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Making Conflict “A Good Thing” 
 

   Conflict, like stress, in the right proportion and handled well can be positive. Unresolved and 

unmanaged conflict within groups can be lethal to an organization.  Therefore, we must all choose 

how we are going to handle conflict. 

   I have often had board members apologize to me after a meeting for questioning a plan or 

presentation to the board. No matter how we agree or disagree on the topic I hope my response is 

always “no need to apologize as it is your job as a board member to ask the tough and appropriate 

questions.”  I most often find that because of these tough questions and opposing views we are 

inspired to seek out a superior solution.  Because of conflict we get a better result than if we had all 

simply agreed on the first proposal. 

   In this case, conflict makes our group function better.  So why does conflict become a problem.  

Whenever two people with strong convictions and great passion work together to make a difference, 

there will be conflict. The problems arise in conflict when emotions are not well managed and 

escalate.  It is important to remember that conflict takes two people, only one of which we can 

control. So therefore, we must ask ourselves these questions.  1) What is causing the conflict” 2) 

What is it that I want to happen or not to happen as a result of this conflict? 3) How am I going to 

conduct myself during this conflict? 

   It is always ideal when a conflict is resolved and both parties walk away feeling that a win-win 

solution was achieved.  In many cases, however, our best hope is to manage the conflict so that 

emotions do not escalate.  In conflict situations it important that people involved to not lose their 

sense of self-worth.  In other words, do not let the conflict deteriorate to a point of personal attacks 

where the conflict is no longer about the issue at hand before the organization. Which brings us to 

our second guide and that is to always keep discussions with conflict focused upon the issue and 

potential solutions to the problem at hand.  Finally, it is important to identify and acknowledge the 

interests and points of view of each party and take those into account as you work toward solutions.  

The emotional level of most individuals comes way down when they feel that they are heard and are 

valued. 

   Conflict in groups becomes a problem when it occurs regularly; it persists over a period of time; 

involves personal attacks; makes meetings tense and uncomfortable; causes members to withdraw; 

frequently deadlocks discussion and decisions; or involves personal agendas that hijack or dominate 

the board’s work. 

   Some of the common problems that lead to unproductive board or group conflict are: lack of 

communication; differences in values, attitudes, beliefs, or expectations; lack of effective leadership 

or expectations; low productivity; change that causes disequilibrium in the group; and unresolved 

prior conflict or outside conflict carried into the meeting.  As board members, we must all recognize 

the problems and work to avoid, manage, or resolve them for the good of the group.  

   I attended a workshop session on conflict management a few months back and I was struck by a 

saying that I think should we should all take to heart as we enter any meeting with potential for 

conflict.  The saying goes like this:  “It is far more productive to win an agreement than to win an 

argument!”  As you set your ground rules for your meetings, wouldn’t it be great if rule number one 

was “always treat fellow members with respect” and rule number two was “always strive to win and 

agreement, not an argument.” 
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