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T he factions for and against carrying
meat at the food co-op seem
intractable.

The quarrel between smokers and anti-
smoking advocates in the housing co-op has
consumed most of the last two board meet-
ings with no resolution in sight.

How quickly can the agricultural co-op
grow and in what direction? 

How can we have so much conflict when
we’re trying to cooperate? It’s because dis-
agreement and, at times, conflict, are part of
democracy—a central principle of the co-op
movement. The challenge is not how to avoid
conflict (though we’d often like to) but how
to manage it productively.

As the policy making body for a co-op, the board makes
many difficult decisions, so board members need to be
skilled in working through conflict. In this article we explore
conflict between individuals or within small groups.
Upcoming articles will explore larger policy conflicts among
the membership and case studies of how conflicts have been
resolved.

Effective conflict resolution boils down to this: people
need to be heard and respected. To resolve conflict, we need
to see things from the other parties’ perspective, even if we
disagree. We need to understand the hopes and fears beneath
their viewpoints. How do our “opponents” arrive at their
conclusions? How can we address their hopes and concerns,
as well as our own? Mutual understanding is the foundation
for agreements that meet everyone’s needs and builds
stronger relationships. The tips below can be used by co-op
management, a professional facilitator, or any board member
seeking to diffuse and resolve conflicts.

Plan Ahead
To start, you can prevent some disagreements from

becoming conflicts by planning for them. A first step is to
make sure that you’re running effective meetings, as Michael
Healy advised in last month’s CBJ Governance column. When
you’re developing your agenda, build in time for potentially
contentious topics. Anticipate and prepare for them. It takes
time for people to air and integrate different points of view.
And it takes time to make sure that all voices are heard, not
just those of the most assertive board members.

Remember that how you say something matters. Speak in
terms of what you think, rather than making sweeping gen-
eralizations. When emotions are running high, that can be
harder than you think. As a board member, you productively
participate in a contentious topic by carefully wording your
point of view to express what you think, rather than charac-
terizing the motives or views of the other side of the debate.
Instead of saying, “you people always...,” try “my concern is
...” And instead of saying, “that’s ridiculous...,” try “I need
more information—tell me why this is so important to you.”

When conflict does emerge, don’t ignore it (it won’t go
away—it will only fester) or, alternatively, let it turn into 
a brawl.

Stay Calm, Work Slow
First, take a deep breath and try to stay calm. Whether you

are involved in a conflict or helping others resolve one, it’s
important to watch your own emotions and behaviors.
Telling someone his ideas are foolish will only fan the flames.

Believe that others have good intentions and that resolution
is possible.

Slow the process. Make sure everyone is heard. If you’re
leading a board meeting, notice who speaks and who doesn’t.
To someone who has spoken a lot, try saying something like:
“Fred, thanks for sharing so clearly how you feel about this.
Let’s hear from others who have not spoken yet.”

Consider asking everyone to share their viewpoints in
turn—without interruptions. Those wishing to make rebut-
tals must wait their turn. That serves two purposes: it retains
order, and it gives people time to cool down before 
they speak.

As a meeting participant or chair, ask questions that draw
people out, such as “tell me more about that.” At times, sum-
marize your understanding of the other person’s deepest
concerns (“Do you mean...?”). Check that the person agrees
your summary is correct. If not, keep going back and forth
until you both can say you’ve been understood (even if you
disagree). Misunderstandings are common when people are
tense, so make an extra effort to listen carefully to each other.

Ask everyone to cool down and think carefully about what
they want to say. “Okay everyone, it seems there are strong
feelings about what the manager’s responsibilities should be.
Take a minute to jot down your top two or three concerns.”
Consider whether the time is right to try to resolve the con-
flict, or whether the topic deserves a special meeting or
requires more information. For example, the strategic direc-
tion of an agricultural co-op should be determined through
a systematic planning process, not at regular board meetings.

Ask the group to agree to ground rules for the discussion.
Examples of appropriate ground rules include: no accusa-
tions; listen carefully; no personal insults; and let everyone
speak. That is, share the air.

Don’t Make It Personal
Separate proposals from your feelings and perceptions

about each participants’ personalities, values, and deeply held
concerns. Don’t try to argue over values. In cooperatives—
which are value-based businesses—that can be difficult.
Board members donate their time and service precisely
because they care deeply about the cooperative and what it is
trying to achieve. But which of the co-op’s values are most
important to each board member will vary. Instead of focus-
ing on the values that result in differing priorities, carefully
identify the priority concerns of participants, and create pro-
posals that address as many as possible.

After everyone fully understands each other’s underlying
interests, brainstorm options to creatively address as many of
the identified concerns as possible. When their high-priority
concerns are taken seriously, people are often more willing to

engage in give-and-take rather than remain
strident.

For example, arguing about the merits of
smoking is fruitless for smoking and non-
smoking members of a housing co-op. But
they may be able to agree on some crucial con-
cerns, such as keeping smoking away from
children, keeping the grounds clean of ciga-
rette litter, limiting smoking in common areas,
supporting people who want to quit 
smoking, etc.

Get to the Root Issue
If your co-op experiences frequent board

disagreements over relatively small issues, your
co-op may need larger policy guidelines that will prevent
arguments that are arising over each specific instance. For
example, while serving as a member of a food co-op board,
one of the authors participated in weeks of debate over
whether to carry corn chips. Deciding whether to carry cof-
fee was even more controversial! But the issue wasn’t really
about corn chips and coffee. Fundamentally, the board was
debating policy on whether to carry foods that some people
believed were overly processed and not healthful enough—
they were just doing it one product at a time. Eventually, the
board set an overarching product policy, which provided the
manager with both guidelines and authority to make deci-
sions. The core conflict was resolved.

Similarly, frequent debate in an agricultural co-op about
individual expansion opportunities may be more about the
strategic direction of the co-op than about the lines of busi-
ness being considered. Debate over housing co-op smoking
policies may really be about what policy the co-op should
adopt to regulate member behavior that impacts others in
the co-op.

Get Outside Help
If necessary, consider using an outside facilitator.

Sometimes it is hard to be part of a group and remain dis-
passionate enough to facilitate neutrally. Or sometimes one
may be perceived as biased, whether true or not.

Keep learning. Look for books on alternative conflict reso-
lution or interest-based negotiation (Getting to Yes by Fisher
& Ury is a classic.) And see if there are workshops available.
For instance, the State of Florida offers free conflict resolu-
tion training for condominium and cooperative unit owners
(www.caionline.org/florida.)

Conflict can be constructive or destructive. While everyone
knows the consequences of unresolved or chaotic conflict,
the advantages of well-managed conflict include greater
understanding, more ideas on the table, and greater consen-
sus. In fact, the cooperation and democracy we seek depends
on creatively and constructively managing conflict. Finding
mutually satisfying solutions may take time and effort, but
they offer the greatest potential for crafting lasting agree-
ments, building strong teams, and growing the co-op 
movement.
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