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Newly hired Jack Lewis is a vice president of clinical quality and education. Among his many responsibilities are nursing education and supervision of the clinical nurse specialists (CNSs). During his orientation, Jack rotated through various patient care units, talking with the managers and staff about his goals for improved patient safety and a more comprehensive and coordinated nursing education program. Throughout his visits, he was well-received by all of the staff. One week after his visit to surgery, he received the following e-mail from Margaret Strong, the vice president of surgical nursing, who reports to Mike Volkman, the chief operations officer, not to Barbara Apolinario, the chief nursing officer who is Jack’s boss:

Jack,
I appreciate your enthusiasm for nursing quality and education. I must tell you that surgical nursing is different from the rest of nursing at the hospital.  Surgery does not have a need for your services. I have talked no Mike and Barbara, and it has been decided that the two CNSs who work in surgery will now be under my direct supervision effective immediately. Please do not plan any nursing education or quality improvement programs for surgery since we intend to plan our own. Thank you for your attention to this matter.

Margaret
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_____________________________________________________________________________
An underlying aggressiveness drives all business imaginations. It has content and direction. It also stimulates controversy. People will disagree, particularly of the position taken affects their own power and place. So leading with substance requires maturity not only to tolerate others’ aggressiveness but also to direct it toward substantive issues. –Abraham Zalesnik (1997)
______________________________________________________________________________
CONFLICT IS THE natural byproduct of the human thought process. It is present within us and is exacerbated by our interactions. The workplace, especially where decisions are made and implemented, hosts various kinds of conflict. How big a conflict becomes and how fast I spreads depend on the number of people involved, the situation’s degree of difficulty, and the power structure in place.
     Healthcare management is a breeding ground for conflict, as its issues span from operational to strategic and all points in between and even beyond. Such conflicts require leaders to be engineers of consent. That is, they must invite others to suggest solutions, guide that discussion, build consensus, and manage the discord that arises.

      A conflict management guideline will help the leader and management team in this regard. Such a document, however, was shunned for years by many organizational leaders. They know it was a critical instrument, but they offered myriad excuses for not creating one, including lack of time and few incidents of conflict. Fortunately, in 2009, The Joint Commission issued a mandate: All guideline for managing conflicts within leadership teams. Recognizing that leadership conflicts can endanger human lives, The Joint Commission states (Bricker & Eckler 2009):   

   Conflict commonly occurs even in well-functioning hospitals and can be a productive means for positive change. However, conflict among leadership groups that is not managed effectively by the hospital… has the potential to threaten health care safety and quality. Hospitals need to manage such conflict so that health care safety and quality is protected. To do this, hospitals have a conflict management process in place.
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HOW CONFLICT IS BENEFICIAL
Conflict is not fundamentally good or bad. After all, conflict represents our ability to reason, to work through a maze of possibilities and impossibilities. Also, it signifies the diversity of our perspectives, interests, and experiences. However, conflict can cause difficulty when it is not properly addressed.
      In team functions, conflict also presents benefits, such as the following:

· Ends complacency. Conflict opens team members’ eyes. They begin to see obstacles, inefficiencies, outdate practices, improprieties, and the like.

· Starts dialogue. Conflict almost always triggers a discussion—often heated and often generating more conflict. The once quiet majority (or minority)is now adding its voice to the conversation. Turns out, everyone has something to say.

· Activates a plan.

· Forces participation

 The ultimate problem with conflict is that it intimidates many people. Thus, it is seldom addressed—and inappropriately at that. Typically, minor conflicts—those that have no lasting implications—are ignored because they usually resolve themselves. However, over time, even minor conflicts (if persistent and repetitive) have the potential to turn major and corrupt and disrupt the team’s performances and purpose.

THE CONCEPT IN PRACTICE
Following are strategies for preventing and responding to team conflicts.
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Create a Conflict Management Policy
The first step toward conflict management is acknowledging that conflict inevitably occurs when intelligent, opinionated people converge. The second step is developing rules so if a conflict does occur, all members can debate, deliberate, and compromise accordingly. These rules should be reviewed regularly by all members, and new members must be informed of their existence. Exhibit 14.1 is an example of conflict management guidelines.
_______________________________________________________________
Exhibit 14.1 Conflict Management Guidelines
1. Declare the conflict. Not all discussions during group interaction are conflict oriented. When a struggle ensues, however, someone must inform everyone that a conflict has arisen so that proper procedures can be followed. Although this may sound trite, it can become a powerful tool for managing conflict appropriately.

2. Give reason for the conflict. Although disagreements and arguments are normal and necessary, they cannot be initiated out of caprice or malice.  Strife, hostility, and animosity must still be avoided at all cost, but if they do surface the reason(s) must be stated.

3. Clarify the issues of conflict.   A neutral group member or one who is not directly embroiled is the conflict must be elected to clarify contentions and interpret ambiguities. All members must actively participate in the dispute and specify in detail their issues. Although members are entitled to express their personal concerns or emotional responses, facts (not opinions) must govern the debate.
4. Address one conflict at a time. To ensure appropriate and thoughtful consideration of all issues, only one item at a time will be considered. Many people prefer to save their issues and raise them all during debates, but that practice should not be allowed or tolerated. All members should address their concerns as they occur.
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5. All members must participate. No party in the dispute will be allowed to “pull in his head” during the conflict. All must give their opinion and not cower behind others on their side.

6.  Be fair. Members must keep their “weapons” appropriate to the level of the fight. In other words, no personal attacks are allowed in a strictly professional discussion, and each party is given an opportunity to respond to accusations and defend itself.
7.  Declare that the conflict is over. All members must know that the debate has ended and an outcome has been reached. The outcome agreement should be specifically defined so that no confusion, which could escalate into another conflict, will arise late.
_____________________________________________________________________________

Root Out the Potential Causes of Conflict
Meeting format and length, team size and composition, and member assignments and responsibilities are petri dishes for conflict. The leader should observe these areas for potential and hidden troubles that render the team ineffective. For example, if the team meets too often, team members are not given the time to do their work. Similarly, if vocal members dominate every team discussion, the rest of the group will harbor resentment for not having the chance to talk, which will discourage their participation. See Exhibit 14.2 for more causes of conflict.
       The point here is that a leader can be more proactive in managing conflict if she knows where it usually starts.
Adopt a Format That Works for the Team
Team members should help establish a format for the meetings. This way, they are more apt to uphold it. For example, each meeting is run by a team member, who also creates the agenda, invites guests if needed, distributes necessary materials before the meeting, leads the discussion, and so on. No matter the format suggested, the leader should make every effort to adopt one the promotes involvement, reduces cynicism, and benefits the attendees.
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____________________________________________________________________________
Exhibit 14.2 Reasons for Conflict
·  Incompatible personalities or values systems
· Overlapping or unclear job boundaries
· Competition for limited resources
· Inadequate communication
· Interdependent tasks (e.g., one person cannot complete his assignment until others have competed their work)
· Organizational complexity (i.e., the greater the decision-making layers and special requirements, the greater the conflict)
· Unreasonable or unclear policies, standards, or rules
· Unreasonable deadlines or extreme time pressure
· Collective and consensus decision making 
· Unmet expectations 
· Unresolved or suppressed tension
Source: Information from Kreitner, R., and A. Kinicki. 1998. Organizational 
Behavior, 4th edition. New York: Richard D. Irwin.
_____________________________________________________________________________
Practice “Directspeak”
Directspeak, a term I coined for speaking directly and clearly, is the straightforward manner of communicating without being insensitive. Directspeak does not work everywhere, but it thrives in team settings in which trust prevails because every member of these teams knows that confrontations are never meant to be personal attacks. CEOs or team leaders must be aware that some team members are uncomfortable with this technique, toe the line to avoid
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Offending others, and are not active participants in debates. Conversely, some members are strong- willed and more verbal, which may intimidate the mild-spoken members. What results is another conflict: a personality conflict.
_________________________________
Management teams whose
members challenge one another’s
thinking develop a more complete
understanding of the choices, create
a richer range of options, and ultimately
make the kinds of effective decisions
necessary in today’s competitive
environments.
   --Kathleen Eisenhardt, Jean Kahwajy, 
      and L.J.  Bourgeois  III (1997)
_________________________________
Prohibit Personal Attacks
Strong personalities (and hence opinions) can usher in conflict. One way to minimize personality-induced conflict is to keep the discussion focused on the issues, not the people. The leader should step in when inappropriate comments are introduced.  Spirited debates are invigorating, especially if they do not include personal attacks.  When team members veer off the topic, one CEO gets up and jots down on the flipchart the goals of the discussion. His movement alone, not to mention that fact the he is pointing out the meeting’s objectives, is often enough to rein in the chaos.

Insist on Collaboration 
Chapter 12 lists the five usual reactions to conflict:
1. Avoid the other party and thus the conflict
2. Give into the demands of the other party
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3. Compete with a goal to win 
4. Compromise or strike a deal
5. Collaborate with a goal to achieve
These responses illustrate the sink-or swim mind-set among team members. 
        Avoidance is valid only when the conflict is too minor to merit full-time consideration—that is, when the problem will resolve itself without intervention. Giving in or surrendering is tied to the system of bartering favors (see Chapter13). Although well employed by teams, this system is a temporary fix and could lead to more conflict if not executed appropriately. Competition, sometimes called “forcing,” creates an all-or-nothing environment in which members do everything possible to gain a win over their perceived enemies.  In this sense, team meetings become a personal battlefield where members show off their achievement to gain more power. Compromise, while democratic, stalls conflict resolution because it relies on too many people and too many variables.
        Collaboration bests all other responses.  It is a mature approach, not merely a reaction, to conflict that yields long-term benefits. The leader should verbalize his support of collaboration and put in place goals and activities that require interdisciplinary partnerships.
___________________________________
Teams must agree on how they will work 
together to accomplish their purpose and goals.
Real team members always do equivalent amounts 
amounts of real work beyond and between meetings
 where things are discussed and decided. Over time, 
a team’s working approach incorporates a number
of spoken or unspoken rules that govern contribution 
and membership.
----Douglas K. Smith (1996)
____________________________________________
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1. Visualized the End of the Conflict
Conflict has a beginning. That’s the bad news. The good news is it also has an end. By visualizing the ideal outcomes of a conflict, the team is also generating ideas to prevent and manage it. For example, if the desired or visualized outcome is regular and relevant communication between physicians (through the chief medical officer) and C-suite, then the team could work backward, analyzing the causes of the conflict, brainstorming practical solutions, developing action steps, and assigning responsibilities for implementing those steps. Although conflicts do end, the end still has to be closely monitored to ensure that a conflict is not threatening to start again.
CONCLUSION
To a strong team, conflict is a temporary foe but a permanent ally. 
To a weak team, it is a predator. Regardless of its role, conflict is an inevitable occurrence in organizational life. Teams must understand that it is within their control.
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