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What makes academia different?

Theacademicsettingis characteristicallyifferentfrom thatof the privatesector.Facultymembers
work muchmoreautonomouslyandwith a greatdealof independencegssentiallyin directcontrol of
theirownwork environmentin additionto this independencehereis amoreteam-basedpproacho
settingpoliciesandimplementingorogramchangesBringing togetherstrongpersonalitiesvith varying
philosophiesandexpectinghemto agreeon changesnayincreasdhe potentialfor discordto arise.
Add to thisthetenurefactor.Oncea faculty memberobtainstenure the possibilityfor anincentiveto
reachagreementvith othersmaybe diminishedwithout consequencen addition,uponreceiving
tenure faculty membersaremorelikely to remainattheir currentuniversitiesthussettingthe stagefor
clashego becomdong-standingonflicts. Academiais anenvironmenthat stronglyvaluesfreethought
andcritical thinking, andcanleadto debatingdiffering philosophicalstandsonissuesTraditionally, this
is encouragedhowever it maybecomedisruptiveto the operationof a departmentAdd to this mix the
competitionbetweerdepartment$or resourcesnddifferentschoolsof thoughtheldby individual
departmentsWithin adepartmentrolesmaybecomeblurredbetweerresearch-orienteandteaching-
orientedindividuals.Whereasn the privatesectorthereis moreof ariseto thetop hierarchy,n higher
educatiorthereis moreof arotationthroughmanagementles.This affectsrelationshipsamong
departmenmembersasthe powerdynamicandauthorityfigure areever-changingtherebydistorting
roles.While all of thesecharacteristichavethe potentialto providearich environmenfor academic
intelligence,it is easyto seethe potentialfor conflict if eccentridoehaviorshiddenagendasand
individual suspicionsarethrowninto the mix.

The changing climate

Theacademiclimateis changingWhatexistsnow isalossof predictabilityaboutone’sjob. Budget
reductionswhich havebecomeareality, hindermoraleandincreasecompetitionamongfaculty
membersThereexistsanincreasedeedfor accountabilityasto workload,which leadsoneto justify
his or herproductivity, thusprovidingthe potentialfor criticizing oneanother.Threatsto tenureandjob
securityarealsoat stake.Our societyhasbecomemorebureaucratién naturewith anincreasen red
tapeandinflexibility. Thefearof the possibilityof litigation existswhentrying to resolvefaculty-faculty
disputesThestudentpopulationhasbecomemnuchmorediversified,which maypresenmore
challengedor teachingfaculty. More non-traditionaktudentsarepresentat universities alongwith
studentswvith physicalandlearningdisabilitiesthatneedto betakeninto considerationWith increased
fundingcuts,higherexpectationgor teachingareplacedon researchuniversities Thelossof
predictabilityaboutone’sjob andexpectationsncreaseshe stresgdaculty membersnaybefeeling,thus
decreasingheir ability to navigatedemandingsituationsandincreasinghe potentialfor conflict with
their peers.

Signs of conflict

Berryman-Fink(1998)quotedAnderson Foster-Kuehn& McKinney (1996)asdefiningconflict asa
situationarisingwheninterdependenndividualswho perceiveincompatiblegoalsinteractin orderto



gainsomethingof valueto them(p. 147).1f individualswereableto continueautonomouslythere
would benoreasorfor conflict to occur.Conflict ariseswhenindividualsfind themselvesieedingone
anotheinn someway. Berryman-Finkidentifiesfour predictabldactorsthatmay causeconflicts:

It is humannatureto blameothers.

Thosein conflict usuallydisplaya strongneedto beright.

Listeningproblemsareto be expectedcascommunicatiorskills breakdown.

A strongbeliefin the primacyof reasoningandrationalthinking, thussuppressingmotional
content.
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Dimensions of conflict response
Berryman-Fink(1998)alsoidentified six dimensionsaboutrespondingo conflict.

1. Conflict avoidance/conflict involvement: Somepeoplewill avoidconflict atanycost,while
othersseento thrive on engagingn conflict.

2. Hard/soft: A continuumwith oneendbeingaggressivandunyieldingandthe oppositeend
beinggentleandunassertive.

3. Rigid/loose: A continuumfrom avery establishedetof rulesto useto handleconflict to the
otheredgecharacterizedby flexibility andimprovisation.

4. Intellectual/emotional: This continuumrunsfrom beingvery calmanddetachedo being
emotionallyintense.

5. Escalating/minimizing: This refersto thetendencyto perceiveconflict aslargewith the outcome
tiedto one’segovs. lesseninghe seriousnesef the conflict episode.

6. Compulsively revealing/compulsively concealing: Thisrefersto how muchpeoplesharetheir
attitudesor feelings.The continuumis from beingopenandbluntto avoidinganysharingof
emotions.

Dangers of ignoring conflict management

Berryman-Fink(1998)highlightsthe dangerof suppressingr failing to manageconflict situations.
Conflictwill probablycontinueto grow beneathhe surfaceandleadthe disputantdo avoidoneanother.
In addition,alack of trustmaydevelop thefrequencyof complaintsmayincreaselow moralemaybe
displayed poorattendancatacademidunctionsmayoccur,andcompetitionmayincreasebetweerthe
partiesinvolved. Theremaybeanincreasan absenteeisranduseof sarcasmandproductivityin the
departmenimaybedecreasedt is importantthatfaculty groupsrecognizetheimpactconflict canplay
in their departmentFurther,by embracingconflict asaway to directly andeffectivelydealwith
differencesamongindividuals,it is possibleto enhanceéheworkplaceenvironment.

Administrators’ roles

It is importantfor chairpersonanddeando comprehendheir role in establishingheworkplace
environmentegardingconflict. Theyareinstrumentalin influencingthe cultureof the groupstheylead,
andin settingthe standardor teamworkandcooperatioramongfaculty membersilt is imperativethat
conflict beresolvedthroughdiscussiorandmeetingthe needsof the unit overtheindividual interests
involved.A clearmessagenustbe sentemphasizinghatthereis notoleranceor destructiveconflict
within theunit. Policiesmustbe appliedconsistentlyandit is mostimportantthatchairpersonsind
deansassesshe appropriatdime for interveningin conflict. In addition,Berryman-Finkrecommended



conflict managemenworkshopdor faculty, thusprovidinga frameworkwithin which all maydealwith
conflict.

When to get involved

If administratorsnustgetdirectlyinvolvedwith aconflict, it is importantthattheybe conscientious
abouttheirinformationseekingclarifying, andcommunicatingskills. How doyou know whento get
involved?Mostimportant,interveneif thedisputantsareunableto resolvetheir conflict themselvesand
if it is affectingthe moraleof others.Otheroccasiongor interventionwould bewhenthe potentialexists
for studentgo be harmedor if therearepossiblditigious consequences.

Strategies for Conflict Management
Berryman-Finkoutlinedfive strategiesnanyinstitutionsusein managingconflict.

1. Informalfacilitation
a. Standardnterpersonatommunicatiorskills:
i.  Listenwell. Be apatientandcarefullistener.

ii.  Paraphrasstatement$or clarification.

iii.  Useassertiveness statingone’sgoalsandquestionothersdirectly and
diplomatically.

iv.  Attemptto build empathyin all partiesfor other'sgoalsandfeelings.Many
individualsneedto expresshemselvesfeel heard,andbelievethatsomeoneslse
understandgheir view. This cango along wayto diffusing conflict.

b. Process/Procedure:

i. Haveeachpartyidentify the offense/hurfrom their own perspectiveThe
facilitator shouldencourageachpartyto give objective,concretedescriptions
andusecarefullisteningskills.

ii. Encourageartiesto clarify theirintentions.This helpsdistinguishbetween
intentionsanddesiredoutcomes.

lii. Havepartiesdiscusswvhattheywish hadhappenedThis beginsto setthetonefor
understandin@ndresolutionbetweerthe parties.

iv. Assistthe partiesin focusingon optionsandoffersof resolution.

v. Summarizeheagreementandprovideoversightto assurgheyarecarriedout.

vi. Playanimportantrole in modelingandsettingthe procesdor conflict resolution.

2. Negotiation
a. Thisis characterizeas“friendly rivals.”

i. Theemphasiss ontheexchangef proposalsandcounterproposal® find a

mutually satisfyingsettiement.
b. Process/Procedure:
I. Pointoutjoint decision-makingpportunitieswith anemphasi®n decision-
making
ii. Encourageheuseof “we” vs.“you” or “they” language.
iii. Pointoutcommoninterestsaandgroundsthusplacingthefocusoninterestsand
goals,notonindividual positions.
3. Mediation
a. Thisnegotiations facilitatedby a neutralthird partywho hasno authoritativedecision-
makingpowerin the conflict.
b. Thispersonshouldbeatrainedmediator.



4. OmbudsProgram

a. Thisinvolvesapersonwhois acombinationof aninformal facilitator, negotiatorand
mediator.

b. Thisis anindependenhigh-levelpersorwhosejob it is to receivecomplaintsguestion
both parties,conductfact finding, andhelp partieslook at manyperspectives orderto
generatgossibleoptions.He or shemakesrecommendationandwork with disputants
to solvetheproblem.

5. Arbitration

a. Thisinvolvesaneutralthird partywho makesdecisionsvhenthe partiesin conflict
cannotreachresolution.

b. Thisisamoreformal processbutis lessinvolvedthanacourtproceeding.

c. Therearetwo types:

I. Binding arbitration:Both theinstitutionandfaculty membemustabideby the
arbiter’sfindings.

il. Advisory arbitration:A recommendatioiis madeby the arbiter,andmayor may
notbeacceptedy theparties.

d. Thisusuallyinvolveshiring anattorney.

e. Arbitrationis notusedoftenin highereducationput mayhelpwhenall otherattemptsat
resolutionhavefailed.

6. Grievance

a. Normally, universitieshavea grievancepolicy in place,with which department
administratorshouldbe familiar because¢heyplay a crucialrole in thegrievance
process.

b. Stepsnormallyincludeaninformal resolutionattemptasthefirst step.If thatfails, then
anadhoccommitteeis appointedo hearthedisputeandmakea recommendatiofor
resolution.

c. Faculty-facultygrievancesrerareexceptfor areanf sexualharassmentiscriminatory
behavior,or violation of academidreedom.

As statedearlier,conflict is andalwayswill bea partof academialt is importantthatall faculty
memberdeel freeto expresgheir opinionsanddebatassuesgver-mindfulof the appropriatevayto do
so.lt is imperativefor departmenthairsanddeando encourageéhe useof healthyconflict management
skills throughmodeling,educatingandencouragindgaculty in the useof appropriateandprofessional
behaviorsForthosewho displayresistanor immaturebehavior propersanctionshouldbe clearand
appliedasdetailedin policy. Disagreemenaboutresourcesideology,andprioritiesis ever-present.
Administratorsareencouragedo be familiar with conflict models,in additionto developingskills in

how tomanageconflictsin anappropriatanannerto enhancenoraleandproductivity.
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