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Ejecutivo de Conflictos

RESUMEN: El conflicto es inherente a la administración de 
recursos naturales públicos. Al preguntarles, los ejecutivos 
de oficinas de pesca y vida silvestre comentan que desean em-
pleados con excepcionales habilidades para manejar el con-
flicto. Pero cuando planteo la cuestión de qué están haciendo 
para que sus empleados se conviertan en hábiles manejadores 
del conflicto, regularmente no saben qué responder. Los pro-
fesionistas usualmente se las arreglan solos para adquirir es-
tas habilidades a través de un aprendizaje, no supervisado, 
basado en el ensayo y error. Los líderes ejecutivos pueden 
adoptar una serie de once acciones tendientes a mejorar el 
manejo del conflicto al interior de sus organizaciones. Dichas 
acciones caen en cuatro categorías:

1. La prevención del conflicto mediante entre-
namiento, la adición de un campo referente a la 
“resolución de conflictos” en las evaluaciones del 
desempeño de los empleados; mantener un siste-
ma de alerta temprana para detectar conflictos 
emergentes y la creación de un proceso robusto 
de inclusión de todas las partes involucradas.

2. Planeación de contingencias mediante una eval-
uación sistemática de vulnerabilidades; llevar a 
cabo análisis de estrategias basadas en “Qué su-
cedería sí…”; y mantener una capacidad de re-
spuesta expedita para cuando surja un conflicto.

3. Manejo de crisis asegurando que la organización 
pueda de forma efectiva analizar una situación 
conflictiva y que pueda eficientemente estabilizar 
la situación indeseable de tal suerte que las rela-
ciones se restablezcan.

4. Reconocimiento al personal por los trabajos ter-
minados a través de una herramienta de plane-
ación que enseñe a los patrones, a la hora de pre-
sentar un conflicto ante los ejecutivos, a mostrar 
también un análisis de “situación concluida” y el 
plan de remediación correspondiente.

ABSTRACT: Conflict comes with the job of managing the pub-
lic’s natural resources.  When I ask, fish and wildlife executives tell 
me they want employees with excellent conflict management skills.  
When I next ask what they are doing to prepare their employees 
to become skilled conflict managers, I regularly get a blank stare.  
Professionals are usually on their own to acquire these skills, largely 
through unguided, trial-and-error learning.  Eleven actions leaders 
can take to improve conflict management in their organizations fall 
into four categories:

1. Conflict prevention through training, adding a “conflict 
resolution” dimension to employee performance evalu-
ations, maintaining an early warning system to detect 
emerging conflict, and creating robust stakeholder in-
volvement processes.

2.  Contingency planning through systematically assess-
ing vulnerabilities, conducting “What if. . .” strategy 
analyses, and maintaining a rapid response capacity for 
when a conflict emerges.

3. Crisis management through ensuring that the organiza-
tion can effectively analyze a conflict situation and can 
efficiently stabilize a bad situation so relationships can 
be rebuilt.

4. Encouraging completed staff work by using a planning 
tool that teaches employees to bring a finished situation 
analysis and remedial plan forward at the same time 
they bring a conflict to the executive’s attention.

There certainly is no shortage of conflict over natural 
resources these days. Understandably, conflict increases as 
resources become scarce and demand for these resources and 
their habitats increases (Yaffee 1994; Wondolleck and Yaffee 
2000). Unfortunately, the use of science-based management 
does not extricate us from conflict (Ruell et al. 2010). The im-
portance of conservation professionals having effective ‘people 
skills’ is now widely acknowledged (e.g., Bonar 2007). Smart 
executives I have met define one of these, the ability to manage 
conflict, as a core job skill—a “must-have” they expect from 
employees. What I have noticed, however, is that these same 
executives are less successful developing these skills in their 
organizations and employees. 

 When an issue generates conflict, a manager’s in-
stinct is to take charge and fix the problem. But success does 
not mean always being the one doing the work. Absence of 
conflict indicates that the organization’s conflict management 

system is working—and this usually occurs when staff through-
out your organization are skilled conflict managers. Successful 
management of conflict, like other expertise in our profession, 
is a learned skill. But are we teaching this skill?

Most natural resource agencies do not think of conflict 
management as an explicit job function, one that needs to be 
taught. To illustrate this, I ask executives a topic-related, crisis 
question. For example, I might say to an agency director:
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are on this pyramid gives insight about how well your execu-
tive management is working. At the bottom of the pyramid is 
setting expectations for completed staff work. Does your staff 
know how to bring you a completed solution recommendation 
when they first bring a conflict to your attention? Up the pyra-
mid is conflict prevention. Are your employees good at conflict 
management once a problem emerges, and are you consistently 
in front of problems while you still have decision space? Fur-
ther up the pyramid is contingency planning. How good are 
you at planning for the unplanned? At the top is crisis manage-
ment. How quickly and accurately can your organization assess 
a meltdown and deploy interventions? 

Successful executives spend the most time ensuring com-
pleted staff work, less on prevention, less again on contingency 
planning, and the least on crisis management because they 
have done a good job at lower levels of the pyramid. You can-
not build a strong organization if you are always putting out 
fires and there is likelihood you will get burned. Here are elev-
en ways to improve your executive management of conflict. 

Actions that build a prevention capacity 
Prevention means detecting and restructuring the condi-

tions that cause or favor unwanted events. Conflict is not spon-
taneous. In fact, there is a chain of events that lead to conflict. 
Prevention means intervening earlier in the chain of events. 
The objectives in your prevention program are to:

• mitigate risks;
• halt and reverse escalation of issues leading to open   

conflict; 
• keep conflicts out of the executive office by delegating 

them to your support staff; and
• increase positive attitudes while ameliorating bad      

feelings about you or your program.

FIgure 1. Pyramid of conflict management responses in an organization. 
The executive’s dominant function changes in each kind of response, as 
does the amount of direct, hands-on work required by the executive.

Let’s run through a hypothetical situation. Suppose I am 
an employee. I am here to report that there is a serious fish 
kill in one of our rivers. Tell me, as the executive in charge, 
what are the first things you would do? 

Typically, they can easily give me a dozen or so steps they 
would take to assess the situation and respond. When they are 
done I will say:

Let’s change the scenario. This time I am here to report 
on a goose hunting conflict that has come up in one part 
of the state. Earlier, responding to harvest estimates on a 
protected race of geese, you issued emergency regulations 
to close the hunting season. Hunters and some influential 
carrot farmers found out that your employees made an 
error seriously overestimating the harvest. Alas, the em-
ployees, who discovered their mistake, did not report it up 
the chain of command. Now the hunters and farmers are 
saying there was a cover up. The hunters are mad because 
their season was cut short as there are plenty of geese avail-
able for harvest without creating a conservation concern. 
The farmers are mad because hunting is one of the few 
tools they have to manage depredation from the thousands 
of geese that descend onto their fields to eat carrots. You 
have lost the option to reopen the hunting season because 
it is now past the mandatory closing date specified in in-
ternational treaties for this migratory species. And, by the 
way, these angry citizens have set up a meeting with you 
and the President of the state senate, who happens to live 
in their legislative district, to complain about your failure. 
Tell me, as the executive in charge, what are the first things 
you would do? 

This otherwise smart agency director cannot list as robust 
a set of intervention steps for this problem as with the fish kill. 

Does this comparison seem farfetched? It was not in the 
state agency where I worked. I watched my director and pro-
gram executives successfully deal with the fish kill but not with 
the goose hunting conflict. It was not that these executives 
were dense. They were intelligent, like most agency executives 
I have met. But they were not as equipped to work with conflict 
as they were to work with a biological crisis like the fish kill. In 
their careers, conflict management had not been identified for 
explicit skill building. They were left on their own to acquire 
these skills through painful trial-and-error learning. Resolve to 
improve this situation in your organization. Begin with an as-
sessment.

Assess current performance 
Executive management of conflict means doing four kinds 

of work: setting expectations for completed staff work, preven-
tion, contingency management, and crisis management. Ar-
raying these as a pyramid (Figure 1) and assessing where you 
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Action 1. Train staff
Clearly, building staff skills is a simple prevention. In my 

conflict management workshops I ask participants about the 
availability of such training in their organizations. Their an-
swers are uniform; typically the best fit they can find is train-
ing on customer service skills. Most do not have continuing 
education available that focuses on conflict management per 
se. This is especially true for dispute resolution in the context 
of natural resources, which is increasingly about conflicts over 
values, a more difficult challenge (Adler et al. 2001; Moore 
1996). Imagine you need to hire a senior manager. Is the talent 
pool stronger if all the candidates received conflict manage-
ment training and mentoring as mid-managers? 

 Action 2. Evaluate employee performance 
Just as you now evaluate employee performance on fiscal 

management, technical expertise, communications, etc. add a 
‘Conflict Management’ category to their evaluations. This will 
get their attention. Tying these performance audits to guided 
improvement plans will get you an employee skill set that 
keeps conflicts from escalating up to your office. A happy by-
product will be more confident employees. 

Action 3. Develop an early warning system 
Develop some means for systematically scanning your 

work environment to detect emerging issues before they get 
out of hand. This does not have to be a sophisticated or com-
plex system, but it does need to be consistent and effectively 
reported. Key questions are the following:

• What are stakeholders talking about?
• How upset are they?
• Is this a local or a broader concern?
• Are stakeholders articulating steps to act on their con-

cerns?

In setting up an early warning system, two key directions 
are needed from you as the executive in charge: specify the 
types of information you need to detect emerging conflict, and 
then specify the outputs (e.g., reporting) required to make this 
information useful. A successful early warning system signals 
stress in your work environment with acceptable accuracy, 
is regularly collected and reported from diverse sources, and 
allows the organization to conceive a response appropriately 
timed and scaled for the issue at hand. Whatever is the right 
way for your organization, your executive management goal is 
to build a system that routinely alerts you in the early stages of 
conflicts.

Action 4. Work early and work often with stake-
holders 

A reviewer of this article reminded me of E. E. Schatt-
schneider’s quote, “The best point at which to manage conflict 
is before it starts” (Schattschneider 1960, p.15). In my citizen 

participation projects, a recurring theme is disengagement of 
an agency from its publics leading to a breakdown in trust and 
respect (Susskind and Field 1996). Consequently, a routine suc-
cess tool is to restore these, usually along the two thought lines 
of “honorable people can honorably disagree” and “we are go-
ing to have to work together in the future which will be easier 
if we can do so as friends—or at least as respectful adversaries.”

Hans and Annemarie Bleiker, in their citizen participa-
tion workshops (Institute for Participatory Management and 
Planning 2010), provide the key reason why this approach 
works. They teach that in conflicts over government propos-
als you do not have to attain agreement among stakeholders. 
All you need do is get concerned citizens to not try and veto 
your course of action. In other words, disgruntled citizens do 
not have to agree, but it is in your organization’s interest to 
get them to refrain from activism to stop progress. If you con-
vince them that your proposal is legitimate, credible, and cre-
ated with a fair process, citizens may object, but they will rarely 
exercise their veto power. Thus, your prevention intervention 
is to take initiatives to stakeholders on your terms and in a way 
that proves they are legitimate, credible, and decided using a 
fair process. They may not like it, but they can accept it. 

Example of successful prevention featuring       
Action 3: Employees who know how to listen 

In the early 1990s I was lucky to be an interviewer for 
the Management Effectiveness Study (McMullin 1993). The 
Management Effectiveness Study was a cooperative effort of 
the Management Assistance Team (at that time affiliated with 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s Division of Federal Aid), 
the Organization of Wildlife Planners, and Virginia Tech. This 
research identified characteristics of the most effective United 
States fish and wildlife agencies. I was impressed by a story I 
heard several times in my interviews of the New York State 
Department of Environmental Conservation employees. The 
agency had a simple but effective early warning system that, 
according to the executives I interviewed, gave them at least a 
three-week head start on developing controversies. With that 
foreknowledge the agency could then start interventions be-
fore conflicts spiraled out of control. Simply, they required staff 
throughout the state to attend, in uniform, one or more stake-
holder meetings a month as part of their regular job duties. 
These employees were then required to report to headquarters 
what they had heard. Negative stories cropping up in multiple 
stakeholder meetings became their early warning that a prob-
lem was brewing. Forewarned, interventions could be devised, 
usually at the local level, before major stakeholder concern or 
anger erupted.

Actions that build a contingency   
planning capacity 

A contingency plan is simply an alternative course of ac-
tion that can be implemented in the event your primary ap-
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proach fails. It is your plan for the unplanned. Reasonable ob-
jectives for contingency planning are to:

• Predetermine the array of options you can try if a         
contingency actually happens.

• Identify the team or staff lead that will take on the issue 
if the contingency happens.

• Identify the authorities needed and how resource alloca-
tion decisions will be made.

• Define how you will know when a contingency plan is 
no longer needed. 

Action 5. Identify Windows of Vulnerability 
These are moments, usually events like elections, regula-

tion setting, creation of new advocacy groups, or crises that 
threaten to rapidly change the balance in your work environ-
ment. These events can trigger conflict. Key actors may seize 
on these moments to move their concerns to center stage and 
secure attention or a power shift to force the change they 
want—usually excluding other points of view. For example, 
your staff, in their attendance at stakeholder meetings, should 
be listening for the concerns that lay behind the events stake-
holders are talking about. These are the real triggers of stake-
holder activism and usually involve underlying needs that are 
not being met, like feelings of increasing uncertainty about 
their future, exclusion from important decision making, being 
marginalized, or sensing a loss of autonomy and self-determi-
nation. We mediators learn to ask why an issue is important 
to a disputant. The answer we uncover is the underlying inter-
est that is the real driver or concern. We build durable solu-
tions by working with these underlying interests. To understand 
windows of vulnerability at this deeper level take an issue like 
closing the goose hunting season early and ask why that issue 
is important to stakeholders. By doing this you discover the 
stakeholders’ underlying interest. Knowing their interests gives 
you intuition about how to close the window of vulnerability. 
This is essentially the same as the “getting to yes” principle of 
focusing on interests, not positions (Fisher et al. 1991). For a 
fuller explanation of how to work with issues and interests see 
Fisher et al. 1991 and Fraidenburg and Strever, 2004.

Action 6. Conduct “What if...” analysis 
“What if...” analysis involves asking questions of the type, 

“What if X happens in our work environment, what will we 
do?” These hypothetical questions are used in decision making 
to explicitly consider possible, but not certain, future condi-
tions. How do you select issues for this analysis? Issues that ap-
pear in your early warning system and in your windows of vul-
nerability analyses are candidates, especially if an issue appears 
on both lists. Most executives I have worked with instinctively 
do “What if...” analysis. The problem is that they limit it to the 
single most likely “What if...” possibility. Economist Herbert 
Simon (1956) coined the word “satisficing” to describe this 
behavior. Satisficing explains the tendency to select the first 

option that meets a given need, or select the option that seems 
to address most needs and at that point stop the search. Do not 
short stop your search. Make a conscious choice to examine an 
appropriate range of possibilities. The key word in the previous 
sentence is “appropriate.” Once you choose to look at multiple 
alternatives it is easy to overdo it by trying to analyze every-
thing. Successful executives still use their judgment to select a 
key range of alternatives for analysis instead of getting wedded 
to their first choice or trying to analyze everything. Keep an 
open mind as actual circumstances develop. As General and 
President Dwight D. Eisenhower was fond of saying, “Plans are 
worthless, but planning is everything” (Eisenhower 1957). 

Action 7. Keep everyone on the same side of the 
table 

When conflict starts to erupt, a common dynamic to man-
age is blaming behavior (i.e., some version of “It is your fault”). 
In mediation we call upon a cliché to express a better dynamic. 
We do not let the parties metaphorically sit across the table 
and hurl ‘me-against-you’ accusations at one another. Instead 
we sit the disputants, again metaphorically, on the same side of 
the table and put the problem on the other side thereby cre-
ating an ‘us-against-the-problem’ frame. This point is similar 
to the “getting to yes” principle of separating people from the 
problem (Fisher et al. 1991). In retrospect I wonder how our 
goose hunting conflict might have played out if the dynamic 
could have been changed from, “You are incompetent!” to a 
negotiation about “How do we, together, ensure accuracy in 
the future?” But, because my director was consistently placed 
behind the events, he could never get in front to build that 
kind of frame. Successful conflict managers control the fram-
ing of the conflicted conversations to be about us against the 
problem.

 Action 8. Have a rapid response capacity 
Successful executives I have met have an ability to muster 

and deploy people and resources when a novel event comes 
their way. Again, my case histories, above, of executives being 
able to rapidly get in front of the fish kill issue but not the goose 
hunting issue are contrasting success stories. In the goose hunt-
ing fracas it was painful to watch as my smart colleagues were 
always behind the issue, especially due to the staff ’s lapse in re-
porting their error, and had to play defense against accusations 
from angry stakeholders. As an executive manager of conflict, 
ensure that you have the ability to remove impediments to de-
ploying people and resources in the early stages of conflict. 

Example of successful contingency planning     
featuring Action 7: Betsy and the Snakeholders 

A California Department of Fish and Game biologist 
and her non-game and enforcement colleagues had a surprise 
dropped on them by snakeholding stakeholders. These stake-
holders wanted to capture rubber boas (Charina bottae) from 
the wild to use in captive breeding so they could sell the prog-
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eny over the Internet. Without a warning to the staff, at a Fish 
and Game Commission meeting a charismatic snakeholder 
used a classy PowerPoint® presentation to make this appeal to 
the uninformed Commissioners. He believed he had the right 
to capture wild snakes as part of his business and wanted the 
Commission to sanction that belief through regulation. He 
ended his show with a bit of meeting magic. With a flourish 
at the key moment in his performance he pulled a snake from 
his coat sleeve. Caught off guard the Commissioners punted 
the issue to staff; that is, to Betsy and her colleagues. Sensing 
that the agency was about to lose management scope on the 
issue, these employees developed a contingency plan for Betsy 
to have up her sleeve.

As veterans of many disputes over rare species, Betsy and 
her team knew there are always multiple interests with oppos-
ing views about the right way to use the animals we manage. 
The staff also realized that because the snakeholders did an 
end-run by going directly to the Commission, the agency was 
no longer in front of the issue. They needed to reestablish the 
agency as the credible management authority and find a way 
to mediate the unbalanced advantage of one interest group. 
Betsy’s solution was to bring together a forum of diverse stake-
holders that represented the full range of opinions about man-
aging native reptiles. She defined the purpose of the forum as 
a discussion about what principles should go into a wise public 
policy for managing capture from the wild and managing com-
merce involving reptile species that exist both in the wild and 
in captivity. Recognizing that the way the issue came up meant 
the agency was not in a credible position to run this meeting, 
the agency hired a neutral third party (me) to facilitate. By 
using an outside facilitator, the agency could assure meeting 
participants that a fair process would be used.

The meeting led to a new policy that regulated take from 
the wild and imposed standards and monitoring on commer-
cial snakeholders (Fraidenburg 2002). In short, Betsy’s contin-
gency plan used a forum of competing interests to ‘mediate’ 
advantage to one vested interest and used the neutrality of the 
process to restore the legitimacy of active management by the 
agency. She did not sit the stakeholders across the table to talk 
at each other as combatants over the narrow topic of rubber 
boas. She put the full range of stakeholders on the same side 
of the table and had them combat a common problem on the 
other side—the question of what constitutes wise public policy 
for the capture of native reptiles from the wild and commerce 
in these species. 

Actions that build a crisis management 
capacity 

Despite your best prevention efforts and your elegant con-
tingency planning, some things are going to go wrong. A while 
back I had the chance to help teach Afghanistan-bound sol-
diers about collaborative negotiations with non-combatants. 

In turn, these soldiers taught me about managing a crisis. They 
impressed upon me that success in their work means thinking 
beyond the immediate crisis to the steps that will generate a 
positive, long-term outcome. The objectives in crisis manage-
ment are to:

• analyze the situation; 
• stabilize the situation; 
• implement damage control;
• protect assets; 
• quickly define a minimum acceptable outcome;
• start rebuilding to achieve that outcome; and 
• when the immediate threat is contained, devise post-

crisis steps to avoid its resurgence or even improve the 
situation enough to remove the threat entirely. 

Action 9. Analyze the situation 
Evaluate the context of the conflict. Are there long-stand-

ing concerns and your issue is just the lightning rod? Has there 
been a sharp change in the natural or human environment? 
Is there a history of conflict between the parties that was not 
adequately resolved? Have you done something that sparked 
the conflict?

Identify the key actors driving the conflict. What are they 
doing? Are stakeholders coalescing and able to mobilize re-
sources? Is there a new set of decision makers above you who 
are more sympathetic to the old issues the existing stakehold-
ers support? What is motivating the key actors and how might 
they exert their influence?

Look for core grievances. Are there social and institutional 
relationships that the disputants perceive as a threat to basic 
needs like security, livelihood, or values? Feeling threatened, 
whether justified or not, can convince a disputant that the 
deck is stacked against them. And the conflict depends on the 
perceptions of the protagonists, whether true or not (Adams 
et al. 2003). Recall the difference between issues and interests 
presented above. The carrot farmers may be saying they are 
angry over the issue of incorrect data, but their interest could 
be about losing control. You may not be able to re-open the 
hunting season, but you might be able to do something that lets 
them regain the sense of control over crop depredation. 

Identify any mitigating factors. Is information available 
that may improve the understanding of the key elements in 
dispute? Is there a respected, neutral third-party who can pro-
vide a moderating voice? Is there an alternative forum you can 
use that the parties respect? 

Describe opportunities for increasing or decreasing con-
flict. What near-term events are capable of making things worse 
or better? What overarching values or what call-to-action can 
you use that allows disputants to identify with and then choose 
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the “larger good” over their sub-group’s specific wants or sense 
of identity?

Action 10. Stabilize the situation and rebuild 
relationships

Crisis means that stakeholders believe their needs are not 
being met and that, rather than working with you, they are bet-
ter served looking for solutions without you or in spite of you. 
However, you also have needs during a crisis. Assert yourself 
by:

• Re-engaging. Do what it takes to encourage disaffected 
stakeholders to build a joint future with you, even if it is 
only agreeing to something simple like scheduling a first 
meeting to talk things over. 

• Ensure security. Your first priority is to protect people 
and resources from physical harm and then create a 
working environment where people feel safe talking 
with one another. 

• Re-establish legitimacy. By definition, a crisis means 
your stakeholders are trying to move forward without 
you. Because stakeholders no longer view you or your 
program as legitimate, do something to encourage their 
acceptance of your mandate. Invite them to understand 
and, if possible, share your accountability to the larger 
community. To the degree that the broader community 
outside of the disputants accepts your mission, let that 
be known. 

• Manage expectations and communication. Constant, 
clear communication helps manage expectations about 
the realities of the situation. Whoever first communi-
cates sets the tone and direction of reconstruction. If 
at all possible, be the first voice that is a positive role 
model of temperance and a call for reconciliation.

• Reestablish accountability and transparency. Estranged 
stakeholders do not trust you. Through your actions, re-
porting, and use of third parties, like the media, promise 
and then follow-through with remedial actions. Doing 
even simple things like giving scheduled briefings about 
the situation count at this stage. 

• Deploy resources to produce quick and visible results. A 
crisis usually means something is at immediate risk. De-
termine what these vulnerabilities are and demonstrate 
that things are different now and that you are trying to 
prevent losses. In doing this, be careful of people look-
ing for “gotcha” moments. These are the many critics 
and story-hungry reporters watching for waste or misuse. 
Be vigilant about monitoring and accounting for the re-
sources you deploy. 

• Build an effective transition. Like it or not, a crisis means 
that others have taken the initiative from you. View 
conflict transformation as an opportunity to transition 
back into your ability to manage the dynamics causing 
conflict. Conflict transformation requires reducing the 

drivers of the conflict (remember issues and interests 
from above?) while supporting solutions that respond to 
the range of interests of all stakeholders, including those 
who feel alienated. 

Example of successful crisis management featur-
ing Action 10: When sheep came to the meeting 

In a rural part of my state, farmers and ranchers were 
critical of my former employer’s land management, especially 
about reluctance to use herbicides for weed control. In a public 
meeting to discuss the new management plan for one of our 
wildlife areas, our local manager was surprised by the strange 
behavior of a county commissioner. The commissioner brought 
an armful of alfalfa and several sheep into the center of the 
meeting room. After tossing the alfalfa to the floor and putting 
the sheep on it to graze, he took over the meeting. He blamed 
the agency for putting honest, hard-working people like lo-
cal sheep ranchers at risk, citing poor weed management by 
the agency as the cause. Realizing that the evening was a lost 
cause, the Department’s land manager ended the meeting. To 
her credit, the very next day she called the commissioner and 
invited him out for coffee. I don’t know what was said over cof-
fee, but she negotiated the commissioner into jointly hosting a 
new meeting several weeks later. The two of them facilitated a 
respectful community dialog about how all parties could meet 
their different land management responsibilities—not about 
spraying weeds. That second meeting succeeded. A new plan 
was adopted for the wildlife area that was largely unmodified 
from the original proposal. 

In responding to the crisis created by the county commis-
sioner, the Department’s land manager quickly assessed the sit-
uation and responded in the moment by ending the meeting. 
Thinking forward, she could see a way through the immediate 
crisis to a new response. It began with rebuilding her working 
relationship with the key actor by having coffee with the com-
missioner in a setting that did not promote the grandstanding 
behavior a public meeting encourages. She looked even further 
forward and proposed a joint public meeting sponsored by the 
commissioner and herself, thereby turning a crisis into an op-
portunity to reestablish accountability and transparency in her 
program. Using one of the techniques from contingency plan-
ning, she changed the topic from the narrow one of whether 
or not to use weed killers to an ‘us-against-the-problem’ frame. 
She put everyone on the same side of the table to discuss the 
problem on the other side—how she and everyone else could 
meet their full range of responsibilities, not about whether or 
not to use weed killers. 

Use planning to ensure that staff does 
most of the conflict resolution work 

So, how do you, as the executive in charge but who is not the 
person doing the actual work, get people moving in the right direction? 
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Figure 2.  The Comprehensive (Full Circle) Planning Model. This structured process uses 
four key planning questions that, taken together, create a comprehensive system for identi-
fying need, defining interventions, and monitoring progress. Begin with the question at the 
top and proceed in a clockwise direction.

fectiveness. Think of this as your operational plan for 
intervening to manage the conflict. 

•	 Did	 we	 make	 it?	 This is the evaluation step. It is the 
mechanism you have for ensuring accountability. And 
this is where you define the need for mid-course cor-
rection by re-entering this cycle of questions with up-
dated information and experience. Thus, this step is 
the launching point for making your interventions an 
“adaptive management” process—your way of ensuring 
there is a structured, iterative process of increasingly im-
proved decisions to reduce uncertainty over time. Think 
of this as continuous improvement. 

All you need do, as the executive directing the activities of 
others, is get answers to these four questions. Doing so not only 
gives you an action plan, it is also a training tool. Imposing 
this thought process will communicate your expectations for 
completed staff work. You will know you are succeeding when, 
in future conflicts, employees automatically bring you answers 
to these four questions when they bring a new controversy to 
your attention. 
 
Why consciously improve?

Because fish and wildlife agencies are doing the public’s 
business, conflict management is in every employee’s job de-
scription, like it or not. Failure to acknowledge this reality or 
help employees improve their skills means conflict problems 
will only get worse. Preparing people to manage conflict is 
more than just about sending them to a training class. It is 
about cultivating the skill set necessary for good conflict man-
agement along with cultivating the mindset that conflict man-
agement is a valued part of the organization’s culture. If you are 

an executive wanting to leave a legacy of im-
proved management capacity, this is a terrific 
leadership opportunity. Improving conflict 
management by your employees decreases 
the number of disputes that come into your 
office and improves our profession. Managing 
scarce natural resources in a world of grow-
ing conflict is a challenge for this century. If 
our management institutions can conceive 
that conflict management is a success skill 
that needs to be taught, I can conceive of a 
brighter future for the natural resources we 
care about. One of your executive opportuni-
ties is to make that happen. 
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Action 11. Use full-circle planning 
You do it by leading planning discussions to develop re-

sponses that match the urgency and severity of the conflict you 
face and that also create an expectation for completed staff 
work—i.e., provides a thorough situation analysis and identi-
fication of intervention solutions that are ready to implement 
without further work by you. The best tool I have found is the 
Comprehensive Planning Model (Figure 2) originally described 
by Crowe (1983) and now used by the Organization of Wild-
life Planners. This model is useful because it is simultaneously 
simple, comprehensive, and highly adaptable across a broad 
range of circumstances. Answering the model’s four planning 
questions forms a management system you can use to design an 
intervention and monitor achievement. 

•	 Where	are	we?	This is the inventory step. This usually 
focuses on, “What happened?” immediately followed by 
the questions of, “Who?”, “When?”, “Where?”, “How?”, 
and “How much?” Think of this as a situation analysis. 

•	 Where	do	we	want	to	go? This defines the outputs and/or 
outcomes you want to produce, i.e., your goals and ob-
jectives. Implicit in making a choice about strategic di-
rection is making a decision about priorities. You cannot 
do everything, so this step is where you decide. Think of 
this as your strategic plan for addressing the conflict. 

•	 How	will	we	get	there? This is designing the inputs (staff-
ing, materials, activities, etc.) that are needed to gener-
ate the outputs you defined in the previous step. This 
step converts your priorities into actions. Because you 
do not have unlimited resources, this is where value 
judgments are made about how to allocate scarce money 
and staff time, that is, how to achieve efficiency and ef-
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