Resolution of Conflict and Complaints

Managing Conflict Between People
Conflict between people usually follows a series of stages:

First:       People meet others who disagree with them or obstruct their progress. 

Second:  People feel frustrated because they can’t do or get what they want.

Third:     They explain their frustration by blaming each other.

Fourth;   They feel angry and do or say things based on their interpretation.

Fifth:       Both parties react  and the conflict escalates.

Sixth:      Someone perceives that the conflict could get out-of-hand and initiates  
     a way to manage it.  Several conflict management skills are needed.  

Alternatives for managing conflict

Kenneth Thompson identified five common methods for managing conflict:

1.  Being DOMINANT (COMPETE) or forceful.

2.  Giving in or ACCOMMODATING

3.  Creating a trade-off or COMPROMISE

4.  AVOIDING or postponing the conflict

5.  COLLABORATING for a “WIN-WIN,” integrative solution 

Thompson then asked chief executive officers of many companies which approach they used. He found that they used all five, but each under different circumstances.  Below are the methods and when to use them.  When a conflict arises, use the approach that best fits the situation .

1.  Insist upon your preference--be DOMINATING AND FORCEFUL:

 In an emergency when quick, decisive action is vital.

 On important issues -- when unpopular actions need implementing, when cutting costs, enforcing strict rules or disciplinary measures.
 On issues vital to the organization’s welfare when you are sure you’re right. 
 With people who take advantage of others’ consideration.
2.  GIVING IN and ACCOMMODATING the other person;

 When you may be wrong, to give way to a better position or to show how reasonable you are.

 When issues are much more important to others than to you -- to satisfy them and to maintain cooperation.

 To build up social credit so you can request reciprocation in the future.

 To minimize loss when you are out-matched and losing.

 When harmony and good will are especially important. 

 To help subordinates grow by permitting them to go ahead and make a mistake and learn from it.

3.  Create a TRADE-OFF or suggest a mutual COMPROMISE:

 When your opponent has equal power and you both are committed to mutually exclusive goals. 

 To achieve temporary settlements to complex issues.

 To arrive at an expedient solution when you’re under time pressure.

 When you goal is important but not worth the effort of being more assertive with a resistive person.

4.  Just AVOID or POSTPONE a conflict:

 When an issue is trivial or more important issues are pressing. 

 When you see no chance of things going your way.

 When potential disruption outweighs the benefits of pursuing the matter.

 To let people cool down and gain perspective.

 When someone else is in a better position to resolve the conflict.

 When the issue is minor or symptomatic of deeper problems.

5.  Generally, the best method for managing conflict is to COLLABORATE, to create a “WIN-WIN” or an INTEGRATIVE solution that satisfies both parties:

 When both sets of concerns are too important to be compromised.

 To merge insights of people with different perspectives.

 To gain long-term commitment by reaching genuine consensus among everyone involved.

 When feelings that have built up during the conflict need to be worked through before a satisfactory agreement can be reached. 

Handling Complaints

Supervisors frequently have to serve as “flak-catchers.”  They are held accountable for whatever they do and for whatever their subordinates do.  When people feel dissatisfied about a unit’s services or products, they usually contact the person in charge to complain.  Talking face-to-face with someone who has a gripe about your area of responsibility usually is very unpleasant and many supervisors either avoid it or get annoyed at complainers and react defensively.  However, flak-catching can be handled effectively if you react appropriately. 

The key skill here is not letting a complaint make you feel personally attacked, scolded or insulted.  To avoid this reaction, listen to complaints as messages about how people perceived the situation.  Here are some suggestions:

1.  Complainers should be perceived as doing you a favor.  For every person who takes the trouble to voice a complaint, many others who are dissatisfied simply take their business, or complaints elsewhere.  And those unhappy people usually tell many others what happened and warn them against dealing with you.  So complainers are giving you a second chance which the others didn’t offer.  They also provide information you need to avoid making similar errors in the future. Hence, complaints actually need to be appreciated and heard as possible suggestions for improvement.

2. Complaints may inform you about expectations of which you were unaware.  Complaints are about violated expectations.  People maintain order in their lives by expecting certain things to occur in a predictable way.  When people complain, they usually are telling you that they expected one thing and something else occurred instead.  Sometimes those expectations match yours and you see clearly the validity of the complaint.  Sometimes, however, they are based on misunderstandings - you never intended to do what they expected -you didn’t have the same view of the situation.  So when someone complains, ask:  “What did you expect?” and, “What led you to expect that?”  You are likely to get information that leads to the root of the problem.  

3.  Remember that violated expectations evoke stress that must be released.  Related stressful events have a cumulative effect.  When a string of disappointments occur, the next person around may get the brunt of them all.  An emotional complaint you receive may be the result of a series of similar, frustrating incidents for which you were not responsible.  When you are hit with a surprisingly vehement complaint, consider what other stresses are being ventilated.  Beware of perceiving complaints about a bundle of life’s mishaps as an attack on you.  To learn what triggered the person’s temper ask, “What other incidents does this problem remind you of?”  Let the other party blow off steam.  Then, separate what you did from the actions for which you are not responsible. 

4.  Complainers tend to assume that whatever happened was done intentionally.  For example, when someone is slow to respond to a letter or phone call, people conjure up an explanation for that delay.  That explanation usually assumes intentionality - that you are deliberately avoiding contact - although the letter or phone message many never have reached you.  Therefore, beware that errors you see as being due to circumstances beyond your control will be viewed by others as “your fault.”  They will believe that you could have prevented the error if you really wanted to so they will address you as the kind of person who would deliberately allow such a thing to occur.  The complaint that emerges, naturally, will sound like a personal accusation or insult.  Don’t respond by counterattacking.  Just explain your perspective and emphasize that if, indeed, you had been able to control things, they wouldn’t have turned out as they did. 

Focus on needs, not positions to resolve conflicts and complaints.
Often the problems are more then just people’s opposing positions.  Problems include the conflicting needs of each party.  There are often unstated reasons that lay beneath people’s position on issues.  Here is an example:


Two kids are fighting over an orange.  The parent comes into the room, 
and asks about the problem.  One says, “ I want the juice to drink.”  The 
other says, “ I want the rind of the orange for making a cake.”  The 
solution is simple if we focus on needs rather then positions.

It is important for everyone to understand not only their own needs, but the needs of all parties in the negotiations.  There are usually more shared needs in a conflict or complaint than opposing needs.

The greatest potential for resolving conflicts and complaints is in working on satisfying the needs and goals of all parties.

 Identify the other person’s needs.

 Talk about your respective needs.

 Look for shared needs.

 Focus on the future not the past.

 Praise people for focusing on shared needs.

There are usually two considerations in conflict / complaint situation:  the issue and the relationship between the people.  Unfortunately the two get tangled together and egos get involved.  Issues are more easily resolved when relationships are well maintained and egos are minimized.

Communicating About Conflict

Team Exercise

The following statements are used to stimulate group discussion.  These ground rules should be used:


Each person takes a turn by completing a statement, or by asking another


person to complete a statement.


You must be willing to complete any statement that you ask someone else


to complete.


Any member may decline to complete any statement.

Statements may be discussed in any order:

1.  Conflict is ...

2.  The time I felt best about dealing with conflict was ...

3.  When things are not going well I tend to ...

4.  I sometimes avoid unpleasant situations by ...

5.  When some disagrees with me about something important, I usually ...

6.  When someone challenges me in front of other people, I usually ...

7.  I feel bad during a conflict when ...

8.  In my work group we usually handle conflict by ...

9.  I usually hide my feelings when ...

10.  When I get angry I ...

11.  When someone avoids conflict with me, I ...

12. I am forceful in situations that ...

13.  My greatest strength in handling conflict is ...

14.  The most important outcome of conflict is ...

Region 7 Exercise

For managing conflicts on your Board of Directors

Scenario:

You are on the BOD and you have a disagreement with over the Chapter’s involvement with the new C-BAR program.  

One person want nothing to do with it – sees no value in the effort.  (Card given to one person who role plays for each position)

Another wants to be the best C-Bar Chapter in the Region.  It really is worth the effort.

Another wonders what the ‘new’ C-BAR program is all about and if it will be different enough to make it ‘worth the effort.’  Should we wait and see? 

Referring to the different Conflict Management Techniques what is the best way, as the Chapter President, to handle the differing points of view and come to a resolution?

You will have 15 mins. to come to workable solution. 
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