair restate both positions or have each side restate the other side’s position.  This may clarify the situation.
· Ask Questions.  This will help clarify the issues and help to stress similarities and points of disagreement.

· Humour.  Use humour to defuse a situation if you can.  Sharon Lippicott , author of the book Meetings:  Do’s, Don’ts and Donuts suggests having the chair bring an umbrella to meetings so they can whip it out to avoid the fallout if a disagreement arises.

· Ask for Solutions.  By asking for input you will be more likely to get positive group discussion going and get back on track for a consensus decision. 
· Ask an Outsider.  Sometimes if a person is not directly involved they can see more clearly and participants will be more likely not to resent their opinion.

· Document the Discussion.  Documentation is a good idea so that participants cannot twist the facts later, and onlookers will not be forced to rely on word of mouth for their facts.  This is also useful for being able to look at it more objectively later in time.

Making it Positive
· Create Policy.  Take what you have learned and use it to create new policy or guidelines for future similar situations. (See “Creating Policy” in this Toolbox).

· Reinforce Your Ground Rules.  Make everyone aware of the basics and revise them if necessary.  (See “Ground Rules for Effective Meetings” in this Toolbox).

· Share. Post your policies and other information in the Leadership Link on MPIWeb so other chapters can learn from your experiences.  Send to Nmcdonald@mpiweb.org for inclusion.
