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Preface

This book demonstrates that tensions, differences and conflicts in companies and

organisations are normal, necessary and productive if they are taken seriously and

the employees and managers involved find a proactive way to approach them.

I have written this book for all those who are seeking new possibilities to

overcome difficult situations and conflicts. It provides managers and employees

in organisations with suggestions and methods to effectively and permanently

resolve problems. In order to highlight the relevance of the content for professional

practice, each chapter begins and ends with an example case study.

After a general introduction to the topic of conflict, I address the classic and

traditional methods of conflict management. This is followed by an explanation of

the newer—I refer to them as complementary—methods. The central approach to

conflict management, mediation, is described in terms of its applicability for

managers and employees in organisations. I subsequently address the conversation

techniques for conflict management as well as the questioning techniques. The

chapter on conflict prevention provides suggestions on how unproductive conflicts

can be avoided. Finally, I dedicate two chapters to the implementation of an internal

company conflict management system and describe two practical cases of success-

ful implementation.

I would like to sincerely thank the following people for their active support of

this book project:

My wife, Sabine, for the patient review and improvement of the manuscript.

My business partners Gerhart C. F€urst and Barbara Wurz, for their suggestions with

respect to content. Jackie Kaye for her professional help with the translation, Max

Jahn for his helpful corrections and Robert Fucik for designing the humorous

cartoons.

Vienna

February 2016

Stephan Proksch
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Recognising and Resolving Conflicts 1

1.1 Rift Between Company Founders

Managing Director David Taylor has been struggling for months with a painful

stomach ulcer. His doctor has recommended that he take a long holiday. But who

would do the work here? “I definitely can’t entrust projects to my co-managing

director. That’s way too risky. He’s unable to keep an appointment. Clients can’t

simply be put off!” he explains to me at our first encounter.

He nervously stirs his tea. Coffee is forbidden. I sense bitterness and resignation.

Six years ago, David Taylor and Chris Wood had built up the technical office

together. Success quickly followed. They buried themselves in projects. There was

no more time for regular discussions and exchanges of ideas. At some point the

misunderstandings began to accumulate, which led to both becoming even more

withdrawn.

The company has in the meantime grown to around 25 people. Regrettably, staff

turnover is high, as the employees lack clear guidelines and cohesively functioning

management.

Two days later I have a conversation with Chris Wood: “I will no longer allow

him to present me with faits accomplis”, he says slowly and deliberately. “When I

came into the office last Monday, he had moved the copier. Now I have to walk

through the middle of the secretary’s office. There can be no more talk of partner-

ship here! Last summer we lost one of our most important clients. As a result, we

suffered a substantial drop in revenue. I could have prevented it, as I always had a

very good understanding with that customer.” After a pause, he adds: “But he

prefers to do everything by himself!”

Accounts such as this one are ubiquitous. I experience situations time and again

in which fellow colleagues “lose the communication channel” and at some point

they realise they are no longer in a position to talk to each other, let alone solve

problems together. Resentment and anger mount up, and suddenly they find them-

selves facing a wall they can no longer surmount.

# Springer International Publishing Switzerland 2016
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1.2 What Is a Conflict?

What do we actually mean when we speak of a conflict? The term “conflict” is

frequently used, but with widely differing meanings. Soldiers understand the term

conflict to mean armed confrontation.

Computer professionals speak of a conflict when two electronic data processing

programmes are incompatible.

In business, we understand the term conflict to mean a social phenomenon which

can arise when people interact and pursue common goals. A disagreement often

begins when two people or parties have differing interests and work against each

other in pursuit of their own objectives. Even then, we don’t yet speak of an actual

conflict, but at most of a “strained situation”, which in the best-case scenario is

resolved by negotiation or by a decision. A conflict arises when the factual problem

at hand is further complicated by a relationship problem.1

Conflict was often equated with battle in the past. To this day, there are some

people who still act as though fighting is the only option. However, an increasingly

accepted understanding of conflict is emerging, which emphasises constructive

debate and the resulting possibility for consensus and cooperation. Conflicts not

only carry destructive potential, they also offer many opportunities for change,

development and innovation.2

The term conflict is used in this book to denote an interpersonal phenomenon,

characterised by the combination of a factual problem with a relationship problem.

I am going to demonstrate possibilities that can enable the negative aspects of

conflicts to be successfully overcome and their creative potential to be unlocked.

1.3 Conflicts Often Approach Quietly

How do you identify looming conflicts in business in time, before they escalate and

leave scars behind them? As conflicts in the workplace often do not play out in the

open, they are mostly recognisable only by their symptoms. These include:

– Opposition, rejection: The conscious or unconscious attempt to hinder the

opponent in the achievement of his3 objectives, in that work is carried out

sloppily or information is not passed on.

– Withdrawal, indifference: The parties concerned lose the motivation to work as

well as the need to open up emotionally. This is also referred to as “inner

resignation”.

1 Risto (2003).
2 Bonacker (2002) and Schwarz (2001).
3 As the content of this book refers to female and male readers in equal measure, the feminine and

masculine forms are used interchangeably.
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– Hostility, irritability, aggression: The anger that was initially swallowed sud-

denly and abruptly erupts.

– Intrigue, rumours: Sometimes it is attempted to obstruct and denigrate the

opponent with intrigue or rumours, while at the same trying to win people over.

– Stubbornness, unreasonableness: Empathy diminishes the ability to see problems

and perceptions from the other’s point of view. Personal interests are put before

the interests of the company.

– Formality, excessive conformity: In conflict situations, employees show exces-

sive formality and conformity to their superiors.

– Physical symptoms, illness: Conflicts are often linked to physical reactions. The

most frequent are headaches, stomach disorders and insomnia. This results in

high absenteeism and staff turnover.

Such symptoms are often not clearly identifiable and are normally denied by the

parties involved. Therefore, rely on your instinct. Many of us are brought up to cope

with everyday life as “rational” people, with the other side of “me”, the emotional

side, often falling by the wayside. This is a meaningful orientation point in

situations where sober reason fails.

When tensions or conflicts are “in the air”, you feel it. An unpleasant feeling in

the stomach region, an inner resistance to doing something in particular. It is

important to take this awareness seriously and to examine it. You should not

suppress it or “rationalise it away” with a sensible argument. Ask yourself what

this feeling means. If it is connected to a person, then try to talk to them. A

discussion to clear the air can help to intercept a conflict in sufficient time and

rebuild damaged mutual trust. Often new opportunities arise from this type of

discussion. It is therefore worthwhile to overcome one’s inner resistance and

approach the colleague.

1.4 Conflict Analysis

Sometimes we surprisingly get caught up in a conflict situation. Our first impulse in

this situation is either fight or flight.4 This behaviour is attributable to evolutionary

history. Our ancestors had to react rapidly to danger to ensure their own survival.

This instinctive—because it is driven by the brain stem—way of reacting remains to

this day.

It is however of little use in today’s working environment. If we react impul-

sively to conflicts, it is rarely conducive to a constructive resolution of the conflict.

A hasty retreat can easily result in loss of face. Immediate retaliation, on the other

hand, inevitably leads to escalation of the dispute.

It is therefore always more prudent not to follow first impulses and instead to

press the pause button. That means gaining time for a considered reaction. There are

4 Schwarz (2001).
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widely differing possibilities for this. The shortest form of pause is to just take a

deep breath. Alternatively, one can simply carry on as if the aggression had not been

noticed. Or one buys oneself some time by asking a question (“please could you

repeat that once again. . .”). Time can also be bought by changing the subject or by

taking a break.

Now some distance has been obtained, in order to get an overview of the

situation. The individual has not let himself be driven by events, but has instead

regained control of his actions. Before further steps are taken, a conflict analysis

should be carried out.

This provides a solid decision-making basis which can be used as a foundation

for the subsequent course of action, along with the opportunity to become clear

about one’s goals and adapt one’s behaviour accordingly.

A conflict analysis consists of four elements: What are my own goals?, what type

of conflict is involved?, who are the parties to the conflict? and how has the conflict

progressed?.5

1.4.1 Setting Objectives in a Conflict Situation

Before you deal with the conflict itself, you should ask yourself the following

questions: What do I want to actually achieve? What should change after the

conflict is resolved? What do I want to avoid? What role does the conflict play in

the overall context of my primary objectives?

It is worthwhile to also consider the ambitions and needs of the other party: What

are they seeking and what do they want to prevent? After answering these

questions, you have already established a useful basis for the subsequent points of

analysis.

1.4.2 Types of Conflict

To establish what type of conflict exists is very important, as it reduces the risk of

tackling the wrong problem.

Each conflict has a multitude of different facets. Frequently the “central prob-

lem” as described by the parties is not at the core of the conflict. When one wants to

resolve a conflict, it is often necessary to drill down to the core before it becomes

possible to solve the actual problem. Firstly, the question arises: How do I begin to

resolve the conflict? Depending on the causes, there are six different basic forms of

conflict6: circumstantial conflicts, conflicts of interest, relationship conflicts,

conflicts of values, structural conflicts and inner conflicts.

5 Heinrich and Schmidt (2009) and Glasl (1999).
6Moore (1986) and Besemer (1999).
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– Circumstantial conflicts

Circumstantial conflicts are those which are caused by differing, insufficient

or incorrect information, as well as by differing interpretations of this informa-

tion. A car accident resulting in damage to property can be used as a simple

example.

How does one deal with circumstantial conflicts? It is normally sufficient to

look for a solution on a purely factual level: Obtain all of the information, clarify

the facts, establish agreement on the assessment of the facts and if necessary

develop criteria to evaluate the facts or bring in independent experts. Ultimately

it is only about who compensates whom for the damages and in what amount.

Emotions that surface in circumstantial conflicts usually vanish quickly after

clarification of the issue.

– Conflicts of interest

Here it is not about facts, but about differing interests. In a neighbourhood

conflict between a bar owner and a resident due to noise disturbance, the former

has a legitimate interest in having many customers and in that context perhaps

also in background music, whereas the latter has a legitimate interest in peace

and quiet. With this type of conflict it is first necessary to identify the respective

interests and requirements. These are obscured by the positions of the people or

parties. Once legitimate interests are revealed, it is easier to find a solution, as

requirements are often broadly-based. Consequently, various options will

become possible.

Therefore, try to find out which needs are hidden behind the arguments and

then talk about how these requirements can be met. Solutions that had not been

previously considered often emerge as a result. Try to expand on the topic and

also think about possibilities for “trade-offs”.

– Relationship conflicts

This form of conflict is caused by problems of an emotional nature. These

conflicts result from feelings like fear, frustration, envy and similar emotions, or

simply from disappointed expectations or repeated misunderstandings. If, for

example, punctuality is very important to one person while another is not so

particular about punctuality, it may not be apparent in everyday work life, but a

relationship conflict can arise between the two because one regards the unpunc-

tuality of the other as a gesture of contempt towards himself. With this type of

conflict, it is not practical to go into the factual content of the dispute at the

outset. Instead—in a regulated way—emotions must be given some space. The

parties to the dispute must receive the opportunity to express their feelings and

perhaps let off steam. The underlying aspirations and needs should be under-

stood by the parties. Only then can one return to the factual issues.

– Conflicts of values

Conflicts over values arise when differing ideals and principles clash. Dispa-

rate religious norms are a classic example. But also on a more general level,

values such as seniority on the one side and performance orientation on the other

can come into conflict. In most organisations both principles—in varying

1.4 Conflict Analysis 5



degrees—are valued. Simply put, the question is: What counts for more, the

length of time an employee has been with the organisation or performance?

Conflicts of values can be resolved if a common value footing can be found.

On this basis, solutions for the existing conflict can subsequently be sought.

Sometimes it is necessary to dig deeper until this is achieved. In the event that a

common basis for discussion cannot be established, a decision must be taken at a

higher instance or by a court.

– Structural conflicts

This form of conflict differentiates itself from other types in that it does not

result from differences between people, but from differences in structural

factors. There is typically an area of tension between the sales and the production

areas of a company, a latent conflict, because they set distinct priorities and

pursue different goals. An area of tension exists between two opposing lawyers

in a trial, as the logic of the system dictates that they engage in conflict with one

other. Both examples are a matter of intentional, inherent in the system and

therefore structural conflict situations.

As a rule, there is no ultimate solution to structural conflicts, as the problem is

inherent in the system and consequently cannot be completely resolved. The

search for a solution should therefore focus on the development of regulatory

and coordination processes, in order to constructively manage the permanent

tension.

– Inner conflicts

The arena of inner conflicts is the world of thoughts and feelings of one

person. Disparate desires, goals or role requirements contradict one another.

“Shall I finish the assignment today and get home later, or put it off until

tomorrow and have dinner with my family?” Here the role of family person

and the role of professional come into conflict. Inner conflicts accompany us on a

daily basis. An open conversation with a friend, for example, or professional

coaching are helpful in dealing with serious inner conflicts.

1.4.3 Parties to the Conflict

The third aspect of the analysis relates to the parties to the conflict. First you should

ask yourself the question: Who is participating in the conflict? Is it a single person

or are several people involved? Is/are this person/these people taking part in the

conflict as a result of their professional function(s), is she/are they acting as

representative(s) of a group, a company, or on her/their own behalf and not in

relation to their function(s)? If both play a role, where is the main focus?

Which interests does the respective person have (on a personal level and in their

function)? And what is my view of this person? Do I principally have a trust-based

relationship with her, or is the relationship already biased by lack of confidence?

These questions are of importance, as a conflict can only be resolved if the right

people participate in the resolution process. If important people are absent or

unaffected parties are involved, then the conflict persists and possibly even grows.
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If people are involved in the conflict in their professional functions, you should

consider the demands that the roles make on the people and in which way the

respective organisation influences the conflict. In some circumstances, unexpected

options for resolution emerge when examined from this perspective.

1.4.4 Conflict Progression and Escalation

Now take a look at the progression of the conflict up to now. When did it begin,

what have been the most intense points to date and at what stage is the conflict

today?

Finally, consider the extent to which the conflict has escalated. The escalation

model7 can help in doing this. This model very clearly describes the way in which

conflicts typically evolve. The basic underlying principle is that conflicts have an

inherent tendency to escalate if specific measures are not taken to confine them. The

model describes defined observable phenomena that occur in conflicts and puts

them in linear sequence. This makes it possible to determine the extent to which

the conflict has already escalated. Now conclusions with respect to possible ways

of managing the conflict can be derived.

It begins (1) with entrenchment of positions. The parties are no longer prepared

to relinquish their points of view when they are confronted with new arguments.

(2) A debate begins, which is dominated by thoughts of competition and victors and

losers. One wants to win against the opponent. Now (3) actions are put into effect

instead of exchanging words. The parties do not want to discuss with their counter-

part any longer and instead try to attain their goals on their own initiative.

If the conflict escalates further, the opponent starts to be viewed (4) more as a

“problem” to be solved, he becomes de-personalised. At the same time, one tries to

boost one’s own image. In the next step (5), it is attempted to cause loss of face to

the opponent and publicly damage his image. This leads (6) to threats intended to

put the opponent under pressure.

The reaction is (7) limited destructive blows aimed at destroying the means of

defence and the safeguarding of one’s own existence. Following this is (8) fragmen-

tation. This means injuring the opponent so severely that he becomes incapacitated.

Ultimately, and that is the final and highest level of escalation (9), one is prepared

to destroy one’s own existence purely to drag the opponent into the abyss. In

simplified terms, the first three phases are referred to as “resentment”, phases

6 to 8 as “exchange of blows” and final three phases as “destruction”.

These escalation levels should be viewed as a model. In reality, they are not

always to be observed in their pure form and not always in this sequence. However,

they do assist in assessing which type of conflict treatment is suitable.

At the beginning of the resentment phase, self-help is certainly possible. This

means that one party tries to cut off the escalation on their own initiative. Towards

7Glasl (1999).
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the end of this phase, as well as in the exchange of blows phase, a neutral third party

such as a mediator is necessary to settle the conflict. Once the destruction phase is

reached, only a powerful intervention can help, with the forcible separation of the

parties to the conflict.

1.5 How to Conduct a Clarifying Conversation

In a sensitive situation where the atmosphere is already tense, if you need to discuss

a difficult topic or have to give feedback, the following rules of thumb are

recommended:

– one-on-one discussion

– I-statements

– specifically address the topics

– open up the relationship

– listen and understand

– reach clear agreements

Suggest a confidential discussion in a quiet and undisturbed atmosphere. When

you address your concerns, then do it in the “I” form. An I-statement has the

advantage that you are not blaming your counterpart, but are speaking about

yourself. You are not telling your colleague how to behave or encroaching on

their autonomy. You’re expressing a wish. The consequences that result remain

their decision.8

An example: Instead of “. . .your remark in the meeting last Friday was pretty

inappropriate. . .” it would be better to say: “. . . your remark in the meeting last

Friday with respect to x surprised me. I’m not sure if I understood you correctly . . .”
Directly address the issues which bother you and don’t make vague references.

Substantiate your points with descriptive observations. Don’t draw any general

conclusions (“you are unreliable . . .”), instead stay with events that you have

experienced and how these have affected you.

Stick to the facts, but also stand by your feelings (“. . .that bothered me”. . . or,
“. . . that really concerned me”. . . or, “I was disappointed. . .”). Exaggerated objec-

tivity can easily cause aggression if it gives rise to the feeling that you are trying to

suppress or stifle something. The articulation of emotions makes it easier for your

counterpart to open up and to establish a basis for dialogue on an interpersonal

level.

Listen and understand: Listen more than speak and try to genuinely understand

the arguments of your counterpart. If you’re not sure about something, ask for

clarification. By seeking to clarify certain points, you ensure that you are in contact

with the partner to the discussion and that they feel understood.

8 See also Chap. 5, Mediation techniques.
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Ultimately, the conversation should end with clear agreements. That way

misunderstandings over the future progression of the subjects discussed are avoided

and, in the event of a further conversation, you can refer to the agreements.

1.6 Conflicts in the Workplace: Curse or Blessing?

Confrontations swallow up valuable resources: time and money. To a certain extent

this expense is unavoidable, as both of these resources are necessary to balance

competing goals and interests. If this is successful, the confrontation was productive

and the resources were well-invested.

1.6.1 Risks Arising from Conflicts

Conflicts become a commercial problem when they escalate and develop into a

power struggle or freeze into a “cold war”, paralysing an organisation for months or

years. The higher in the organisation this type of problem arises, the more

resources are devoured, as the hierarchy levels underneath inevitably get entangled.

Unresolved or escalated conflicts affect various areas9:

– Stress and pressure on employees: Conflicts are experienced by participants as

stressful, as they are associated with anxiety, aggression, lack of esteem, exces-

sive demands and similar feelings. This results in productivity losses of up to

30%. In the medium term, demotivation, inner resignation and absenteeism

spread.

– Fragmentation of teams: Opponents are disparaged and increasing value is

placed on allies. So-called “in” and “out” groups are formed. Communication

behaviour is passive or aggressive. Colleagues avoid or insult each other. In

some cases it comes to deception, theft, sabotage and hostile behaviour. This can

cause significant personal psychological damage or damage to material property.

– Unproductive usage of time: The staging of conflicts takes up a considerable

amount of time at work. Colleagues talk about the conflict, speculate about

causes and relationships, seek information, people to blame or allies, scheme,

inflict pain on one another and so forth.

– Staff turnover and sick leave: Lengthy conflicts lead to higher levels of absen-

teeism due to sickness, as the constant psychological stress sooner or later

manifests itself as physical illness in accordance with the principle: “if the

soul goes unheeded, the body speaks”. Chronic unresolved conflicts are named

as a cause in up to 90% of dismissals as well as in at least 50% of employee

resignations. Staff losses and recruitment and training of new employees result

in high costs.

9 Boes et al. (2008).
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This does not however mean that conflicts are principally negative. In fact, the

opposite applies: Tensions and constructively settled conflicts are a significant part

of active working relationships.

1.6.2 Uses of Conflicts

Conflicts have numerous positive aspects which are of vital importance for people

to live alongside one another and for the further progression of organisations and

society.10 When organisations or governments suppress conflicts, stagnation

is normally the consequence. Conflicts are not the exception, but rather the

rule of human co-existence. The way in which organisations manage to control

this plays a decisive role in determining how successful they are in solving their

problems, and consequently in safeguarding their future. The positive aspects

of conflicts are:

– Conflicts indicate problems: Many problems remain undetected if they do not

become visible and noticeable through conflicts. Tensions arise, triggering a

need for action.

– Conflicts trigger change: Conflicts want to be resolved, otherwise the unpleasant

accompanying symptoms persist. Actions or decisions are taken that (can)

trigger change and thereby prevent deadlock.

– Conflicts arouse interest and curiosity: Conflicts add zest to human co-existence.

They lead to tension, fostering interest and curiosity, and stimulate the search for

creative new solutions and innovations.

– Conflicts strengthen relationships: The most enduring relationships are those

during the course of which conflicts have been successfully overcome by both

sides. Friendships that hold together “through thick and thin” are those where

differences have been settled. Friction produces warmth, which facilitates trust.

Conflict-free relationships are often superficial.

– Conflicts strengthen group cohesion: Through constructive debate, we get to

know the preferences, strengths and weaknesses of colleagues. In this way we

can engage with them and it becomes easier to develop trust, and also to

recognise one’s own shortcomings. Consequently, it becomes possible to work

successfully together even under pressure.

In order to derive a benefit from conflicts, there must however be success in

dealing with them constructively. You will find a number of ideas, suggestions and

methods in this book.

10 Schwarz (2001).

10 1 Recognising and Resolving Conflicts



1.7 Excursus: Mobbing

Mobbing (or bullying) is a specific form of conflict that comes to the fore time and

again in organisations. The term “mobbing” derives from the word “mob”, which

means “a disorderly rabble”. Mobbing refers to negative, hostile actions in the

workplace, which are directed at an individual, carried out systematically and occur

once or several times a week over a longer period of time (more than half a year).

The following actions can be classified as mobbing actions11:

– Attacks on the possibility of self-expression (e.g. by continual interruption or

constant criticism)

– Attacks on social relationships (e.g. the party concerned is no longer spoken to)

– Attacks on reputation (e.g. the affected party is ridiculed or spoken ill of behind

their back)

– Attacks on the quality of professional and personal conditions (e.g. no suitable

jobs are allocated to the affected party, or they are given pointless tasks)

– Attacks on physical well-being (e.g. the affected party is threatened with vio-

lence or work is demanded that is detrimental to health)

The causes of mobbing can be of a structural nature, such as rigid hierarchies,

unclear objectives or a high degree of time pressure. They can however also be a

result of deficiencies in management behaviour, for example showing favouritism

towards particular people or inadequate communication and feedback. Mobbing

has a huge impact on the affected party, such as psychological and physical damage

which manifests itself as non-specific stress symptoms and can leave long-term

disorders behind it. Based on employment law in many countries, managers have

have a duty of care with respect to employees in that they are not permitted to

endanger their health. They must therefore actively prevent mobbing and, should

mobbing occur, take the necessary steps to ensure it is addressed.

Individuals affected by mobbing are recommended to maintain a mobbing

journal, in which the mobbing actions are recorded. This serves to preserve

evidence and clearly demonstrate connections. Additionally, it is important to

address the problem early and directly, to seek allies, to inform one’s immediate

manager or the works council and to secure moral and personal support away from

the charged situation.

1.8 Rift Between Company Founders: What Happened Next. . .

I recommended that Taylor and Wood conduct a private clarifying conversation.

This discussion took place in quiet surroundings, in a restaurant close to the office.

Both had prepared themselves by examining their most important concerns and

11Kolodej (2005).
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setting clear objectives. They had also given some thought on where they had made

mistakes.

In the course of the conversation, it became clear to Taylor that Wood felt

driven into a corner by his active approach. Wood recognised that his exact

and detailed style of working had often resulted in appointments having to

be postponed, creating difficulties with clients for Taylor. The discussion ended

with an agreement with respect to the division of work and roles. Additionally,

a regular weekly meeting was introduced to discuss current projects (Fig. 1.1).

Fig. 1.1 Thundercloud
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Traditional Methods of Conflict
Management 2

2.1 Differing Leadership Styles in the Management Team

“I brought Lucy Green on board sixteen years ago. She worked hard, she was

ambitious and the customers liked her. Eventually she became my right hand. She

has to thank me for her career in the organisation. Four years ago I had to relocate

abroad, to bring a subsidiary company back on track. When I returned a few months

ago, everything had changed! In the meantime she had risen to the position of chief

executive. I looked at the books and it hit me like a thunderbolt: we were EUR

400,000 overdrawn! I only had a few months in which to restructure the

organisation!”

I am sitting opposite Julian Saunders in his office. He is the CEO of one of the

leading international non-profit organisations. Despite his 62 years he comes across

as being dynamic, almost youthful. He is a skilled financial manager and controller,

who always has the current numbers in his head. He has already succeeded in saving

two organisations from bankruptcy. After his return, he immediately rolled up his

sleeves and threw himself into the work. Everything was thoroughly checked and

reviewed.

Two rooms away, I meet Lucy Green. She is known as being a talented

salesperson and project manager. She raises money for charity, talks to journalists

and is informed about almost every project in detail. “I welcomed his return and

advocated it. We used to be a good team.

But I believe he couldn’t bear the fact that I became CEO during his absence.

Our relationship rapidly deteriorated. I suddenly feel like I’m being controlled.

Details are changed without my knowledge. Orders for new materials are only dealt

with by him.”

Eventually it came to an open confrontation in the middle of a team discussion.

She felt denigrated by his questions about her trips overseas and reacted with a

provocative remark about his knowledge of the English language. At which point

he walked out of the meeting.

# Springer International Publishing Switzerland 2016
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From that moment onwards, suspicion dominated between the two. They fur-

tively watched one another and gave the impression that they were only waiting for

the right opportunity to show the other one up. Ostensibly business continued as

usual, but behind the scenes hostility and contempt reigned. The employees suf-

fered from the bad working atmosphere and the middle managers felt like pawns in

a game with no winner.

2.2 The Traditional Approach to Conflicts in Organisations

In traditional business management literature, little attention is given to the

phenomenon of conflict, as conflicts are viewed for the most part either:

– as conflicts of objectives between the fundamentally divergent interests of

employer and employee or,

– as disturbances to the regular production or work or,

– as manifestations of power struggles and micro politics.

They are therefore not considered in the rational planning and governance

process. Conflicts are seen as harmful sources of instability, to be eliminated as

quickly as possible in order to maintain normal business operations.

These beliefs still determine the mindset of many managers and employees

today. It is therefore useful to take a closer look at these concepts.

2.2.1 Conflicts as Opposition Between Employer and Employee

2.2.1.1 The Development of Polarity Between Capital and Labour
In the course of the industrial revolution, which marked the transition from an

agricultural to an industrial society in the nineteenth century, the structure of

society fundamentally changed. While on the one hand the impetus for elimination

of mass poverty ensued and average income levels rose, on the other a new social

disparity came into being.

In the face of social inequality and differing levels of political and economic

power legitimised by the mechanics of self-regulating market forces, the danger

arose—and still exists—that these conflicts would ultimately develop into system-

threatening social unrest. It was established that strong economic, political and

cultural disparities can be elementary causes of conflicts. They generated competi-

tive conflicts, which were frequently reflected in struggles for distribution.1

According to the theory of Karl Marx, value creation produces a conflict of

interests between the so-called capitalists and the workforce, namely because the

use-value (the value that can be created by the employment of manpower) of work

1Matis (1988).
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exceeds the exchange value, which must be paid in the form of wages. Conse-

quently, the pursuit of profit compels the capitalist to reduce wages, which inevita-

bly brings him into conflict with the newly-emerged working class.2

The implementation of free market competition principles and the belief in

absolute freedom of contract in human working relationships, the breakdown of

traditional social ties, economic exploitation and the reduction of work to a mere

production factor all contributed to the emergence of this social conflict potential.

In so-called social Darwinism, the law of supply and demand not only regulates

economic events, but also social development. This principle is used as a basis for

the economy and also for social relationships between people.

This prompted the working classes to join together in solidarity by way of

counter strategy. Hence workers’ parties came into existence in most countries.

These had set themselves the goal of attainment and exercise of political rights and

improvement of social conditions through state measures, as well as unification of

the working classes and expansion of their political power. The main demands of

the workers were the same in almost every country:

– legislative regulation of working hours,

– restriction of female and child labour as well as night work,

– granting of the right to strike and the right to freedom of association,

– creation of a legally-recognised body to represent the interests of workers,

– granting of the right to free, general and secret voting.

In order to gain acceptance of these demands against the will of the “capitalists”,

unions came into being, which tried to enforce the demands of the workers using

“industrial action measures”, or strikes.

A strike is a planned and collectively undertaken work stoppage or slowdown,

based on a decision taken by employees to contest something and aimed at

achieving their demands.

There are a number of different forms of strike.3 A range of counteractive

measures have been developed by employers, such as: Lockouts (employers tem-

porarily deny employment to all or to parts of the workforce. The employees

concerned are no longer permitted to enter their place of work and receive no

salary for the duration of the lockout), formation of “yellow unions” (employers

support and promote the formation of their own unions, which are under their

influence and provide a source of competition to the established unions. In this way

2Morgan (2002).
3 Types of strike (Matis 1988): token strike (short strike, often during collective negotiations to

emphasise the seriousness of employee demands), organised strike (strike initiated and managed

by unions, in accordance with strike regulations), “wildcat” or unauthorised strike (strike

conducted at operational level without union authorisation), general strike (a strike involving all

employees across all sectors e.g. in a country by way of protest against measures taken by a

government), go-slow (also “work to rule”). In this type of strike, employees only perform

contractually-stipulated duties and work no overtime.
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they try to weaken the position of the employees), or threats of dismissal. (Dis-

missal threats are however only possible in the case of illegal strikes, as unions are

equipped with a statutory right to strike.)

However, these industrial action measures frequently caused escalations of

conflicts and resulted in the parties to the conflict inflicting mutual harm on one

another up to the point of outbreaks of violence, dismissals or bankruptcy of the

company. It was only when the very existence of organised working masses forced

governments to recognise them and legitimise them that the position of the work-

force began to improve. It was at that time—around 1900—that state financed

social security systems and the first legislation of employee protection came into

being.

2.2.1.2 The “Industrial Conflict” from Today’s Perspective
In most European countries, systems of industrial worker participation have devel-

oped since world war two. Which expressly recognises the rival claims to capital

ownership and usage that can be demanded on the one side by the owners of capital

and on the other by employees. In these systems, owners and employees jointly

decide on the future of their organisation in that they share authority and both

participate in the decision-making process.

Today in Germany and Austria the so-called “dual system” of industrial relations

has persisted, in which representation of interests is ensured by work councils,

while unions focus on the implementation of qualitative and quantitative collective

bargaining policy at the company level.4

Collective wage agreements are a way in which conflicts are institutionalised.

With rules that are recognised by the conflict parties, costs for both parties are

reduced and the outcome is made more predictable. For employees, this reduces

the risk of losing one’s position, while companies benefit from stable industrial

relations and long-term planning security.

In Austria, the system known as social partnership has evolved, which has made

a significant contribution to social unity and economic prosperity. The social

partnership is supported by three central umbrella organisations, namely the

Austrian Economic Chambers, the Austrian Chamber of Labour and the Presiden-

tial Conference of the Austrian Chambers of Agriculture. The Austrian Trade

Union Federation and the Federation of Austrian Industries are associated voluntary

organisations. Within the framework of the social partnership, it has in most cases

proved possible to resolve sensitive and contentious commercial issues on a con-

sensual basis and avoid severe public confrontations.

In order to regulate this structural conflict between labour and capital, a number

of mechanisms were developed over the years, which are based on bilateral

negotiation processes and which for the most part have stood the test of time. The

4Collective bargaining autonomy: Unions negotiate freely and independently with employers or

their associations without outside interference (e.g. from the state).
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perspective of commercial conflict management can therefore also provide many

helpful lessons in addition to its more daunting aspects.

The idea of going beyond bilateral negotiations and bringing in a neutral third

party to resolve a conflict is not new although it is still under-used in practice. In

Anglo-American literature, mediation (and arbitration) was already recommended

as a means of settling strikes and work confrontations in the nineteen eighties.5

In Europe, it appears that parties to a conflict tend to react sceptical towards

the appointment of a neutral third party because they fear this will result in them

giving up a large degree of influence.

Interestingly, it is not only employers who are reluctant to hand over the helm for

steering the conflict, but also works councils and union representatives. These

organizations often feel like they are “fighters for the workforce” and that mediators

or neutral third parties could restrict their influence and scope of activity.

It is often argued that, as a result of direct participation by the employee and

because mediation is a participative management method, a competitive situation

can arise for the works council, as the representation of interests protected by the

Works Council Constitution Act is undermined.

On the other hand, many view this development not as a threat, but instead hope

it will provide greater freedom when dealing with new situations. The works

councils also frequently advocate a stronger negotiation-based representation of

interests within a statutory framework.

Overall, it can be established that employers as well as employees have not yet

fully recognised the importance of mediation or conflict management by neutral

third parties. However, there is reason for optimism: in the course of the major

upheavals and changes in the economic environment, a new definition of the

traditional role of management, and of works councils and unions, towards more

participation is inevitable.

Hopefully the structural conflict between management and works council

does not overshadow the many other conflicts within an organisation and does

not mislead people to forcing it into this structure, where it is carried out on a

highly formalised level, instead of developing individual suitable solutions.

2.2.1.3 Conflicts as Disruptive Factors in the “Organisational Machine”
The image of organisations was shaped by a technical understanding up until

the nineties. The organisation was viewed and conceptualised as a machine.6 This

model undoubtedly has its economic merits and brought economic growth and

prosperity. Today there are many factories, but also companies in the service sector

such as fast food restaurants, which still operate according to the same model.

This model is characterised by two fundamental classification criteria: the

organisational structure (hierarchical structure) and the operational organisation

(business processes). The organisational structure, the “skeleton” of the company,

5 Fisher et al. (1990).
6 Scholz (1997) and Morgan (2002).
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governs formal working relationships in functional as well as disciplinary respects.

In most cases, each employee has a supervisor, by which means a small conflict

resolution mechanism is already installed, with the supervisor authorised to take the

necessary decisions in case of conflicts.

The operational organisation controls value creation, that is to say product

generation. In process management today, processes are modelled with the aid

of computers. This allows computation of the shortest routes and most efficient

workflows and optimizes value creation.

Seen from this angle, a conflict is nothing other than a disruption to the

harmonious flow of production, that must be removed as quickly as possible. The

conflict jeopardises the stability, security and longevity of the organisation.

The hierarchy is a system which safeguards the idea of freedom from conflict.

There are no conflicts, only unusable rules which must be replaced once their

impracticality becomes visible. If conflicts nevertheless arise, then that is a sign

that somebody is not properly fulfilling the tasks assigned to him.

This feature of the hierarchy supposedly dispenses not only with disruptive

conflicts, but with all troublesome emotional aspects related to the direct

relationships and communication between employees. It also dispenses with posi-

tive relationships, in which the interest of people in one another could outweigh

their interest in their work. The emotions associated with direct contact, which

could impede the smooth flow of planned activities, take a back seat in the face of

the hierarchically-prescribed focus on practicality. In this respect, the principle of

hierarchical organisation also represents a major achievement in abstraction. In this

system, one does not have to rely on whether one can get along with others or not.

People are indirectly connected with one another as a result of their functions.7

In traditional business management, “conflict management” is depicted as an

“indirect management tool”. Accordingly, managers should ensure the seamless

interaction of the factors of production. In the event of conflict, a certain level

of consensus must be reached, even when it is based on one side being overruled

and forced to back down. In case of conflict, the truth about the circumstances

at hand needs to be established. Subsequently, a decision is taken, even when it

must be enforced against the will of one of the parties.

2.2.2 Traditional Methods of Conflict Management

As conflicts are viewed as a risk to the organisation, they must—as mentioned—be

eradicated as quickly as possible. Hierarchical and “structural” resolution

possibilities were and remain very popular, as conflicts can be eliminated without

7 Buchinger (1988).
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one having to personally deal with the conflict. The following measures were,

and still are, therefore readily employed.8

– Identify/specify overall objectives: By specifying overall objectives, the parties

to the conflict are compelled to look beyond their differences and to learn how to

cooperate with one another, as their own success becomes linked to the achieve-

ment of the objectives. In other words: The mutual dependency, which is

prerequisite for most conflicts, must be re-defined.

– Define hierarchical distinctions: Either a higher layer of superiority or a new

layer of subordination can be introduced, or an existing hierarchical difference

can be clarified, so that decision-making authority and responsibility becomes

clear. In this way power struggles are effectively terminated.

– Expansion/increase in critical resources: Disputes over scarce resources are one

of the most frequent causes of conflicts. When the resources are increased, the

basis for conflict is eliminated as mutual dependency is reduced. This can

happen, for example, by relocating to larger premises if lack of office space

was the reason for the conflict, or by hiring additional secretarial staff if office

support was creating a bottleneck.

– Establishment of buffer zones: With the help of the establishment of buffer

zones, for example to formalise communication, the frequency and probability

of conflicts can be reduced. A simple example: In some restaurants, orders are

not passed on verbally by the waiting staff to the kitchen, but are digitally

conveyed via electronic notepad. This creates a buffer zone, replacing (fre-

quently open to misunderstanding) verbal communication with electronic com-

munication and thereby significantly reducing conflicts.

– Replacement of personnel or new team composition: Through the substitution of

people or changing the composition of teams, working relationships can be done

away with and dependencies removed. This can eliminate existing conflicts,

frequently however at the price of the emergence of new differences.

These forms of conflict management have the advantage that the conflicts

usually vanish quickly. There is however a risk that these conflicts resurface

elsewhere. If this is the case, then only the symptoms and not the causes of the

problem were eradicated. The traditional “mechanistic” understanding of the

organisation has the disadvantage that it does not take the life of the organisation

as an autonomous social system into account. The methods described therefore

often fall short.

8Wagner and Hollenbeck (1992).
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2.2.3 Conflicts as Manifestation of Power Struggles and Micro
Politics

Conflicts are often associated with the exercise of power and micro politics. When

conflicts become visible and noticeable, it is reasonable to suspect that hidden

vested interests or political tactics are behind them. This makes objective resolution

of the conflict difficult.

Some managers or employees work on the premise that conflicts should not

actually occur, because if differences come up, the hierarchy should resolve them.

Why is it however expected that hierarchies resolve conflicts? It is because when

a problem surfaces, there is always a higher authority responsible for finding a

solution.

At the same time, the hierarchical system continuously produces tensions and

conflicts, as it simultaneously facilitates cooperation as well as competition.

Employees must work together to carry out joint tasks, but often have a relationship

based on rivalry due to resource shortages, status envy and pursuit of their own

advancement.

As there are more positions on the lower rungs of the ladder than higher up,

competition for the higher-ranking positions is intense. In carreer battles there are

regularly more losers than winners. Various individuals and groups in the hierarchy

have the function of exercising authority and influence over others, which assures a

type of competition somewhat beneficial to organisational policy.9

The hierarchy facilitates cooperation as well as competition. These paradoxical

requirements generate a lot of tension and are addressed by the hierarchy by the

deployment of power. What is power? In simplified terms, it can be said that power

is the ability to induce somebody to do something he would otherwise not do.10

The term “micro politics” signifies actions taken to assert one’s own interests.

This refers to the everyday exercise of power to shape organisational conditions

to one’s own benefit. Micro politics is for the most part equated with murky

goings-on, furtive schemes, petty haggling for advantage, diplomatic manoeuvering

and unscrupulous Machiavellianism.

Such a judgement does not take into account that without the exercise of power

hardly anything would happen. Power is the possibility to shape circumstances.

Politics is the creation of that which concerns us all. Everyday politics are also a

necessity in organisations. Order does not simply exist, it must be perpetually (re)

produced which requires power.

9Morgan (2002).
10 Sandner (1990).
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2.2.4 Excursus: Forms of Power Usage

The exercise of power rarely solves conflicts, but for the most part delays and

suppresses them. Nevertheless, power is still frequently employed when dealing

with conflicts. In order to better understand this phenomenon, I would like to

describe the most important types of power usage11:

– Official authority: This is understood as officially legitimised power

(culminating in the possibility to reward or to punish), for example the power

of a superior over his employees due to his managerial role. Legitimisation is a

type of social confirmation that is vital for the stabilisation of relationships

involving power. When a manager takes a decision about a conflict, then the

conflict is settled; to again broach the issue of the conflict would be equivalent to

questioning his authority.

– Control of scarce resources: Organisations are reliant on an adequate supply of

resources (money, raw materials, technology, staff. . .). The ability to control one
or more of these resources therefore constitutes an important source of power.

By providing more transparency with respect to resources and searching for

alternative resources, conflict management can provide a constructive way of

dealing with this.

– Use of the organisational structure, rules and regulations: Structures, rules and

regulations are considered to be rational instruments for the fulfilment of duties.

They can however be consciously used, in the same way as they can be

consciously ignored, and consequently they represent a not to be underestimated

source of power for those who are well-informed about them. They provide a

potential source of power to those who control as well as to those who are

controlled.

– Control of decision-making processes: As part of the strategy, better referred to

as organisational decision-making policy, it is not unusual to avoid important

decisions and take only those which a particular interest group really wants. Here

it can be differentiated between the basis for a decision, the substance of a

decision and its objectives. Organisations are to a large extent decision-finding

systems and consequently a single person or a group with influence over the

decision-making process can have a considerable impact on the affairs of the

organisation.

– Expert power/control of expertise and information: The basis of expert power is

knowledge and expertise. This type of power is sometimes utilised effectively by

consultants and experts. In addition, this type of power can easily spread to other

areas, in which the expert is not competent (halo effect12). The mediator or

11 Ibid.
12 Halo Effect: When forming opinions, people become influenced by the broader picture, which in

some circumstances has nothing to do with the issue at hand.
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conflict manager is an expert in the negotiation process. He should be aware of

his power, in order to avoid its pitfalls.

– Control of borders: The term “border” is used for the interface between different

parts of the organisation or between the organisation and the environment. By

monitoring and controlling transactions on the borders, people can gain a

considerable degree of power. For example, secretaries or assistants often

wield substantial influence over how their boss assesses a particular situation,

in that they determine who has access to him when, and which information he

obtains (Gatekeeper Function).

– Ability to deal with uncertainty: An organisation demands a certain degree of

mutual dependency and consequently disruptions or interruptions in one area can

have considerable effects. People who have the ability to restore normal pro-

cesses can as a result gain power and status. One only needs to think of the

influence that IT specialists have within a company because they can solve

computer problems.

– Control of technology: Since time immemorial, mastery of technology has

served as an instrument of power which humans have utilised to manipulate

and control their environment. The adoption of assembly line work had, for

example, the unwanted effect that employees gained power over the production

process. Strikes on the production line could (and can) bring production to a

standstill.

– Interpersonal alliances and networks: Considerable informal power can be built

up through personal contacts, friendships and family relationships. An example

from a mediation case within a company: One party was friends with the wife of

the CEO, which she mentioned in passing time and again. This fact influenced

the process and the disequilibrium of power was difficult to offset.

– Control of opposition movements: As soon as one group succeeds in gaining a

degree of power, so-called “opposition movements” are often formed in order to

establish a balance of power. The best known are the unions. This fact is

especially significant in mediation, as the “weaker” party is often unaware of

which opposition movements exist and how support or a balancing of power can

be established.

– Symbolism and management of meanings: One method of obtaining power is to

define reality and to win acceptance of that definition. Spacious offices and

expensive cars suggest power and can in this way gain meaning.

Conflicts are regulated by deployment of the various forms of power. But for the

most part they are not resolved, as the cause of the conflict often remains ignored.

The costs of unresolved conflicts (from missed opportunities, frustration, staff

turnover. . .) are however frequently accepted in return for the benefit of speedy

decision-making and the maintenance of structural stability.

2.2.4.1 Positive and Negative Aspects of Power
Use of power in organisations is however not only to be viewed negatively, but

rather as a plain necessity. Without the employment of power, in companies it is not
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possible to react quickly, make timely decisions and ensure orientation towards

a common goal. Suppose that a company needs to respond to a competitor’s

successful advertising campaign or fend off a hostile takeover bid. In these

instances the organisation, or respectively the hierarchy, has to react rapidly and

forcibly subdue or suppress divergent positions and opinions within the company,

otherwise the success or even survival of the firm cannot be guaranteed.

The famous quotation from Lord Acton “Power corrupts—and absolute power

corrupts absolutely” may have a grain of truth in it. Nevertheless, power should not

be exclusively viewed as negative, but must also be seen as positive.13 Power and

micro politics are real and necessary phenomena in every organisation. What gives

them a negative image is that they are often exercised covertly behind the scenes.

That leeds to a whole host of problems like the emergence of rumors, opaque

decisions, feelings of powerlessness among many employees and frustration.

In this area, new forms of conflict management, in particular mediation, can

contribute to dealing with conflicts transparently, openly and directly, addressing

power structures and thereby facilitating broadly-accepted solutions.

2.3 The Four Basic Forms of Conflict Management
in Organisations

Regardless of whether they are small businesses or multinational corporations

public sector institutions or non-profit organisations: The way in which conflicts

are dealt with barely differs between the various types of organisation.

A survey of diverse organisations carried out in 200414 on the subject of “How

do you deal with conflicts?” revealed the following picture: Methods of conflict

management vary widely, but can be reduced to four basic forms15: It can be

attempted to settle the conflict by separation of the parties to the dispute or by

bringing them together. It can however also be tried to resolve the conflict on an

issue-related or an individual-related basis. The basic forms are therefore known as

(see also Fig 2.1):

– Separative measures

– Integrative measures

– Individual-related measures

– Issue-related measures

13Neuberger (1996).
14 The working group “Internal Mediation” which conducted the survey consisted of the following

people: Gudrun Janach, Gerald Kastner, Ulrich K€onigswieser, Elisabeth Kovarc, Sabine Petsch,

Daniela Schr€oter, Gudrun Schubert, Barbara Wurz and Stephan Proksch. The result was published

in the book “Das Ende der Eiszeit” (“The End of the Ice Age”).
15 Proksch et al. (2004).
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The term ‘traditional’ or ‘conflict-circumventing’ was coined to refer to the

separative and issue-related measures, as with these methods the conflict itself and

its parties must not be dealt with directly. The focus is on trying to change the

circumstances associated with the conflict in a way that the conflict disappears.

For the individual-oriented and the integrative measures, the term ‘complemen-

tary approaches’ was selected. You deal directly with the parties to the conflict and

with the conflict dynamics. In practice, there are often overlaps and combinations,

whereby for the most part one of the forms of management prevails.

Besides the active forms of conflict management described above, there

are a number of passive forms of dealing with conflicts: acting as if the conflict

doesn’t exist, sitting it out, denial, delegating the issue to a superior, discussing

the topic to death, avoidance, etc. Conflicts are not however resolved by

these means, but perpetuated or further escalated. Consequently, I do go into this

area in more detail.

2.3.1 Separative Measures

Separative measures are those which are geared towards separating the parties,

thereby pulling the rug from under the conflict. Examples of this are dismissal or

transfer of the employee to another part of the organisation. These forms are used

relatively often and constitute a “classic” form of conflict management, whereby

existing conflicts can be seemingly, and sometimes genuinely, made to vanish from

the face of the earth relatively quickly and effectively.

This method has been practised in organisations since time immemorial and has

in some cases proved to be successful, in particular when individual behaviour can

Basic Forms
of Conflict 

Management

Separative
- dismissal, transfer
- separation
- change of role
- …

Individual-related
- personal discussion
- individual coaching
- …

Issue-related
- identification of mistakes 
- analysis
- regulations & guidelines
- agreement on objectives
- …

Integrative
- mediation
- clarifying conversation
- team development
- supervision
- …

Traditional Complementary

Fig. 2.1 The four basic forms of conflict management; (author’s own illustration)
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no longer be brought into line with company culture or when, in the view of the

company, the “emergency brake” has to be pulled. In some cases a separation will

not settle the conflict, but instead exacerbate it, for example if the conflict is

subsequently brought before a court. If a similar conflict arises time and again,

then it is probably a structural conflict. In this case, the problem is not related to the

person, but to his/her role in the organisation and the workings of the system. In this

instance, it is advisable to select, for example, an integrative form of conflict

management to get to the bottom of the problem. By this means, the knowledge

of the participants becomes a resource for reaching a sustainable solution. By way

of example, in one company the position of head of IT had to be filled on three

occasions within the space of 2 years. Here it can only be assumed that the people

were not the problem, but rather the structure of the organisation.

2.3.2 Issue-Related Measures

When employing issue-related measures, an organisational or technical solution to

the problem is sought independently of the people involved. Mistakes are identified

and analysed. The next step is to draw up regulations, guidelines or standards aimed

at preventing a recurrence of the same conflict.

Instructions, can be given or procedures established. Regulations, organisational

charts, business process models and so forth are likewise effective tools to organise

the way in which people work together.16

Increasing scarce resources is also an issue-related measure. Disputes over

limited resources are a frequent cause of conflict. When the bottleneck is removed,

the basis for the conflict is eliminated as a result of the lower degree of mutual

dependency.

These methods prove successful if a problem is caused by unclear guidelines or

boundaries, or when assignments are open to misinterpretation. They have the

advantage that participants do not have to get involved in a confrontation. However,

these methods fail if the factual problem is only a pretext and there are underlying

personal issues or conflicts relating to company culture.

Clear regulations can also lead to disagreement, as no rule can fit

every individual case. By way of example, differences between project and line

organisation, between interfaces in the process chain or between production

and sales are often evident, as the various principles underlying activities

and decisions (e.g. customer orientation versus quality orientation) can never

be—and also should not be—free from contradiction. The best solution will only

emerge in negotiations about the cause of the conflict.

16 Proksch et al. (2004).
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2.3.3 Individual-Related Measures

Individual-related measures are aimed at seeking a solution on the level of the

individual. In this instance, personal discussions, for example, are conducted or

coaching is offered.

These methods are primarily oriented towards the affected people. If the conflict

cannot be rectified through discussions, one sometimes turns to making somebody

responsible. The search for culprits commences. It can be easier to resolve

disagreements by the categorisation of events into right or wrong, good or bad.

Our judicial system is built on this principle, in order to ensure order and security.

In a professional context, this approach has limitations, as conflicts do not (only)

arise from differing personality structures, but a large number of influencing factors

play a role, which taken together lead to conflict: organisational frameworks,

customs, power structures or limited resources.

In some cases a personal discussion helps the participants to be able to better

understand and deal with the strained conflict situation, to let off steam and express

their own opinions. Individual coaching has likewise proved successful in

providing support, as in this area strategies for personally dealing with a particular

conflict situation can be developed.

The disadvantage of this approach to conflict management is that while the

work with an individual develops suitable strategies, a consensual solution cannot

be developed with the other party to the conflict.

2.3.4 Integrative Measures

Integrative measures involve the parties examining the problem together. Examples

include a clarifying conversation, team development or mediation. These

approaches foster direct communication, creating favourable framework conditions

for dismantling deadlocks and improving interaction, thereby facilitating resolution

of the conflict.

The specification of overall objectives is also a possible measure. This

compels the parties to the conflict to look beyond their differences and learn

how to cooperate with one another, as their own success becomes linked to the

achievement of the objectives. In other words, the mutual dependency, which is

prerequisite for most conflicts, must be re-defined. The simplest form of dealing

with the problem is when the parties seek discussions with one another. This should

always be the first step. In many cases this helps. However, at the same time the

danger exists that the participating parties blame each other’s point of view and

consequently become more and more caught up in the conflict instead of looking for

a solution. In this case, support should be sought from a neutral third party, for

example a mediator.

Integrative forms of conflict management have the advantage that they address

the conflict itself and do not—like, many traditional conflict-circumventing

forms—seek a solution which avoids dealing directly with the conflict. They help

getting to the bottom of the dispute and developing solutions that address the
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problem. A positive and desirable side-effect is the gradual restoration of the

damaged discussion culture, which in turn fosters team spirit and ultimately

improves the overall atmosphere for communication. This form of conflict

management does however require time, so setting a time frame is advisable.

2.4 How Do Corporations Deal with Conflicts Today?

The function of a manager is to plan, organise, lead and supervise in order to

accomplish the goals of the organisation. When tensions or conflicts arise, it is his

responsibility to seek ways to resolve them. If conflicts remain permanently unre-

solved, then as a rule the manager is held accountable. Additionally, it is the

manager’s job to create an environment for employees in which they can develop

and which facilitates performance that is beneficial to the company. Conflict

management is therefore a management responsibility.

If the studies are to be believed, managers spend a considerable portion of their

time on conflict management: in Germany it is 14% of their time, in Austria 16%

and in the USA up to 30%.17

How do managers then deal with conflicts? It depends on how they perceive

conflicts and the view they have of organisations in general and conflicts in

particular. If they have a “classic” or traditional understanding of conflicts, as

described under Sect. 2.2, they are more likely to use traditional methods of conflict

management (see Fig. 2.2).

17 Hernstein Management Report (2003).
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Fig. 2.2 Traditional forms of conflict management; (author’s own illustration)
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2.4.1 Uses and Limitations of the Traditional Methods

These methods are sometimes useful, but they also have their price. The benefits

can be that existing conflicts initially disappear. On occasion, the situation also

calms down and business as usual can resume. There are circumstances where

that approach leads to a resolution of the conflict. However, the disadvantages

should also not be overlooked:

– Often the same or similar conflicts re-emerge in other places. This indicates that

the symptoms rather than the causes have been treated.

– The solutions sometimes produce unexpected consequences in the organisation

which constitute an even larger problem. One has “thrown out the baby with the

bath water”.

– Hasty solutions are often very expensive. A dismissal for example results not

only in recruitment and training costs, but sometimes in litigation costs as well.

– Nothing is learned from the conflict situation. The conflict itself is not addressed.

However there are other ways of dealing with conflicts besides these

traditional methods. In recent years, new forms of resolving conflicts have

developed, triggered not least by a social re-thinking process, which I refer to as

complementary forms. More on this topic in the following chapter.

2.5 Conflict Management: The Holistic View

In the context of a holistic (systemic) perspective, a conflict is no longer just a

disruption to the regular work routine, but something more. A conflict arises when a

difference between two points of view or positions develops. The systemic view

breaks away from the idea that there is “right” and “wrong”. When two people

argue, often both have reasonable demands. If one tries to find out who is right and

who is wrong, then legitimate needs of one or both sides are often neglected.

But this is exactly what most of the traditional methods of conflict management

previously described attempt.

The holistic approach accepts divergent points of view as legitimate interests. It

tries to reconcile the differing positions, to integrate them instead of taking a

decision which separates them.

This approach paved the way for a number of methods and techniques:

moderation, coaching, supervision and team development. The most important

holistic method for dealing with conflicts has proved to be mediation.

Viewed from this perspective, the same principle remains valid: Conflict man-

agement is a management responsibility. This no longer means that a manager must

resolve every conflict himself. On the contrary: In a conflict situation, management

is responsible for deciding on the optimal approach to resolve it and for taking the

necessary steps.
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2.6 Differing Leadership Styles in the Management Team:
What Happened Next. . .

Analysis of the two conversations led me to surmise that the problem could be

solved by a clear division of responsibilities and a collegial discussion, particularly

as both had worked well together as a team in the past, complementing each

other’s expertise and besides, Julian Saunders had mentioned in passing that he

wanted to retire in the next 1–2 years. The board decided to lead the personal

discussions itself and assigned a member to mediate between the participants. Lucy

Green was prepared to clearly divide the management of the business into defined

areas and, among other things, to completely hand over financial matters.

Julian Saunders was prepared to negotiate over the allocation of business areas,

but made it clear from the outset that he was unwilling to give up a portion of his

Fig. 2.3 Juggler (Robert

Fucik, 2009)
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responsibility for employees. Negotiations took place for 2 months. Initially, the

viewpoints seemed to converge, but gradually it transpired that Saunders was not

prepared to move even marginally from his position with respect to employee

responsibility.

Eventually the board was forced to take a decision. Saunders was put on leave

from the end of the month and had to enter into early retirement at the end of the

year. In this situation, the board had no other choice but to end the conflict by means

of a decision, as one of the parties to the conflict was unwilling to negotiate.
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Complementary Forms of Conflict
Management 3

3.1 The Difficult Boss

Jim Ivanov needs an appointment at short notice for a discussion. “It cannot

continue like this. I need a quick solution. I won’t do this for much longer!” The

next day he visits me at my office. “I am employed by a bank and, after eleven years

with the company, over the past few months the volume of work has become ever

greater. As the company is continuously saving on staff, the workload increases.

The relationship with my boss, Charles Owen, was always strained. You have to

know, he is a difficult person!” he reveals to me.

“In the last meeting, he criticised me in front of the team for working too little.

But that’s not true! It’s quite the opposite, I’m extremely hard-working. In seven

years, I’ve only taken four days’ sick leave, which I think must be a record. I believe

that Owen is suffering from a perceptual distortion. To make matters worse, my

colleague is going into hospital for an operation next month. Then absolute hell will

break loose. I have no idea how I’m going to cope with it. My strategy is: just don’t

let things get out of hand. I try to always completely finish the work and am often in

the office until after 7.30 pm. But that doesn’t seem to make any impression on him.

The situation is weighing on me heavily, in the meantime I’m sleeping badly and

dislike going to work.”

He continues: “Owen treats other colleagues in the same way, for example the

secretaries. He has already lost a lot of employees. If he embarrasses me one more

time, I’ll look for work elsewhere! But in my job that’s also not so easy. Are there

other options? You are, after all, a mediator. Are you able to help me?”

# Springer International Publishing Switzerland 2016
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3.2 Basic Complementary Forms of Conflict Management

In the chapter on traditional methods, I talked about separative and issue-related

forms of dealing with conflicts. These have in common that they avoid the conflict

itself and instead try to remove the basis for the conflict by changing the conditions

surrounding it.

I will now turn to the complementary forms of conflict management. They focus

on the conflict itself and try to resolve it through the employment of different

methods. These methods are known as: personal discussion, coaching, mediation,

clarifying conversation, team development or supervision (see Fig. 3.1).

You may already have heard some of these terms. But how do they differentiate

themselves from one another and what do they have in common? As each approach

has its strengths and weaknesses, one should know when to use which method.

3.2.1 Mediation

The word “mediation” is derived from the Latin “mediare”. The goal of mediation

is that conflict participants autonomously develop a sustainable solution for the

future which corresponds to their interests and needs. This is facilitated by a goal-

oriented, structured phase model, by need-oriented discussions and by modification

of the parties’ communication patterns.

Basic Forms
of Conflict 

Management

Separative

Individual-related

- personal discussion
- individual coaching
- …

Issue-related Integrative
- mediation
- clarifying conversation
- team development
- supervision
- …

Complementary

Fig. 3.1 Complementary forms of conflict management; (author’s own illustration)
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The process is led by neutral (or impartial) mediators, who have an obligation of

confidentiality and at the same time ensure openness and transparency in that all

parties are present and participate equally in the mediation process. The basic

principles of mediation are: impartiality, self-determination, confidentiality and

participation of all.

Mediation has gained recognition in many areas of conflict management. It is

employed in resolving conflicts in partnerships and marriages, separations and

divorces, questions of visitation rights, schools, clubs and associations, conflicts

in the public arena, questions of environmental protection, neighbourhood conflicts,

cross-cultural conflicts, conflicts between companies and, last but not least,

conflicts in commercial enterprises and organisations.

3.2.2 Moderation

Moderation is a method which facilitates the working processes of groups by

structuring, visualisation and other techniques. Areas of application include task

coordination, planning, strategy development, problem analysis and problem

solving.1

The moderator is responsible for the process and acts as impartial discussion

leader. She ensures that all participants are equally involved, that participants’

contributions are clearly explained and that results are documented. She may

draw on resources such as discussion rules, methods using flashcards, feedback or

paraphrasing.

What distinguishes moderation from mediation? Moderation enables a group to

structure and efficiently deal with the chosen topic. The moderator ensures optimal

utilisation of the existing synergy potential and supports attaining agreed goals.

In moderation, the management of the conflict is not the first priority, but rather

the achievement of an objective. The aim of mediation on the other hand, is to

amicably resolve a conflict between two or more people with the help of a neutral

third party. Moderation techniques are also employed in mediation.

An example of moderation: A team plans and implements a new product

roll-out.

3.2.3 Supervision

Supervision is the specialist support of a team or a person by a trained supervisor,

with the purpose of developing and expanding their capabilities. Supervision

focuses on professional problems and helps make people aware of the social,

institutional and subjective conditions associated with a professional occupation,

and their effects on professional actions.

1 Proksch et al. (2004).

3.2 Basic Complementary Forms of Conflict Management 33



Team supervision is concerned with the complex network of relationships

between employees, customers and the organisation. In this area, alongside the

improvement of morale, cooperation and efficiency of working practices, the

professional development of each individual is also a priority. The dynamics of

team interaction and the institutional inconsistencies hidden behind them are

frequently analysed.

Typically the supervisor and team meet together in a neutral place and work on

problems presented by the group or by an individual. One variety of supervision is

peer consulting, where people belonging to the same group of professionals work

together without a supervisor.

What differentiates supervision from mediation? The role of mediation is not to

improve professional capability or to analyse institutional relationships. A mediator

accompanies the parties through the process from dissent to consensus.

3.2.4 Coaching

Coaching is goal-oriented counselling given to an individual to help them reflect on

and deal with an existing problem. Coaching is consequently an interaction between

two people, where the client is an expert in matters pertaining to him (problem) and

the coach is an expert in the process (questions, structure, etc.). This equality

between the positions of coach and coachee (the client of the coach) is of central

importance, as the coaching process should be viewed as a dialogue between

partners.

Initially, the coach agrees on a goal with the coachee and works with him on a

strategy to achieve the goal. Opposition and obstacles are analysed and courses of

action are agreed on. The coach is not a therapist, but acts as a discreet advisor,

guiding the coachee through the process and providing continual feedback. New

points of view and potential courses of action become apparent to the client.

Unfortunately, the term coaching is excessively used today and in a way open to

misinterpretation, for example “the boss as coach”, which goes against the principle

of coach neutrality.

Dealing with conflicts is frequently a key issue in coaching. If conflicts are

suppressed, glossed over or denied, they often escalate and lead to crisis situations.

Coaching can make a valuable contribution to conflict prevention as well as to

dealing with conflicts.

What differentiates coaching from mediation? In mediation, there are always

at least two parties to the conflict and two different positions. While a mediator

works on bringing the two parties together, a coach focuses on the interests of

his client and assists him in understanding and dealing with conflicts.

An example of coaching: A department head establishes that his whole team

suffers due to conflicts between employees. He seeks the expert advice of a coach to

determine how to best deal with it.
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3.2.5 Team Development

Team development has the purpose of transforming a group of people into a team.

To achieve this goal, a process driven by group dynamics takes place. Team

development presents a multitude of problems (power struggles, formation of

coalitions, conflicts of customs. . .), which can paralyse or even destroy a group

before they become a team. In team development, the process is managed by a

professional advisor to quickly get the team fit for work.

Possible reasons for team development: improvement of communication,

co-operation and working relationships between team members, development of a

team identity or clarification of functional roles. Team development is used in

particular when companies or departments merge, or when new teams are put

together.

What differentiates team development from mediation? Team development

enables a group to work together and deal with conflicts. From this perspective,

team development is a means of conflict prevention, as the team is brought into a

position that enables it to independently deal with and resolve conflicts. At this

point a word of caution: If a conflict already exists within a team, it is better to use

mediation, as in certain circumstances team development can exacerbate a conflict.

An example: A new working team is put together. The team is supported by an

expert advisor in its initial phase, in order to optimise cooperation within the group.

I have not described personal discussions (for example between supervisor and

employee), or clarifying conversations within a team in more detail. The reason is

that these are not distinct methods and are therefore employed spontaneously and

on a discretionary basis.

The so-called “conflict management clover leaf”2 illustrates the methods

described and their relationship to the central concept of conflict management.

Mediation is at the centre, as it is predominantly employed for conflict manage-

ment. The other methods, as shown by the graphic, are only partially used in

conflict management. Organisational development is the largest circle,

encompassing all of the methods described (see Fig. 3.2).

3.3 Organisational Development Versus Mediation?

Organisational development (“OD”) is a long-term process aimed at the further

development and transformation of an organisation or part of an organisation. The

objective of the process is the simultaneous improvement of the performance of the

organisation (efficiency and effectiveness) and the quality of working conditions.

Depending on the context, OD is concerned with strategic, structural and/or cultural

problems.

2 Proksch et al. (2004).
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OD can be viewed as a comprehensive advisory concept, in which the methods

described above (coaching, team development, moderation and mediation) can be

employed. The role of the OD advisor is to help the customer organisation to solve

the problems and tasks itself. The focus is on process management (expertise in the

methods applied) and less on technical business advice (professional business

expertise).

3.3.1 Organisational Development and Conflict Management

In the context of organisational development, conflict management plays a decisive

role in successful change management.3

Traditionally, the relationship between the individual and the organisation was

interpreted as a relationship of tension. Some literally speak of a “fundamental

conflict” between person and organisation. The phenomenon of conflict is an

integral component of organisational psychology research. It is therefore surprising

that it was seldom looked at in any detail in the OD literature and was sometimes

even explained away.4 A review of conflict literature shows that today there are

only a few empirical studies of conflict and conflict management in organisations.

It is often assumed that, within the scope of organisational development,

differences and conflicts can be settled by addressing them openly, or that this

results in them resolving themselves.5 The literature and the empirical OD research

CoachingFacilitation

Team
Development Supervision

Conflict
Management

Mediation

OD OD

Fig. 3.2 The conflict

management clover leaf;

(author’s own illustration)

3 Doppler and Lauterburg (1994).
4 Berkel (1984).
5 Baumgartner and Häfele (1998).
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therefore is limited to establishing a framework under which disagreements can be

addressed, interests can be disclosed and conflicts can be handled. It is pointed out

time and again that through OD, conflicts are not swept under the carpet but are

dealt with openly. There is however rarely any guidance with respect to how exactly

this should be achieved.6

It appears that, with a sufficiently strong and persuasive vision or concept,

problems and differences can be avoided as the common objective removes the

basis for conflicts. If that does not work, the people involved must be replaced.7

That leads to the suspicion that under a well thought-out and competently planned

and executed OD project, conflicts wouldn’t even arise. This concept has therefore,

led to the charge against OD that it is an idea which purports to be able to remove

the fundamental disagreements within organisations (e.g. between labour and

capital, see above), or it denies their existence.

Organisational development however provides some indications as to how

conflicts can be avoided8:

– Make clear agreements about objectives and targets

– Involve your employees in the decision making process

– Reduce the dependency of employees on supervisors

– Give employees more individual room for manoeuvre

– Improve the information flow

– Take the conflict skills(!) of candidates into consideration in the employee

selection process

– Create promotion and career opportunities along with opportunities for personal

and professional development

– Direct training not only towards professional skills, but also social skills.

These points, all of which are “classic” goals of OD methods, substantiate the

view that OD tries to avoid conflicts rather than deal with them constructively.

3.3.2 Mediation Is Complementary to Organisational
Development

OD has found few answers to conflict management. As the frequency of conflicts in

society increases, a universal, clearly structured method of conflict management

was long overdue. This can also explain why mediation as a “new” method spread

so quickly and is met with so much interest.

The reasons for the strong social interest in mediation are, among other factors,

that in an ever more complex world the political system nor the economic system

6Heimerl-Wagner (1993).
7 Kotter (1998).
8 H€oher and H€oher (2002).
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are capable of setting a decisive course of action to deal with the organisation and

management of current problems and future developments. The gradual differenti-

ation of society into social subsystems becomes a problem when communicative

networking and integration can no longer be assured.

Consequently, negotiation systems that connect and network self-organising

social subsystems are necessary. Mediation can contribute towards the achievement

of a higher degree of consensus through proper consideration of all relevant

interests, efficient resolution of problems and meaningful involvement of the

concerned parties.9

Mediation is related to organisational development in its fundamental mindset

and way of thinking (Fig. 3.3).

While there are similarities, the differences should not be forgotten. Mediation is

an intervention at a given point in time, whereas OD is an ongoing development

process. Mediation is a process for managing conflicts, whereas OD is a method to

improve and increase the effectiveness of an organisation. Mediation can advance

the broader processes of OD. This was often underrated in OD up to now. Mediation

can generate critical impetus for changing organisations.10

The dynamic changes of recent years have awakened demand for new forms of

coordination and management not only at the level of society, but also within

corporations and organisations.

Organizational Development Mediation

The affected parties become
participants and are included in all 
phases of the process.

All participants in the conflict are 
included in the mediation process.

The advisor (change agent) is 
responsible for the process and not 
for the outcome.

The mediator is the manager or 
director of the negotiations. He is not 
responsible for the content or the 
outcome.

The process is managed by neutral 
change agents / advisors.

Arbitration by neutral or impartial 
third parties, the mediators.

The goal of OD is to improve the 
problem-solving and transformation 
processes in the organisation and 
thereby initiate ongoing learning 
processes.

Constructive learning processes are 
initiated. Participants learn how to 
deal differently with conflicts going 
forward.

The OD advisor encourages focus 
on solutions, resources and future 
possibilities, instead of problems and 
difficulties.

Mediation is not concerned with 
problems from the past, but with how 
the parties want to shape the future.

Fig. 3.3 Similarities between organisational development and mediation; (author’s own

illustration)

9Wiedermann and Kessen (1997).
10 Kerntke (2004).
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Organisations, as systems of indirect communication,11 need hierarchies to

organise communication and to ensure their functionality. As a result of the

increasing rate of economic change and the intensified competitive situation

in most areas, the hierarchy is barely able to cope structurally with the tasks

assigned to it.12

While supervisors in the past were still somewhat able to process the information

provided to them by employees and to take corresponding decisions, today this is

accomplished less and less, as the volume of information constantly increases and

at the same time changes ever more quickly. Many decisions must be delegated

downwards.

As a result, employees gain importance and influence.

To stabilise the power of the hierarchy, people felt compelled to turn to support-

ive organisational measures. Initially, this was attempted through differentiation of

the internal hierarchy. This route led to over-inflation, greater complexity, awk-

wardness and a loss of efficiency. Alternative non-hierarchical organisational

structures were therefore sought (project management, teamwork, autonomous

groups and similar units). This is the core area of organisational development.

Along with the hierarchy crisis, cracks in the foundation of the principle of

delegation of conflicts (to managers, arbitrators. . .) also appeared, as the crisis

brings a host of new areas of conflict and conflict potential with it that are

unresolvable under the old system because they were produced by this very system.

Teams, project groups, etc. are successful and efficient when they function

according to democratic and not hierarchical principles. They consequently repre-

sent an “alternative model” to the classic organisational form of the hierarchy.

Initially, there was a belief that these new organisational forms could be

seamlessly integrated into the existing hierarchies. It quickly became evident

that permanent conflict potential was created, particularly at the interfaces of the

different parts of the organisation. These conflicts can be described as permanent

and necessary areas of opposition within an organisation, which must be coordi-

nated and regulated on an ongoing basis. They can no longer be satisfactorily

resolved under the old hierarchical processes. The rise of mediation is also linked

to this hierarchy and delegation crisis. In this situation, new resolution processes

such as mediation must be developed.

In practice, the problem presents itself—for example—to project or team

leaders, who, in the event of conflicts, are happy to assume authority for

their resolution and step into the role of arbitrator. They thereby (re)establish

hierarchical structures within the team. In doing so they endanger the organisational

11 Small groups are direct communication systems. They organise themselves through face-to-face

interaction. Organisations in which the number of people exceeds that of a small group need forms

of indirect communication for their coordination, namely rules, guidelines, instructions, manuals,

structures and so forth.
12 Heintel (1998).
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set-up of the team, which needs democratic structures in order to be able to

function efficiently.

It becomes apparent that working with new organisational forms requires differ-

ent conflict resolution processes. If these are not employed, new organisational

forms cannot become effective. Teams only become independent, self-governing

units when they are also able to resolve the conflicts that affect them. Each

delegation to a leader splits the group and prevents it from becoming a completely

autonomous social unit. This also prevents them from functioning optimally for the

purposes assigned to them by the organisation. The logical application of comple-

mentary forms of conflict management, in particular mediation, therefore becomes

a decisive factor in determining the success of organisational development.

New forms of conflict resolution are consequently becoming ever more impor-

tant to companies, sometimes to the point where they are a vital necessity to

safeguard economic survival. To this end, mediation provides a process as well as

a set of techniques. To date complementary forms of conflict management such as

mediation have however only been used occasionally in organisations. Why is this?

What is the reason these methods are still used so infrequently today?

3.4 Integrative Forms of Conflict Management: Used too
Rarely?

In Chap. 2, I described the four basic forms of dealing with conflicts (separative,

issue-related, individual-related, integrative forms) in organisations. In my work as

an advisor and mediator, I find time and again that these basic forms are employed

to differing extents, with the integrative forms used far less frequently than the other

three forms. Most managers prefer to conduct individual discussions, spend a long

time analysing the problem or make a firm decision before they resort to one of the

integrative methods of conflict management. The reasons are varied: mediation

costs time and money, conflict aversion, loss of power and control, fear of discovery

and exposure, loss of image among colleagues, lack of know-how in dealing with

conflicts.

3.4.1 Mediation Costs Time and Money

Integrative methods, such as mediation, team development, moderation or supervi-

sion require time and cost money. A search must be undertaken for a suitable

mediator or advisor, time (one’s own or that of employees) needs to be allocated

and, fees must be paid. Isn’t making a decision much more efficient?

It depends. There are situations which require a quick decision. There are

however also situations where every additional decision exacerbates the problem.

Or one determines that despite thorough analysis, a problem cannot be solved on a

purely factual level.
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In practice, mediation is often first used after other attempts to resolve the

situation have failed. The cost of mediation should therefore be compared to the

cost of non-resolution of the conflict. More often than not mediation costs will

be lower by far than the costs associated with a further escalation of the conflict.

3.4.2 Conflict Aversion

We all know that conflicts create unpleasant feelings (even naked fear). These

emotions can become so strong that they feel like a blow to the pit of the stomach.

We rarely react to them with calm consideration. We are fully involved and become

caught up in the events.

This negative aspect of conflicts is related to deep-rooted conflict experience. It

is likely connected to our historical development. In primitive times, conflicts were

something fundamentally life-threatening. One could lose, be conquered or

destroyed. These forms of solving conflicts were in the past specifically associated

with slavery, death or destruction of social existence. But not only enemies

presented danger. Conflicts with friends are perhaps even more painful: one can

lose them or be shut out of the community. This was also practically equivalent to a

death sentence in the past.

Our own experiences with respect to conflicts also play a major role. Were we

punished as children when we had a quarrel? Were we humiliated or even struck?

Were we threatened with withdrawal of love? Many of us have had negative

experiences with conflicts. Consequently, we prefer to avoid conflicts rather than

to face them.

The first step to overcoming conflict aversion is to recognise the positive side of

conflicts. Conflicts not only have negative, but also positive aspects. They facilitate

awareness and development. In Chinese, the word “conflict” is a combination

of the words “chance” and “threat”. A key quality of successful managers is the

courage to recognise opportunities, and not to avoid disputes.

3.4.3 Loss of Power and Control

It is not only fear of emotion that makes managers recoil from dealing with

conflicts. Worry about losing power and control is another reason to shy away

from them.

When a manager makes a decision, then she has some idea of what the result

will be. If she gets involved in mediation, the outcome is uncertain. What happens

if she doesn’t like the result or if it has incalculable consequences? Better to turn

to the traditional processes!

This can be deceptive. Especially in tense situations, decisions often have

unforseeable effects. When an integrative conflict management method is used

however, then new, innovative solutions become possible, that are supported by

the participants because they have developed them themselves. At the same time,

3.4 Integrative Forms of Conflict Management: Used too Rarely? 41



employees’ trust and loyalty grows because they were included in the search for a

solution.

3.4.4 Fear of Discovery and Exposure

Another common fear is that of discovery or exposure. In every social system, from

the working group to the entire organisation, there are taboos, “skeletons in the

closet”, i.e. potentially dangerous information known by a few, some or all, but

people keep quiet or deny its existence because they fear the consequences.

Examples of this include financial inconsistencies, affairs, favours to individuals

and so forth. Some managers worry that integrative forms of conflict management

set processes in motion that bring unwanted things to light.

There is a risk of forcibly burying a matter and hoping that at some point grass

will grow over it. This hope can turn out to be deceptive. It is better to address

things openly, acknowledge mistakes and look for a constructive solution with the

involved parties.

3.4.5 Loss of Image Among Colleagues

Sometimes loss of image among colleagues acts as a constraint to dealing with

conflict. Managers often aspire to the ideal of being a successful, strong-willed

executive, who can personally solve all problems. What would colleagues say if it

became known that he had drawn on external support to resolve a conflict in his

team? Company culture plays an important role here. Is bringing in external support

a sign of weakness?

At the end of the day, what counts is how successfully a team or department

carries out its functions and the quality of its contribution to the success of the

company. If this objective is met, with or without external support is of lesser

importance. It is indisputable that overcome conflicts strengthen team spirit and

boost motivation.

3.4.6 Lack of Know-how in Dealing with Conflicts

Last but not least, lack of know-how in dealing with conflicts prevents managers

from actively participating in resolving them. What do I do if I’m attacked? How do

I deal with it, if a colleague has an emotional outburst or even becomes aggressive?

Maybe I’ll end up in a situation I can’t handle?

Managers frequently ask themselves these questions. They are often not

trained in dealing with conflicts of an interpersonal nature. This subject area is

rarely taught at schools and universities.
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Seminars on conflict management are therefore a key component of manage-

ment training, and can be supplemented by regular opportunities to reflect on one’s

own role as manager as well as by individual coaching.

3.5 Consequences of the Rare Usage of Integrative Forms
of Conflict Management

Inadequate management of conflicts in companies leads to disputes, which often

remain unresolved. This is recognized, when for example the same conflict recurs

after several attempts at resolution, or when it leaves negative traces behind.

The result is that many conflicts persist, escalate further and eventually cause

meaningful damage. It begins with the employee’s frustration and ends with inner

or actual resignation or before court. All of this creates considerable costs for the

company.

It is therefore important that employees and managers are familiar with the four

basic forms of conflict management and that they can apply them in a measured

way. None of the four types is suitable in every conflict situation. If the same action

is taken over and over again, the same conflicts remain permanently in the system.

The important thing is to know which form of conflict management is suitable in

which situation. The potential of conflict management to increase efficiency and

reduce costs can first be realised when the four forms can be applied to an extent

that successfully meets the requirements of any given situation (see Fig. 3.4).

Conflict management in companies requires knowledge of the various methods

of dealing with conflicts. The expertise to be able to make the right choice is a key

success factor for a manager.

It is not only about selecting the correct method, but also about who decides on

which measures, and therefore also about the decision as to whether and how

external support and advice will be consulted. The notion that managers must

resolve all conflicts themselves should belong to the past.

Separative
Forms

Individual-related
Forms

Issue-related
Forms

Integrative
Forms

Fig. 3.4 Balanced usage of

the basic forms of conflict

management; (author’s own

illustration)
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3.6 The Difficult Boss: What Happened Next. . .

After a number of questions to better understand the situation, I decided to offer Jim

Ivanov coaching. He agreed to it immediately, as he believed it would provide him

with a better degree of orientation in this difficult situation.

Initially, we analysed the problem and defined a desired outcome. We developed

possible courses of action and tested these on the basis of realistic scenarios.

Finally, I prepared him for a personal discussion with his superior, Charles Owen.

To Ivanov’s surprise, the discussion went better than he had expected. He

succeeded in presenting what he had accomplished for the department and cleared

up a few misunderstandings. He also learned that Charles realized some things he

had not known before. His boss also admitted he had made some mistakes. The

situation at work subsequently improved significantly for Jim.

Why was coaching tried in this case and not another form of conflict manage-

ment, for example mediation? In this case, it was uncertain whether the supervisor

would want to participate in mediation. If it had been attempted to persuade him to

participate, depending on the circumstances, he may have felt shown up or betrayed

by his employee. This would have further exacerbated the already strained situa-

tion. Coaching was the appropriate process, as it enabled options for a solution to be

developed without the need to involve anyone else. Therein lies the strength and at

the same time the limitation of coaching. Some problems cannot be solved by

coaching, as they need more than one person to resolve them. In such situations,

mediation is often the most advisable process.
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Mediation 4

4.1 The Performance Appraisal

“We have a difficult situation here”, Derek MacGregor, the head of Human

Resources, opens the discussion. Paul Wilson, the CFO, concurs. “Jason Summer

is a highly paid specialist, but he’s had problems with his superior time and again

for years. In the last performance appraisal, he was assessed as ‘D3’ on a scale of A

to F. Since then there has been a bad atmosphere in the department. He doesn’t want

to work with his boss, Lisa Scott, any more. Unfortunately, a transfer isn’t possible

and his resignation would create a big problem for us for various reasons. So, we

thought of mediation. This is why we asked you to come here.”

Lisa Scott, like all managers, has to do a performance evaluation with each of her

employees once a year, in which the positive and negative aspects of working

together are reviewed. In conclusion, performance is analyzed by the manager. This

conversation is of great importance to employees, as a portion of their salary as well

as their career prospects are dependent on the evaluation.

“Jason Summer is a headstrong man whose performance also leaves a lot to be

desired”, Scott explains in a private dialogue. “But he views himself as an important

high achiever in the department. Somehow, we don’t see things in the same way. In

any event, I had to make it clear to him in the last discussion that I was downright

dissatisfied with his performance, and with the speed at which he works. I don’t

think it went very well. Jason seemed to take it the wrong way. At the end, he stood

up in a rage and walked out of the meeting room. The next day, he was sick. After

that he showed up again in the office as if nothing had happened. Since then his

morale has deteriorated.”

On the same day, I go to see Jason Summer. “If it continues this way with this

so-called manager, then soon there will be total war. For a start, she has to learn how

to treat her employees respectfully. If she doesn’t like my appearance and my style

of clothing, then that’s her problem. This is after all an office and not a hotel bar.

But that’s only one problem. The other issue is that I receive no feedback for

months and then suddenly the bombshell comes. It just doesn’t work like that. . .”
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Perhaps you have encountered a similar problem. An employee does not perform

well. How do you deal with it? Are you one of those people who always has a swift

solution at hand, perhaps who dismisses people, or do you deliberate over a problem

for a long time and it becomes worse?

In Chap. 3, I talked about the complementary methods of conflict management.

These are sometimes used in dealing with conflicts and sometimes in dealing with

other problems. Only one process was specifically developed for conflict manage-

ment: mediation. Mediation is therefore the primary method, the cornerstone of the

complementary methods of conflict management.

What is mediation? According to the Oxford Dictionary is an intervention in a

dispute in order to resolve it. Another definition says: “Mediation is an activity

undertaken with the voluntary agreement of the parties, whereby a professionally

qualified, neutral intermediary (mediator) uses recognised methods to systemati-

cally encourage communication between the parties, with the goal of facilitating a

solution to their conflict for which they themselves are responsible.1”

4.2 Mediation: The Origins

Mediation is an old method of conflict management, which became known in its

current form in the USA in the 1960s and 1970s.2 Although mediation as we know it

today developed in North America, the process itself is a mixture of conflict

resolution practices from diverse countries and cultures. The basic principle of

mediation, drawing on the support of a neutral third party as intermediary, could be

found long ago in ancient China and Japan, countries in which religion and

philosophy have always placed strong emphasis on cooperation and consensus. In

the People’s Republic of China, it is still employed today in the so-called “people’s

conciliation committees”. Under the Chinese legal system, greater importance is

assigned to finding an agreement than to asserting a personal position at the expense

of the other party. It is therefore not surprising that Chinese immigrants established

the first mediation centres in the US, bringing the practice to North America.

In ancient Greece, conflicts between city states were settled through the inter-

vention of other cities. In many African tribes, people’s assemblies are established.

Anyone has the right to call such an assembly, in which a respected individual acts

as mediator, helping the parties resolve their conflicts.

In the Bible, there are also words of advice on informal, amicable settlements of

conflicts by third parties: In the Book of Matthew (18:15–17), it is reported how

Jesus advises to turn to one or two outside parties if a breach of rules cannot be

settled by direct discussion. The church was perhaps the most important mediation

1Civil Mediation Act (Zivilrechts-Mediations-Gesetz—ZivMediatG) of the Republic of Austria

(2003).
2 Besemer (1999).

46 4 Mediation

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-31885-1_3


and conflict regulation organisation in Europe in the Middle Ages. Priests mediated

in family disputes, wrongdoings and diplomatic conflicts. The best-known example

is that of the Westphalian Peace Treaties of 1648, which came about as a result of

intervention by a “mediator pacis”, or “peace mediator”, dispatched by the Pope. To

this day, the clergy takes an active role as arbitrator between two members of the

community in many instances. In the Jewish community, rabbis intermediate in

conflicts.3

In confrontations in the workplace, conflict mediators have also been success-

fully utilised. In the USA, the “Federal Mediation and Conciliation Service” was

founded with this purpose in 1947. The “Community Relations Service” (CRS) of

the United States Department of Justice, founded in 1964, played an important role

as pioneer. It aims at helping to resolve conflicts and discrimination based on

ethnicity or nationality through mediation and negotiation. At local level, “Neigh-

borhood Justice Centers” (NJC) were set up to provide free or inexpensive media-

tion services in neighbourhood disputes, marital and family conflicts, violent

confrontations and similar situations. Mediation processes have gained increasing

importance in environmental conflicts, not only in North America, but also in Japan

and Europe.

The fastest growing area, in the USA as well as Europe, is mediation in family

conflicts and in connection with divorces. The rapidly increasing number of

divorces put excessive strain on the courts. Other ways to deal with separation

and its consequences were sought. Mediation has proved to be very successful in

this area and has helped gain recognition and acceptance in large sections of the

population today.

Finally, mediation plays an important role in political and international conflicts.

Arbitration has been used in a number of political conflicts, both within the scope of

the UN, which prescribes mediation as one of various conflict resolution

alternatives in Article 33 of its Charter, as well as on the basis of initiatives from

individual countries or organisations. The best-known example is that of the Camp

David Accords of 1978, which brought peace between Israel and Egypt, and which

came about as a result of the mediation of President Carter.

The European Commission has also taken up the issue and published a Green

Paper on “alternative methods of dispute resolution in civil and commercial law” in

2002, as well as a “European Code of Conduct for Mediators”. On this basis, out-of-

court dispute resolution will be supported and further developed. The EU Directive

2008/52/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council required member states

to develop regulations for out-of-court dispute resolution of cross-border conflicts

by 2011. Parallel to this, the German government resolved to regulate mediation on

a legislative basis.

Mediation has proved to be successful in many areas of business and can be used

to deal with most escalation levels of a conflict. In organisations, mediation is

employed in conflicts which arise as a result of restructuring measures and

3Duss-von Werdt.
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headcount reduction, in disputes between managers, between departments, within a

given working process or in cross-cultural conflicts, to name just a few examples.

In-company mediation refers to mediation between members of the same orga-

nization. This type of mediation can be conducted by either internal or external

mediators. Internal mediation is a specific type of in-company mediation. Internal

mediators are people who are employed by the company and either hold formal

qualifications in mediation, or have completed training in a comparable area. When

these people undertake mediation within their organisation, it is referred to as

internal mediation.

As mediation activities form part of their professional duties, internal mediators

are remunerated in accordance with their terms of employment. External mediators

are independent. They are not employed by the company and receive fees for their

services. The decision to select internal or external mediators should be based on

the overall assessment of the problem.

4.3 The Mediation Phase Model

A key responsibility for every manager is to solve problems. Disagreements and

conflicts arise time and again, and mediation is a powerful method to resolve them.

As mentioned, mediation comprises a diverse range of conflict resolution practices.

What is new about mediation today is the clear structuring of the process, which is

known as the phase model.

This model can assist you as a manager, a project leader or an employee in being

able to better—and more reliably—find constructive solutions to conflicts.

The mediation phase model has proved to be a very useful framework for

conflict management, as it has two practical advantages: First, it provides orienta-

tion and assurance in the conflict management jungle. You always know where you

stand and what constitutes the most appropriate next step. Second, it helps you to

avoid making serious mistakes which hinder conflict resolution. One such classic

mistake, by way of example, is to begin to deal with the conflict itself at the outset,

instead of first clarifying the surrounding conditions.

The model essentially consists of five phases: parameter definition, issue com-

pilation, conflict discussion, solution finding and agreement. These five phases are

preceded by a pre-mediation phase (before beginning to deal with the actual conflict

with the involved parties) and are followed by a post-mediation phase (after

completion of the conflict resolution process)4 (see Fig 4.1).

4 Lenz and Mueller (1999).
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4.3.1 Pre-mediation Phase

The success of a mediation is to a large extent dependent on the preparation in the

pre-mediation phase. Inadequate preparation is one of the most frequent reasons for

failure.

The pre-mediation phase consists of three stages:

– preliminary talks,

– conflict analysis and

– implementation planning.

4.3.1.1 Preliminary Talks
The first step is to conduct a one-on-one dialogue with each of the respective

participants. It is risky to embark on the conflict resolution process without first

obtaining an overview of the situation. The conflict landscape is often complex and

the problems are frequently intertwined. As a conflict manager, you must isolate the

situation, analyse the conflict, determine the prospects of success, and assess the

willingness of the parties to engage in the process.

In the course of these one-on-one dialogues with the conflict parties, the follow-

ing issues should be addressed:

– Wherein lies the problem in the view of the respective person?

Finding out will help you obtain a basic overview of the problem. At this stage

you shouldn’t go into too much detail, otherwise you’ll soon lose sight of the

wood for the trees.

– Who is participating in the conflict?

Pre-mediation phase

1. Parameter definition

2. Issue compilation

3. Conflict discussion

4. Solution finding

5. Agreement

Post-mediation phase

Fig. 4.1 The mediation

phase model; (author’s own

illustration)
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If the wrong people participate in dealing with the conflict, you run the risk of

failing in the mediation efforts.

– What are the objectives and the interests of the client?

The objectives indicate the direction of the path that may lead to a solution. If

the objectives of the parties are entirely contrary to one another, then it is

unlikely a solution can be found within the scope of mediation. Common

interests are an important prerequisite for successful mediation. If these are

absent, then in some circumstances it may be better that a decision is taken by

the superior.

– What do the participants expect from you (as manager, as project leader, . . .?)
Do the participants want you to take a decision? Do they want you to “only”

assume the function of moderator? Or do they want expert advice from you? You

must decide how you want to exercise your role as conflict manager and

communicate this to the participants. False expectations lead to disappointment.

– Are the parties to the conflict willing to resolve the dispute?

Do the participants want a resolution, or do they want to be proved right? Do

they only want confirmation that their standpoint is the correct one, or are they

prepared to accept other points of view? If there is no willingness to negotiate,

one should refrain from entering into a mediation process. The hope that the

participants will “see reason” in the course of the discussions turns out for the

most part to be deceptive.

– Which surrounding conditions play a role?

Are there factors which would make successful handling of the conflict

difficult or even impossible? (Agreements with third parties, deadlines. . .)
– Who will conduct the mediation?

Will you lead the conflict management process yourself in your role as

manager, or is a neutral expert necessary? If a high degree of independence,

neutrality or objectivity is desirable, then an external mediator should be

brought in.

4.3.1.2 Conflict Analysis
Once you have concluded the preliminary talks, the next step is to carry out an

analysis of these conversations. The result of this will determine the form that the

conflict resolution process will take. A detailed explanation on the subject of

conflict analysis can be found in Chap. 1.

You have obtained a basic overview of the conflict and the various points of

view of the involved parties. You should consider: What the parties tell you is often

only the tip of the iceberg. What lies hidden beneath the surface is often something

completely different, usually larger and further-reaching than the ostensible argu-

ment. The actual cause of the conflict can only be surmised. You must now decide

whether you feel confident in dealing with the issue and whether you have the time

and interest to step into the role of mediator. In principle there is no reason why you

shouldn’t, but you should ask yourself whether you are sufficiently neutral in terms
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of the events or whether you are involved in them yourself. This would be a reason

to bring in an external mediator.

An important question is: Who are the parties to the conflict? Can you bring

them to the negotiation table? Are they prepared to face up to the conflict and seek a

constructive solution? If the answer to any of those questions is “no”, then media-

tion is not the suitable conflict resolution method. This is also the case if there are no

common interests.

Additionally, you should ask yourself whether the conflict poses risks for you as

a conflict manager or mediator. You could for instance fear losing your neutrality,

thereby endangering the good working relationship with one of the parties to the

conflict. Or you could be concerned that the circumstances relating to the situation

may jeopardise your career. These would be reasons to hand the matter over to an

external mediator.

It is ultimately about choosing a method, that will resolve the conflict. Has a

decision already been made in favour of mediation? Would moderation suffice?

Would (individual) coaching be advisable? Or is this a situation where team

development would be best? Points of reference for a reaching a decision can be

found in Chap. 3.

4.3.1.3 Implementation Planning
If you have decided in favour of mediation, you can now set about preparing for the

first discussion meetings. A quiet place where one can work without disturbance is

an important prerequisite for successful conflict management. A flipchart should be

available, so that important aspects of the discussion can be visibly recorded for all

participants.

In addition, you should think about the starting point, the beginning of the joint

discussions and the conclusion of the first meeting, and prepare yourself for

possible topics and problems.

4.3.2 Parameter Definition Phase

I refer to the first step in dealing with the actual conflict in a mediation process as

the parameter definition phase. In this phase, the parameters are set for working

together on the resolution of the conflict. Openness and transparency generate trust

and are consequently an important prerequisite for successfully working towards a

solution. From this point forward, discussions should only be held in the presence of

all participants.

After the usual “small talk”, you should speak to the parties about quite mundane

things, such as the surroundings (“Do you have everything you need? Is the room

comfortable for you to work in as it is? Would you like some coffee or water? . . .”),
time, and similar topics. That way a relaxed atmosphere for conversation can

develop and the parties can be assured that issues which do not relate to the actual

subject, but which could nevertheless distract attention, have been addressed.

4.3 The Mediation Phase Model 51

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-31885-1_3


Before you give each party the opportunity to describe the problem from their

perspective, discuss the objectives with them. Jointly develop a goal based on what

you heard in the preliminary talks. This should be broad, that is to say not very

specific, and positively formulated. A specific goal would excessively restrict the

possibilities for resolution. Positively formulated means that: The clients must

articulate what they want instead of saying what they don’t want.

Examples are “establish a constructive working relationship” or “clarification of

the responsibilities and roles of the parties” or “separation without adverse effects

for the participants and the firm”. Working without a defined goal carries the danger

of losing oneself in the complexity of the events relating to the conflict or pursuing

the wrong goal, which can lead to frustration.

Depending on the situation and the level of escalation, it may be advisable to

agree on rules of discussion with the participants at the beginning of the joint

meetings (e.g. allow people to finish speaking, no destructive undertone. . .). These
will enable you to constructively steer the process.

In this phase it is important to make your own role in the process clear. Do you

want to be an impartial moderator who does not actually decide himself, or do you

want to only hear the arguments and subsequently make a decision? You should

agree on your role with the parties to avoid disappointment.

4.3.3 Issue Compilation

The next step, is to give the parties feedback on the results of the preliminary talks.

Do not go into detail about the individual conversations when doing this, as these

are confidential, but provide a conceptual overview of the problem as you see it. It is

also helpful in this phase to highlight the common interests of the parties as

conveyed in the individual discussions. You facilitate a positive and future-oriented

start to the process.5

The examination of the problem can give rise to focus areas for the commence-

ment of the process. Additionally, ask the participants to highlight topics they

would like to address. This phase is consequently referred to as the issue compila-

tion or structuring phase. A flipchart is useful for compiling and visualising a list of

the issues. That way the “table of contents” for the mediation emerges. Next, the

issues are worked through, one after the other. At this stage, tight management of

the discussion is recommended. Arguments between the parties should not be

allowed in this phase.

The parties to the conflict do not yet get the opportunity to go into their

“suffering” or “presentation of the problem”. The whole problem is initially

dissected into small, manageable issues.

5 Proksch et al. (2004).
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4.3.4 Conflict Discussion

Only now do we begin to deal with the actual conflict. The purpose of the conflict

discussion phase is to understand which motives, needs and interests are concealed

behind the different positions. If the topic with which you would like to begin has

been identified, then each participant (finally) gets the chance to express his

opinion, one after the other, but only on this subject (!). That way heated accounts

or lashing out are prevented. At the beginning of the mediation process the parties

are frequently unclear about their own interests and needs, which are being

compromised or threatened by the conflict. The participants often only become

aware of their concerns as a result of the verbal description. The concerns of the

opposite side also frequently only become clear to the other party after listening. As

a mediator, you support the exchange by guiding the discussion in an open and

enquiring way.

When people are affected by a conflict, they usually know exactly what they

don’t want. They rarely know what they do want instead. They almost never know

why they want something and what their needs are. If the mediator is successful in

identifying the needs of the parties in the course of the conflict resolution process,

this paves the way to finding a solution.

A conflict results in the parties becoming fixed on their viewpoints and seeing

the “blame” as lying only with the opposing side. Often they are unaware of their

own contribution to the conflict. Assertion of the individual position becomes more

important than the actual problem itself. “Winning” becomes more important than a

suitable solution. In this phase, the mediator has the task of helping the parties to

refocus on the solution. It is therefore vital that the conflict manager, together with

the clients, carefully identifies the needs and interests hidden beneath the exterior of

the problem. In this way a new perspective on things can emerge.

The most important steps in this phase are: Recognition of all meaningful

concerns of the parties (whereby “winning” and “punishment” lose their impor-

tance), as well as those of the company or relevant third parties. Entrenched

positions are replaced by reasonable desires and needs. This makes it easier to

accept the point of view of the other party and to put oneself in their shoes. A

“process of understanding” is set in motion. The mediator or conflict manager

facilitates this with questions such as: “What is your goal?”, “What is important

for you?” or “What do you want to achieve?” etc.

A major difference to legally-based conflict management arises in this area: In

looking at the issue, priority is not given to right or wrong, correct or incorrect, but

rather to the needs and underlying interests of the parties to the conflict. Right and

wrong lose their meaning and attention becomes focused on the future and not

caught up in the past.

4.3 The Mediation Phase Model 53



4.3.5 Search for a Solution

After the points of view and the needs of all parties have been explained in

sufficient depth, the search for a solution commences. Imagination is now needed!

In the first step, the creative method of brainstorming is employed. All solutions

that spring to the minds of the participants are noted on a flipchart. All ideas are

allowed, regardless of how unconventional they are. Criticism of suggestions and

ideas is forbidden. There is time for that later.

Creative or fully unconventional ideas can inspire and provide the necessary

courage to step into a new way of thinking. Sometimes, constituent elements of

impractical ideas can be useful in arriving at innovative solutions.

This process helps to move away from the established solution models. Once the

creative process is concluded, one proceeds to the evaluation of ideas. For this, the

previously compiled list of needs is consulted, in accordance with the principle:

Which solutions best reflect the requirements? If necessary, further evaluation

criteria are sought. A combination of potential solutions is often arrived at—in

this respect there are no boundaries to creativity. The mediator has the task of

guiding the parties towards practical alternatives for a solution by examining the

details.

If no solution stands out as optimal, it is advisable to undertake an ABC analysis

to simplify the search for a solution: The parties are given red, yellow and green-

coloured stickers. A sticker is assigned to each different solution according to the

following system: green means “a good solution in my view”, yellow means “could

be a possibility in certain circumstances” and red means “out of the question for

me”. The solutions evaluated as red are discarded. The green solutions are, in order

of the highest number of total points, examined in more detail and augmented by the

yellow solutions if necessary.

The options that remain after this process are reviewed in terms of their suitabil-

ity and feasibility. The participants discuss why one solution may be better or worse

than another. Depending on the issue, legal or specialist assessment by an expert

(lawyer, tax advisor, technical consultant, etc.) may be beneficial.

4.3.6 Agreement

First, the mediator writes the agreed solution in note form on the flipchart. The

agreement is now subjected to a feasibility check: Does the settlement correspond

to the goals defined at the outset? Are interests adequately taken into account? Are

the parties aware of the possible disadvantages and risks? Next, the parties formu-

late the closing agreement, supported by the conflict manager. Both sides can

arrange for the solution to be subsequently checked once more, for example by a

colleague or another relevant person. Afterwards, the agreement is signed by both

parties and thereby becomes binding.
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It is generally advisable to settle on a timeframe in order to test the agreement in

practice. The option to arrive at a provisional agreement relieves clients from the

pressure of having to take a final decision; it leaves alternatives open and thereby

increases willingness to try out the new arrangement.

4.3.7 Post-mediation Phase

The solutions are not “set in stone”. On the one hand, circumstances and

surrounding conditions continually change and on the other, unexpected difficulties

can arise in the implementation of the agreement. Arranging a follow-up meeting at

the final appointment has proven helpful.

This enables modifications to the agreement, achievements to be consolidated

and a new solution to be found for any difficulties that have arisen in the meantime.

It is often the case that there have been organisational changes in the interim and

consequently the results may need to be adapted to the new circumstances.

If no problems have arisen in the implementation, a new meeting can serve to

strengthen the positive sentiment: Everyone enjoys talking about successes and a

meeting in this context underscores the feeling that something important has been

jointly accomplished.

4.4 The Performance Appraisal: What Happened Next. . .

After the first discussions it was clear that an amicable solution could only be found

with the help of a mediation process. Five two-hour meetings took place at a neutral

location.

At the first meeting, the following goal was formulated: We want to find an

objective and constructive working basis. Alongside the performance appraisal, the

most important issues for the mediation process were the overall communication in

the department and mutual respect.

In the course of the mediation discussions, it became apparent that Lisa Scott

now and again used patterns of speech which seemed to be dismissive or threaten-

ing to Jason Summer. He recognised that his endeavours to produce exact, detailed

work irritated his boss, as she valued fast completion of assignments.

After clarification of these circumstances, we turned to the appraisal. Feedback

discussions were scheduled at shorter intervals to give Summer the necessary

guidance. Finally, the parties agreed to propose a modification to the content of

the appraisal evaluation sheet to the Human Resources department.

Overall, mediation was able to contribute to the return to a normal working

relationship between Scott and Summer, and the improvement in the atmosphere

within the department. A quote from Scott: “I would never have thought that this
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type of positive relationship would be possible again after such a severe conflict

escalation”.

Fig. 4.2 Cloud & flower

(Robert Fucik 2009)
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Mediation Techniques 5

5.1 Conflict in the Sales Team

Joanne Lewis is the head of a local representative office of a company operating in

the consumer goods sector. Fernando Castillo is the marketing director of the

company, based in the head office in London. Lewis has felt for a long time that

the head office does not appreciate her contribution and takes advantage of her. An

angry confrontation erupts between the two at a sales managers’ meeting. As the

new brochures are presented, she complains:

Lewis: “As manager of the East Midlands office, I insist that we print our logos

on the promotional material and make some adjustments to the content. The people

in our region know and trust us. We know how we need to approach them.”

Castillo: “I’m sorry, but if every sales region uses their own logo, soon nobody

will know which company he’s dealing with.”

Lewis: “You people in head office are restricting our ability to independently

manage our markets. We know the region and the needs of the people there.

The advertising CD’s you sent us are useless. This pompous text makes the

people in our area feel we don’t take them seriously.”

Castillo: “Perhaps that’s because you don’t bring the marketing message across.

You need to push yourselves a bit more. You earn good money with us, it’s not for

doing nothing.”

Lewis: “When I hear you talk this way, it feels like you are on another planet.

Haven’t you ever heard about independence of the regions? Read the company

mission statement! In sales, we’re with customers day in and day out. The head

office only knows about customers from textbooks! We have to carry out the

advertising campaign, so we need to be involved in creating it!”

Castillo: “You’re salespeople! You have to leave the advertising campaign to us!

How do you think that would work? If we had to produce a special brochure for

every region, we’d need three times the advertising budget! We can’t finance that!”
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Lewis: “Let’s be very clear about this”, he exclaims angrily, “either you help us

to do it in the way that we see fit, or you start looking for another sales team. This

conversation is over!”

5.2 Tensions Often Turn into Real Conflicts

The dispute described above demonstrates how easily a tension-loaded situation

can escalate. This example is unfortunately not an isolated case. Much too fre-

quently, conflicts arise unexpectedly. The same situation could have played out

very differently.

Why do conflicts actually escalate? In situations where we feel threatened, our

first reaction is fight or flight. If the escape route is cut off, or flight leads to loss of

face, then fight remains the only option. These reactions are driven by instinct and

can only be controlled on a rational level with great effort.

The example described above plays out according to this pattern. It begins with a

difference of opinion. Due to the circumstances (little time, an audience, etc.), a

situation arises for both people which threatens loss of face and aggravates the

dispute into a conflict.

Once the escalation has begun, it is difficult to break the cycle, as a range of

factors contribute to the conflict spiral spinning further:

– “I am right”

In most cases, somebody embroiled in a conflict believes they are in the right.

“It’s obvious that I’m right, otherwise I would never have let things go so far.”

Because we have the feeling that we are right, we also don’t want to climb down.

The fact that the opponent is likewise—in his view—in the right, or can at least

provide understandable reasons for his position, is pushed into the back of one’s

mind in the face of the threatening conflict.

– “My motives are noble and good”

As we ourselves are supposedly only acting out of respectable motives, this

prompts us to attribute ignoble and reprehensible motives to the opponent. The

ways in which the opponent is different, the “incomprehensible behaviour”,

tends to be interpreted negatively. Therefore, continuing the conflict is “for a

good cause”. This aspect is also referred to as “incorrect motive attribution”.

– “I’ll pay that back in kind”

We want to “repay” the injustice suffered. The opponent should suffer in the

same way we have. In the process it is overlooked that as a rule we are neither

able to see nor feel the “suffering” of the opponent, let alone to comprehend

it. The action we feel is reasonable is therefore perceived by the other party as

excessive and as further aggression. That way the destructive pattern of action

and reaction continues.

– “Sunk costs”

The more time and effort has been invested in the conflict, the more difficult it

becomes for us to admit we are on the wrong track. The higher the mountain of
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resources employed, the more it obscures reasonable solutions. Each further

investment in the conflict appears small in light of the efforts already made, and

the fear of loss of face increases. And perhaps—we think—there will be victory

over the adversary after all.

5.3 Which Forms of Communication Cause Conflicts
to Escalate?

Fuelling conflicts is not difficult. Many of us are familiar with such “techniques”

and consciously use them. It is often ultimately a case of asserting oneself,

impressing other people, luring the opponent out or trying to assert a supposed right.

Some of these forms of communication are: Not listening (while at the same

time thinking about one’s own reply), interrupting, using arguments that have

nothing to do with what was previously said, reproaches or insults, switching levels

(e.g. reacting emotionally to an objective argument or vice versa), asking polar

questions (for example “yes-no questions”), making fun of the other person,

deliberately misunderstanding and twisting the arguments of the other party, bring-

ing up (negative) past events, using put-downs, etc.

These patterns of communication do have a price. The relationship to the other

party becomes damaged or gets destroyed. If there is any truth in the old adage “you

reap what you sow”, then in this way one hurts oneself over the long term.

Deliberate usage of negative discussion techniques is only responsible for a

fraction of conflicts. Most problems are caused by unconscious or unthinking usage

of common patterns of communication1:

– Assessments

When we make a judgement about somebody, whether positive or negative,

we consider ourselves superior to that person. Statements such as “you’re a good

employee” or “you don’t fit so well in the team” are not very useful, as these are

general statements which can be perceived by the recipient as condescending

value judgements. Avoid this type of sweeping assessment.

– Consolation

To pacify someone, pity or console them is another form of arrogance.

“Everything will look different in the morning!” or “Don’t be upset, other people

have much bigger problems” are statements which ignore or belittle the suffering

of the other person. We convey the impression that we understand the other’s

situation better than he does himself. Real sympathy is expressed by genuine

understanding.

– Psychoanalysis

1 Lenz (2007).
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With statements such as “you’re paranoid” or “you get that from your mother”

or “your problem is that. . .” we label the other person. We pigeonhole her and

assume that she is not fully aware of what she does. At the same time, we assume

the role of an expert who is able to deliver a verdict.

– Derision

Derision in the form of sarcasm or even cynicism is an aggressive way of

disparaging the other person. Humour can certainly help to relax difficult

situations, but carries the risk of failing to have the desired effect and offending

the other person. Cutting sarcasm or hurtful cynicism are sharp weapons, against

which the other person is often unable to do very much, not least because they

want to prevent a serious confrontation.

– Asking inappropriate questions

Nobody likes being interrogated or scrutinised. It is easy to drive the other

person into a corner, or make them feel uncomfortable with targeted questions.

In particular, polar questions or leading questions have a counterproductive

effect on the course of a conversation. The right questioning technique can

however defuse conflicts.

– Orders

By giving an order, we try to force the other person to do something we want

them to do. We thereby take away his freedom to decide for herself. “Roping”

someone into doing something is a subtle form of order. In doing this we push

the other person in a particular direction and give him no opportunity to

speak out.

– Intimidation

A threat is likewise an attempt to make the other person do—or not do—a

particular thing and takes away freedom of choice. In addition, a threat has the

effect of “establishing oneself”, in accordance with the principle of “If. . .
then. . .” The person issuing the threats must be prepared to follow through,

otherwise they lose credibility.

– Giving advice

By giving unsolicited advice, we present ourselves as specialists with respect

to the problems of others. We often believe that we know the solution, even

when we don’t fully understand the problem.

– Being vague

Vague statements or indications lead to problems becoming hazy instead of

clearer. Phrases such as “It goes without saying that. . .” or “It is generally the

case that. . .” foster confusion and misunderstanding and allow us to remain

non-committal. The other party to the discussion has to guess what we want to

express.

– Withholding information

Some people believe that it is safest to only pass on so much information as is

absolutely necessary. The parties concerned naturally will fill in any missing

details themselves. This is how rumours and speculation come about, which lead

to misunderstanding, tension and conflict.
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5.4 Which Discussion Techniques Defuse Conflicts?

It is not particularly difficult to fuel a conflict. It is more challenging to defuse

conflicts and to direct them into constructive channels. For this, there are a large

number of discussion techniques in the repertoire of medition.

These methods can be divided into two categories: non-transformative discus-

sion techniques and transformative techniques. The non-transformative techniques

do not touch the conflict itself. They impede escalation and facilitate constructive

continuation of the debate.

The transformative techniques intervene in the conflict itself or alter the way of

looking at the conflict or the attitude towards it, and can de-escalate the situation.

They require a high degree of empathy, sensitivity and experience in dealing with

difficult conversational situations, as in the wrong quantities or with inappropriate

usage they carry the risk of causing the conflict to escalate further.

The distinction between these two categories is important because the

non-transformative techniques can be used without risk at any time. Initially you

should therefore turn to these techniques. Only with more experience and with the

expressed consent of both parties to work on a common solution with them, can you

start to apply transformative techniques.

The most important non-transformative techniques are:

– active listening,

– paraphrasing,

– I-messages,

– meta-dialogue,

– goal orientation.

A few examples of transformative techniques:

– change of perspective,

– feedback,

– (constructive) reformulation.

5.4.1 Active Listening

Conflict situations often involve the parties hurling reproaches or “facts” at one

another, or a complete breakdown of communication. The spiral of conflict escala-

tion evolves. The first step towards stopping the escalation is to listen. This is a

difficult art, but very effective once you’ve mastered it. Active listening

demonstrates to the other party that you can see things from their perspective and

understand their position. This generates a positive atmosphere for discussion and

creates trust.
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Active listening means absorbing the information that the other party wants to

convey in its entirety and then reiterating it. You don’t just hear the verbal message,

but also the one which is not expressly articulated and try to understand, for

example, the sentiment or so-called “sub-text”, the actual message that lies beneath

the surface. Active listening is the acceptance of an “invitation to join somebody in

their thought process”.

Active listening involves turning your full attention to the partner to the discus-

sion, maintaining eye contact and signalling that you’re ready to receive the

transmission. From time to time, express acknowledgement (yes, ok. . .) or ask a

question to aid understanding.

Active listening is so difficult because we are often more occupied with our

own thoughts or arguments than with the words of the counterpart. We think about

responses, or reflect on situations in which we have fared similarly. This results in

us losing contact to the other person. We must therefore repeatedly remind our-

selves to focus on the remarks of the partner to the discussion.

5.4.2 Paraphrasing

Paraphrasing is the repetition of what you have heard, using your own words. In

doing this, use neutral language and refrain from making your own value

judgements. If there is aggression or insults, try to discern the underlying needs

and to repeat them. You try to articulate the actual concerns, as you have

understood them.

The use of paraphrasing enables you to help the speaker to better understand

herself and her own needs and goals. The speaker feels that she is understood and

taken seriously, which brings her relief. At the same time, her rival becomes aware

of the concerns that occupy her. It is much easier to accept arguments when they are

expressed by a neutral party.

It is not of paramount importance that the repetition corresponds 100% to what

was said. If you have failed to hear something, then the speaker will convey it at a

later stage. What is however important is that you do not simply repeat the pure

factual message, but that you also capture and articulate the “subtext”—what the

speaker actually means and thereby wants to express. The respective feelings

(resentment, perplexity, irritation, curiosity. . .) also should be identified.

5.4.3 I-Messages

Many people are used to sending “you-messages”. These involve statements such

as “it is your fault” or “you are late again” or “your email has landed us in this

situation”. “You-messages” are direct attacks on the self-esteem of another person.

They force the other party to defend themselves and consequently fuel conflict

escalation.
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Therefore, try to replace you-messages with I-messages. I-messages are not the

opposite of you-messages, but are rather like a parallel formulation. They describe

the same circumstances but instead of expressing something about the other party,

you describe your own perception. What the partner to the discussion makes of this

remains his decision. That way, you do not encroach on his autonomy.

An example: Instead of saying “your email has landed us in this situation”,

formulate: “The email troubled me, as I believe the content could be misunderstood

by the target group”.

5.4.4 Meta-dialogue

When you introduce meta-dialogue into the communication, you lift the discussion

onto an abstract, general level. You break away from the current issue and shift to

discussing the actual conflict on an abstract level.

If, for example, a dispute has arisen over who takes holiday when and who has to

work, then shift the discussion towards enabling the parties to establish general

leave arrangements. Or if a relocation results in an argument over who is permitted

to move into which office, it can be helpful to initially discuss a general allocation

of rooms in fictitious office premises.

By breaking away from the concrete issue, it becomes easier to exchange

impersonal opinions and, perhaps with the aid of objective criteria, arrive at a

preliminary result. In the second step, you return to the original issue. The abstract

settlement becomes a resource for the problem at hand.

5.4.5 Goal Orientation

Conversations are frequently held simply for the enjoyment of dialogue, or because

we’d like to get to know the other person better, or due to the need to belong, or for

some other reason. Such discussions develop spontaneously. On the other hand,

should a difficult discussion take place, this should proceed on a goal-oriented

basis. Goal orientation prevents you from becoming entangled in details, while at

the same time giving the discussion a direction and a purpose. It also prevents you

from becoming involved with the issue that divides the parties. Instead, the com-

mon goal encourages a willingness to cooperate.

If it is impossible to find a common goal for the discussion, it is often better to

completely terminate the conversation, as one runs the risk of becoming caught up

in a back and forth of accusations and counter accusations.

Finding a goal can often be achieved with the simple question: “What is your

wish?” If this wish is compatible with that of the counterpart, then one has already

established the basis for a common goal. Another option is simply to specify one’s

own wish as a goal, and then to check to what extent that also suits the requirements

of the discussion partner. For example: “Today I’d like to clarify point X with you

and to better understand your view on it.”
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5.4.6 Change of Perspective

It can be very useful to invite the other party to the discussion to switch perspectives

and to take a look at the problem from another angle. Sometimes, parties to a

conflict have never thought about putting themselves in the position of the oppo-

nent. This is however often a difficult proposition, as the other person has increas-

ingly become a “stranger”. When successful, it can lead to surprising insights.

You can initiate a change of perspective using words along the following lines:

“I would now like to invite you to put yourself in the position of your counterpart.

How would you fare in this situation?”

A somewhat simpler variation of the change of perspective is also possible, for

example with the words: “Well, when I think about what I would do in this

situation. . . I don’t know—how do you see it?” With this reflection the arbitrator

is, so to speak, an intermediary. By this means the other party finds it easier to

participate in the thought experiment.

5.4.7 Feedback

Feedback informs a person about the way their conduct is perceived, understood

and experienced. Feedback supports and fosters constructive behaviour, but also

makes the recipient aware of negatively perceived behaviour and thereby helps

modifying it. Feedback is important in a work context, as it helps to clarify

relationships and in doing so facilitates cooperation.

You should however use feedback very carefully—especially as a manager—as

it can easily give rise to the feeling of being put down or set back in terms of

advancement prospects on the part of the recipient. This applies all the more in

conflict situations. Critical feedback should therefore only be given privately.

Critical feedback expressed in a group is equivalent to public humiliation for the

recipient. The opposite applies to positive feedback: It should be given generously

and also in a group.

When you give feedback, don’t forget to bear the following basic rules in mind:

– Descriptive: Try to refrain from making assessments and interpretations.

– Concrete: Refer to concrete incidents and don’t stay on a general level.

– Helpful: It should refer to things that the recipient can actually influence.

– Prompt: The effectiveness is greater if not too much time has elapsed. This way

the memory is still fresh.

– Ask: Make sure that the person being addressed is in a position to, and prepared

to, receive feedback.
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5.4.8 (Constructive) Reformulation

Anger, aggression and hostility are fundamental aspects of conflicts. These

emotions are sometimes expressed through destructive language, insults and under-

hand blows.

The mediator or arbitrator “translates” the destructive statement into a construc-

tive one. We refer to this as reformulation. When doing this, the negative aspect of

the statement is omitted and the underlying concerns or needs are expressed. In this

way the dispute can be successfully defused and brought back onto a constructive

track. The art of reformulation lies in discerning the underlying needs and interests,

“sensing” and then articulating them.

A few examples of reformulation:

“This argument is nonsensical.” ¼> “I am/he is not yet able to follow your

argument. Please could you repeat it once more?”

“You’re just being pig-headed.” ¼> “I find/she or he finds your persistence

difficult to deal with.”

“I really don’t care about it.” ¼> “I’ll leave that to your discretion.”

Take care with reformulations: If they are made in an unsuitable form, at the

wrong time or not requested, they can be ineffective or cause irritation. In certain

circumstances you could be accused of taking sides. A high degree of linguistic

ability and sensitivity is a prerequisite for reformulation.

5.5 Emotional Intelligence

Emotions—for the most part negative—play a central role in every social conflict.

Conflict management therefore means, heeding, assessing and managing emotions.

A successful conflict manager needs what is referred to as “emotional intelligence”.

The concept of emotional intelligence2 consists of five aspects: self-awareness,

self-regulation, empathy, social skills and motivation (see Fig. 5.1).

– Self-awareness

The ability to be aware of one’s own feelings and moods and of what is

driving them. It also means possessing a realistic assessment of one’s own

capabilities, as well as confidence in oneself.

– Self-regulation

The expertise to be able to deal with emotions in a way that facilitates

accomplishing the task at hand. It also includes the ability to defer gratification

to pursue a goal, and being able to bounce back from emotional strain.

2 Goleman (1996).
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– Motivation

Striving to reach a goal, to improve oneself and not to give up in the face of

setbacks and frustration.

– Empathy

This is considered to be the development of a sense of what others are feeling

and the ability to put oneself in their shoes, as well as the fostering of personal

contact and close coordination with many different types of people.

– Social skills

The expertise to comprehend social situations and networks of relationships,

to deal with the emotions involved in relationships in a considered way and to

smoothly interact with others. This encompasses sophisticated communication

skills as well as the ability to persuade and to lead, to negotiate and to mediate in

arguments.

5.6 Conflict in the Sales Team: What Happened Next. . .

The conflict escalated primarily because both parties presented “factual

arguments”, seasoned with a good measure of emotion. Neither party tried to

prevent the escalation. The following dialogue shows how some of the techniques

described above can be employed to control a conflict and steer it in a constructive

direction.

Joanne Lewis: “As manager of the East Midlands office, I insist that we print our

logos on the promotional material and make some adjustments to the content. The

people in our region know and trust us. We know how we need to approach them!”

Fernando Castillo: “I see, you want to change the content of the promotional

material. Okay, but then we would have the problem that our logo wouldn’t be

consistently present.”

Lewis: “You people in the head office are restricting our ability to independently

manage our markets. We know the region and the needs of the people there. The

advertising CD’s you sent us are useless. This pompous text makes our clients feel

that we don’t take them seriously.”

Castillo: “Have I understood correctly. . . you have the impression that your

knowledge of the region and its people wasn’t considered in the advertising

emotional
intelligence

self-awareness

empathy

self-regulation

social skills

motivation

Fig. 5.1 The aspects of

emotional intelligence;

(author’s own illustration)
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campaign, and you’re of the opinion that this is the reason it wasn’t well-received?

I’d like you to know that we’re well aware of how important your expertise and

ideas are.”

Lewis: “That’s precisely it! I believe somebody finally understands what I’m

saying!”

Castillo: “Good. Now we have to see how we can arrive at a solution. I think

there are two issues that we should discuss. Firstly, the way in which you should be

involved in structuring the advertising campaign and, secondly, the evaluation of

your contribution to the organisation. Am I right?”

Lewis: “I see it in exactly the same way. Let’s agree on a time when we can talk

about both of these issues in more detail.”
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Questioning Techniques 6

6.1 When Is One Allowed to Smoke?

James Slater enters the office and turns to Sandra Day: “Good morning. How are

you?” She replies: “I’m fine, thank you.”

Andy Prescott enters the room. Turning to Sandra Day, he says: “Hello Sandra,

how are you today? Everything ok? You look a bit downcast!”

Sandra Day: “Well, not so great. I have a bit of a headache.”

Slater overheard this. He thinks to himself: “Strange, she’s not so open to me.”

Later, when chatting to her during a coffee break this short exchange crosses his

mind. He plucks up the courage to ask why her answers were so different. By way

of response, she tells him the following story:

Two monks, a Dominican and a Jesuit, meet on a pilgrimage. The Jesuit lights a

cigarette and offers one to the Dominican, which he gladly accepts. In the course of

a conversation about theology and philosophy, an interesting thought occurs to

them: They are at odds over the question of whether one is allowed to smoke while

praying. After a long and inconclusive discussion, they decide to consult the heads

of their respective orders.

On his return home, the Dominican finds his abbot and asks him: “Dear brother,

a question has arisen for which I request your advice. Is one actually allowed to

smoke while praying?” The abbot looks at him in horror and replies: “Do you want

to somehow desecrate the holy act of praying with the profane vice of smoking?”

Ashamed, the monk retreats.

A few months later, he coincidentally meets the Jesuit again. The colleague

waves to him cheerfully, a cigarette in his hand. Astonished, he asks him how he

can smoke so freely. “I asked my abbot whether it is permitted to pray while

smoking. He answered me: ‘Of course my brother, the holy act of praying is

welcomed by our Lord under all circumstances!’”

# Springer International Publishing Switzerland 2016

S. Proksch, Conflict Management, Management for Professionals,

DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-31885-1_6
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6.2 The Answer Depends on the Question Formulation

You probably know people who like to talk about themselves more than any-

thing else. That can be entertaining, but at some point you may become bored,

irritated or even angry. The person who doesn’t ask any questions sooner or later

inevitably annoys the other person. Questions enable us to engage with the other

person.

A constructive questioning technique creates a positive atmosphere and helps

obtain relevant information. Questions enable you to steer the discussion, recognise

problems, clear up misunderstandings and find the way to suitable solutions.1

Questions can however also put pressure on others or drive them into a corner. It

all depends on how you ask. Good questions serve the following purposes:

– Conversation steering

As every question requires an answer, the respondent is compelled to think

about the content of the question. This enables you to focus on specific aspects

and in this way steer the discussion.

– Problem definition

The use of targeted questions clarifies the problem and helps in arriving at a

problem definition.

– Clearing up misunderstandings

Questions enable us to prevent misunderstandings. When you better under-

stand your discussion partner, misunderstandings can be avoided. Finally,

questions enable you to obtain relevant information, bringing you closer to a

solution.

There are different forms of discussion technique using questions: the interview,

the interrogation, the dialogue and “appreciative enquiry”. Each form produces a

different type of atmosphere and consequently has an effect on the partner to the

discussion.

If we rank these forms of questioning according to the effect on the respondent,

we find interrogation at one end of the scale. In interrogation, the questioner uses

targeted questions in an attempt to drive the other person into a corner and entangle

them in contradictions, in order to eventually sift out what they would like to hear.

The respondent will close up and try to reveal as little as possible.

At the other end of the scale we find “open” or “mediative discussion manage-

ment”. This involves using appropriate questions to encourage the respondent to

open up and explain his perspective. For the questioner, it is not about identifying

an “objective” truth, but about understanding the perception of the respondent, as

this understanding paves the way to finding a solution. Open and positive guid-

ance of the discussion is valuable in dealing with difficult situations and conflicts.

1 Schlippe and Schweitzer (2002), Scherer (2007).
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People should gain the confidence necessary to unreservedly explain their points

of view.

Mediative management of the discussion does not however only pursue the goal

of informing the person asking the questions; the nature of the questions should also

enable the respondent to obtain new information in that, for example, he becomes

aware of new connections or sees certain things in a different light as a result of a

change in perspective.

6.3 The Three Levels of Mediation Questioning Techniques

A “mediative questioning technique” involves filtering the questions that spontane-

ously arise in a situation according to a specific framework, as not all questions are

useful and helpful in the context of the mediative form of discussion management.

The “three filter method” is a suitable resource for this purpose (see Fig. 6.1). The

first filter is known as the “mediation approach”, the second as the “question form”

and the third as the “questioning methodology”.

6.3.1 Mediation Approach

Which mindset guides you as a conflict manager? Perhaps you have no immediate

answer to this question. The philosophical element of mediation is often described

as the “mediation approach”. This is distinguished by five aspects:
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Fig. 6.1 The three levels of mediation questioning techniques; (author’s own illustration)
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– Appreciation

An appreciative orientation means treating people with consideration and

respect, and strengthening their sense of self-esteem. It also means never treating

people as objects or as a means to an end. In conflict management, it also means

taking into consideration that rules and laws are made to serve people and not

vice versa.

– Impartiality

Impartiality is related to neutrality. The difference between the two is that

neutrality implies an “objective distance” from the people involved and the

problem. Impartiality on the other hand requires equal support of both parties

to the conflict. It also means accepting the differences pertaining to the conflict

participants themselves. This impartiality, is not a fixed mindset, but needs to be

regained and reviewed on an ongoing basis during the course of the process.2

– Empathy and acceptance

The ability to put oneself in someone else’s shoes and to accept them with

their strengths and weaknesses, even when we don’t agree with everything. We

nevertheless accept this person, and their interests and needs. Empathy and

acceptance also relate to the concerns of the party to the conflict. Seemingly

unimportant issues can have great importance in the eyes of the affected person.

– Confidence

Confidence on the part of the impartial third party is the first step in the

direction of problem resolution. If there is no optimism and belief in the chances

for a solution, it is best to turn down the assignment. Optimism, as well as

scepticism, will be noticeable to the other party in the course of the discussion

and have a supportive or detrimental effect on its progression.

– Openness

In conflict management, it is essential to enable the parties to progress towards

a solution to the problem. This requires flexibility on the part of the conflict

manager to accompany the participants in their search for a solution and open-

ness towards reassessing one’s opinions and discarding some of one’s own ideas

about how to reach a resolution.

A mediative approach makes it easier for the interviewer to avoid derogatory

questions (“don’t you actually know that. . .), normative questions (but isn’t it clear

that. . .”) and so forth.

2 Diez (2005).
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6.3.2 Question Forms

We all know different ways to ask a question. There are questions which only

permit a “yes” or “no” answer (polar questions), those that don’t require any answer

(rhetorical questions) and those which leave the answer completely open. Rhetori-

cal questions are more of a stylistic device than a question and are therefore not

dealt with here.

Firstly, it is useful to take a closer look at the question forms that are frequently

employed in mediative discussion management. The simplest of these are open

questions, clarification questions and “w” questions. The somewhat more difficult

(because they are not always suitable) questions are circular questions, hypothetical

questions, solution-oriented questions, paradoxical questions and scaling

questions.3 Below is a selection of question forms, which is by no means

exhaustive.

– Open questions

Open questions are those which basically leave all options open with respect

to the answer. These questions therefore make the respondent feel that he is

invited to explain his point of view. A resulting advantage is that—in contrast to

closed questions—one obtains new information instead of just checking one’s

own assumptions. An example: “How did this situation arise in your view?”

– Clarification questions

Clarification questions are aimed at comprehension and serve the purpose of

helping to pin down exactly what has been said. The goal is not to obtain new

information but to check one’s own understanding. An example: “Did I under-

stand correctly that the whole salesforce reports to you?”

– W-questions

The so-called “w-questions”, a sub-group of open questions, are those which

begin with a w, such as who, what, where, when, why, etc. They are useful in

clarifying the circumstances surrounding the issue. Hidden in the w-questions is

however one question which should be avoided in the open discussion rounds,

namely the question of why. A why-question obliges the respondent to justify

himself. He will feel under attack and consequently evade the question or blame

other people. The why-question can be somewhat watered down and the “why”

replaced for example with “what prompted you to. . .”
– Circular questions

Circular questions invite the respondent to take the positions of other people

into consideration and to explore new angles. By this means he is able to put his

own point of view into perspective and become open to new viewpoints,

e.g. “How does your colleague explain your behaviour to herself?” or “How

would the project leader describe the situation?”

3 Zepke (2005).
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– Hypothetical questions

Hypothetical questions encourage the respondent to undertake thought

experiments in the sense of “what would happen if. . .” In this way you trigger

a reflection process that can go beyond the existing explanatory framework. This

enables new options and ideas to be developed. Conclusions about current hopes

and fears can also be drawn, which may not always become clear from direct

questions, e.g. “What would you personally do differently?” or “What would

happen if you told your superior about it?”

– Scaling questions

Scaling questions ask for assessments based on a notional quantitative scale

(e.g. from 1 to 10), and can be further refined with follow-up questions. These

questions are helpful in reducing complexity. The absolute numerical value is

less important here than the relative value, which may change during the course

of the mediation process, e.g. “on a scale of 0 to 10, how would you rate the

willingness of the other party to participate in the solution to the problem?”

– Solution-oriented questions

We frequently find that a lot of energy is invested in describing problems and

surprisingly little in the development of solutions. It is recommended that

possible solutions are given a central role in the considerations. This can be

achieved, for example, by looking for situations that were unaffected by the

problem. By identifying contexts and conditions in which the problem did not

arise, strategies can be developed to create these conditions more frequently,

e.g. “When does it work well?” or “What would have to happen in order for

everything to work out and for everyone to be satisfied?”

– Paradoxical questions

While paradoxical questions can on the one hand irritate the respondent, on

the other they carry the potential to identify ways in which the discussion partner

can actively influence events. This way one’s own role and possible courses of

action can be ascertained, e.g. “How could you make the situation even worse?”

Now on to question forms that are used less frequently in mediative discussions,

or that should only be used with caution: closed questions, alternative questions and

leading questions.

– Closed or Polar questions

These questions can only be answered “yes” or “no”. An example of this

would be:

“Did you use the copier yesterday?” Polar questions greatly restrict the

respondent. They will therefore carefully consider the answer or evade the

question. As a result, the answer tends to be of a defensive nature. Polar

questions are not to be confused with clarification questions (see above). The

answer to clarification questions is also often “yes” or “no”, but they are always
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based on what the respondent has previously said himself and are therefore not

perceived as confrontational.

– Alternative questions

These are very similar to polar questions, in that they allow only two possible

answers. An example: “Is that the exception or the rule with you?” Alternative

questions have the same advantages and disadvantages as polar questions.

– Leading questions

These are questions which only permit one answer. The answer is put into the

mouth of the respondent, so to speak. This type of question is unpleasant for the

respondent and is manipulative in nature. An example: “You surely don’t

believe that you’re going to get something for nothing here?”

How does one find one’s bearings in this multitude of question forms, which can

be combined and varied on a discretionary basis? Is it sufficient to rely on intuition

and experience? A simple method to find a way through the forest of question forms

is to classify the questions according to the assumptions and goals of the person

asking the questions (see Fig 6.2).

If it is the intention of the mediator, for example at the start of a consultation, to

understand a situation, he utilises linear (also known as or “lineal”) or circular

questions. If he wants to steer the discussion in the direction of a possible solution,

he uses strategic or reflexive questions.4

Linear questions are based on the assumption that there is a clear (that is a linear)

relationship between events in the sense of cause and effect. Example: Because

there is X, there is therefore Y. The aim is to find out: Who did what, where and

why. A few examples: “What is the problem? Do you have an explanation for it?

What consequences does it have for the company? What costs have arisen? Are

other colleagues also affected by it?” etc.

Open questions, w-questions and clarification questions are all types of linear

questions. A weakness of linear questions lies in their tendency to over-simplify. A

phenomenon is attributed to a single cause, and little attention is given to other

influences.

Circular questions are based on the assumption that perception is structured in

a cyclical way. The premise is an ongoing process in which things continually

Strategic
Questions

Reflexive
Questions

Circular 
Questions

Linear 
Questions

Understand Steer

the Questioner 
Wants to

Fig. 6.2 Hierarchy of

question forms according to

the intention of the

questioner; (author’s own

illustration)

4 Tomm (1994).
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influence each other. This form of questioning serves the purpose of bringing

patterns and interactions to light. Circular questions are directed at, for example,

seeking disparities, or the context of a situation. A few examples: “Why did you

come to me? In which situation did the problem appear? How do you react when

you’re confronted with X? How would your colleague describe the

problem?” etc.

There are a number of varieties of circular questions for example triadic

questions (“what do you believe your colleague thinks about your boss?”) or scaling

questions. Circular questions come across as being more neutral and acceptable

than linear questions. However, when over-used they can confuse the discussion

partner.

By using strategic questions, the interviewer makes linear assumptions. His

primary intention is to guide. He believes that he has recognised the problem, or

identified a way in which it can be solved, and tries to lead the people being

addressed in a certain direction. Examples: “Why did you not mention the issue

before? Why do you not try to assert your position more strongly? Are you aware of

the consequences that this course of action will have? Why don’t you try to resolve

the problem in another way?” etc.

Strategic questions include w-questions, polar, alternative and suggestive

questions. They offer the chance to break a deadlock. At the same time, they

carry the danger of triggering resistance on the part of respondents, as they are

put into a position where they have to justify themselves. In addition, the questioner

puts himself in a position superior to that of the person being questioned, thereby

endangering the atmosphere of discussion between equal partners.

Reflexive questions are likewise based on circular assumptions. The questioner

tries to provide the impetus to encourage the respondent to reflect on and question

familiar concepts and thereby recognise new possibilities and chances, and to grasp

these of his own accord. By way of contrast to circular questions, reflexive

questions refer to the future and therefore have stronger guidance characteristics.

Examples: “If you had mentioned the problem earlier, what would the situation be

today? If your colleague had the choice between A and B, which option would he

choose? What implications would that have for you? Which possible solutions do

you see? Who or what could endanger this solution?”

Hypothetical questions, solution-oriented questions and paradoxical questions

are all types of reflexive question. These questions are more neutral in nature than

strategic questions, as they take the autonomy of the parties more strongly into

consideration. The risk of resistance is therefore significantly lower.

6.3.3 Questioning Methodology

Every question and answer situation follows a particular pattern. This is influenced

by the way in which the person asking the questions structures the conversation.

The following points should be noted here:
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– Open up the discussion

Initially, the questioner tries to ask questions in a way that helps the respon-

dent explain the details that are relevant to understanding the problem. He will

then be encouraged to develop new ideas and points of view. Open questions

allow the respondent a broad array of possibilities in terms of answering. New

information can come to light that way.

– Listen instead of talking and pause in the conversation

The person asking the questions should not take up more than around 10% of

the discussion time! A short pause should follow a question. After posing a

question, avoid asking the next one and then the next one immediately after-

wards. If the person to whom the question is addressed doesn’t answer straight

away, give them some time! Important thoughts and ideas often arise during

pauses in the discussion.

– Don’t be too strongly attached to one particular model or guideline

Prepared guidelines only provide information that is useful in the context of

that particular theoretical framework. A discussion plan is certainly practical and

useful, however one should also be prepared to abandon it and follow a different

direction.

– Allow time

An intensive discussion requires adequate time. Half an hour won’t be

enough. Don’t give the impression that you need to run to the next meeting.

Ask sufficient follow-up questions. Also listen to (seemingly) irrelevant details.

This facilitates trust and an atmosphere conducive to open conversation.

– Show understanding; avoid other types of reaction

The perceived attitude of the person asking questions influences the answers

of the respondent. More will be learned if one is successful in refraining from

disapproval, criticism or exaggerated agreement. The only reactions should

therefore be: showing understanding and wanting to understand. Think of

yourself as an explorer who has discovered new terrain!

– Allow emotions

Emotions can be important sources of information. Don’t attempt to suppress

or gloss over emotions. Cautious understanding is advisable (“How did you feel

in this situation?”). Under no circumstances should you ask persistent follow-up

questions, or try to confirm your own opinion.

6.4 When Is One Allowed to Smoke? What Happened Next. . .

Sandra Day meets James Slater again the next day. “I have a technical problem that

only you can solve! Can you help me?” Slater: “It would be a pleasure!”

After assisting and sorting out the problem, Slater manages to pluck up courage

for a second time: “Can I take you out to dinner?”

“Well, how could I say no?” laughs Sandra. “But this time you must tell me a

story!”
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Conflict Prevention 7

7.1 Everyday Disputes in the Office

Kirsty Norman meets regularly with her friends from student days. Mostly they talk

about books, politics or other current affairs. Lately she has noticed that the others

complain more frequently about problems at work.

Sabine, for example, handed in her notice, as she could no longer endure the

constant arguments with her boss. She’s been looking for a new job for more than

2 months now. Joseph’s long-term issue is his “favourite colleague”. If he can avoid

him, the day is saved. But if they can’t escape another in a meeting, it’s a disaster.

Then there is trouble ahead. Derogatory remarks are the norm. Recently a heated

argument erupted. His boss appeared overwhelmed by the situation and changed the

subject. Mark is now waiting for an opportunity to take revenge.

Paul reports with a wry smile that the internal communication in his company

has become contaminated, as it’s now common practice to answer enquiries or

information emails with everyone in copy. Everybody is on their guard and a

culture of justification and blame has evolved.

Kirsty herself is happy in her job, although that makes for a less interesting topic

of conversation. She works as a project manager for a PR agency. She has become

proficient in what she does, but still frequently feels challenged. The teamwork with

her colleagues runs smoothly. When there are differences of opinion, they sit down

together and discuss the problem. While her boss has his faults, everyone knows

what to expect of him. If something doesn’t go well once in a while and there is

trouble with customers, he can always be counted on to back his team. A team

meeting takes place once a week. This ensures that everyone has the same infor-

mation and issues can be openly discussed. Only the offices are slowly becoming

too small, but that’s a different story. . .
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7.2 Productive and Unproductive Conflicts

What differentiates Kirsty’s working environment from that of her friends? Why is

there a much better atmosphere at her company? Is it just luck? Or is there more to

it?

The principal difference lies in the way tensions and problems are dealt with and

debates are conducted. When tensions do not escalate, because colleagues find a

constructive way to deal with them, it is referred to as conflict prevention. Conflict

prevention does not mean generally stopping conflicts from taking place or

suppressing them. There are even situations in which management needs to provoke

conflicts, in order to set changes to entrenched habits in motion. This is the case

when, for example, an organisation falls short of reaching its potential, or when

excessive caution and bureaucracy determine everyday activities.1

There are however disputes and battles in firms that can be avoided. It is

therefore helpful to differentiate between unproductive and productive conflicts.2

Conflict prevention consists of avoiding unproductive conflicts and promoting

constructive debate.

Productive disputes are those which are aimed at change and which ultimately

have a positive effect on the organisation. In these instances, the conflict is a means

to an end. Examples include a debate about a strategic decision, allocation of

financial resources or a new advertising campaign.

Every conflict, no matter howmundane, can turn out to be productive. Most have

a positive core. In a conflict, differing interpretations of information clash. Systems

theorists speak about how meaning and interpretations are negotiated in a conflict.3

Unfortunately it is often only possible in retrospect to determine whether a conflict

had positive aspects and what these are.

Unproductive conflicts are those which arise, for example, through

misunderstandings, inadequate information or strong emotional reactions. In these

cases, the conflict is an end in itself or serves the purpose of asserting one point of

view over another.4 Most conflicts are hybrid forms and contain both productive as

well as unproductive elements.

Conflict prevention aims at keeping unproductive conflicts to a minimum. For

analytical purposes, prevention can be categorised according to three different

levels: structural, communicative and personal. The structural level refers to the

organised forms of communication within a company. The communicative level

identifies how and for which reasons people in the organisation speak to one other

or exchange written communications. The personal level relates to the way in which

employees and managers consider their own behaviour and how they think about

approaching tense situations.

1 Berkel (2008).
2 Coser (1956).
3 Simon (2010).
4 Coser (1956).

80 7 Conflict Prevention



On the structural level, conflicts arise because of deficiencies in the surrounding

conditions. These may include a lack of regular possibilities to communicate, such

as meetings, or too many meetings, unclear or inflexible duty and role allocation,

etc. On the communicative level, conflicts arise as a result of insufficient discussion

of expectations and needs, or from a breakdown of communication. For example,

one employee may expect a particular form of politeness and social intercourse. If

these expectations are not met, it can lead to confrontation.

On the personal level, conflicts occur due to inner tensions, individual dissatis-

faction, frustration, etc. All states of mind that a person experiences and which can

erupt into conflicts in the work environment.

As a manager, you have an interest in smoothly-running operations and efficient,

customer-oriented execution of the tasks at hand. You know that tensions and

differences are unavoidable, but you want them to be resolved swiftly. Perhaps

you have already experienced a severe conflict in your company and want to ensure

that the situation does not repeat itself. Or you want to make sure that such a

situation does not arise in the first place. Conflict prevention is a critical success

factor. There are three different areas that can be geared towards conflict preven-

tion, corresponding to the three levels described above.

7.3 Conflict Prevention Through Communication Structure
Configuration

The first fundamental aspect of conflict prevention is the structural organisation of

the team. A solid basis for constructive team work can be established by means of

an “appreciative” communication structure.

If a team or a department has the opportunity to frequently exchange ideas and

information, varying points of view can be aligned, differences can be recognised

and tensions can be eased by discussion before they escalate. Consequently,

communication channels to facilitate regular exchange of information need to be

established. In what form will depend on the characteristics of the organisation and

demands of the sector.

7.3.1 Formal Communication Structures

Fundamentally, everyone who has a function as part of a whole must have the

opportunity to exchange information with other team members. Naturally, this varies

greatly between a manufacturing firm and a medical practice, or between a software

house and a school. In some working environments people meet daily in order to

exchange relevant information, for example in a call centre. Elsewhere colleagues get

together in regular weekly meetings, for example in a law firm. The frequency

depends on the communication necessities and requirements. There are organisations

where employees suffer from an excessive number of inefficient meetings. Boredom
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and non-attendance are the consequence. In other companies, there are too few

meetings and problems arise due to a lack of information exchange.

In order to ensure an optimal flow of information and keep relationships between

colleagues intact, every employee should regularly participate in horizontal and

vertical forms of interaction. No individual should only have contact with their

immediate group of colleagues.

For example, the communication structure in a company could look like this:

1. Regular weekly meeting with colleagues and direct manager, in which work-

related issues are addressed, problems and possible solutions discussed, courses

of action agreed on, etc.

2. Quarterly or semi-annual personal review meeting with direct manager, to assess

and define the employee’s position. The manager has the opportunity to convey

specific goals and any open questions can be addressed jointly.

3. Annual staff outing or informal team development workshop for the entire team.

This has the purpose of facilitating personal interaction and thereby

strengthening cooperation.

The role of a manager, team leader or departmental head carries more commu-

nication and coordination responsibilities that may look like this:

1. Regular weekly meetings with employees

2. Quarterly or semi-annual personal review meeting with direct manager

3. Quarterly or semi-annual personal review meeting with each employee

4. Regular monthly team or department head meeting

5. Annual staff outing or informal team development workshop

Additionally, if there is project work on top of line manager activities, project

meetings and—particularly in the case of executives—seminars and workshops

related to specific topics. Although the list may appear extensive and rather formal,

these forms of communication have numerous advantages:

– An adequate flow of information in all directions is ensured. Information deficits

and misunderstandings are minimised.

– Employees feel well-informed and respected.

– Employees participate in making decisions.

This increases motivation and the degree of identification with the company,

and reduces the likelihood of productivity losses due to friction and conflicts.

Naturally, alongside formal communication there is also informal communica-

tion. It’s importance cannot be overestimated. Companies would be well-advised to

establish or allow discussion corners, kitchen areas for coffee-making, social

spaces, etc., as in these areas information can be exchanged in an unbureaucratic

way and employees can interact with one another on a personal level.
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7.3.2 Other Structural Forms of Communication

Besides establishing communication structures, other structural elements can be

configured to reduce the occurrence of unproductive conflicts, and assist in conflict

prevention5. These comprise the company structure, the regulations laid out in the

mission statement with respect to dealing with one another and the corporate

culture or conflict culture.

The organisational structure is the framework of the company. It is depicted by

the organigram. Every employee should know—unfortunately this is not always the

case—who his manager is in terms of expertise and who his manager is in terms of

authority. Ideally, both of these roles are combined in one person. On occasion they

are assumed by different people, which impedes employee orientation and commu-

nication. Clear structures provide assurance and minimise rivalry and power

struggles.

The mission statement is a well-established tool for behaviour regulation and

conflict prevention. Through the mission statement, the company leadership

expresses which type of behaviour is desirable and which is not. In the event of

tensions, it serves as a reference framework.

An extract from a mission statement by way of example: “Active customer

service is at the centre of our activities. We seek respect and trust. We are open to

innovations. We strive to fulfill our responsibilities with expertise and indepen-

dence, while working in partnership as a team.”

The company culture is the product of all norms and values that the company,

either intentionally or unintentionally, has developed over time. This begins with

the common language and ranges from stories and rituals to definitive objects

(premises, company cars. . .). The culture determines what is important within the

company and what is not. As a consequence, the culture has a strong influence on

the (conflict-related) behaviour of its members.

7.4 Conflict Prevention Through Discussion and Expectation
Management

Many of us have colleagues who are frustrated and are just biding their time until

retirement. The reasons may vary, but one cause is especially prevalent: lack of

discussion and disappointed expectations.

When someone takes on a new responsibility, starts a new role or puts a plan into

action, they attach expectations to it. Most people develop an idea, sometimes

vague, sometimes fixed, of the results that their actions will have. Often, however,

the vision does not correspond to the reality, which leads to disappointment. This in

turn has a negative impact on productivity and commitment, and can lead to

tensions.

5 Kreyenberg (2004).
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Managing expectations6 is therefore an important function of successful leaders.

If employees’ expectations are kept at a realistic level, their degree of satisfaction

tends to be higher, and unproductive conflicts are avoided.

What does that mean in practice? It means regularly seeking discussions with

employees. It also means creating opportunities to talk on an informal level, such as

over coffee or during lunch break, to address needs and interests, and making time

for the expression of personal concerns and expectations.

Perhaps you think that chatting with staff without a concrete reason may be a

waste of time? But this form of communication has a very concrete purpose:

avoidance of communication blockages and maintenance of an informal basis for

discussion. Only in this way can employees articulate things that are not “impor-

tant” or “urgent”, unrelated to a specific area of activity, but nevertheless meaning-

ful. Without the corresponding communication channels, there is no space for this

type of issue. This can result in problems such as misunderstandings,

disappointments and other complications accumulating and ultimately erupting,

often at the wrong time.

Many of our professional expectations turn out sooner or later to be illusory.

Disappointed expectations can however leave a residue of frustration and anger. Of

course, it is not the task of an enterprise to fulfil every expectation, but showing

interest in the expectations and desires of employees and aligning hopes with reality

is an active management responsibility. In order to achieve that a sound basis for

discussion is essential.

Unfortunately there are some people who are unclear about their own

expectations. Professional expectations with respect to colleagues and managers

are often even less clear, unless they have been addressed or expressed. The first

step should therefore be to encourage the party concerned to engage in a self-

reflection process, for example with questions such as “What is your view

of. . .” or “What are your expectations in terms of. . .”. This alone can defuse

some tensions. The second step consists of comparing the demands from both

sides.

Some people are apprehensive about broaching the subject of expectations, for

fear that it will result in additional work. This fear is unfounded, as a discussion

about expectations does not automatically result in an obligation to fulfill them.

However, a clear statement should be made.

A clear statement can take five basic forms:7

– Binding commitment

“I firmly commit to doing it.”

– Conditional commitment

“I will try to do it, but cannot make a firm commitment because. . .”

6Berner (2004).
7 Berner (2004).
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– Conditional refusal

“I will probably not be able to do it because. . .”
– Firm refusal

“I will not be able to do it because. . .”
– Deferral

“At this point in time, I cannot say whether I will be able to do it because. . .
let’s discuss it again at a later date.”

Refusals are not easy, but they prevent unrealistic expectations from developing

and becoming firmly established. That way, clarity emerges and tensions are

reduced. Ongoing management of expectations is an effective form of conflict

prevention, as it helps intercept conflicts at an early stage, before the escalation

spiral starts to turn. The further a conflict has escalated, the more difficult and

complex its resolution becomes.

Developing a sense for tensions and problems that build up between employees

or within the organisation, addressing these in their early stages and settling them is

a key management skill.

In reality, these types of discussions take place too rarely. This is primarily

because they are never really urgent. Too frequently, a concrete reason is lacking.

They are therefore often delayed and ultimately forgotten.

Such conversations are about the “here and now” and sometimes about a factual

topic, but always have a personal aspect. Personal discussions should not be

confused with private conversations. Private conversations are not relevant for

the company, except when they are about events that have an effect on one’s job,

such as illness or bereavement. Personal discussions should however have a role in

the organisation, if desired by the employee. Individual points of view, values and

needs should enter into the discussion. That way colleagues can become more

aware of one another as people and not just as automated workers. Where people

are only evaluated according to whether they “function” or not, sooner or later they

make mistakes and thereby highlight that there is something major missing from

everyday working life.

7.5 Conflict Prevention Through Self-Reflection and Personal
Development

As mentioned above, where individuals are concerned, conflicts can arise as a result

of inner tensions, discontent and similar issues, which erupt into conflicts in the

work environment. An older employee, for example, envies a younger one because

he has better qualifications and consequently better promotion prospects. He treats

him with excessive criticism and contempt. This leads to an unproductive conflict

for the company.
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There are a number of models that try to explain why people’s inner problems

lead to conflicts with those around them.8 The depth psychology approach

and the decision theory approach are worth explaining in more detail. Depth

psychology is based on the idea that conflicts arise as a result of the tension between

biological instincts, the “id”, and social nature (formed by parents and upbringing),

the “super-ego”. The “ego” stands between the two and is supposed to bring both

poles together. During the course of socialisation of human beings, through

upbringing and living within the community, we learn to keep our instincts, the

“id” (aggression, sexual drive), under control and not to let them run free

unchecked. If however the other pole, the “super-ego”, becomes too strong, it

causes instinct-driven, creative energy to dwindle. Therefore, the (healthy) “ego”

has to integrate both tendencies, in order to mature into a productive collective

entity.

Decision theorists argue that we are confronted with contradictory demands on a

daily basis. Expectations can conflict with our values. Shall I go home and have

dinner with my partner, or finish my work? Or the search for pleasure clashes with

the desire for a healthy lifestyle. Shall I open a bottle of wine or drink water? This

gives rise to dissonance, an inner conflict, which the person must in some way

resolve. This is achieved by information selection, reinterpretation or re-evaluation.

Sometimes it is done by bringing the inner conflict into the outside world by way of

substitution.

Inner conflicts are the norm. Some people are successful in overcoming their

conflicts without negatively affecting their surroundings. These people are referred

to as conflict competent personalities.9 People who have a tendency to act out their

inner conflicts in their environment, or turn against themselves, are referred to as

conflict-prone personalities. Conflict competent people are able to integrate differ-

ent and opposing tendencies, in that they:

– adapt to different people and situations, while not losing sight of their own goals;

– develop their own personality and at the same time can follow an idea and be

helpful to others;

– withstand unclear and contradictory situations but nevertheless behave deci-

sively and in a considerate manner;

– form and hold their own opinion but question their own assumptions and are

prepared to compromise;

– have confidence in themselves and others, while being able to live with

disappointment;

– have their own values, but nevertheless respect the values of others.

Conflicts in everyday professional life can be caused by the personality of an

employee or a manager. We hear time and again about narcissistic or obsessive

8 cf. Berkel (2008).
9 cf. Berkel (2008).
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bosses and about paranoid or depressed employees, whose psychological problems

are supposedly responsible for an unsatisfactory professional situation. For the most

part these are the opinions of amateur psychologists. In practice, conflicts brought

about purely by problematic personality structures tend to be the exception.

Personalities are always an aspect of an argument, but only rarely are they the

actual problem. They give the dispute a particular hue, but the core of the issue is

mostly either on the communicative or structural level. It is a human phenomenon

that conflicts are frequently personalised. When there are problems, people like to

look for a “scapegoat”. It is then claimed that something is wrong with him or her,

that there is some sort of psychological issue. In most cases the reason for this is the

lack of will to deal with the actual cause of the problem.

Starting points for conflict prevention on a personal level are training and

development activities, coaching or supervision, and also targeted employee selec-

tion measures. Coaching can be helpful if the goal is to work out the extent to which

one has contributed to a problem oneself and which possibilities exist to address it

(Fig. 7.1).

Fig. 7.1 Knot
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Setting Up an Inhouse Conflict
Management System 8

8.1 A Pharmaceutical Company Improves Internal
Cooperation

A large corporation emerged from the merger of two successful pharmaceutical

companies. The cultures were very different and the integration was difficult. As the

most important technical alignments were implemented, following an in-depth

analysis it was decided to set up an internal conflict management system.1

The analysis was commissioned because the results of an employee survey

following the merger had shown poor results and staff turnover among employees

as well as management had reached alarming levels. Particularly painful was the

loss of two experienced executives, who had left to join a competitor.

There was an evident need for action in this situation and everything pointed to

the need to strengthen the organisation’s ability to deal with conflicts and its team

culture.

8.2 What Is the Purpose of an Inhouse Conflict Management
System?

If an employee or a manager has a problem, let’s say with a colleague, then

generally they have three options to address the issue: another colleague, their

supervisor or the works council. All three have disadvantages.

If she speaks to a colleague, temporary relief may be gained purely by talking

about the problem, but it can hardly be expected that by this means the conflict will

be resolved. Speaking to one’s supervisor is risky. “How will she react? Perhaps she

will have a different opinion. Or she may think I have social issues.” If she turns to

1 In this chapter, I use the terms conflict management and mediation synonymously, although they

do not mean exactly the same thing (see Chap. 3).
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the works council, then she has to expect that a confrontation will be triggered in

which she herself may fall by the wayside. There seem to be no possibilities to

address and resolve conflicts in a simple way.

This interferes with the smooth running of the organisation. An internal conflict

management system (ICMS) has the purpose of facilitating and supporting a

structured, reliable and accountable way of dealing with tensions, disagreements

and conflicts. The goal is not, to relieve management of its responsibility or to

replace management functions, but to support management and offer employees

alternative options for dealing with disagreement.

An ICMS creates a new way to solve problems. It provides an opportunity to

address organisational conflicts in a dedicated arena. That way the creative poten-

tial that lies dormant in conflicts can be put to beneficial use. At the same time, the

burden on both employees and management is reduced.

An in-house conflict management system increases transparency and provides

some sense of security for employees. The benefit of this system lies in the

improvement of the atmosphere in the company, lower staff turnover and absentee-

ism, and ultimately in higher levels of employee motivation.

8.3 The Core Elements of an Internal Conflict Management
System

An effective ICMS is essentially built on three pillars: internal conflict managers,

management support and an information and communication structure (see

Fig. 8.1).

-Manage
ment

Internal
Conflict

Managers

Information &
Communication

Constructive
Conflict Culture

Fig. 8.1 The core elements of an internal conflict management system (ICMS); (author’s own

illustration)
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8.3.1 Internal Conflict Managers

Internal conflict managers are employees who can be contacted in the event of

tensions or disputes. They conduct mediation themselves or take appropriate

measures to resolve to an existing problem. These individuals have either

completed training at an independent institution or have been trained to become

internal conflict managers or mediators in the course of the project. Finding the

right people for this function is a delicate area in the implementation. They must be

carefully selected in order to gain the necessary acceptance within the organisation.

The following qualities and characteristics are desirable:

– Social expertise/empathy

– Communication skills

– Holistic thinking; integration of “hard” and “soft” factors

– Courage, both vertically (upwards) and horizontally

– Openness (with respect to changing environments and diverse contexts)

– Receptiveness to suggestions and feedback

– Ability to self-reflect

In most organisations that I have come to know, there are people, so-called

“natural arbitrators”, who have earned a high degree of acceptance and trust within

their company. Often these people are already used as conflict managers, even when

they are not equipped with the methodological tools. If they can be won as internal

mediators, it will increase the credibility and effectiveness of the project.

In many cases an ICMS starts with a single person, who sets about improving the

conflict culture within an organisation and provides the necessary impetus. This

role as a “driver of change” is extremely important, as a passionate conveyor of an

idea can inspire others. They set the wheels for implementation in motion, therefore

it also makes sense in most cases to entrust them with the responsibility for its

realisation, that is to say the project management and coordination of internal

conflict managers.

8.3.2 The Role of Management

Senior company executives play an important role in conflict management. It is

indisputable that management influences the social behaviour of its employees and

thereby the corporate culture of an organisation. Employees are oriented towards

management because management determines their activities, their careers and

their degree of acceptance within the organisation.2 If management sets the exam-

ple of an open and direct communication and conflict culture, it is likely that

2 Proksch (2007).
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employees will also have the courage to deal with disagreements and conflicts. If,

however, senior executives practise a covert or a hierarchically oriented style of

communication, there is little encouragement for employees to behave differently.

Management must be aware that it acts as a role model and sets an example through

an open culture of communication. Only then can the trust of employees be won.

Conflict management is, as mentioned, a key function of managers. It is their

responsibility to ensure that conflicts, which distract employees, bring work to a

standstill and cost a significant amount of money, are resolved. Unfortunately, the

often-quoted sentence “conflict management is a management responsibility” has

led to some confusion. Many managers believe they must resolve every conflict

themselves. It often goes as far as viewing whoever has a conflict in his team as a

bad manager. Many managers are insufficiently aware of their own limitations and

are unable to identify the point at which they can no longer resolve a conflict

themselves. Managers should instead be able to determine what conflict resolution

process is to be employed, the role that they play, and when they need external

(or internal) support.

Successful conflict management places high demands on managers, not only in

terms of the methods, but also in terms of self-awareness. Conflict management also

means knowing: How do I handle such situations myself, what type of disposition

do I have when dealing with conflicts? Only those who are aware of their own

patterns of behaviour are able to act freely in a tense situation.

An example will help underline this point: Only when someone is aware that in

difficult situations they always withdraw into their office and close the door behind

them can they decide in a particular situation to enter into a confrontation instead of

taking flight.

Self-awareness and self-knowledge are key prerequisites not only for conflict

management, but for effective management in general.

8.3.3 Information and Internal Marketing

Project marketing is part of every successful project. What use is a new method if it

is only known to a minority? The danger even exists that a beneficial process will

not be implemented and ultimately disappears again, just because it was not

properly brought to people’s attention within the organisation.

One might suppose that a new method such as mediation would gain widespread

recognition purely due to its success and the ensuing word of mouth publicity. This

is a common misconception. In every medium-sized or large organisation, there are

usually many, sometimes dozens, of projects underway. So a project can quickly be

sidelined. Well thought-out project marketing is therefore a critical success factor,

particularly in the initial phase.

The following aspects are relevant for successful internal marketing: form of

communication, confidentiality considerations and appropriate choice of words.
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When announcing the project, intensive use of the standard internal communi-

cation channels is necessary, for example the employee newsletter, email, etc. In

addition to the faceless written communication, dissemination by means of personal

contact through holding presentations and briefing sessions is also beneficial. This

generates confidence in the internal conflict managers. Over time word of mouth

also has an effect, once the first mediations have been successfully conducted.

Discreet handling of issues and information is a central aspect of conflict

management and mediation activities. Only then will the parties concerned open

up to the process, overcome their reservations and seek a constructive resolution to

the conflict. If confidentiality is not guaranteed and information leaks, a further

escalation of the conflict will result. As people generally prefer hiding their

conflicts behind a veil of silence than speaking about them openly, expectations

on the publicity of word of mouth should not be overestimated.

8.4 Guidelines for the Implementation of Cooperative Conflict
Management

Many organisations have had a positive experience with mediation and/or conflict

management. Conflicts, which had put a strain on teamwork for months and lead to

costs, could be resolved. What could then be more obvious than to make this

process permanently available to the company?

As a mediator and consultant, I have advised organisations in this area. From this

experience I have developed a set of guidelines. These are designed to assist project

leaders, managers and advisors in the implementation of an ICMS (see Fig. 8.2).

Concept Phase

Steering Committee

Analysis

Executive Training

Internal Marketing / Information

Mediation

Internal Mediator Training

Peer Supervision

Fig. 8.2 Guidelines for the implementation of in-house mediation facilities (author’s own

illustration)
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8.4.1 Concept Phase

Every new project begins with an idea. In order for an idea to become the basis for

targeted actions, it should be documented. Otherwise, it remains at the stage of

being a tentative consideration or discussion and will eventually be forgotten.

This document should contain initial thoughts about how conflict management

by mediation can be utilised by the organisation. It could, for example, include the

following points: What is conflict management, when can mediation and related

methods be employed, what are the necessary prerequisites, etc. Furthermore, if a

relationship to the vision and strategy of the organisation can successfully be

established, the project has good chances of gaining the acceptance of senior

management.

To give an example, the following statement is included in the management

principles outlined in the mission statement of a supermarket chain: “We settle

conflicts internally in a constructive way. We look for solutions together. Conflicts

are an inevitable reality. If they are constructively resolved, they can drive progres-

sion. This means early clarification of discrepancies, looking at differences from

many angles and jointly seeking solutions. Settling conflicts internally means not

delegating them upwards, but assuming responsibility for the resolution of the

problems in one’s own area.” Mediation can make a valuable contribution to this.

If you want to introduce a conflict management system in your company, as a

next step you should discuss the document with the relevant people internally.

Differing points of view help to improve and round off the document and perhaps

highlight certain aspects which were not considered before. The following

organisational units frequently deal with conflicts and it is therefore likely that

they can make a significant contribution: Human Resources, Legal, Organizational

Development, Works Council, company doctors and occupational psychologists.

Subsequently, management approval must be obtained. One should be prepared to

answer the following questions:

– What advantage does it bring for the company?

– What are its expected costs?

– What are the associated savings?

– What is the outlay in terms of time and employee resources?

It is critical in this respect that the project is genuinely supported and promoted

by management and that this is known within the company. Otherwise the project,

is destined to have no lasting effect and ultimately become lost in the course of daily

business.
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8.4.2 Steering Committee

After the decision to execute the project, a team needs to be put together to

implement it. I refer to this team as the steering committee or the project team.

Its purpose is to first draw up plans with regard to project content and procedures

and then to supervise and coordinate the project in its entirety. The steering

committee should meet regularly. It monitors the effects of any measures and

intervenes in the progression of the project with corrective action when necessary.

Decisions about sub-projects, measures, etc. are taken by this committee.

All interest groups connected to the issue should be represented in the team.

Besides Human Resources, Legal and Works Council, it should be decided who

else will participate, according to the specific company circumstances. The follow-

ing questions can help deciding: Who would feel they had been overlooked if they

were not part of this project; who needs to be on board to generate success?

In case of doubt, it is better to have one person too many on the team than one too

few; if someone feels they were overlooked, they will slow down the process later

on. If the project team becomes too large, exceeding six–eight people and thereby

causing efficiency to suffer, it can be helpful to provide the team with a dedicated

oversight committee that is regularly informed about the progress of the project.

That way more people are included, but not all are involved to the same extent.

In addition, it is important to have at least one—better two—promoters of the

project. To begin with, a so-called “power promoter”. This is essential for a

successful project. It refers to a manager from the highest level, board or executive

director, who in the event of difficulties throws her weight behind the project and

represents and backs it externally and vis-a-vis the staff. Additionally, it can be

helpful to find a so-called “expert promoter”, an executive with a good understand-

ing of the subject and of the organisation, who supports the project with expert

advice (e.g. the head of Human Resources). A further important role is that of the

external mediator or advisor. He can bring the necessary external perspective, has

experience with this type of project and satisfies the demand for an independent

moderator.3

8.4.3 Analysis

“No intervention without analysis” is a tried and tested rule for advisors. Hence, a

professional analysis should form the basis for the progression of the project.

There is no universal answer with respect to the conflicts and situations in which

mediation and other methods can and should be employed. The problematic areas

3 Proksch et al. (2004).
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vary from organisation to organisation. In one case it may be performance reviews,

in another the interface to the customer, or allocation of duties within teams, or

something else. In every organisation there are specific types of conflict which

occur regularly and put a strain on the business. If these are identified and dealt

with, the results can quickly become apparent. Therefore, at first the existing

conflict resolution system should be examined. The following questions are helpful

in that context:

– Which types of dispute frequently occur?

– Who are the parties to the conflicts?

– How are the conflicts settled?

– What are the costs and the benefits of the strategies employed?

– Why are these processes used?

As an internal project leader responsible for the implementation of conflict

management facilities, you should also carry out this type of analysis. After

spending some time in an organisation, you develop “tunnel vision”. Just when

you think “I know my company well”, you run the danger of losing sight of

important aspects.

If these questions have been answered, you will see where conflicts were not

satisfactorily resolved, and in what areas mediation and related methods would

help. The aim should be to find the correct balance between the traditional and

complementary forms of conflict management. There are a few suggestions to

simplify the analysis below:

– Mediation can only be used if the parties to the conflict have common interests.

Where there are divergent interests, a supervisor must settle the issue or take a

decision.

– Both parties to a conflict must buy into the process and the dispute, or at least

make an attempt. Willingness to do this can be encouraged by providing

objective information about the advantages and disadvantages of the respective

process.

– Mediation is especially helpful in conflicts in which emotions (frustration, anger,

fear. . .) come to the surface and if long-term relationships are at risk. This is

the case, for example, in personal conflicts between colleagues. In this area

mediation by an external mediator is necessary, as it is difficult for a supervisor

to resolve to the conflict because they are personally affected by the events.

– Mediation is recommended in particular when the issue at hand relates to

“indivisible tangible or intangible goods”, such as “justice”, or a valuable object.

In the case of divisible goods (e.g. money), other processes are often employed.

– Mediation cannot be used if management has made a firm decision. Once the

decision-making process has been concluded and management has committed

itself, it will use all available means to enforce the decision in order to not

lose face.
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In addition, conditions should be established which reward constructive

handling of conflicts. These could be in the form of incentive schemes, giving

employees a reason to utilise mediation or related practices. If, for example,

experience has shown that conflicts frequently occur in a particular area (e.g. in

customer complaints), and one employee is successful in significantly reducing

them, the employee should be rewarded monetarily. It is however not easy to

develop an objectively quantifiable scheme incorporating factors which can be

influenced by employees. The time and effort is well spent, as a positive impact

on motivation will be the result.

8.4.4 Training of Internal Mediators and Executives

Internal conflict managers are trained to work with problems and conflicts. These

employees are usually sent on a short mediation training. The most important

components of this training are: the fundamentals of mediation, methods and

instruments, recognising one’s own patterns of behaviour in conflict situations

and improving one’s ability to take appropriate action, understanding one’s own

role, professional approach, etc. As a result, they are equipped to deal with less

complex in-house conflicts to a certain extent, and to act as points of contact for

employees with questions or concerns. Conflicts which have reached a higher level

of escalation or which are complex in nature are usually handed over to external

mediators. In addition to those tasks, they act as promoters and contribute to the

development of a constructive conflict culture across the organisation.

Various processes can be used to select these people, ranging from a public

advertisement to sociometric assessments. In this type of assessment, a representa-

tive number of employees are surveyed and asked which of their colleagues they

believe to be most capable of taking on the role of mediator. A simpler variation of

this is to consult managers as to whom they could envisage in this role. In this way a

list of names emerges. The candidates are then ranked in order of the frequency in

which their names appear. Finally, the people themselves are asked whether they

want to take on this role. When making the selection, attention should be given to

the following points in particular: people for whom there is no other apparent use in

the organisation or who are considered to be undiplomatic or lacking in sensitivity

should not be given the role of conflict manager. This would weaken the credibility

of the internal mediation facility.

Conflict management is a management responsibility, both in terms of setting an

example as well as in its execution. In order to meet this responsibility, education

and training is likewise necessary for senior executives. In these seminars, various

aspects of conflict management should be addressed: raising sensitivity to

differences and tensions, possibilities and limitations of one’s own role as manager,

methods of conflict analysis and dealing with conflicts, self-reflection and self-

awareness.
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In times of dynamic change, management of differences, tensions and conflicts

is to a large extent decisive in determining success or failure in the execution of

managerial responsibilities. If a manager has the appropriate training, he is able to

prevent conflicts within his own area by using mediative techniques and can, where

necessary, request qualified support at the right time.

For this, a certain degree of self-awareness is required. It is essential that

managers recognise the part that they themselves play in conflicts, their personal

limitations, the point at which they need to bring in a neutral party to defuse a

conflict situation and when they must make an authoritative decision.

8.4.5 Information and Internal Marketing

As explained earlier in this chapter, active internal marketing of conflict manage-

ment plays a key role in its success.

As a first step, the most important promoters and supporters should be identified.

Those are the people who increase awareness of mediation internally and are

potential customers. Once one has drawn up a list of these people, the question

arises as to how they should best be contacted. By email? By telephone? Through

the employee newsletter? A personal discussion or the opportunity to make a

presentation to the respective organisational unit should on all accounts be sought,

as direct contact can help to generate the necessary confidence in the internal

conflict manager.

The next step is to plan which form the approach will take and to think about the

most important arguments. Here it is essential that one does not try to sell a new

method, but instead establishes a link to the problems and needs of the customers.

And ultimately one should be able to leave information materials behind, in order to

better stay in the minds of potential customers and to provide a simple means of

contact in case of need.

8.4.6 Putting Mediation and Peer Group Supervision into Effect

If the company reaction to the introduction of an ICMS is positive and word about

the chances and possibilities starts to spread, its use within the organisation will

increase.

I would recommend to those who conduct mediation to analyse assignments in

detail at first, as not every conflict or dispute is a suitable case for mediation.

Sometimes coaching is recommended, in other cases team development or another

method. To increase the probability of successfully handling the first actual cases, it

is advisable to bring in an experienced external expert as co-mediator, or at least an

external individual in a supervisory capacity. This means that the internal conflict

manager analyses and considers the case together with an external mediator, which

provides assurance and brings additional expertise to the task at hand. This function

is also gradually taken over by the internal conflict managers, with the support of
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regular peer group supervision. A smooth transfer of knowledge from external to

internal mediators is thereby ensured.

The purpose of peer group supervision is to facilitate the sharing of mediation

know-how within the mediation team, highlight the limitations of the team with

respect to its power to influence given situations, and generally learn from one

another. This enables a high standard of mediation work to be established and

maintained. The mediation team should meet at least once every 2 months, in order

to reflect on and discuss any cases or issues.

It should however not be overlooked that internal mediation has its limitations.

Not all conflict situations can be dealt with internally. These situations range from

cases in which the requirement for neutrality towards the parties to the mediation is

not satisfied, to cases which involve people from the top management of the

organisation. This is where external mediators should be brought in.

8.4.7 Establishment in the Organisation

At the end of the project, if the desired objectives have been met and mediation has

been endorsed by management, the time is right to consider how the ICMS can be

positioned for the long run. A mediation (or internal counselling and conflict

management) office should be created, or the ICMS should be assigned to an

existing organisational unit as an additional area of responsibility, thereby making

the function more cost-efficient.

The question arises where the ICMS should sit in the organisational structure. A

case can be made for setting it up as a separate support function, as it has an

advisory as well as a supportive role.

A mediation unit could either report to the human resources department,

organisational development department or legal department, or directly to the

board or CEO. The assessment should be made according to the specific

circumstances of the respective organisation. The highest degree of independence

and confidentiality should be ensured. Ultimately the principle applies that the

higher the unit is positioned in the organizational hierarchy, the better the chances

of its success.

8.4.8 Ongoing Monitoring

In order to record the benefits of the ICMS and undertake potential improvements, a

monitoring process should be established.

Due to the necessity for confidentiality, ongoing monitoring of the ICMS is a

sensitive area. At the very least, after each intervention a short analysis of the
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process should be conducted (similar to a seminar evaluation), in order to assess the

strengths and weaknesses of the process, as well as trends and developments.

These anonymous results can then—be included in a report to senior

management.4

8.5 A Pharmaceutical Company Improves Internal
Cooperation: What Happened Next. . .

The project to improve internal cooperation and conflict management took

11 months in total. A group of three mediators was established, all of whom had

completed external training. The official conflict management representative was

selected from within this group.

The team was completed by an additional four mediators from within the

organisation, who were trained in a short series of seminars over 4 weekends.

Subsequently, a survey was conducted to ascertain the most frequent causes of

conflicts and the most common ways of managing them in the organisation. The

analysis revealed that a strongly hierarchical management style prevailed among

most of the senior executives, which repeatedly led to conflicts within departments

and teams. Practices aimed specifically at dealing with these situations were

described and senior executives were informed about the possibilities arising

from conflict management and mediation.

Management training took place over the course of a 2-day seminar and went

well. Most of the managers were receptive to the new methods.

The internal announcements also went smoothly, as most employees showed an

active interest in the new approach. Most of the cases that were assigned to the

inhouse mediators were resolved.

The ICMS in this organisation remains well-established and is in use to this day.

The annual employee survey confirmed that there had been a noticeable improve-

ment in levels of cooperation and the overall conflict culture.

4 Proksch et al. (2004).
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Establishment of Mediation Facilities
Within an Enterprise: Two Case Studies 9

9.1 Establishment of Mediation Facilities in a Bank

9.1.1 Project Background

Following a successful tender process, we were entrusted with a mandate to set up

mediation facilities within a bank. This constituted a new method of conflict

management for the organisation. In the year in which we were awarded the

mandate, the company had circa 8000 employees. Taking subsidiaries into account,

the total number of employees for the group was around 13,000.

The previous year had presented a series of challenges to the company. The

international competitive environment had become increasingly intense. At the

same time, a merger process with another bank of around the same size was

executed. This difficult and turbulent process gave rise to a number of conflicts,

which could only be dealt with on a rudimentary level due to the merger. The

sources of friction ranged from the integration of two IT systems to the

combination of departments that had previously competed. This all had to be

accomplished within a short time frame, while keeping the daily business

running.

A comprehensive integration project was launched to manage the merger pro-

cess. The project consisted of various sub-projects, such as systems integration,

process management, strategy, etc.

As part of the integration, various measures were taken in the area of human

resources management: executives were trained in change management, advisory

services relating to implementation of change management measures were offered,

events affording the opportunity for discussion were held and team development

and individual coaching sessions were conducted. Regional change agents were put

in place to support the process at the local level.

Many of these measures were successful in helping to integrate the two

companies, which had very different cultures. Nevertheless, there were numer-

ous glitches and setbacks. For example, departments were merged without any
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associated supportive measures (team development, coaching, mediation. . .).
As a result, departments were only able to function in a limited way for months

on end. Various serious internal conflicts arose, which led to a wave of

resignations.

Another issue was that some organisational units were assigned identical or

similar responsibilities, which led to internal competition and consequently lose of

sight of the common objective. Due to inadequate know-how, along with insuffi-

cient communication and conflict management expertise, these problems could not

be resolved and continued to weigh on the company.

The board took the decision to conduct an analysis of the company culture in

order to identify the most significant obstacles to performance, and also to identify

aspects or variables which were helpful for the change process and those which

were obstructive (in terms of management, customer orientation, projects, trans-

parency, company performance and the way in which employees dealt with one

another).

Alongside a number of positive conclusions, the analysis of the company

culture also highlighted many deficiencies. Particularly in the area of management

and leadership, it was noted that centralism, bureaucracy and an excessive degree

of regulation, along with a focus on status and power, had led to a culture of

mistrust and mutual disparagement. As a consequence, there was a danger of a

counter-productive and debilitating loss of momentum. But there was also the

chance to reap synergies, if shared discussions could be successfully initiated and

developed.

Recommendations for a number of courses of action were derived from this. The

main recommendation was: Employees should be systematically involved in the

decision-making processes. The aim must be to establish an unbureaucratic, open

working environment in which conflicts are accepted and constructively dealt with.

The underlying conflict-averse, covert communication culture needed to be

overcome.

The board reacted swiftly and appropriately, adopting a mission statement

shortly thereafter which read: “Cooperation, teamwork and the ability to accept

criticism and differences of opinion are key to our success.”

A number of strategic measures were decided on, aimed at putting the mission

statement into practice. The central element of the strategy was the introduction of a

system to deal with and resolve internal conflicts in a structured way, with the help

of mediation.

9.1.2 Concept Phase

Prior to our appointment to this project, which was to establish mediation as a

means of promoting an open culture of cooperation in which conflicts are accepted,

we produced a basis concept for the client. This addressed the most important

questions about conflict management and mediation in the company:
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What forms of handling tensions and conflicts are there? When can they be used?

What are the associated opportunities and risks? We then made a proposal as to

how the implementation should be approached.

I answered the above questions by outlining a rough concept, as follows: “The

company’s current situation is influenced by the following factors:

– Necessity for severe cost reductions in all areas

– After-effects of the integration of the two companies

– Extensive internal restructuring

– Intensified competition

These circumstances produce an increasing number of unresolved conflicts at a

time when employees’ tolerance towards them is diminishing. High staff turnover

and rising conflict-related costs are the most noticeable consequences. Mediation

and related methods can make a substantial contribution towards reducing staff

turnover, increasing productivity, reducing unnecessary waste of time, money and

employee resources, and lowering the burn-out rate.”

9.1.3 Steering Committee

The next step consisted of putting in place a project team. For this we needed,

ourselves excluded: a project leader, competent personnel to carry out the work on

the project and (at least) one promoter.

These people had to be identified within the company and needed to be

approached. It was important to us that the people involved had completed media-

tion training, or were at the very least familiar with mediation and conflict

management.

By chance, I learned there was someone in-house who had trained as a mediator.

This person in turn knew another employee with the same qualifications. Both were

willing to play a part in the project.

The next person we needed was an (expert) promoter, someone to support the

mediation project with expert input and advice, but who as a middle-level manager

could also defend the project against opposition from senior management, forge

contacts and open doors. The head of human resources development/strategy was

interested in mediation and was prepared to support the plan. He participated

regularly in project team meetings and made personnel resources, such as secretar-

ial services, available.
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9.1.4 Analysis

In order to define the project in more detail and align it with the needs of the

organisation, we conducted a series of individual, structured interviews with

employees and management.

These interviews not only provided an overall picture of conflict management

requirements in the company, but also enabled me to interest people in the

planned project and generally raise awareness with respect to the subject of

conflict management. This way a detailed concept emerged, which addressed

the fundamental questions and also took the present situation of the company

into account.

As a next step, operational targets were defined with management:

– Reduction of staff turnover by 10%,

– Reduction of absenteeism rates due to sickness by 12%,

– Increase in employee satisfaction (measured in terms of the annual employee

survey) by 30%—in each case in those areas in which a mediation process had

been successfully concluded.

– An additional target was to conduct a minimum of five successful mediation or

conflict intervention processes in-house over the course of 1 year.

A particular point of focus in the project was internally marketing the field of

constructive conflict management. “The biggest challenge facing this project will

surely be creating in-house demand”, stressed one board member. Finally, it was

conveyed to me that this course of action would have to “pay off” internally. After

the start-up phase, the costs needed to be recouped. How that was to be achieved

remained open at first.

9.1.5 Training of Internal Mediators and Executives

From the start we were lucky to have a pool of externally trained mediators available.

These people were able to conduct mediation without a requirement for additional

training.

Management training turned out to be somewhat more difficult. Most managers

were well-disposed towards the project, but did not see any reason to participate in

conflict management training themselves. The prevailing opinion was that they

were already sufficiently well-qualified in this area. It was only after an emphatic

appeal was issued by the board that we managed to get a sizeable group of managers

to participate in two multi-day seminars.
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9.1.6 Information and Internal Marketing

Information and communication are key to the success of every management

endeavour. This applies especially to transformation plans and in the area of change

management.1 It was clear to us from the outset that the “what” and “how” we

communicated in relation to our project would play a role in determining its success

or failure.

The task of our team was to increase awareness of and gain acceptance for

mediation within the company. We worked on the assumption that a very personal

type of service such as mediation, which also touches the taboo issue of conflict,

should not only be publicised through the employee newsletter and internal emails,

but that direct communication was also necessary in order to generate trust and

confidence.

Consequently, we chose direct face-to-face communication as the primary

means of sharing our objectives. We decided to make presentations to a number

of central and decentralised organisational units (departments, regional centres,

etc.), not only to familiarise people with mediation, but also to establish

personal contact with the employees. We held over 20 presentations in the

company.

The approach we chose was very simple. We contacted the head of an

organisational unit and offered to give a presentation on the subject of mediation.

Almost everyone we contacted gladly accepted the offer, as the subject promised

the prospect of some diversion from the usual routine of the departmental meetings.

The presentations were held either in the course of the regular meetings, or a

separate, specifically dedicated meeting was arranged. They lasted for around 30

minutes and were followed by a discussion with the participants.

At almost every presentation, there was high receptiveness to and interest in the

subject. Many people viewed it positively that an internal service was being offered

to them directly and not just by way of a written communication or notification

from above. Most of the attendees also realized that the mediation if needed would

also be beneficial to them.

The presentations were not however only given to the organisational units as laid

out in the organigram—i.e. the departments, decentralised units and subsidiary

companies—but also to specific, relevant functional groups such as quality man-

agement representatives, doctors and the works council. The works council

representatives in particular had a strong interest in mediation and repeatedly

brought cases to us.

By way of additional communication, we chose to distribute information via the

employee newsletter (see 9.1.6.1). In this way, the subject of mediation was widely-

publicised within the organisation. This made it easier to arrange meetings with the

different departments, as people were interested from the outset.

1 Doppler and Lauterburg (1994).
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Three articles in total were published about the internal mediation facility, which

significantly raised the level of awareness in relation to us within the company.

However, we did establish that the notification in the employee newsletter alone

brought virtually no cases.

A further communication channel that we put to use was the internal

email system. We drew up a simple newsletter to provide information to people

who were interested in mediation. I put the employees who had shown parti-

cular interest at our presentations on my distribution list and sent them news and

current information about mediation and conflict management around once a

month.

9.1.6.1 Example: Article in the Employee Newsletter
When a molehill becomes a mountain

“If communication has reached an impasse, if colleagues can no longer bear the

sight of one another or a bad atmosphere prevails in the department, there is a

solution at hand: Mediation.

Conflicts are very unpleasant for most people. They are disturbing, threatening,

destructive and painful. They are therefore often swept under the carpet. Until there

is no room left for a single further speck of dust and the explosion becomes

inevitable. Unfortunately, it often happens in exactly the wrong place at the

wrong time. Instead of seeing a conflict for what it is, a sign that something is not

working and needs to be changed, we often try to somehow work around it—up to

the point where that is no longer possible.

But let’s bare in mind: Not every difference of opinion is a conflict. Conflicts are

distinguished by a multitude of different mechanisms coming into play at the same

time. They lead to distorted perceptions, fixed negative and hostile attitudes, and

ultimately to destructive behaviour. Criticism of things becomes criticism of a

person and their character. The conflict escalates and the level of the argument

sinks. Once the situation has escalated, it is almost impossible for the participants to

jointly find a constructive solution.

At this juncture, a mediator can help. In order for mediation to work the parties

need to be genuinely prepared to seek a solution which is beneficial to all

concerned. This is the goal of mediation. Mediators help the disputing parties

to find a solution; it is not their role to pass judgement. They operate as impartial

third parties who help the conflict participants to work out an agreement them-

selves. An important part is to work out which interests underlie the positions of the

parties.

When one thinks about some ongoing conflicts, the desire may arise to engage

this type of intermediary. This possibility now exists. Andrea E. and Paul F. have—

independently from one another—become qualified mediators and are happy to

offer their expertise and experience within the organisation. Discussions are cur-

rently underway with the board and the human resources manager about how this
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knowledge can best be used for the benefit of the company. But employees can

already take advantage of the services offered. Whoever would like to use the

mediation facility can receive advice from Andrea E. (ext.) or Paul F. (ext.).

Confidentiality is guaranteed. One more thing: There will be no charge to your

cost centre!”

9.1.7 Putting Mediation and Peer Group Supervision into Effect

At one of our first presentations, we received an assignment concerning a conflict

between a team and team leader in the sales group. The assignment was success-

fully completed in the course of a few mediation sessions, which boosted the self-

confidence of the team.

The work on the project itself went very well. Incoming enquiries were initially

examined to check whether each case was suitable for conflict management. If we

came to the conclusion that mediation would be the appropriate process, in most

cases this was conducted by the internal mediators, sometimes with my support as

co-mediator.

A total of eight conflict interventions were conducted in the course of the project

up to the point of my departure as external advisor. Most of the cases involved

conflicts between colleagues, sometimes between teams, or disagreements between

employees and their managers.

We placed particular emphasis on thorough analysis of cases as a first step, in

order to make an accurate assessment as to which type of process (mediation,

coaching, etc.) should be used in dealing with the problem.

We had set up a so-called peer consulting group from the outset. All internal

mediators met with each other once a month to discuss current cases or problems,

develop potential strategies for resolution and to learn from one another.

9.1.8 Establishment in the Organisation

From the beginning, the project was assigned to the human resources depart-

ment. The project leader was an employee in that group and we reported

regularly—but without ever mentioning names—to the head of human resources

and the board.

This had the advantage that the project was in competent hands, but the disad-

vantage that some company employees were sceptical of this department. After all,

this is where the personal records of every employee are held. And consequently

some employees are very careful about which problems they would refer to the

human resources department. “One never knows what information will ultimately

be recorded in the personal file!” was heard on numerous occasions. Despite
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intensive efforts to clarify this issue, the scepticism could not be completely

eradicated.

It was frequently discussed within the team whether the project would be better

established as a separate support function reporting directly to the board. Although

most of the team members expressed support for this idea, it did not happen in the

end.

9.1.9 Ongoing Monitoring

The implementation of the project, with its goal of establishing complementary

forms of conflict management, can be divided into three sub-goals, each of which

has its own set of steps:

1. Conflict management and mediation

– specific mediation activities

– advice for dealing with conflicts, coaching

2. Internal marketing of mediation

– presentations and talks in various organisational units

– articles in the employee newsletter, responding to enquiries and emails,

communicating with relevant interest groups

– persuasive efforts and lobbying key shareholders in the company

3. Establishment of internal structure for conflict management

– setting up and expanding the mediation team

– peer group supervision and coaching

– management briefing activities (reports, evaluations, information. . .)

These goals were defined in detail and we were able to assign performance

metrics to them (number of successfully dealt with mediation cases in relation to

discontinued cases, number of presentations held, reaction to the project within the

company, etc.). These performance indicators were entered into a reporting system

and submitted to the customer annually.

9.2 Establishment of Mediation Facilities in a Hospital

9.2.1 Project Background

A mediator at a hospital asked me if I could support her internal conflict manage-

ment system in a supervisory capacity.
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I thus participated first hand in the initial start-up and development phase of

setting up an in-house conflict management system. The hospital employed 7400

people at five different locations.

Even the daily routine business in a hospital is challenging and providing

professionally qualified support for the staff would appear to make sense. The

additional organisational changes that need to be dealt with (permanent necessity

for cost savings, increasing patient requirements and so forth) constantly put

pressure on the staff.

The fact that proper functioning of the system can still be assured despite these

high demands is due to the exceptional performance of the people who work at the

hospital. Unfortunately, much energy is often wasted through friction, and

conflicts arise as a result of badly functioning and ill-conceived working pro-

cesses, unclear rules, or sometimes simply through misunderstandings. These

shortfalls have to be offset by informal information workarounds by employees.

This results in additional time and effort and consequently discontent, which is in

turn reflected in confrontational working relationships, the roots of which are

often however in the organisational shortfalls. There is a tendency of placing

excessive demands on employees. Most hospitals achieve disproportionately high

levels of organisational performance, at the expense of the people involved and

frequently with an unequal distribution of the burden between professional

groups.2

The situation described led time and again to tensions and conflicts in this

hospital, which in some cases had dramatic consequences. In one case, an argument

between senior doctors over responsibility for a particular patient resulted in severe

complications. The death of the patient could only be averted at the last minute. Still

feeling the impact of this incident, and in accordance with the standards laid out in

the mission statement, the board resolved that an internal mediation facility in the

hospital should be set up.

The corporate mission statement and strategy was the central point of reference

for the actions and decisions of the management. This included the statement “We

strive daily for consideration, tolerance, trust, optimism and cooperation. We are

open to innovation.”3 This was further elaborated on in the eight main strategic

statements, which contained the following: “Dealing with patients and employees

with respect, along with care for and attention to the environment, gives rise to

challenges and obligations. . . From such a multitude of employees in various

professions, it would be futile to expect a primary orientation towards the well-

being of patients as a foremost strategic objective, unless they have and exercise

respect and consideration in dealing with colleagues, managers and juniors in their

daily working lives.”

2Grossmann and Scala (1997).
3 From the mission statement of the hospital.
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This mission statement illustrates management is committed to employee satis-

faction and a positive working atmosphere. Dealing with tensions, disagreements

and conflicts naturally forms a material part of this.

In this way the prerequisites for the introduction of mediation as a means of

conflict management and resolution were established.

9.2.2 Concept Phase; Steering Committee; Training of Internal
Mediators

According to the hospital’s head of Human Resources, in the hospital conflict

management had always been an area to which a high degree of attention had been

devoted, and possibilities were actively sought to better, more efficiently and

more swiftly deal with tensions. Conflicts between employees, between

employees and managers, between departments or areas within a hospital, or

between hospital operator and the hospital, represent—alongside other negative

side effects such as reduced employee satisfaction and commitment, unnecessary

resource utilisation, etc.—a potential danger to patients and to the reputation of

the hospital. Media reports about deficiencies in the area of patient care, rooted in

the destructive staging of factual and relationship-based conflicts between

employees or management, can cause lasting damage to the reputation of a

hospital. Mediation is often a suitable method for dealing with conflict situations

in a timely manner.

As a result of these considerations, three employees were given the opportunity

to begin mediation training. Upon completion of their training, they decided to put

their knowledge to use in the organisation and to offer internal mediation services.

This was of direct importance to them, as they constantly had to deal with tensions,

which could not be addressed by the existing mechanisms.

A working group named “working group for the establishment of internal

mediation facilities” was set up. Its initial task was to sound out the opportunities

and possibilities as well as the potential difficulties and problems associated with

setting up internal mediation facilities.

9.2.3 Analysis

No systematic gathering to analyse conflicts in the hospital took place. For the

initiators as well as the participating individuals, the fact alone that there were a

large number of conflicts was sufficient reason to become active. “There were no

preparatory activities. We haven’t carried out an analysis, as the need for conflict

management is evident. There are situations almost on a daily basis for which we

need conflict management”, said a participating senior nurse.

The circumstances in this organisation demonstrated that employees often know

where the sources of trouble lie and where there is a need for action. Consequently,

in this case the risk was accepted to forgo a detailed analysis. However, by taking
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the employees’ point of view as the basis for an action plan, the danger arises that

the requirements of the leadership of the organisation are not taken into account,

which can result in a loss of management support.

Sporadic seminars on the subject of conflict management and mediation were

offered in the course of the project. The internal mediators themselves acted as

trainers. The seminars were well-received by hospital employees across all profes-

sional groups and levels of the hospital.

9.2.4 Information and Internal Marketing

In this case little information was provided to the entire hospital. Outside of the

production of a brochure, setting up an email address and internal website and

holding a few presentations, no further active measures to provide information were

taken.

Further information or “public relations” was not necessary in the start-up phase

of the project. Offering and conducting internal mediation was well-received from

the beginning and the word of mouth publicity alone ensured a good workload for

all of the mediators within a short space of time. They complained they had to

neglect their organisational duties and consequently there was little time for

promotional activities and provision of information.

The pilot project was so successful that, on conclusion of the first phase, the

mediators received authorisation from the board to conduct future mediation

processes outside of normal working hours and to invoice the organisation

separately for these services. This concession raised the status of the mediation

services and legitimised them, and illustrates how important they had become to

the organisation. At the same time, this jeopardised the anonymity of the media-

tion processes and of the parties involved, as cash flows in organisations can be

tracked.

A further step one year later was the issuance of an official circular from senior

management to all employees offering internal mediation services. Articles about

mediation were also published in the employee newsletter.

9.2.5 Putting Mediation and Peer Group Supervision into Effect

From the outset, the internal mediation facilities were well-received within the

hospital. Enquiries relating to conflicts which were sent to the human resources

department or the works council were forwarded to the mediation team. The team

took the decision on how to proceed with the problem. A dedicated process model

was developed to make the team’s procedure for dealing with enquiries transparent

(see Fig. 9.1).

If it was decided that mediation would be appropriate in a given case, then in the

first instance preliminary talks were held with the parties involved. In the event that
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an assignment was received from the participants, the mediation process could

begin.

The cases handled ranged from conflicts in the care area and disagreements in

the administration to tensions or rivalries between doctors, departmental conflicts

or problems between doctors and nurses. Most of the conflicts could be resolved

successfully.

Once a month, I supervised the mediation team. In these sessions an array of

questions, such as what are the limitations of internal conflict management or which

issues are negotiable and which are not, were addressed.

Working Group
Meeting 

Convened

Is it a
Conflict?

Issue Referred to 
Working Group

Is Mediation
Suitable?

Assignment
Clarification

Firm
Assignment?

Internal
Mediation
Conducted

Further
Sessions

Necessary?

Evaluation,
Feedback End

Issue is Passed
on to Appropriate

Area
End

no
yes

no

yes

noyes

no

yes

Fig. 9.1 Procedure for dealing with enquiries relating to internal mediation (example); (author’s

own illustration)
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9.2.6 Establishment in the Organisation

The project was managed by members of the working group. The project commis-

sioner was the head of the human resources department. Management of the project

was jointly undertaken by the three mediators previously mentioned, with decisions

taken on a consensual basis. A representative from the human resources develop-

ment area, one from quality management, one from the medical staff and one from

the works council completed the working group.

The project management team reported at irregular intervals to the project

commissioner and the members of the working group. The interface to the

Human Resources Development area was important in terms of delineating areas

of responsibility. This interface was therefore expressly defined: “. . . there is a link
to human resources development in cases where mediation is not the appropriate

instrument for the respective problem and other forms of intervention, such as

coaching or supervision, would be more advisable. These cases are coordinated

with the human resources development area.”

In order for a (change) project to become effective on a permanent basis within a

system—it needs to find a place in the formal structure of the organisation. This

means it must have a place in the organigram and access to financial and human

resources. This transforms its nature from that of a (limited duration) project to that

of a permanent part of the organisation.

At the hospital, the internal mediation facility was therefore ultimately set up as

a permanent support function within the human resources department.

9.2.7 Ongoing Monitoring

The working group defined the following objectives: The overall objective is to

implement internal mediation facilities within the hospital in a way that they are

freely accessible to management and employees, in order that conflict areas can be

identified and dealt with at an early stage. The systematic usage of mediation as an

instrument will also contribute to cultural change with respect to the treatment of

employees.

Conflict management is aimed at enabling tensions and conflicts that arise from

misunderstandings, stressful situations, inadequate organisational regulations, etc.,

to be dealt with and resolved. It should assist in dealing with problems, foster

communication, prevent the unchecked exercise of power and amicably resolve

conflicts.

These objectives were divided into four work packages:

– drawing up and evaluating a process structure for internal conflict management

within the hospital,
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– informing senior management about the scope and benefits of in-house

mediation,

– launching a pilot phase in which mediation can be utilised,

– developing a proposal for the future course of action.

The work packages were defined in detail as follows:

– Drawing up and evaluating a process structure for conflict management within

the hospital:

Drawing up of a process structure served to align it with the overall structures

and procedures of the broader local health care system, in this case the Vienna

Hospital Association. By this means, the interfaces and the scope of the services

offered were defined and clients, suppliers and other relevant factors mapped

out. This served to make the process structurally sound and formally legitimised

it. The process structure included a description of the procedures for gaining

access to the conflict management facilities in the hospital, a lay out of how a

mediation process was to be conducted and associated costs and resources.

– Informing senior management about the scope and benefits of internal

mediation:

Various channels were utilised to provide information to senior executives:

Distribution of information materials (brochure, etc.), building of an internet

platform for mediation (with information forum, etc.), briefing sessions for

business directors, medical and care staff directors, senior nurses and the works

council, as well as seminars held in directors’ meetings and for middle man-

agement, information in the employee newsletter. In this way a top-down

process for providing information and explaining the in-house mediation

facility was initiated, which was to be expanded to cover the entire

organisation.

– Launching a pilot phase in which mediation would be actively utilised:

The pilot phase in which mediation would be actively used was already well

underway. The mediation team had already successfully concluded a number of

processes. A mediation process works as follows: Enquiries sent to the working

group are initially checked for suitability by the three coordinators. When

mediation is not the appropriate process for the respective problem and other

forms of intervention such as coaching or supervision are more suitable, a

decision as to how to proceed is taken in conjunction with the human resources

development area. If the case is suitable for mediation, the mediation process

commences, usually with two mediators working together (co-mediation).

Before the start of the mediation process a written mandate is given to the

mediators by the employer. It contains provisions which state that this party

receives no information during the course of the process. On conclusion of

the mediation process, they receive a summary, the content of which has

been agreed with the participating parties. In the first meeting, a mediation
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agreement is drawn up. This agreement lays out the obligations of the mediators

with respect to confidentiality and the voluntary and independent participation

of the parties to the mediation.

– Developing a proposal for the future course of action:

Lastly, a recommendation with respect to the future course of action should be

developed. This contains a final report and ultimately lay the foundation for

further development of mediation in the hospital. In order to ensure structural

consistency, the process structure was defined (see Fig. 9.1). This process model

was subsequently assigned performance indicators, such as the (normal) dura-

tion of a process, resource utilisation, expenses and so forth. The performance

indicators were ultimately compared with the results of an evaluation. On this

basis, a variance analysis was undertaken and an explicit statement could be

made as to whether the process had met its objectives and where there was

potential for improvement.
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Check Lists, Mediation Agreement, Codes
of Conduct 10

10.1 Key One-on-One Interview Questions for Assignment
Clarification

10.1.1 Questions About the Problem

– Why have you decided to engage us?/how did you hear about us?

– What in your view is at the root of the conflict/problem?

– Who is involved in the conflict?

– What are your concerns/interests?

– What do you expect from us?

– Are you willing to face/resolve the conflict?

– Which surrounding conditions play a role?

– What could be the cause of the conflict?

– Can you describe some of the actual incidents which have occurred?

– When did you first become aware of the conflict?

– How would the other side describe the conflict?

– Who benefits from this conflict?

– What have you tried to resolve the conflict?

– What should we pay special attention to?

– What will happen if nothing happens?

– If you were to imagine that 6 months have passed, how would you determine

whether the conflict resolution process had been a success?

10.1.2 Organisational Questions/Framework Conditions

– When will the mediation process take place?

– Where will it take place? (At the company premises or at an external location?)
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– Who should participate?

– Who will inform the involved parties? (As a rule, the customer.)

10.2 The Mediation Process

1. Pre-mediation phase

(Individual) preliminary talks, conflict analysis, preparation for the joint

meetings.

2. Parameter setting phase

Small talk, parties to the mediation express their concerns, clarification and

agreement of the objectives of the mediation process, role of the mediator is

made clear, principles of the process are presented, potential discussion rules are

established.

3. Issue compilation

Issues are compiled and prioritised.

4. Conflict discussion

Presentation of the problem in the view of the respective party. Vested

interests and needs. Understand and encourage understanding.

5. Search for a solution

Brainstorming for possible solutions, selection of preferred solution, review of

solution.

6. Agreement

Formulation of the agreement reached, conclusion of the agreement (ritual).

7. Post-mediation phase

Ensure agreement is put into practice, schedule follow-up meeting.

10.3 Debriefing and Quality Control

The debriefing should take place approximately three to 6 months following

completion of the mediation process, in joint sessions with the parties.

1. Was the mediation process to their satisfaction?

2. What were the positive effects of the process?

3. Were there also negative or undesirable effects as a result of the mediation

process?

4. Are there any open issues?

5. Is there anything that, should have proceeded differently?

6. Is there anything else that should be addressed?
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10.4 Mediation Agreement (Sample)1

1. The participants wish to engage in a mediation process concerning the issue of

. . .
2. The common objective is to reach an agreement which provides a satisfactory

solution to all areas of the dispute for all participants.

3. The parties involved will participate in the mediation process for their own

purposes or the purposes of their company and will represent their own

interests. They will arrange for their own legal advice, if necessary. The

mediation team will support the participants in working towards an acceptable

solution and arriving at a shared conclusion.

4. It is agreed that there will be the highest degree of openness possible in respect

to all relevant questions. In particular, the parties concerned undertake that for

the duration of the mediation process, they will not embark on any kind of

initiatives which could influence or prejudice a future mutual resolution.

5. The parties concerned declare that the topic addressed in the mediation process

is not currently the subject of legal proceedings. The parties agree to take no

legal steps for the duration of the mediation process.

6. Participation in the mediation process is voluntary. Any of the parties may

withdraw from the mediation process at any time. The parties concerned agree

that, in the event of a planned withdrawal, they will clarify their reasons to the

other participants and the mediation team in a joint closing session. The

mediation team may also cease its mediation activities at any time.

7. Appointments for individual sessions are to be agreed on. Generally all parties

will participate. Should one of the participants be unable to attend one of

appointments he will inform the other participants and the mediation team at

the earliest opportunity and take steps to arrange a replacement meeting.

8. Outside of the mediation sessions, the participants will only discuss adminis-

trative issues with the mediation team. Questions relevant to the subject

concerned in the mediation process should be exclusively addressed in the

joint mediation sessions, except where otherwise agreed with all parties.

9. Matters discussed during the mediation sessions are strictly confidential and

exclusively serve the purpose of working towards a mutual, amicable solution.

Information will only be passed on to third parties if explicitly agreed. The

mediation team is subject to a professional obligation of absolute confidentiality;

1 Example mediation contract from Trialogis.
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this also applies to any dealings with authorities, court proceedings and similar

areas.

10. The outcome of the mediation process can be recorded in a written agreement.

In order to draw up a formal contract, a qualified legal expert is required. If this

is necessary, one must be consensually engaged by the participants.

11. The members of the mediation team are not authorised to act in an advisory

capacity, particularly with respect to legal advice. The parties confirm that the

mediation team has made them aware of the importance of legal advice in

connection with the mediation process. They have already obtained

corresponding advice or will obtain corresponding advice in due course. More-

over, the participants have been made aware that in order to be enforceable, the

outcome of a mediation process requires a suitable legal form.

12. [....] has been agreed as the venue for the mediation sessions.

13. The costs for the mediation amount to x.

We confirm that we are in agreement with the terms and conditions set out in this

mediation agreement.

Signatures

10.5 Ethical Guidelines of the Austrian Mediation Network2

Preamble The Austrian Mediation Network is an alliance of Austrian mediation

associations. Mediators active in various fields and coming from diverse profes-

sional backgrounds belong to these organisations.

High and consistent mediation quality standards are an important concern of the

Network. Clients who turn to mediators bound by these guidelines are to be

informed to the best degree possible about

– offering, quality and framework conditions of the mediation process

– and the qualifications and expertise of the mediators.

This document defines ethical standards for mediation. It is intended to serve as a

universal, voluntarily accepted guideline for all mediators active in Austria. This

contribution towards a strong and unified mediation landscape in Austria provides

– customers and

– the people and institutions who refer cases to mediators

2Austrian Mediation Network (2005), unofficial translation.
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with an insight into and an overview of the professional usage of mediation. The

distinction between mediators and other professional groups active in the related

fields of crisis and conflict management is clarified in this document.

These standards do not affect the validity of occupation-specific standards

regulating identical or similar areas. In case of doubt, the more stringent standards

prevail.

It is of importance to the Austrian Mediation Network that professionally active

mediators voluntarily commit to further development and to ethical and quality

standards. Quality assurance is a permanent discussion and development process.

The Austrian Mediation Network cordially invites all member organisations and

mediators to participate.

Attitude and Concept of Humanity All participants in a mediation process

acknowledge one another’s right to preserve their dignity. Mediators make sure

– that the parties to the mediation process respect each other’s dignity and avoid

all actions and remarks that could offend this sense of dignity;

– that they respect and support the autonomy and independence of the parties to

the mediation.

Mediators treat all parties to the mediation with the same degree of consider-

ation, esteem and respect.

Expertise and Acceptance of a Mediation Assignment

(a) Professionalism

Mediators have acquired their expertise in mediation through training on the

basis of defined standards and undertake continuous further development

activities.

(b) Framework conditions

Prior to accepting a mediation appointment, mediators take adequate steps

to ensure they have the necessary qualifications for the assignment and provide

information about their background and experience to the parties to the

mediation process on request.

Mediators assume responsibility for the administrative organisation of the

mediation process. They clarify the details with the parties with respect to

participants, time, venue, sequence of the mediation process and remuneration.

(c) Advertising mediation services

Mediators provide information about their activities in an objective way.

(d) Participation

Mediators ensure that all parties affected by the conflict and its resolution

will be commensurately involved.

(e) Remuneration

Mediators always provide clear information about their fee schedule to the

parties concerned. The mediation process only begins once the participants

have accepted the remuneration basis and the rates.
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Fair Process

(a) Independence

Before commencing or continuing their activities, mediators disclose all

circumstances

– which could influence their independence or

– lead to conflicts of interest or

– give rise to the appearance of one of these two circumstances.

Such circumstances are, for example

– an existing or past personal or professional relationship to, or contact with,

one of parties to the conflict,

– a financial or other direct or indirect interest in a specific outcome to the

mediation,

– where the mediator is acting in another capacity for one of the parties to the

conflict.

In these types of cases, mediators only accept the appointment when they

are certain they are able to independently and objectively perform their

function so as to ensure neutrality and all parties have—subsequent to the

disclosure—explicitly agreed.

This disclosure obligation exists at all times during the mediation process

and to the extent that it does not infringe on legal confidentiality obligations.

(b) Impartiality

Mediators are, in their actions and demeanour, equally committed and

dedicated to all parties to the conflict. They are obliged to support all parties

in equal measure in the mediation process.

(c) Transparency

All proceedings in the mediation process are to be made transparent and

clearly understandable by the mediators. In particular, the parties to the

mediation process are to be informed about the methods, content, objectives

and limitations of mediation, and about alternative conflict resolution methods

where applicable.

(d) Confidentiality

Mediators and their employees maintain the confidentiality of all informa-

tion arising from and in connection with the mediation process. It is the

responsibility of the mediators to inform the parties to the mediation process

of the duty of confidentiality, which forms a principal part of the working

agreement. Furthermore, it is for the mediators to clarify, together with the

parties to the mediation process, how information that is of public interest is to

be treated.

Where the contracting party is different to the parties to the mediation

process, it is to be agreed with them which information is to be passed on to

the contracting party.
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Working Agreement, Methods and Procedure, Conclusion

(a) Working agreement

The mediators ensure that the parties to the mediation process have under-

stood its fundamental aspects and the duties of all attending participants.

The mediators ensure that, on commencing the process, the parties have

acknowledged the conditions of the working agreement and explicitly declared

that they are in agreement with them, in particular the respective confidential-

ity provisions for mediators.

On request of the parties to the mediation process or the mediators, the

working agreement is to be set out in writing. (mediation contract)

(b) Methods and procedure

Mediators conduct the process in an appropriate manner. They consider the

respective circumstances of the case, including any power imbalances, address

the desires of the parties to the mediation process, take the need to reach a

dispute resolution within a reasonable time frame into account and, where

appropriate, take legal, tax-related, psychological, economic and other factors

into consideration.

Mediators take all necessary measures to enable a settlement between the

parties. Mediators agree on the appropriate methodological approach in the

respective mediation process with the parties, in the context of their specific

needs and objectives, and refer them to potential advisory services where

necessary.

(c) Autonomy of the parties

The parties are themselves responsible for putting forward their concerns

and options. This is to be respected and supported by the mediators.

(d) Conclusion of the process

Agreement

The mediators verify that the agreement reached will be adhered to, endeav-

our to ensure that all participants understand the arrangement and point out any

need for expert advice, in order to reach the best settlement possible and to

secure the desired level of legal enforceability and quality of the outcome.

Termination

The parties may at any time withdraw from the mediation process, with no

obligation to provide justification.

The mediators terminate the mediation process if they come to the conclu-

sion that

– the principles of mediation are not being adhered to,

– the parties to the mediation process are unable to negotiate or reach an

agreement and/or

– the outcome pursued is illegal/immoral and/or

– there are other serious reasons.
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In the event of termination, the mediators—where possible in a closing session—

endeavour to ensure that the progress made up to that point can be put to future use.

10.6 European Code of Conduct for Mediators3

10.6.1 Competence, Appointment and Fees of Mediators
and Promotion of Their Services

Competence Mediators must be competent and knowledgeable in the process of

mediation. Relevant factors include proper training and continuous updating of

their education and practice in mediation skills, in regard to any relevant standards

or accreditation schemes.

Appointment Mediators must agree on suitable dates and time for the mediation

with the parties. Mediators must verify that they have the appropriate background

and competence to conduct mediation in a given case before accepting the appoint-

ment. Upon request, they must disclose information concerning their background

and experience to the parties.

Fees Where not already provided, mediators must always supply the parties with

complete information as to the mode of remuneration which they intend to apply.

They must not agree to act in a mediation before the principles of their remunera-

tion have been accepted by all parties.

Promotion of Mediators’ Services Mediators may promote their practice

provided that they do so in a professional, truthful and dignified way.

10.6.2 Independence and Impartiality

Independence If there are any circumstances that may, or may be seen to, affect a

mediator’s independence or give rise to a conflict of interests, the mediator must

disclose those circumstances to the parties before acting or continuing to act.

Such circumstances include:

– any personal or business relationship with one or more of the parties;

– any financial or other interest, direct or indirect, in the outcome of the mediation;

– the mediator, or a member of his firm, having acted in any capacity other than

mediator for one or more of the parties.

3 To be found under: http://ec.europa.eu/civiljustice/adr/adr_ec_code_conduct_en.pdf

124 10 Check Lists, Mediation Agreement, Codes of Conduct

http://ec.europa.eu/civiljustice/adr/adr_ec_code_conduct_en.pdf


In such cases the mediator may only agree to act or continue to act if he is certain

of being able to carry out the mediation in full independence in order to ensure

complete impartiality and the parties’ explicit consent.

The duty to disclose is a continuing obligation throughout the process of

mediation.

Impartiality Mediators must at all times act, and endeavour to be seen to act, with

impartiality towards the parties and be committed to serve all parties equally with

respect to the process of mediation.

10.6.3 The Mediation Agreement, Process, Settlement and Fees

Procedure The mediator must ensure that the parties to the mediation understand

the characteristics of the mediation process and the role of the mediator and the

parties in it.

The mediator must in particular ensure that prior to commencement of the media-

tion the parties have understood and expressly agreed the terms and conditions of

the mediation agreement including any applicable provisions relating to obligations

of confidentiality on the mediator and on the parties.

The mediation agreement may, upon request of the parties, be drawn up in writing.

The mediator must conduct the proceedings in an appropriate manner, taking into

account the circumstances of the case, including possible imbalances of power and

any wishes the parties may express, the rule of law and the need for a prompt

settlement of the dispute. The parties may agree with the mediator on the manner in

which the mediation is to be conducted, by reference to a set of rules or otherwise.

The mediator may hear the parties separately, if he deems it useful.

Fairness of the Process The mediator must ensure that all parties have adequate

opportunities to be involved in the process.

The mediator must inform the parties, and may terminate the mediation, if:

– a settlement appears unenforceable or illegal, or

– the mediator considers that continuing the mediation is unlikely to result in a

settlement.

The End of the Process The mediator must take all appropriate measures to

ensure that any agreement is reached by all parties through knowing and informed

consent, and that all parties understand the terms of the agreement.

The parties may withdraw from the mediation at any time without giving any

justification.
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The mediator must, upon request of the parties and within the limits of his

competence, inform the parties as to how they may formalise the agreement and the

possibilities for making the agreement enforceable.

10.6.4 Confidentiality

The mediator must keep confidential all information arising out of or in connection

with the mediation, including the fact that the mediation is to take place or has taken

place, unless compelled by law or grounds of public policy to disclose it. Any

information disclosed in confidence to mediators by one of the parties must not be

disclosed to the other parties without permission, unless compelled by law.
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Summary

The more one thinks about it, the clearer it becomes that conflict and cooperation

are not separate things, but phases in a process which always contains elements of

both.1

Mediation has proved to be a valuable technique for dealing with conflicts in

organisations, and other areas. The potential of mediation however has not been

fully exhausted. This potential lies in the possibility of dealing with problems in a

new way.

The conventional way of approaching problems is to carry out an analysis, seek

causes and then remove them in order to solve the problem.

The limits of this approach start to become stretched when problems become

increasingly complex, so that direct intervention does not lead to the desired result.

Particularly in the case of conflicts, looking for causes is detrimental, as this

typically leads to accusations and escalation. Whoever has identified a cause is

also able to blame. The blamed party must then justify and defend themselves. In

this way the fronts become entrenched and the conflict takes its course.

Mediation employs a different logic. Its focus is not on the analysis of past

problems, but on devising solutions that look to the future. Mediation has great

potential to be employed in more and more problematic areas, particularly in view

of the increasingly dynamic business environment. It is therefore desirable that the

self-imposed limitation of mediation, that of dealing only with conflicts, be over-

come and that it be applied to other problems, for example the entire spectrum of

issues relating to cooperation, as conflict and cooperation are two sides of the

same coin.

The management of networks and cooperative relationships is one such area.

The network is increasingly becoming the principal symbol of economic coopera-

tion. Commercial success in the future can only be built on the basis of selecting

and maintaining the right network, and not unilaterally. Where hierarchical man-

agement fails, where coordination through network structures becomes necessary,

the conventional approach to problematic situations has to be replaced by future-

oriented processes like mediation.

1 Charles H. Cooley in Coser (1956).
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Some may ask themselves at this juncture: wouldn’t good project management

be sufficient? The answer is no, because cooperative relationships in particular

require conscious formation of an interpersonal basis. This typically does not occur

in project management, but it is one of the specific strengths of mediation.

Other areas are business start-ups and transfers of ownership. Both are inevitably

accompanied by differences and tensions, which can be constructively dealt with

and resolved through mediation. The list goes on.

I am convinced that mediation will become more widely established. This will

require people who have the courage to use mediation in new situations, as well as

people with the confidence to engage in the process of mediation, even if the

outcome is uncertain.
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Glossary

Assignment The assignment specifies the expectations and goals of the process.

No mediation or other form of conflict intervention is undertaken without a firm

assignment.

Coaching Coaching is goal-oriented counselling of an individual to help them

reflect on and deal with an existing problem. Coaching is hence interaction

between two people, where the client has expertise in the area of his concerns

(problem) and the coach has expertise with respect to the process (questions,

structure, etc.). This equality between the positions of coach and coachee (client

of the coach) is of central importance, as a coaching process should be viewed as

a dialogue between partners.

Complementary Methods of Conflict Management These methods aim to

resolve conflicts by focussing on the conflict itself and by employing various

methods to resolve it. They in particular include integrative and individual-

related forms of conflict management.

Compromise I use the term compromise to refer to a form of conflict resolution

characterised by concessions by both conflict parties.

Conflict A conflict is an interpersonal phenomenon, characterised by the combi-

nation of a factual problem with a relationship problem.

Consensus Consensus is the overcoming of a conflict by means of agreement. It is

the ultimate form of conflict resolution. In a consensus situation, a new, previ-

ously unapparent solution arises.

Emotional Intelligence The concept of emotional intelligence2 consists of five

aspects: self-awareness, self-regulation, empathy, social skills and motivation.

Conflict management means, among other things, attention to, assessment of and

management of the emotions present.

2 Goleman (1996).
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Escalation Escalation is the (un)steady, step-by-step progression of a dispute and

its effects.3 An escalation begins with an initial dispute and, if the escalation

spiral cannot be stopped, ultimately leads to full-blown confrontation.

Impartiality Impartiality is related to neutrality. The difference between the two

is that neutrality implies an “objective distance” from the people involved and

the problem. Impartiality on the other hand requires equal support of both parties

to the conflict. It also means persevering with the differences pertaining to the

conflict participants themselves. This impartiality is not however a fixed

mindset, but needs to be regained and reviewed on an ongoing basis during the

course of the process.4

Mediation Mediation is an activity undertaken with voluntary agreement of the

parties, whereby a professionally qualified, neutral intermediary (mediator) uses

recognised methods to systematically encourage communication between the

parties, with the goal of facilitating a solution to the parties’ conflict for which

they themselves are responsible.5

Mediation party A mediation party (or a customer or client) is a participant in a

mediation process.

Mobbing Mobbing refers to negative, hostile actions in the workplace, which are

directed at an individual, carried out systematically and occur regularly over a

longer period of time (more than half a year).

Moderation Moderation is a goal-oriented method which facilitates the working

processes of groups by structuring, visualisation and other techniques.

Moderation is conducted by a neutral moderator.

Organisational development Organisational development (“OD”) is a long-term

process aimed at the further development and transformation of an organisation

or part of an organisation. The objective of the process is the simultaneous

improvement of the performance of the organisation (efficiency and effective-

ness) and the quality of working conditions (humanity). Depending on the

context, OD is concerned with strategic, structural and/or cultural problems.

Supervision Supervision is the specialist support of a team or a person by a

trained supervisor, with the purpose of developing and expanding their

capabilities. It makes people aware of the social, institutional and subjective

conditions associated with a professional occupation and their effects on profes-

sional actions.

Team development Team development has the objective of transforming a group

of people into a team. On the way to arriving at this goal, a process driven by

group dynamics takes place. This process has a multitude of problems (power

struggles, formation of coalitions, conflicts of customs. . .), which can paralyse

or even destroy a group before they become a team. A team development process

3Glasl (1999).
4 Diez (2005).
5 Civil Mediation Act (Zivilrechts-Mediations-Gesetz—ZivMediatG) of the Republic of Austria

(2003).

130 Glossary



is accompanied and supported by a professional advisor, in order to make the

team efficient and fit for work.

Traditional methods of conflict management Traditional methods of conflict

management are those which (attempt to) resolve the conflict without actually

dealing with the conflict itself. These include in particular the separative and

issue-related forms of conflict management.
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