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Consensus Building to Resolve Conflicts



• A process used to resolve a conflict 
involving many diverse parties in which 
the input and ideas of all the participants 
are gathered and synthesized to arrive at a 
final position acceptable to all

• Also called collaborative problem-solving 
or collaboration

What Is Consensus Building?
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What Is Consensus Building?
 
Consensus building usually carried out by a mediator or facilitator who moves through a series of prescribed steps.
 
Most groups define consensus in a way that acknowledges that participants support the decision reached by the groups or at least can “live with it”
 
Each member can honestly say:

“I believe that other members understand my point of view”

“I believe I understand other member’s points of view”

“Whether or not I prefer this decision, I support it because it was arrived at openly and fairly and it is the best solution for us at this time” 




What Is Collaboration?

• Collaboration is an open and inclusive  
process, a tool to engage a broad array 
of diverse entities to come together to 
find solutions for issues/problems
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What Is Collaboration?
 
Talked about this in an earlier session.  For more information, go to the BLM NTC Resource Learning Library
 
Key concepts in definition of ‘collaboration’:

-  Is a process or tool

-  Through which two or more parties (Individuals or Organizations) work together to address a problem or issue that concerns them all and that no one is likely to be able to resolve alone.

-  Diverse participants represent a broad range of interests and views






What Is Conflict Resolution?

• A wide range of processes used to address 
sources of conflict which produce 
agreements and resolutions 

• Processes involved in conflict resolution 
generally include facilitation, consensus 
building, negotiation, mediation, and 
joint-fact finding
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What Is Conflict Resolution?
 
Preventing or resolving conflict through these processes can:
	1.   reduce or resolve protests, appeals, and litigation and 
	2.   result in savings of time, budget dollars, and public resources.
  
Today, we’re going to focus on two of these processes:  facilitation and consensus building.  

Agreements reached can be more creative, satisfying, and enduring than those imposed through conventional systems of conflict resolution.
 
Focus on conflict resolution largely on identification of interests and common goals and on cooperation:
Protests, appeals and litigation focused on positions and win/lose outcomes.
 
When parties craft a solution themselves, are generally more committed to the agreement than when a judge or agency imposes a solution.
 




What Is Facilitation?

• A process in which a third-party neutral 
assists a group in decision-making or 
problem solving by helping increase the 
group’s effectiveness

• The goal is not necessarily to resolve 
conflict, but rather to guide the group in its 
thinking process, keep the group focused, 
and help participants communicate 
effectively with one another and as a group
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Traditional functions of a facilitator:

  Assist in developing meeting agenda

  Keep track of time

  Keep participants focused

  Assist with keeping to ground rules

  Keep written record of the discussion

  For multiple sessions, summarize prior sessions and prior agreements

  Assisting in developing solutions



The Facilitator Should:

• Develop a safe environment for all 
participants

• Develop a respectful listening environment

• Support all participants

• Be acceptable to all participants

• Not be vested in an outcome

• Remain neutral throughout the process
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The Facilitator Should
 
These general principles are the foundation for all facilitation efforts, not just those used to build consensus 

Question?  Other generic principles?



“The cornerstone to building consensus is listening 
with respect to others and allowing the speaker to 
express themselves in a forthright manner.”

- Bob Chadwick
Consensus Associates



What Is the Facilitators’ Role?

The facilitator of a consensus building effort moves 
through a series of steps:

• Participant identification and recruitment

• Design of the process to be used

• Problem definition and analysis

• Identification and evaluation of alternative solutions

• Decision-making

• Finalization and approval of the decision

• Implementation
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What Is the Facilitator’s Role in a Consensus Building Process?
 
 
This definition of a facilitator’s role in a consensus building effort implies a different level of involvement of the facilitator early in the process by being actively involved in participant identification and recruitment.  Design of the process to be used often involves the participants in this phase.
 
These steps and this concept is from the following source: 
 
http://www.colorado.edu/conflict/peace/treatment/consens.html




Consensus Building Tools

1. The Grounding
2. The Greeting Circle
3. Roles of facilitator and recorder
4. Best / Worst Outcomes
5. Closure
6. A process for coping with conflict
7. Collective Statements
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Consensus Building Tools
 
Consensus Associates offers a consensus building process called the Consensus Institute, a five week training program.  The Institute takes the practitioner through a sequential series of learning modules that provides a specialized set of skills and theoretical understanding related to conflict resolution and consensus facilitation.

The various modules of the Consensus Institute focus on conflict generators (change, power, scarcity, diversity, etc) and outline a step-wise process for moving beyond conflict to consensus. 
 
Today, going to talk about three of these tools:

1.  The grounding

2.  The greeting circle

Roles of the facilitator and recorder

5.  A process for coping with conflict

6.  Worst/best outcomes

7.  Closure

8.  Collective Statements




Coping with Conflict Exercise

• Define conflict

• How do you feel about it?

• What are the unresolved conflicts that 

confront you in your life?
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Coping with Conflict Exercise

Most people define conflict as a difference of opinion, values, or beliefs, or a disagreement between two or more people.  According to Bob Chadwick, conflict is more than that, that something is added to that disagreement or difference to cause the conflict.  CONFLICT IS DIFFERENCE OR DISAGREEMENT WITH POWER ATTACHED TO IT.  FOCUS IS ON WHO WILL WIN.  When one person decided that the other must do what he wants and the other resists, then there is conflict.  If others are asked to join in and they do so out of loyalty, then an inter-group conflict results.  Takes power to make that happen.

Let’s look at how you personally feel about conflict and your methods for resolving it.
 
DIRECTIONS:

In your own words, define what conflict is (thinking).  Write as many definitions as you want.  For example:

-  Conflict is a disagreement between two or more people that often is a lack of communication
-  It is a difference of opinion
-  Conflict is when a difference of opinion creates tension/discussion, either internally or externally, that prevents consensus
-  Conflict is a disconnect, sometimes caused by a behavior or an opinion that this expressed that caused a “stuck-ness.”

Next, write down how conflict makes you feel.  For example: conflict makes me feel

-  Anxious
-  Stressed
-  Uncomfortable
-  Fearful
-  Defensive
-  My anxiety drives me to resolve it
-  I try to avoid conflict
-  At times I like conflict because when opposing ideologies come together, an opportunity for learning occurs

List all the conflicts that are unresolved in your life.  If you desire, you can break them into four areas:  personal, family, work, and community.  The personal conflicts are those you have with yourself, that go on in your mind. 
 
ANOTHER EXAMPLE OF BALANCE:  Exploring the definition of conflict allows one to deal with this more as an abstract concept, with less personal attachment.
 
Exploring "unresolved conflict in your environment" allows one to explore the specific reality of conflict in a more emotional context. 




Worst Possible Outcome Exercise

• What are the worst possible outcomes 
of confronting this unresolved conflict?
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Worst Possible Outcomes Exercise
 
important to explore the worst fears before best hopes. leaves image of best outcome in the participants minds.
 
Fears are uppermost in minds of those who are apprehensive, uncertain, unwilling.  It is  normal and right to fear the worst outcome of any situation.
 
Example: Think of a time when you were sleeping and the phone rang early in the morning.  What did you think?  How did you feel? 
 
How about the time a child ran toward the road.  How did you react?  Did you yell to the child  and demand they stay away from the street?  Even though there are no cars there, you experience the worst possible outcome  – THE CHILD BEING HIT BY THE CAR.  Not only that, you feel the potential emotion of that moment just as if it happened.
 
PEOPLE FEAR THE WORST OUTCOME OF ANY SITUATION AND OPERATE EMOTIONALLY OUT OF THAT FEAR JUST AS IF IT WERE REALLY HAPPENING.  THIS IS A MAJOR MOTIVATOR FOR MOST CONFLICT. 

WORST POSSIBLE OUTCOMES are:

-  feared future imagined outcomes

-  often based on past experience

-  with a presently experienced emotion, biochemical and physical reaction

-  when people believe them, they affect their perceptions, beliefs, values and strategies

-  they tend to be self-fulfilling prophecies when strongly held

DIRECTIONS:
Select one area of conflict in your life First, write down as many worst possible outcomes of confronting conflict that you can think of. Do not hesitate to write the worst of the worst.  Don’t hide anything from yourself.  The more you disclose to yourself, the most likely you will learn how to resolve the situation. For example:

-  It brings up fear of uncontrollable chaos
-  People are going to get angry at me
-  It will make things worse
-  We lose our ability to do what we want to do because we have to compromise
-  Confronting conflict creates more conflict
 





Best Possible Outcome Exercise

• Use the same conflict situation to
list the best possible outcomes of 
confronting and resolving this conflict
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Best Possible Outcomes Exercise

DIRECTIONS:  Using the same conflict situation for generating worse possible outcomes, list the best possible outcomes for the conflict situation.  List as many best outcomes as you can think of.
 
Once fears have been adequately expressed, then hopes seem more possible, easier to express and believe.  This also leaves the images and words of the best hopes in the minds of the participants.
 
All events /issues have a potential worst or best outcome. Either is possible. Typically, some of us choose to focus on either the worst or the best outcome (pessimists and optimists).  When these views become pitted against each other, we tend to see the worst outcome or the best outcome as the exclusive possibility.  This results in polarization of views.
 
The best outcome is often not experienced by people in conflict because they get focused on talking about the worst possible outcome.
 
The best outcome is just as possible.  It is a way of expressing the potential in any event or issue.
 
It is a goal, a direction that we can agree to seek.  It focuses on the positive efforts of people who are seeking the best.
 
Consensus recognizes the possibility of the worst and the best outcome.  This is called POSSIBILITY THINKING, an acknowledgement that both worst and best outcomes are present and inherent in each moment, up to, and often after the event. 

BEST POSSIBLE OUTCOMES are:

-  Hoped-for future imagined outcomes

-  Sometimes not previously experienced

-  With a presently experienced emotion, biochemical and physical reaction

-  When people believe them, they affect their perceptions, beliefs, values and strategies

-  They tend to be self-fulfilling prophecies when strongly held





Closure Exercise

• What did you learn from these exercises 
that will help you confront and resolve 
your conflicts?

• How did you feel about these activities?
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