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Building a Conflict Management System
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Attorney, Mediator, Conflict Management Design Consultant

The starting premise is that conflict is not an “if” but a “when.” Conflict in the workplace is costly in terms of financial and human capital. The corollary to this premise is that by putting structure and practices into place in anticipation of conflict—a Conflict Management System (CMS)—and by keeping the system in good working order, the negative impact of conflict can be hugely diminished, if not eliminated, over time.
For those considering a preliminary exploration of how to design a CMS, think “ADIF”—Assessment, Design, Introduction, and Follow-up. By thinking about these stages—and by responding to the questions they suggest (below)—a framework for a CMS will emerge, details of which will vary from organization to organization. Although considering these four stages will provide good guidance, as with any new endeavor, inevitably there will be some trial and error; a professional consultant can assist the novice in avoiding pitfalls, increase the chances for success of the CMS and provide means for addressing those who resist.

Assessment: An Appraisal of the Organization

· What are the organization’s philosophy, beliefs and values, mission, purpose, culture, and leadership?

· What are the organization’s “people values” (behaviors) and “performance values” (requirements)?

· What are the organization’s structure, reporting relationships, and history?

· What are the problems and “streams” of recurring conflicts?

· What is the vision? What results would flow from having an integrated CMS embraced by and working smoothly within the organization?

Design: The Strategic Components of a CMS

· What types of cases are suitable for mediation?

· Is the CMS a “multi-tiered system” or “one-stop opportunity”?

· Are there any legal impediments to the system?

· What are the metrics being used for effective evaluation, accountability, and feedback mechanisms?

· Who needs to be trained? (All employees? All first-line managers? All upper management? C-level?)

· What are the desired training components?

· Will conflict resolvers or mediators be internal or outside the organization?

· What will be the organizational CMS parameters? (e.g. Will participation be mandatory or voluntary? Will the process be confidential? Will there be a written agreement? How will breaches of an agreement be handled?)

· What forms need to be created? (e.g. CMS policy and procedures manual, confidentiality agreement, agreement to mediate, settlement agreement, evaluation form, reports quantifying feedback)

· When and how will periodic evaluations and “refresher modules” be appropriately employed to keep the system fresh, responsive, and in good working order?

Introduction: Description and Expectations

· What mechanism(s) will be used? (e.g. fliers, e-mail, statistical proof, demonstrations)

· Who will articulate a clear explanation of the CMS? (e.g. goals, mechanics, expectations)

· What specialized-skills training is necessary, and for whom, to ensure understanding and success of the CMS?

· How will doubt, dislike, or resistance be addressed?

Follow-up Review: Assessment and Adjustment

· Within one month, what is / is not working, or is / is not understood?

· Within six months, what is the feedback from users?

· What does the annual check-up reveal?

· What input or oversight from the CMS consultant might be needed for periodic assessment of the CMS, periodic input, or emergency support?

By implementing a responsive CMS, an organization is acknowledging the inevitability of conflict and its disruption to the organization. By giving individuals a place where their voices can be heard and their concerns addressed, the organization is not saying that conflict will disappear forever. What the organization is saying, however, is that once a forum is available for conflicts to be addressed and solutions identified, inherent differences in individuals need not threaten a system failure within the organization.
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