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Organizational Systems for Dealing
with Conflict & Learning from

Conflict: Introduction

By Mary Rowe, for the Bloch, Miller, and Rowe
Articles; Chart; and Case

Ideas about conflict are compelling topics for those of us who
work in organizations. We think about workplace justice, alternative
versus appropriate dispute resolution, and how to help leaders and
teams deal effectively with the concerns and conflicts that preoccupy
them. We think about organizational systems for dealing with con-
flict and learning from conflict. The present authors prefer this con-
cept to the conventional idea of  “conflict management systems”
(CMS) although, for simplicity, we also use the conventional term
(CMS).

It is not clear to us that all conflicts can or should be “man-
aged”—nor is it clear who should manage them. One of the major
questions in this series of articles is: Who should decide how to deal
with a conflict? In particular, the Bloch, Miller, and Rowe articles
explore appropriate dispute resolution within an organization.  These
articles ask who should determine what is “appropriate” in this com-
plex world, and on what basis.

The need for shared norms in complex cases.

Multi-issue, multi-cohort, multi-context, cross-boundary, cross-
gender, multi-ideological, multi-cultural, multi-generational, multi-
law-regulation-policy conflicts are now common in organizations.
Many organizations are also structurally complex. The workforce
may work within virtual structures and under widely-differing con-
tractual arrangements; employees are of very unequal power, and
often do not share norms and values. Organizations now must work
hard and consistently if they wish to be effective in teaching values,
standards, policies, and rules. This work begins with setting
standards.

David Miller writes that multi-cultural organizations need stan-
dards of conduct that apply to all persons in the organization; the
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standards should be linked to the mission of the organization; and
standards are essential when adhering to them is required to accom-
plish the mission. Miller writes that standards are required for a
workforce to understand what is acceptable behavior and appropriate
conflict management.

The need for options.

Implementing standards, policies, and rules is not easy in con-
flict management. In real life it is often ineffective to think about a
complaint or conflict just in terms of its “issues,” without regard to
what the stakeholders want. Different stakeholders seek different
ways of dealing with a conflict: some do nothing, some leave the situ-
ation, some make matters worse, some seek formal complaint chan-
nels, and others seek informal resolution.

It is a common belief that different issues suggest or require cer-
tain specific methods or venues for dealing with those issues. (Think,
respectively, about how to deal with criminal behavior, other illegal
behavior, offenses against the organization’s policies, offenses against
personal values, and the complaints people have with administrative
services.) However, despite the common belief that the issue will de-
termine the method of conflict management, in the face of an actual
conflict or complaint, many employees and managers simply act in
accord with their own beliefs, and do not follow the apparent norms
about how a given issue should be addressed.

In reality, there is no single, effective way to decide which
problems should go to which conflict management options, because
people so often vote with their feet. Both managers and disputants
often (1) ignore a complaint or conflict, or (2) think they alone own it
and (3) may want to deal with it in ways that are different from the
approaches other stakeholders might take.

New laws and standards, combined with very diverse values held
by people in conflict have, therefore, led to the need for options in
conflict resolution and complaint handling. Providing a variety of op-
tions in turn suggests the need for a systems approach.

A relatively simple way to think about conflict management op-
tions within a system is to define them in terms of dealing with con-
flict on the basis of interests, rights, and power (please see
accompanying Chart). In reality, of course, interests, rights, and
power overlap to some extent within almost all options. And, in real-
ity, all conflict management offices use some interest-based, rights-
based, and power-based ideas to deal with problems. However, for
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simplicity, we will use these rubrics in discussing elements of conflict
management systems.

So, different issues and differing values lead to the need for op-
tions, and having options suggests building a system. As it happens,
it is not a simple thing to develop a coherent system. There is a funda-
mental issue about “who owns” a conflict or a complaint. Who has the
right to choose which option or options to use?

As a first example, a multi-issue, multi-cohort case may present
a problem within a systems approach. A given case may seem rele-
vant to many different offices and functions on the accompanying
Chart. Each office might think it should “own” the case, because it
appears to “own” one or another of the many issues in the case, and it
provides one or more functions relevant to the case.

As a second example, suppose the individuals engaged in conflict
do not take the problems to any manager or office on our Chart. Con-
flict managers and dispute system designers sometimes talk as if
“all” disputes will, actually, surface within the system. In real life
most concerns and conflicts most of the time are addressed by the
individuals involved or these parties suffer in silence. Resolution by
the parties involved may often be a good thing—think, for example, of
a well-functioning team. However, does this mean that in real life
individuals are part of a “conflict management system?” What are the
implications for system design?

Design and implementation.

In his paper, Brian Bloch illustrates the process of designing and
building a system that enables people to “learn the art of dealing with
conflict.” He records how he added interest- and rights-based options
to an organization that previously did not provide those options, in
order to meet the needs of individuals and groups.  Bloch, Miller, and
Rowe all wryly attest to the fact that this process is often less than
elegant and that there is much to learn. Conflict management sys-
tems “happen,” however much we try to design them.

As it turns out, taking a “true” systems approach to dealing with
conflict within an organization is difficult, for many theoretical and
practical reasons. These articles outline some problems in conflict
management systems design:

• Conflict management systems are difficult for managers and
employees to understand. Different managers often feel natu-
rally attuned to one or another option in the system, but various
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disputants may be drawn to other options. Added to this confu-
sion is the fact that most employees and managers do not under-
stand all the relevant policies and procedures—let alone how
each option in the system actually works. Sometimes it is not
even obvious which offices would be considered part of a given
CMS.

• A system must try to balance the rights and interests of the
organization, of its different conflict management offices, and of
all the individuals involved in a conflict. These needs are some-
times at odds with each other. (A classic dilemma of this kind is
illustrated in the accompanying Case.)

Mary Rowe discusses the important contributions that an organi-
zational ombudsman—a zero barrier office—offers in dealing with
major dilemmas of systems that are meant to deal with conflict and
learn from conflict. Indeed, the key role of the organizational
ombudsman1 is discussed in all three of these articles on conflict
management systems design.

1. The International Ombudsman Association provides the Code of Ethics and
Standards of Practice for an organizational ombudsman. See IOA CODE OF ETHICS

(2007), available at http://www.ombudsassociation.org/standards/; IOA STANDARDS OF

PRACTICE (2007), available at http://www.ombudsassociation.org/standards/. In these
articles, we use the term “ombudsman” for the practitioner and “Ombuds Office” for
the office. Like our professional association, the IOA, we respect the use of various
forms of these terms.
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Some Conflict Management Options
Interest-based  Rights-and power-based

Some 
Conflict Management 
Offices

Listening

Giving and receiving information confidentially

Accompanying disputant

Reframing issues and developing options

Referring to others

Coaching: helping people help themselves

Collaborative problem
solving/Shuttle diplomacy

Classic formal mediation

Participative discussion/Upward feedback

"Looking into the problem" informally

Generic approaches

Surfacing new
problems/ Supporting systems change

Conflict resolution/Team/Bystander training for all

Regular CMS coordination—locally & centrally

Following through and follow-up

Custom
approaches

Representing/Advocating

Management decision-making

Investigations/Formal fact-finding

Arbitration/Adjudication/Appeals

Emergency action

Affirmative Action
Audit
Conflict Coaches/ Counselors
Conflict Management System 
Office/ Coordinator/Steering 
Committee
Disabilities
Disciplinary Office/Internal Affairs
Email/Online Harassment Officers
Employee Assistance/Social 
Workers
Environmental Hazards/Waste 
Hazards
Equal Opportunity
Ethics/Compliance
Graduate Students’ Deans/Advisors
Hot Lines/Advice Lines/Idea Lines
HR/IR/Human Capital
Human Rights/Civil Rights
Human Subjects/Animal Care
Inspection/Inspectors General
IP/Patents/Copyrights
Legal Counsel/General Counsel
Line Management Relevant to Issue
Mediation Program
Medical/Nursing/Mental Health
Mentors/Peer Advisors
Model Workplace
Mortality/Morbidity
Ombudsman Office
Patient Ombudsman/Advocate
Quality Assurance Circles/Monitors
Race Relations/Cultural Relations
Religious Counselors/Chaplains
Residence Advisors/Managers
Risk Management
Safety/EH&S Working Groups
Security/Campus Police
Sexual/Racial Harassment Advisors
Staff Associations
Undergraduate Deans/Advisors/ 
Council
Unions/Stewards/Union Officials
Work/Family/Personal Life 
Programs
Working Groups/Councils
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