
Managing Conflict 

Neal Fogle

nef3@psu.edu

http://www.extension.psu.edu
http://www.extension.psu.edu


What do we know about conflict?

1. Itôs inevitable

2. Itôs situational

3. Itôs emotional

4. Itôs often full of baggage

5. Itôs not necessarily a bad thing



Itôs inevitable

Common causes of 

conflict

ÅLack of information 

ÅPoor 

communication

ÅDifferences in role 

expectations

ÅUnresolved prior 

conflict



Itôs situational

How do we respond to conflict?

ÅAvoidance

ÅAccommodation

ÅCompromise

ÅCompetition

ÅCollaboration



Your response to conflict is different, 

depending on the situation:

o How important is the issue to you?

o Who will be affected?

o Do you need to win?

o Will this issue go away, or will it resurface?

o What history and baggage is involved?



Itôs emotional

Weôre each built differently

ÅHow we react to change

ÅWhat we believe in

ÅHow deeply we believe it

ÅCultural differences



We canôt always see cultural conflict

Food, art, music, 

clothing, language

Beliefs, values, 

history, heritage



Itôs often full of baggage

ÅLife experiences

ÅUnresolved conflicts



Itôs not necessarily a bad thing

ÅSupports authentic dialogue

ÅProvides opportunity to grow 

ÅRecognizes our differences

ÅAvoids ñgroup thinkò



But it is messy!

ÅExamine your own role first

ÅBe authentic

ÅLearn tips and tools 

ÅKnow when to ask for help



Use ground rules

ÅAsk the group for a few ground rules

ÅMake sure everyone agrees with them

ÅMake sure everyone can see them

ÅIf someone violates a ground rule, 

remind him/her of the rule.



Use an agenda

One-on-one

ÅCreate a shared understanding of whatôs going to 

be discussed 

In a group

ÅKeep everyone focused on the topic or task

ÅConsider putting times on the agenda if thereôs a 

need to control the length of discussion. 



Be a good listener

ÅShow genuine interest

ÅMake eye contact

ÅUse ñI-Messagesò

ÅProbe: ask for more information

ÅParaphrase

ÅSummarize



Reframe the issue

ÅTransform 

conflict-laden 

statements into 

questions

ÅAvoid yes-or-no 

questions

ÅAllow room for 

multiple 

perspectives



Separate myths, facts and values

ÅThrow out the myths 

ÅIdentify the facts 

o what you need to know

o credible sources

Å Understand (and accept) differing values



Myth, Fact or Value?

ÅDonald Trump did not receive the majority of the 

popular vote.

ÅThe electoral college is unconstitutional.

ÅThe electoral college is unfair.



Make room for emotions

ÅIf emotions are running high, validate peopleôs 

feelings.  

ÅDo it carefully

I can tell that the discussion of our new 

policy is making you uncomfortable.

ÅLeave room for rational discussion

What specific aspects of the policy are you 

concerned about?



Slow down

ÅBreak the momentum ïyou may have to interrupt

ÅRepeat the discussion

ÅOr ask other people to repeat what theyôve said



Validate: show you understand

ÅSometimes people just want to be sure theyôve 

been heard.  

ÅParaphrase the speaker: So youôre suggesting 

that . . . 

ÅFocus group attention on the speaker:  Does 

everyone understand what Ms. Sanchez is 

saying? 

ÅWrite the idea down, preferably where everyone 

can see it. 



Make a parking lot

ÅFor good ideas, important topics or questions 

that should be addressed, just not right now

ÅóParkô the items where everyone can see them

ÅBefore you leave, figure out what to do with the 

parking lot

o Another meeting? Committee? Bring in 

another party?



Add structure

Even in the middle of a discussion ïstop to add 

some order

ÅLetôs talk about this first, then weôll get to that.

ÅLetôs give everyone a chance to speak, then we 

can decide.



Recruit the group

If there is disruptive behavior, 

ask the group for help

ÅMr. Jones is making it hard 

for others to speak.  Is this 

alright with the rest of you? 

ÅIôm finding all the side 

conversations very 

distracting. Does anyone 

else mind them?


