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DISCLOSURES 

The author has no financial or other connection with the two textbooks or their authors listed below. 
Note: This is not a research study, rather this is a technical session. It’s based on the Graduate course the author teaches at Thomas College in Waterville, Maine on Conflict Management and Resolution.  It is drawn mostly from the two textbooks used in the course: 

1. “Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In” by Roger Fisher and William Ury

2. “The Conflict Survival Kit: Tools for Resolving Conflict at Work” by Cliff Goodwin and Daniel Griffin 
SUMMARY 

EHS professionals often have to manage or resolve conflicts. These may be between workers, management, building occupants, building representatives, etc. We look at what works, what doesn’t, and why more progressive techniques work best.   
Conflicts are a natural part of human existence.  They occur at work, home, and other settings. Many EHS professionals do not have training in how to manage/resolve conflicts that arise.  We examine and discuss aspects of successful negotiations and conflict management/resolution.  Topics include the following: 

1.
The nature of humans and conflict

2.
Not all conflict is “bad”! 

3.
Separating people from the problem

4.
Being “easy” on the people, “hard” on the problem

5.
Negotiating based on interests, not on positions 

6.
3 types of communication – verbal, non-verbal, and para-verbal

7.
Active listening skills and the use of “empathic” statements

8.
Beneficial traits and characteristics 

9.
Emotional maturity 

10.
The concept of “fairness”

11.
Use of objective criteria and existing standards

12.
One-sided power and what to do

13.
True collaboration

14.
Overcoming barriers

15.
“BATNAs” (Best alternatives to negotiated agreements)
IMPLICATIONS 

As EHS professionals, we can reasonably expect to become involved in conflicts related to EHS work. This paper explains and details an approach to conflict management and resolution that is often more successful and more satisfying for both parties involved. 
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INTRODUCTION

An employee complains of poor IAQ to her/his manager and feels that her/his concerns are being ignored.  A group of building occupants complain to the landlord about IAQ in the building and they don’t trust the EHS professional that the landlord hired.  Two groups are arguing about the IAQ and the test results. Members of an online EHS listserve are discussing the science of IAQ and tempers flare and harsh words are exchanged. 
These scenarios probably sound familiar to fellow EHS professionals and they could describe or relate their own experiences with conflicts arising from an EHS situation. Many have little or no formal training or education in conflict management and resolution techniques including what works and what doesn’t.  They often make attempts to appease both parties and/or try to facilitate some form of compromise between the two positions adopted by the respective parties with little to no success.  
That is because “positional negotiation” (or compromising to a middle point) is not an effective or efficient approach that leaves both parties unsatisfied.  Instead of a positional approach, a “principled” approach based on objective criteria of the merits of the conflict subject that focuses on common interests typically preserves the relationship (if important) and leaves both parties satisfied. These progressive techniques can be used well for EHS-based conflicts to what both parties would identify as a “successful” resolution or outcome.  
METHODS 

Conflicts are a natural part of human existence.  Conflicts have many contributing causes however differences between parties involved in conflict are often cited as a frequent root cause.  The differences can be varied including differences of culture, perspective, perception, and priority.  
Additionally, conflict is often thought of as something bad and to be avoided.  But some conflicts can produce beneficial results including greater understanding of other perspectives, new experiences, and closer relationships between otherwise “battling” parties. 
Attempts at resolving many conflicts involve some form of negotiation.  One type of negotiation called “positional negotiation” uses a compromise approach that often has in it a back and forth style. This is perhaps best exemplified by the typical “haggling” one might experience at a flea market, a pawn shop, a used car sale, a street vendor, or other similar venues.  While this style may be fine or even enjoyable and expected for these or similar situations, it is typically not satisfying for conflicts where there is some type of relationship that the parties wish to preserve. Some preferred methods of conflict management and principled negotiation follow. 
1. Separate the people from the problem.  Too often we focus on “the other side” meaning the person we are in conflict with, as opposed to the actual problem.  An example might be an employee argues with her/his manager when she/he is actually troubled by a perceived IAQ problem. 
2. Be hard on the problem, but easy on the people.  In our example above in #1, the employee should try to remain friendly, polite, and respectful with her/his manager, but can be more “demonstrative” when it comes to describing and complaining about the IAQ that seems to be affecting her/him. 
3. Use all 3 types of communication – verbal, non-verbal, and para-verbal.  We rely much more on non-verbal and para-verbal cues to evaluate and process the full meaning of communication than we do exclusively verbal communication.  We would interpret the same sentence two very different ways depending on whether the speaker were smiling at us or sneering at us.  In addition, those non-word sounds (e.g., grunts, groans, snorts, laughs, and so many other sounds) serve to further define the real meaning behind the words we hear. 
4. “Seek first to understand, (only) then to be understood”.  Stephen Covey in his book “The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People” cites this as habit #5.  Its premise is pretty obvious – one should let the other person say their piece first and attempt to understand their perspective.  Only after that should one try to get their perspective across to the other party.  This is helpful when engaged in an argument over the science of IAQ. 
5. Engage in “active listening”.  Active listening is the technique of solely concentrating on what the other person is saying, and counter to what we usually do, not trying to figure out what our response will be until they are done speaking.  This technique can be helpful for an EHS professional when listening to a building occupant complain of their symptoms. 
6. Using “empathic (or ‘I’) statements.  Empathic statements are those that focus on how something is felt by the speaker of it as opposed to projecting it onto the person being spoken to.  For example the statement, “You don’t care about the indoor air quality here!” could be rephrased as follows.  “When you say that the IAQ here seems just fine to you, it makes me feel that my perspective isn’t being heard.”  
7. “You Can’t Win an Argument”.  Dale Carnegie in his seminal work on work relationships (How to Win Friends and Influence People) said, “You can’t win an argument”.  Obviously this was not meant to be taken literally.  Probably all of us at one time or another have “won” an argument with someone else.  Carnegie’s point was simply “at what cost” (to the relationship)?  This echoes the sentiments of the authors of the two textbooks noted above.  If the relationship matters (and it usually does), then “winning” an argument will often result in some amount of damage to the relationship. 
8. Beneficial traits/characteristics and skills.  There are a number of personality traits and certain skills that are quite helpful to conflict management. Someone who is many of the following characteristics will find greater success than one who is not honest, open, genuine, sincere, impassionate, transparent, objective, open-minded, patient, removed, process-oriented, methodical, logical, even-keeled, persistent, uninvolved, 3rd party, and/or unbiased. 
9. Develop a high “ego maturity” level.  “Ego maturity” (similar to “Emotional Quotient” or “EQ”) was developed by Stephen Earnest (based on Loevinger’s research).  There are four levels of ego maturity with their typical traits as follows: 
a. “Opportunist Level”: See conflicts as win/lose, blame, manipulative, zero sum game. 
b. “Rules Level”: Follow rules closely, conformist, simplistic view, identify with the group. 
c. “Self-Aware Level”: Competent/able problem solver, look for the one best solution, critical thinker. 
d. “Goal Level”: Insight into their and others’ motivation, collaborative, seek a win/win resolution, take ownership of the conflict. 
10. Strive for a “fair” resolution.  There are many answers to the question, “What is fair?”  Same for all? Equal (shares)? Every person for themselves? Pro rata? Meet each one’s needs? Others? Whichever is the most appropriate for the conflict should be used.  For instance, it might be fair to give additional assistance with air quality due to their greater sensitivity to certain contaminants (that others do not experience).  
11. Use objective criteria and/or existing standards.  There are obvious reasons why objective criteria are useful in an EHS-related conflict – they’re already in place, a 3rd party, governmental, independent, and widely accepted.  Whereas subjective criteria created by one party could easily be seen as biased.  
12. What if one side has more “power”?  Sometimes in a conflict it seems like one party has significantly more power than the other party. For instance the landlord may seem to have more power than the building occupants.  But the lease agreement may have a clause regarding withholding rent payments if the building is unsafe or unsanitary to occupy.  
13. Strive for true collaboration.  There are many similar ways of looking at a collaborative approach to conflict.  Examples include inventing options, finding common interests, seeking win/win solutions, making an offer that is easy to say “yes” to are just a few.  
14. Overcome barriers.  Very often barriers will arise that seem insurmountable in conflicts.  It is at these times that at least one party needs to strive for a way around the barrier.  For instance, if management won’t pay for another independent EHS consultant, you could see if the state OSHA consultative service will provide the service, or perhaps one will do it pro bono.  
15. Know your “BATNA”.  A BATNA, or a “best alternative to a negotiated agreement”, is basically one’s back-up plan or fall back position.  What will you do if the other party’s “final offer” is unacceptable?  Walk or quit?  Complain above them?  Call OSHA?  Tell the media?  If you have a strong BATNA, then you should tell the other party. Conversely, if you have a weak BATNA, then you should not share it.  
RESULTS 
In general using the above progressive techniques for principled negotiation (rather than more traditional “positional” negotiation) helped create more mutually satisfying outcomes for both parties.  They often found common interests that when focused on, facilitate more dialogue and good feelings. Using well established, existing, and widely accepted 3rd party criteria has made saying “yes” much easier for both parties as it is not just the other one’s “latest offer”. There were consistently fewer outward hostilities observed by the “aggrieved” parties after this approach was used by this author. 
When students in the author’s conflict management class try and then practice these techniques, they self-report several benefits and improvements.  These include a greater success rate of resolving conflicts (for others as well as for themselves), a greater “comfort level” with conflict management and resolution, and a sense of greater proficiency, confidence, and general “good feelings” about conflicts in general.   

DISCUSSION

These results are based on the observations of the author from many EHS and other situations and for his college students are anecdotal and self-reported and not scientifically controlled or random.  Therefore they may not represent others’ experiences or gains outside of this graduate school class.  Conflict management and resolution is a part of our lives and not limited to any one aspect of life such as EHS or college courses.  These techniques can and should be used in other aspects (personal and professional) with success. 
The results of satisfaction with the conflict management process should be taken as an indication that others, including EHS professionals, should learn more about the techniques discussed above. This might include self-study, training, classes, webinars, conference presentations, and workshops. They should attempt to put this approach into use in their own lives and EHS practices and assess their own results and those of others they involve. It is likely that they will find the approach advantageous to resolving EHS conflicts compared with their own previous efforts.

CONCLUSIONS
Conflicts occur naturally, somewhat spontaneously, and usually predictably throughout our lives and our work settings. EHS as a setting seems to have more than its “fair share” of conflicts. Managing and/or resolving conflicts requires many skills and traits quite separate from the technical skills of most EHS professionals.  
Additionally, traditional conflict management and/or negotiation approaches using “positional negotiation” or compromising to an arbitrary middle point, often create unwise solutions, are overly time consuming, destroys relationships, and leave both parties unsatisfied with the outcome. Instead, “principled negotiation” on the merits or common interests of both parties can result in fair and objective outcomes while preserving important relationships (e.g., management and employees). The implications for better conflict management skills of EHS professionals include a greater likelihood of mutually satisfying resolutions. 
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