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What is Conflict?
Conflict is a situation involving two or more people, in which there is

 A difference of opinion

 High level of emotion

 Often the stakes are high/ high investment in the outcome

If there is a difference of opinion but little emotion or investment involved, 
you don’t have much to worry about. If emotions are high but folks are on 
the same side, you have an entirely different thing to deal with. Conflict 
arises when there is a difference of opinion and the emotional stake in the 
outcome is high. 

This morning will focus on how to acknowledge and effectively utilize the 
emotion and passion involved in a conflict; expand the universe of solutions 
to the problem, and funnel group energy toward successful resolution.

If we jump too soon to problem-solving regarding the content of a dispute 
without addressing the underlying emotional state of the participants, we 
are missing two-thirds of the iceberg!
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Effective Apologies

• Apologizing well is an art, one in which we receive very 
little training. 

• Sometimes we don’t apologize because we think that it 
somehow means we “lost.” 

• We may apologize insincerely, which can make matters 
even worse. 

• We may start to apologize with good intentions, but 
clumsiness in our choice of words may backfire. 

• Apologies that focus responsibility back on the other 
person (“I’m sorry you feel that way.” “I’m sorry, but 
here’s how what YOU did made ME do it...”) almost 
always fail. 

• There is a difference between APOLOGIZING and 
GIVING FEEDBACK. Trying to combine the two is risky!  
So let’s practice the steps to a good apology.
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Steps to a Good Apology

 Express regret 
 “I’m sorry. I know that my not showing up yesterday meant you had 

to do more than your share of the work.”

 Accept responsibility
 “It wasn’t fair for me to fail to keep my agreements.”

 Make restitution
 “I’ll do the whole job myself next time to make up for you having to 

do it all yesterday.”

 Change the offending behavior
 “I promise to show up when I say I will.”  (Then actually DO it! Saying 

you will change and then not doing it makes things worse!)
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Active Listening

Actively Listening Not Actively Listening
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• Smile
• Look at the person who 

is speaking
• Posture of listening
• Mirror
• Pay attention
• Remember what's said
• Show genuine interest in 

what's being said
• Pay attention to the 

emotional content as 
well as the verbal

• Use an appropriate 
expression

• Focus on the speaker 
and not on what you will 
say when it's your turn 
to talk

• Inappropriate facial 
expressions

• Checking phone or time 
or looking around the 
room

• Slouching or leaning away 
from the person

• Making verbal responses 
that aren't appropriate 
for what's being said

• Interrupting with stories 
of your own

• Signs of impatience such 
as fidgeting, looking at a 
clock, doodling, playing 
with your hair



Exercise in Active Listening and 
Giving and Receiving 
an Effective Apology

 Divide into pairs

 Decide who will go first. This will be person A.

 Person A describes in some detail a situation involving an 
apology they gave or received or failed to give and how 
they felt about it.

 Person B uses active listening and paraphrases what was 
most important to his/her partner about the incident they 
described.

 Person A says whether he/she felt listened to, and 
whether his/her partner grasped the most important 
parts of the situation. If Person B missed the mark, Person 
A should explain what it was they missed.

 Repeat the exercise, switching parts.
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Giving and Receiving Feedback

How to give it How to receive it
 Be timely

 Maintain or enhance self-
esteem

 Give it directly to the 
person involved

 Use good active listening 
skills

 Describe the behavior, be 
specific

 Focus on behavior the 
receiver can change

 Describe the impact on 
you or others

 Request a change (if 
desired)

 Plan follow up (if needed)

 Allow the person to 
complete the message 
without interrupting

 Use good active listening 
skills

 Ask clarifying questions to 
make sure you understand 
the intent of the message

 Add additional 
information, if necessary

 Respond to the request (if 
one is made)

 Plan for follow up (if 
needed)

 Thank the giver
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Giving and receiving feedback effectively can be tricky skills to 
learn. In this section we’ll look at what makes feedback effective, 
practice giving constructive and positive feedback and consider 
strategies for what to do when (gasp!) others offer feedback to you.



Scenarios for Feedback Practice
Opportunities for Change
Practice giving constructive feedback

 Scenario I

You are the head of the Finance team and you need information from a fellow 
finance team/community member. You have asked several times for the 
information in writing by last Friday. You are now two days away from the next 
community meeting, when you are scheduled to present a proposal for which you 
need this information. There have been several times in the past when this type of 
information has come in late and two times when you didn’t get it in writing. Give 
feedback to this community member about the problem.

 Scenario II

You are the head of the Process team. The head of the Membership team (which 
you are not on) works very hard, but does not appear to be prioritizing tasks 
correctly. He tackles what is presented to him at the moment rather than focusing 
on the larger issue and/or the most important project. Priorities have been set by 
the community as well as the steering/coordinating team, yet they are not being 
followed. You want him to recognize a priority, review his to-do list and set 
priorities according to his role within the community.

 Scenario III

You are a member of the facilitation team and you will be facilitating the next 
community meeting. A member, who has been sending fiery emails recently and 
threatening that she is determined to block a proposal on the upcoming meeting’s 
agenda, has stopped by your house to drop off some papers. Give her feedback on 
her recent communications with the community and potential upcoming behavior.
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Scenarios for Feedback Practice
Opportunities for Praise
Practice giving positive feedback

 Scenario I

You are the head of the Marketing & Membership team. The team was near an 
important project deadline and you had an urgent family issue arise. You asked 
another team member to step up and take a leadership role in your absence. 
Although this person was very hesitant to take over and felt she was too 
inexperienced, she accepted the role and supported the team through  to 
successful completion of the project. Give feedback to this person on her recent 
accomplishment.

 Scenario II

You are the head of the Process team. The head of the Membership team (which 
you are not on) came to you a month ago complaining that new members weren’t 
understanding how the community works, consensus, etc. When you asked for 
suggestions, he offered to work as a buddy with several new members, acting as a 
mentor until they gained a better sense of the group and its functioning. The new 
members he has been coaching are fitting much better now, meetings are 
smoother, and they report being grateful to him. Offer feedback to this person 
about his actions.

 Scenario III

A community member who had been behaving poorly in meetings (interrupting 
others, storming out while yelling) and on email (sending fiery emails that were 
not based on fact) was effectively put on warning about three months ago. Scared 
of being forced to leave the community s/he has started to make improvements in 
each area of concern. S/he has made such a complete turnaround that s/he is now 
one of the most exemplary members of the community. Give feedback to this 
community members about his/her improvement.
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Observer’s Checklist
Practice giving and receiving feedback
Here are some possible things to look for during practice
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Great 
Job!



















Giving

Needs Some
Work!



















Maintain or enhance self-esteem
Make eye contact
Use good active listening skills
Describe the behavior, be specific
Focus on behavior the receiver can change
Describe the impact on you or others
Check for clarity
Request a change if necessary
Plan follow-up

How to receive it:
Great 
Job!













Needs Some
Work!













Allow the person to complete the message without 
interrupting
Use good listening skills
Ask clarifying questions to make sure you understand 
the intent of the message
Add additional information, if necessary
Respond to the request if there is one
Plan for follow-up, if necessary



How to Stop and Contain Conflicts

Options to Stop or Contain a Conflict 

to keep it from escalating

 Acknowledge the issue and what is happening.

 Ask for a moment of silence in the meeting.

 Take a deep breath!

 Get up and move.

 Remember your communication guidelines and Agreements.

 Use a talking stick to give everyone a chance to participate.

 Ask those not directly involved with the conflict to step out 
of the discussion/room. 

 Take a break to cool off and set a future time to discuss the 
issue.

 Request everyone take a 24 hour break from email 
discussion of the issue at hand or ask that the topic not be 
discussed until the upcoming meeting, where it will be on 
the agenda.
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Making Difficult Conversations Safe

 In a conflict, if people don’t feel safe, their fight-or-flight defense 
mechanisms are activated. If you notice signs of silence (withdrawing) or 
violence (defensiveness, verbal attacks, sarcasm, name-calling, etc.) in 
yourself or others you need to step back and create safety.

 Event  story  emotion  action. Often our emotional reactions and 
therefore our actions are based on the story we tell ourselves about what 
we saw, heard, or experienced, rather than on what actually happened or 
the intentions of the other person.

 When we initiate a difficult conversation, instead of immediately diving 
into our own story, we can start from the third story (the version a neutral 
outsider might see) and/or invite the other person to tell their story. This 
creates safety and invites participation.

 Move from furious  curious. If you can set aside your own story and 
become curious about the other person’s experience/motivations/etc., 
you will be a better listener and be better able to resolve the conflict.

*  Safety is a critical element in conflict resolution in Crucial Conversations (Kerry Patterson et 
al.); the idea of exploring stories, both our own and others, is discussed there as well as in 
Difficult Conversations (Douglas Stone et al.) See p. 15 in the Appendix for more about these and 
other useful resources

Event Story Emotion Action
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Expanding the Pie

We often see just two options:  my way or your way, when in 
fact there are many more options available to us if we “let go 
of our story” and focus on what we really want.  Here are a few 
key points on how to do that:

• Focus on interests, not positions
• To identify interests: ask why… ask why not

• Each side has multiple interests
• The most powerful interests are basic human needs

• Security
• Economic well being
• A sense of belonging
• Recognition
• Control over one’s life

• Look forward, not back
• Invent options for mutual gain:  Expand the Pie

*These concepts were developed by William Fisher and … Ury
first presented in the classic book Getting to Yes
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