Managing
Board Conflict

by E. Grant MacDonald, Director
Non-Profit Sector Leadership Program

Participating as amember of aboard of directors of a voluntary organization is one of the most
important ways we can be active in a democracy. Indeed, many people fed that democracy is
about active citizenship and that voting on who should represent usin government is only part of
what is required of us.

Volunteer boards offer an intimate experience for participating in public life. They cal upon our
intellect, our deepest beliefs and our skills. Strengthening an inner-city neighbourhood,
preserving the natura environment, promoting children’s sports, and heping peoplein need is
dl important work. It depends on discussion, debate and ultimatdy collective action.

Wherever people with strong convictions work together to make a difference, there will be
conflict. Individua voices have to give way to the voice of the group.

Conflict is competition between and among individuas. It can be congtructive and simulating.

It promotes change and adaptation. Conflict, managed well, can promote awareness of sdf and
others. It can even strengthen rdaionships and heighten morde.

Conflict can be destructive too, and it isits ability to damage individuals and relationships that

too often confronts and confounds us. Community organizations and their boards of directors can
be fertile ground for conflict because they tend to:

» Bediverseinther membership

» Involve passionate people.

= Struggle with baing unified in their organizationd missonand godsin the face of many
demands

= Bean expresson of dternaive democratic structures and processes. non-authoritarian, non
hierarchical and inclusve.

= Involve shared leadership with key roles being played by the board and the Executive
Director.
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Managing Board Conflict
= Operate in adynamic, frequently adversaria, political environment
Your Board’s Conflict Handling Culture

A board of directorswill, & any point in its higtory, be located somewhere on a“ spectrum’” of

managing conflict, a spectrum that depicts the extremes and the spaces between them. One way
of describing thisisindicated below:

PASSIVE EMBATTLED
BOARD BOARD
HARMONIOUS
BOARD
The Passive Board

In the above model, the passive board is the board that is going through the mations of
governance. Directors see themselves as advisors and operate as a rubber slamp in gpproving the
decisgons of those few who areredly in charge. The passive board is a group content with the
gtatus quo, complacent, comfortable being led by an influentia person (perhaps the founder,

Chair of Board or the Executive Director). The passive board is one that may be characterized by
poor attendance, little membership turnover, very few vocd persons. The passive board is one
that takes as ‘given’ to them, both the ends and means of the organization. When aboard's
orientation to the world is passve, the governance work of the organization will be done by gtaff.

The Embattled Board

At another extreme isthe embattled board. Thisis the board so involved in power plays and
direct and/or behind the scenes palitics that it has no time to provide leadership. Itislikdy a
board that regards the governance role as an important one, but the directors and even staff are
likely at odds over ends, means and values. If it is arepresentative board, conflict may arise over
how the resources or benefits are divided amongst various congtituencies. An embattled board
may be divided into factions, some of whom will beinvolved in secret meetings. Also, itisa
board where the differences between its members will spill out from broad mesetings to draw
gaff members and maybe even dientsinto the fray.

Embattled boards are often those subject to pressures from outside the organization that serve to
accentuate the conflict rather than bringing people together in common cause.

The Harmonious Board
Theided isthe harmonious board, the board where different voices blend to create a beautiful

sound. It isaboard that has assumed ownership over the ends of the organization, athough not
necessarily the means. The board sees itsdlf as ateam with each person making a unique
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contribution. It is aboard prepared to take on new challenges and risks. The board takes alot of
respongbility for managing itsdf; new members are wel comed, encouraged and supported.

Most boards will find themsalves in various places in this spectrum throughout the life of their
organization. Although the *“harmonious board” might be the idedl and the passive board and
embattled board are to be avoided, depending on the circumstances and people involved, other
locations in the spectrum might be the right place to be.

Conflict’s Many Guises
Where conflict exigts, it will tend to manifest itsdf in different ways.
Direct Conflict

Sometimes our disagreements are out in the open, conflict is up-front, different points of view
are “on thetable.” People are arguing, taking stands, trying to persuade one another, or agreeing
to disagree. The mood may be one of anger, frustration or excitement. People may be behaving
respectively towards one another, or the debate may involve persond attacks, name cdling or
shouting.

Confronting differences openly has the potentid for the most positive outcomes.
Subtle or Slent Conflict

Conflict can often be subtle; it can exist more in what is not said thanwhat issaid. Conflict
frequently goes unacknowledged by one or more of the parties and unnoticed or avoided by
others. Subtle conflict often occurs where a board is dominated by one person or asmall group.
It can manifest itsdf in withdrawal, silence, manipulation, poor attendance and resignation.

Circular Conflict

Circular conflict involves a continua and often escaating range of both deliberate and
unconscious actions by individuas that frustrate the ability of the board as awhole to get to the
heart of a problem. Boards that are divided into factions can find themsdves operdting in a
circular mode of conflict. In Keeping The Peace (2000), Marion Peters Angelica describes this as
“goirding conflict” and suggests that it often takes someone new to the Situation to seeit.

Violent Conflict
Viodlence, whether physica or psychologica, can be present in community organizations, as it

can in other aspects of life. Violence or threats of violence ought to be taken very serioudy by
boards of directors. Consideration should be given to involving the police.

Behind the Conflict
We are often very quick to explain our differences as “persondity conflicts’, but most conflicts

are more complex than differencesin persond syle or types. One of the secrets to managing
conflict isto undergtand its various sources.

© 2003 Non-Profit Sector Leadership Program, Dalhousie University Page 3



Managing Board Conflict

Christopher Moore has identified five sources or kinds of conflict and suggests that in most
difficult Situations more than one is involved. Understanding these sources can hep usin
knowing what interventions we can make to prevent the conflict from being destructive.

Typical Sources of Conflict

Data Interest
Conflicts Conflicts

Relationship
Conflicts

Structural
Conflicts

Value
Conflicts

Relationship Conflicts

These are conflicts that involve poor interpersona communication practices or skills. People
tend not to communicate well when strong emotions are involved. People become defensive and
alow assumptions and stereotypes to take over. This might be the source where “ persondity”
redly entersinto the conflict equation.

Data Conflicts

These are conflicts caused by lack of information, misnformation, different views of what
information is important, and different interpretations of the available data.

Interest Conflicts

Interest conflicts are about what people redly care about, the underlying substantive needs that
each person has or sees as critical to ther well-being or the well-being of those being served.
They arise because of a perception that different interests are in competition with one another, or
that one hasto “trade off” what one believes isimportant in order to maintain afriendly
relationship.

The“win-win” model of negotiation born out of the work of Roger Fisher and others a Harvard
University, suggeststhat in conflict Stuations we should take account of common interests,
complimentary interests and competing interests, and that we can be assertive about what we
need and, at the same time, show genuine concern about what others need.
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Structural Conflicts:;

Structurd conflicts are typicdly struggles over power or authority; that is, they are about unequa
control, ownership or didtribution of resources. They are often about who gets to decide or
whether the process used to decide isfair, rather than what the outcome will be. Representative
boards can be quite susceptible to structurd conflictsif directors understand their role to be one
of fighting to protect the interests of their congtituents.

Value Conflicts

Vaue conflicts are about our different ways of seeing the world; ideology in the broadest sense.
They can arise when critical decisions are being made that go to the heart of the organization.
When people discover that there are differences at the level of core vadues, there areredly only
two ways of resolving the conflict: tolerate the differences or leave.

The Four Arenas of Board Conflict

For boards of directors of community organizations, there are typicdly four arenasin which
conflict manifests itsdf.

1. Conflict among board members

Conflict on the board itsdlf arises as aresult of differences between individua directors or
factions of directors. Camaraderie and friendship is often important for volunteer directors and if
the board is not fun a some levd, in the face of sgnificant conflict, board members may drift
away or resgn.

Frequently the chair of the board is the source of the conflict, often by virtue of “running the
show” or dominating board discussions, or ese he/she isquilty of doing nothing to facilitate
resolution.

Marion Peters Angdlica points out that the chair and chief executive (Executive Director) must
play arolein resolving board conflict but thet the latter isin avery awkward position to do so
without appearing to take sides or be manipulaing the situation Beyond providing factud
information or providing process advice, the Executive Director iswise to let the board chair, or
other board members take responsbility for resolving the conflict.

2. Conflict between Board and Staff

Conflict between the board and staff, especialy between the board and the Executive Director is
common. Often it isa conflict of a structura nature: the boundaries of each others roles and
responsibilities, where power is shared.

3. Conflict among Staff Members

Boards frequently get drawn into conflicts among staff or volunteers. While the Board might

take arole as aresult of their own initiative, more often than not the Board will find themsdves
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involved because an individud director or a aff person has done an “end run” around the
Executive Director.

In Stuations where a conflict is between a saff person and the Executive Director, the board may
need to get involved ether to mediate or arbitrate. Boards are increasingly concerned about the
lega and/or reputation threats a conflict may have on the organization.

Where there is an Executive Director and the conflict is between other staff (or between
volunteers), aboard would be wise to stay clear, especidly if it wants to be seen as afirming the
ED’ s authority and respongibility.

Boards get drawn into staff conflicts because they are often seen asthe red authority. A board
with atendency to micro-manage will be drawn into more staff conflicts than a board that sees
itsrole as an arbitrator of last resort. Boards can make gaff conflict Stuations worse, especidly
when individua directors, or even the chair, take it upon themselves to intervene.

4. Conflict between the organization and its members or stakeholders

Sometimes the legitimacy of the board and staff will be chalenged by the members or groups
that are part of the organization's congtituency. Factions amongst the membership can arise
whenever afew people become unhappy with how things are being run and believe they or
others can do a better job. Directors who show disregard for the organization’s by-laws or
congtitution open themsdlves up to an uprising. In such a situation aboard is ripe for a“coup”,
often involving a raucous Annud Generd Meeting. Organizations with representative boards are
susceptible to these kinds of conflicts because the membership is often aready somewhat
organized.

How to Manage Better With Conflict

Unfortunately the media and entertainment industry provide us few examples of well managed
conflict. However, there are ways to channe our inevitable differences into congtructive action
Here are some ideas, not in any particular order, for non—profit organizations that want to
manage conflict more effectively.

1. Clarify roles and responsibilities

Boards mug drive to clarify the roles and responshilities of individua directors and officers
(especidly the chairperson) and the board’ srolein relation to saff. An annua board orientation
sessonisalogicd place for such adiscusson. Job descriptions outlining duties and
responsibilities are sdldom adequate for clarifying roles, especidly where board and staff
respongbilities overlgp such asin determining and working on strategic objectives.

2. Seekor develop a skilled board chairperson
An effective board chair is critica to managing conflict. Such effectiveness comes from dlarity

about the chair’ srole, persond integrity, an understanding of the importance of process and the
liberal use of afew proven facilitation techniques.
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3. Encourage job evaluation

Formd evauation processes for the board, executive director and staff members are important
mechanisms for direct communication and action that can improve working relationships. Boards
shoud evauate themsalves (with the Executive Director having an opportunity to provide hisher
own assessment of the relationship) and should regularly evauate the Executive Director
according to pre-determined criteria. Regular evauation of staff, by the executive director, if
congructively handled, will hep avoid gaff conflicts.

4. Implement a grievance procedure

Whether unionized or not, voluntary organizations that employ staff or regularly utilize
volunteers should have a written grievance or complaint procedure that is known to everyone.
Such a procedure will outline the steps and decision makers involved in resolving a dispute.
Normdly such a procedure will include both informa (verba) and formd (written) steps and
time frames. In most cases such a procedure will designate the Board of Directors as the fina
decison-maker.

5. Establish a code of conduct for directors

Non-profit organizations ought to have a written code of conduct for directors that set some
standards and rulesfor their relationship with one another, with the Executive Director and with
daff. A code of conduct ought to give direction on issues such as confidentidity, corflicts of
interests, interactions with staff and speaking with “one voice’.

6. Deal with conflict openly when it arises

Asuncomfortable asit often is, and as much as we hope that it will go away if weignoreit,

it isimportant to acknowledge conflict directly when it occurs. Boards need to talk about what
to do when they have differences. What is necessary for the board room to be a safe place to
raise difficult issues?

7. Discuss good interpersonal communications practices

Boards should make time, possibly at orientation, to reflect on, research and discuss good
communication practices. On an individua leve thisincudes balancing “inquiry” and
“advocacy”, checking our assumptions, being aware of own filters and separating impact from
intent. Directors can be more effective if each person put into practice the principle that they
should ‘seek first to under stand, and then to beunder stood.”

Starting a“difficult conversation” by describing what happened rather than our interpretation of
what happened can help prevent people from becoming defensive.

8. Frame conflict asa exercisein“win-win” negotiation
It can often be helpful when there are different views on what should happen, to discuss the
resolution of a conflict as anegotiation. In this frame, people can be asked to set their positions

aside, assert their views, seek to understand those of others, work with underlying interests
(common and different), and look for solutions that meet everyone' sinteredts.
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9. Celebrate agreements and new under standings

Both boards and staff can do more to acknowledge the hard work that isinvolved in expressng
and working through important issues. We can al show genuine appreciation for openness and
risk-taking, “Pats on the back” are often welcome. A bottle of champagne, a case of beer or a
team dinner can be useful ways of drawing atention to success in managing conflict.

10. Look to gender and cultural differences as a way out of a mess.

It iswel known that men and women, and people of different cultures, bring different
pergpectives and skills to managing conflict. If aconflict suffers from cultura intranggence,
boards should look inward or outward for some alternative approaches.

11. Seek outside help early

A third party is often very vauable in helping to resolving conflict. This can be aprofessond or
atruged friend outside of the organization. The integrity and skills of the person should dways
take precedence over their position; even arepresentative of afunder, if they are the right person,
could facilitate a resolution.

The board should be cleer if it wants the resolution mediated with the help of afadilitator (a

negotiated resolution) or someone ese to hear the arguments on al sides and decides (an
arbitrated settlement).
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Note on the Author

E. Grant MacDondd is Associate Professor (Continuing Education) a Dahousie University
where heisthe Director of the NonProfit Sector Leadership Program and Associate Director of
the Negotiation and Conflict Management Program. His primary areas of teaching, research and
practice are non-profit board governance, organizationa leadership, negotiation and mediation.
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