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Resolving Conflicts in a Group

	Purpose 

This chapter defines conflict and introduces basic guidelines on how to manage conflicts. You will learn about the causes of conflicts, what you can do to prevent them, as well as the importance of maintaining good communication in these situations.  You will also learn about the role of leadership during conflicts, and the contributions of a group leader. 


Introduction

It is inevitable that you will encounter many different forms of conflict throughout your lifetime.  In order to make appropriate decisions and gain confidence in resolving conflicts, you must be able to:

· Recognize potential conflict situations before they occur

· Recognize the warning signs and the sequences of events that can fuel conflicts

· Predict possible consequences and stay attuned to ways to stop the conflict from occurring (or escalating)

In any group, such as family, work, and school or other organizations, occasional conflict is unavoidable.  For example, at school a student may debate with a fellow student about a current political issue.  At home, a teenager may disagree with a parent concerning an established curfew.  At work, an employee may have a disagreement with the employer about a company policy.  In all cases, conflict of some sort is present.

What Is Conflict and How Does It Affect Us?

Conflict can be defined as any situation where incompatible activities, feelings, or intentions occur together.  It is an everyday occurrence at home, at school, on the job, or within any group where there are people with different beliefs, values, and experiences.

If not carefully managed, conflict can escalate to violence and harm your personal relationships, creating wounds that will never heal.  However, when conflict is completely avoided and important issues are left unresolved, it may lead to resentment, creating a tense environment. If you take the necessary steps to resolve a conflict, you may find that clearing the air reduces tension and brings about an understanding that creates a more open and honest relationship.  

We most often find ourselves in conflict with those with whom we spend the most time:  parents, friends, co-workers, teammates, etc.  You must learn to recognize that your long-term relationships with these people are more important than the result of any short-term conflict.  Calmly discussing issues may often bring about a quick resolution or a realization that a problem doesn’t actually exist.

Causes of Conflict

Conflict can be caused by the external or internal circumstances of a group.  External circumstances are influences outside the group, which may exert pressure on the group, causing conflicts.  For example, a community may put restrictions on a group, which could cause conflict between the community and the group.

Internal circumstances are more often the cause of the conflict within a group.  Internal circumstances are those behaviors or interactions within the group itself that lead to conflict.
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There are many ways in which conflicts can begin:  misunderstandings, embarrassment, hurt pride, prejudice, fear, change, jealousy, insults, accusations, and peer pressures are just a few.  Most of the factors or situations that lead to conflict can be classified as resulting from:

· Varied perspectives on the situation

· Differing belief systems and values resulting from personal background and accumulated life experiences 

· Differing objectives and interests

If you recognize a potential conflict situation early, you may be able to prevent it from escalating into a dangerous fighting situation.  By applying conflict management techniques, you will be able to reduce the levels of anger and frustration, which will make it easier to resolve the problem.

Types of Conflict and Their Warning Signs

In order to make good decisions and effectively manage conflict in your life, you must be able to recognize the warning signs of a potential conflict situation.  Most conflicts belong to one of the five categories listed below:

· Relationship – conflicts that occur because of strong negative emotions, stereotypes, miscommunications, or repetitive negative behaviors.  Harassment is a relationship conflict.

· Data – conflicts that occur because people are misinformed or lack information to make good decisions.  If you are late to the drama club meeting because you thought it started at 2:00 pm, but it actually began a 1:00 pm, then you might find yourself in a data conflict with the group.

· Interest – conflicts that result when one party in the group believes that in order to satisfy his or her needs, the needs of other group members must be sacrificed.  A conflict over what you perceive to be an “unfair situation,” would be an interest conflict.  For example, if your whole soccer team had to run an extra five miles at practice because John, a teammate of yours, was late for the second time this week, you would have an interest conflict.

· Structural – conflicts that arise out of limited physical resources (including time), authority, geographic constraints, organizational changes, or other external forces.  A territorial dispute is a structural kind of conflict.  Similarly, if you are scheduled to begin work at your part time job at 3:00 pm on Wednesdays, but band practice is not over until 4:00 pm, then you have a structural conflict.

· Value – when people attempt to force their own personal beliefs or values on others in a group.  For example, if a team member repeatedly asks teammates to help him cheat on his chemistry exam, that would be a value conflict.  Another example of a value conflict would be the debate over capital punishment.

Strategies for Resolving Conflicts
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You have control over how you choose to deal with conflict.  In some cases, the best course of action is to walk away, or do nothing at all.  Based on one of the following you may find it best to ignore the conflict.

· The issue or situation is unimportant or trivial to you.

· You will not see the other person again.

· The other person is just trying to provoke a fight.

· The timing is wrong and a cooling off period is needed.

Although choosing to walk away from a conflict may be difficult, by doing so in the situations described above, you actually demonstrate a great deal of maturity and self-control.

In other cases, however, it is best to confront the conflict.  Avoiding the issue will not resolve it, and unresolved, lingering conflict can lead to resentment, hostility, and may even escalate to violence.  In these situations, using a process to manage the conflict and establishing certain ground rules will help you to resolve the issues peacefully.  

A Leader’s Role in Conflict Resolution

It is a leader’s responsibility to maintain stability in the group by quickly eliminating conflict in an objective and reasonable manner.  A leader can take certain steps to deal with conflict, whether internal or external in nature.  Explanation, alternatives, negotiation, counseling, investigation, and authority can all be used to diffuse conflict. 

Group conflicts often result from unnecessary misunderstandings.  These often can be resolved by a simple statement or explanation.  If explanation fails, a leader can come to some sort of compromise through negotiation or the offering of alternatives.

By demonstrating a firmness and authority in attitude, a leader may be able to dissolve the persisting conflict.  A leader can also ease unrest in certain situations by offering counseling or further investigation into the situation.  The fact that the members with the conflict realize that someone is taking notice of the situation will further calm them.

Leadership Contributions to Conflict

A group leader is often a catalyst for the interaction of a group and can initiate either harmony or conflict.  Although it is a leader’s duty to create harmony within the group, the individual can unknowingly generate conflict.  Some of the common ways in which a leader can contribute to conflict are: 

· By example – setting a poor example

· Procrastination – being too slow or lackadaisical

· Indecision – being unable to come to a conclusion

· Rigidity – always wanting it done his or her way

· Lack of information – not gathering all the needed facts

· Criticism – affecting the style of the group

· Negative remarks – affecting the attitude of the group 

· Lack of involvement – not participating

Conflict of Goals

For a group to function properly, the leader’s goals and the group’s goals must be the same.  It is a leader’s responsibility to assist the group in setting goals in accordance with the group’s norms and values, with their best interest in mind, and by receiving input from all group members.  At times, conflicts may arise between goals due to the fact that a small group of members are not in agreement with the whole.  If the entire group does not totally agree with the set goal, it is the leader’s responsibility to justify the goal and gain their agreement.  The leader can fully explain the goal and convince the dissenting members.

Power Struggle

Another conflict that may arise is a power struggle between leaders and members.  A power struggle occurs when the persons of authority perceive a threat to their power, while members perceive a threat to their egos.  Several factors can initiate a power struggle such as threat, fear, competition, and distrust.

The phrases, “You can’t make me do it,” “Who do you think you are?” and “Don’t you know anything?” are verbal signals of a power struggle.  Any time there is an attempt of one member to be superior or defeat another member; there is a power struggle in effect.

Communication Skills

While miscommunication can lead to conflict, good communication is the key to settling problems peacefully within a group.  

Language is extremely powerful.  If you have ever heard the phrase “fighting words,” you know that there are some words that can escalate a conflict, and others that can be used to diffuse one.  Example of some fighting words are:  never, always, unless, can’t, won’t, don’t, should, shouldn’t, and the use of profanity.  Likewise, good communication is blocked when either party blames, insults, puts the other down, interrupts, or makes threats or excuses.  On the other hand, words that can be used to de-escalate a conflict include:  maybe, perhaps, sometimes, what if, seems like, I feel, I think, and I wonder.

Non-verbal communication, or body language, also has a tremendous impact on those who observe and interpret it.  It can encourage or discourage a fight.  When trying to resolve a conflict you should maintain eye contact, and use a tone of voice that is sincere and not intimidating or sarcastic.  You should also keep your legs and arms uncrossed, and your fists unclenched.

Successful conflict resolution and negotiation depends on the use of positive communication skills.

If you cannot reach an agreement, the conflict may need to be resolved through mediation or arbitration.

Mediation

Mediation, from the Latin word meaning “middle,” literally means putting another person in the middle of the dispute.  The mediator is sometimes an independent third party that acts as a facilitator, and can be another student.  In fact, research shows that peer mediation programs, where students are trained to resolve disputes of other students, have proven to be relatively successful (Johnson, Johnson, and Dudley 1992, pg.97). The goal of mediation is to help the disputing parties find and agree on a win-win solution in which each party’s needs are met.

Mediation is usually contrasted with arbitration, which should be used as a last resort.  Arbitration is the submission of a conflict to a disinterested third party, an adult such as a teacher or principal, who makes a final and binding judgment to decide who is right.  Typically, arbitration leaves at least one person with resentment and anger about the decision and toward the arbitrator.  However, both parties involved in the conflict should abide by the decision made by the arbitrator, and agree to “let go of the conflict” with no hard feelings toward either person.

Role of a Mediator

A mediator facilitates a discussion between the disputing parties, by asking open-ended questions that will encourage a discussion of solutions.  Unlike an arbitrator, mediators will not issue orders, find fault, investigate, impose a solution, or make decisions for parties.  Mediators try to help the people involved in the dispute reach their own agreement, and achieve practical, sustainable resolutions.  However, a mediator cannot enforce agreements once they have been reached.  It is up to all parties to enforce and implement their own agreements.

As a general rule, mediators should:

· Be honest

· Remain objective

· Act in good faith

· Show empathy, but avoid becoming emotional

· Use good communication skills

· Listen effectively

· Summarize accurately

· Think critically

As with any conflict situation, mediators should not get involved in an intense argument that has the potential for turning violent at any moment.
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Steps to Mediating a Conflict

Have you ever helped two friends reach an agreement, or helped to settle an argument between siblings?  If so, you have mediated a conflict.  Mediation is a simple, straightforward process.  The procedure for a successful mediation is outlined below:

1.  Introductions

· Explain the mediator’s role

· Emphasizes neutrality

· Establish the ground-rules such as:  confidentiality, respect, no name-calling or vulgar language, no interrupting, etc.

· Explain the steps of a mediation

· Ask for questions

2.  Tell the story

· Both parties tell their side of the story to the mediator

· Mediator summarizes each party’s point of view including facts and feelings

· Mediator makes sure that each party understands the conflict 

3.  Explore possible solutions

· Ask both parties how they can solve the problem

· Write down all solutions

· Check off only those solutions that both parties can agree to

4.  Don’t give up

· Keep trying until you can reach an agreement.  You may have to trade something that one side wants for something that the other side has.
· Ask the parties to write down the agreement in their own words
· Ask all parties to sign the agreement
Role of a Bystander

Even if you are not personally involved in the conflict as one of the disputing parties or the mediator, you have a responsibility to do your part to prevent violence by:

· Refusing to spread rumors

· Refusing to relay threats or insults to others

· Staying away from potential fight scenes

· Showing respect for people who use good judgment in ignoring insults or other trivial forms of conflict

· Appealing to your peers to help control a situation, and reduce the potential for violence.

Conclusion

Conflict is an everyday occurrence at home, at school, on the job, or within any group where there are people with different beliefs, values and experiences.  Interaction within a group that leads to controversy or opposition is conflict.  Group conflict can be caused by many different internal and external factors.  To maintain the stability of a group, it is the responsibility of the leader to resolve conflict.

A leader may contribute to conflict without even realizing it by displaying an attitude about the issue.  Conflict of goals and power struggles are direct conflicts, which occur between the person in the authority position and a member.

Conflict is a natural part of life.  It can be positive or negative depending on how you choose to manage it.  By recognizing potential conflicts and their warning signs, and using conflict management strategies to help you make appropriate decisions, you will have confidence and be better prepared to deal with conflict in the future. (
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