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The United Religions Initiative (URI) is a growing global community dedicated to promoting enduring, daily interfaith 

cooperation, ending religiously motivated violence and creating cultures of peace, justice and healing for the Earth 
and all living beings. 

A Progressive Course of Conflict Management 

In the November issue of this newsletter I observed that peace work isn’t always peace-full – that 

even with the best of goals and intentions, people can find themselves caught up in  interpersonal, or 

even inter-faction conflicts.  I wrote at the time specifically of URI as an organization since I’m aware 

of such issues that occur at its local, regional, and even global levels. As I’ve thought about and 

researched this topic further in the month since then, I’ve found URI is not at all unusual in this.   

Perhaps it’s because of the very nature of the work non-profits focus on that they seem to experience 

more than their fair share of internal conflicts and issues. These conflicts can catch us by surprise if 

we’re not prepared for them as organizations. Even worse, they can undermine the stability of our 

nonprofits and cause good people to disassociate  themselves, their talents and resources from them. If 

URI is to truly live out its PPPs and be an exemplar to the world of how peace is possible, we need to 

find and practice a better model of addressing our conflicts than to pretend they don’t exist. In this, my 

last article for the North America newsletter as your Regional Coordinator, I will offer some thoughts 

on how such a model might look in practice. 

Is it Conflict Resolution or Conflict Management? The study of conflict – its causes and alleviation 

– became a field of its own in the mid-Twentieth Century, influenced by new thinking in game theory 

by  Morton Deutsch, founder of the win-win concept.  Since then, an important  contrast in definition 

has emerged between “conflict resolution” , which seeks methods of ending social conflict,  and 

“conflict management” which implements strategies to limit the negative consequences of conflict and 

increase its more beneficial outcomes. Modern thinking leans toward the latter as a more achievable 

end.  There is a wealth of information about organizational and interpersonal conflict available today.  

I urge those interested to drill down through the links provided in this article to learn more.  

The Prerequisites: It is important to have several agreements in place long before any conflict arises. 

These form the foundation and cultural referent which an organization can call upon as needed. The 

least effective approach is to assume that none of the following need be addressed consciously and 

openly – that “everyone already understands and agrees” on each one. By that way lies even more 

opportunity for discord. 

 “How are we to be with one another?”  Group members may wish to adopt as a conscious  

intent to be respectful of differences among them, and to extend goodwill and support to one 

another in working towards their shared mission.   Models of peace group dynamics that have 

been carefully crafted such as that of the Baha’I faith can provide guidance in this area. A 

shared commitment to speaking one’s own truth with both honesty and compassion can also be 

a useful agreement to have overtly in place. 

 “What conscious principles do we strive to live by?” Since memory can swiftly become 

impaired or at least clouded when issues emerge, it is important to establish an intentional 

consensus in support of a chosen group behavioral standard.  It might be as simple as the 
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Golden Rule or as thorough as URI’s 21 Principles.  Some leadership groups find it helpful to 

open their planning meetings by reading all or a portion of their foundational principles to 

serve as a conscious reminder of the agreements they hold with one another as individuals and 

as an organization. 

 “What tools and skills shall we develop among ourselves for working with conflict 

situations?” As was mentioned last month, several excellent methodologies are accessible 

today via the Internet, books and DVDs which can provide a shared culture to be called on as 

needed. It may be useful to always have one or more members of the group schooled in several 

of these progressive tools and methodologies: 

o Nonviolent Communication (www.cnvc.org)  

o Appreciative Inquiry (appreciativeinquiry.case.edu/) 

o Compassionate Listening (www.compassionatelistening.org/) 

o Mediation (www.mediate.com/about/) 

o rEvolutionary Agreements (www.revolutionaryagreements.com/ 

 “How shall we balance our commitments to both transparency and confidentiality?” In 

years past, organizations of every stripe made it a practice to operate behind closed doors, 

keeping all decision making as well as conflicts in strictest confidence.  This practice 

concentrated power in the hands of a few, and presented a somewhat false front to the world of 

uniformity and solidarity.  The opposite approach – where all the dirty laundry is hung out for 

the world to see dry – can prove very confusing, if not damaging. Current practice strives to 

establish a balance between these two extremes, consciously identifying those forms of 

deliberation which will and will not be made public and why. Doing so in a conscious and 

transparent manner can prove invaluable to the stability of any organization. 

A Step-by-Step Conflict Management Triage: When a spark ignites within a group, either semi-

publicly as in the midst of a meeting, or privately as through a personal confrontation, how can the 

group respond to that emerging conflict and manage it in such a way as to…   

A) achieve an effective and appropriate outcome, with any resulting actions based on a true 

consensus decision rather than those few who are most vocal,  

B) minimize damage to the feelings and  reputations of those directly involved, and  

C) enable the group to  move forward with the benefit of new learning and adaptation?  

A group might agree in advance to apply a progressive series of responses such as the following to a 

conflict situation when it arises:    

Step 1) Direct response: Two persons who are experiencing a conflict agree to talk directly, 

preferably in person or via Skype to enable communication on multiple levels including body 

language and gestures.  Many nuances of meaning and expression can be misread or lost in phone 

calls, even more so via email. Now is the time to bring out the  tools of Non-Violent 

Communication and Active Listening through which hopefully each has learned to express 

him/herself in non-inflammatory ways, and to truly hear what the other party is needing and 

expressing. A fundamental principle at this point is Bring a complaint or issue directly to the 

person who can do something about it – not a third party. If the person in the center of the issue is 

talked about but not with, they cannot actively participate in resolving the issue. As a result, it can 

grow to have a life of its own and result in far greater damage.    
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Step 2) Third party listening: If, after a period of time has elapsed and direct, private 

communication has not sufficiently healed the rift or resulted in needed change, the parties 

involved seek and/or accept the service of a third party as an objective “Listener”. The role of the 

Listener is not to decide in favor of one party or another, but to support the parties involved in 

staying centered and balanced in their communication with one another. The Compassionate 

Listening Project provides training and useful information on this role.    

Step 3) Mediation  is a more proactive form of conflict resolution. Many communities now have 

mediation centers where for a small fee, if any, conflicting parties are assisted by a trained 

mediator in negotiating a resolution of the issues between them. Most centers also offer training 

programs to teach the art and skills of mediation. While a Listener may provide only the space and 

time for the conflicting parties to hear each other out, a mediator will proactively assist them in 

setting and adhering to boundaries, agreements, and rules of engagement before initiating their 

conversation.  

Step 4) Arbitration: In the legal system, arbitration can provide resolution of a dispute by having 

an objective third party decide in favor of one party’s point of view over the other, or perhaps 

offer a third solution that neither has previously thought of.  Within an organization, an arbitration 

might be done by the board chair or another designated to serve in that role. While arbitration may 

serve to achieve a decision among alternative actions or policies, however, it is not designed to 

address the relationship issues which can indelibly affect an organization long after the issue itself 

has been settled.  

Step 5) Learning: Once a disputed issue has been resolved, the parties involved and the group as a 

whole may wish to candidly reflect together on their recent experience of conflict and debrief the 

process used in its resolution. The challenge in doing so is to leave all egos out of the room and to 

avoid any rehashing of the issue involved. The focus in a debrief is on “What have we learned?” 

and “What do we want to do differently next time?” Again, the principles of Active Listening are 

important to remember at such times, including speaking only from one’s own point of view – 

using “I-messages”. Some possible outcomes might include: 

o Next time we need to acknowledge more quickly when something’s not working among us 

and start through the conflict management steps sooner. 

o We need to include the opportunity for two-way heartfelt apologies as part of our process 

so we can help to heal hurt feelings – even those as simple as “I am sorry we were not 

able to settle this issue more easily”, and “I apologize for losing my patience over this.” 

Harmony and peace take hard work: With the prospect of even more tumultuous times on the near 

horizon, both economically and environmentally, nonprofit organizations will no doubt continue to be 

strongly impacted.  In times of change and uncertainty, tension is inevitable, especially when funding 

dries up and hard choices need to be made.  Tempers can flare; feelings can be hurt; resentments can 

grow.  Let us prepare our organizations and ourselves as agents of social change to contribute 

positively in making our world a better place, especially when conflicts arise – and they will! 

Sandy Westin 

Sandy Westin has served as the Regional Coordinator of URI in North America since July 2009. As of December 31, 2011, she 
will be resuming her career as The Village Wordsmith (www.villagewordsmith.net), a freelance writer, editor and project 
manager.  
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