Solutions-oriented communication: a guide for technicians.

I - Rationale.

The Chartered Association of Sport and Exercise Sciences (CASES) Technical special interest group has been primarily established to connect technicians and break down barriers. 

The main aims of this document are: (i) to provide guidance and potential solutions to solve conflicts within the workplace, and (ii) to raise awareness on the importance of adopting a structured approach to resolve conflict. 

The benefits of conflicts’ resolution include improving communication and problem-solving skills as well as relationships and productivity. The guidance provided herein is intended to reduce the likelihood that conflicts escalate to a greater extent and become difficult to manage. This document content aligns with fairness, professionalism and honesty which are part of CASES’ values.
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II - Conflict definition and background.

“Conflict is the disagreement or difference of opinions between or among individuals that can be potentially harmful to any organisation” (1). Conflict, a state of opposition, leads to divide people and raises barriers in the workplace.
Conflicts are usually caused by changes, poor communication and stress but are also related to behaviour, emotions or perception (2, 3). Although often perceived as negative, conflicts can be beneficial to a team or individuals as their resolution can lead to changes in ways of working and better communication. 




III - Conflict management styles - The five conflict handling modes by Thomas & Kilmann (4)

Although each conflict is unique, there are several ways of managing them.
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IV - Conflicts and resistance to change.

When exposed to change, individuals might experience acceptance and enjoyment or fear and rejection. Organisations use the Kubler-Ross model (5) to understand the emotional responses individual are showing when facing changes (see below).       
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Table from Warrick, D. (2023). Revisiting resistance to change and how to manage it: What has been learned and what organizations need to do (6).
V - Examples of conflict resolution.
- A few staff members of a Sport and Exercise Sciences’ School were reluctant to complete a risk assessment before the start of their project. At the School’s meetings, the health and safety lead delivered presentations providing a rationale behind writing a risk assessment specific to one’s activity as well as examples of hazards, risks and control measures relevant to Sport and Exercise Sciences’ activities. Suggestions were made about the few steps that should be followed before starting a project. Progressively, everyone agreed to complete risk assessments prior to the start of their activity. 


- Sue and Alex are both Sport and Exercise Sciences Technicians working together to organise some laboratory-based activities for an open day. Alex wants to work on this project twice a week for an hour, four weeks before the deadline to spread the workload. Sue suggests working on this project for a day or so the week before. Alex and Sue have different working styles and should discuss to find a compromise so they both agree on a way of getting ready for the open day. For example, they could find a middle ground and work twice a week for two hours; two weeks before the deadline.         


- A Technical Team disagreed about the timeline of a software update. Some members wanted the update to be made as soon as it was available while others pushed for the software to be updated six months later because the release date coincided with a busy time of the year. The manager suggested to update the software about two months after its release, during a reading week. This accommodated both parties and ensured users would benefit from the update in a timely manner.     



VI - Tips and steps for solving conflicts.
 
One of the best ways to solve a difficulty dividing individuals is to adopt a process called “creative design”. Both parties agree to discuss the
situation as a mutual problem that should have a solution satisfactory to all (2).


1) Steps To Conflict Management (1)
Note: discussions and meetings aiming at solving conflicts must happen in the presence of all individuals involved in the conflict.
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2) Structuring answers to be clear and understood.

The PREP method is a powerful way of structuring persuasive answers. 
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Example of a conflict resolution using the PREP method:
· Point: Wearing a laboratory coat when sampling blood is essential for maintaining safety and hygiene.
· Reason: It provides a protective barrier against potential contamination for both the individual sampling blood and research participant.
· Example: For instance, in clinical settings where bloodborne pathogens like Hepatitis B or HIV may be present, a laboratory coat helps prevent exposure through skin or clothing. 
· Point: Wearing a laboratory coat when sampling blood protects individuals and must be included in risk assessment’s control measures.












3) Using reflective practice (Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle).


Source: The Open University




4) Attending courses:
There are several courses or webinars available that might be useful to help individuals and managers to solve conflicts; below are a few examples:
· Navigating difficult conversations: turn tension into progress.
· Accepting and adopting change masterclass.
· Introduction to conflict management.
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Before communication begins, set rules for respectful communication.


Ask all involved to set aside preconceived opinions about each other.


Ask all parties to engage in active listening without interruption.


Ask all parties to write down the problem. 


Ask each party to come up with a solution.


Discuss each solution and the positive and negative aspects of each proposed solution.



EXPERIENCE – What happened?


FEELINGS – What were you feeling?


ANALYSIS – To make sense of the situation.


CONCLUSION – What else could you have done?


ACTION PLAN – What would you do next time?


EVALUATION – What was good or bad about the situation?



Avoidance: One or more individuals involved in the conflict avoids the situation and does not address the conflict. This way of managing a conflict is only beneficial when it is aimed at de-escalating a very tense situation, on a short-term basis. 


Accommodative: One party neglects their own concern(s) to satisfy others. Sometimes concessions can be more beneficial than standing firm.


Competitive: Opposite of accommodative. One party pursue their own concerns and might stand up for their rights. Individual(s) do not cooperate to meet the needs of others.


Compromise: Defined as an agreement in an argument in which the people involved reduce their demands or change their opinion to agree. Both parties jointly find a solution.


Collaborative: Individuals work together to find a solution. This style emphasizes empathy and mutual respect. It builds stronger relationships.
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Table 1. _Lessons learned: Why people resist change

Personal reasons

‘Comfort with the status quo, low tolerance for change, typical response to change

Lack of information and compelling reasons for change, uncertainty about the impact of changes
Adversely affected by the change, threat to self-interest or status

Change does not make sense, there are better alteratives, or the change is not necessary
Change is contrary to personal values and principles or stated organizational values and principles
Change is perceived as coercive, forced, or made with questionable motives.

Organizational reasons

Bottom-line-oriented organization that shows little concern for employees or their well-being
Leaders are not trusted nor perceived as skilled leaders

Unpleasant organizational cultures that do not attract and retain talented workers
Top-down, controlling structures and practices that demotivate employees

Out of touch with changing times, must adapt to be competitive

The role of change agents in causing resistance

Resistance occurs because of a change agent’s reputation, leadership style, or practices
Lack of communication regarding the purpose and impact of changes

Oversell or mislead people regarding changes

Minimal communication, involvement, and opportunities for feedback and dialogue during the change process
Lack of transparency and questionable practices, motives, and agendas that undermine trust

Minimal effort to build rapport with, listen to, and engage those impacted by change

How change is managed

o Change agents are often lacking in training and skills to manage change
» Because of the lack of skills in managing change, there is a high failure rate at successfully implementing

changes
« An organizational attitude s created regarding how change is managed, as well as the failure and negative

impact of changes, which increases resistance to change
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PREP

Point: State your position or key
point.

Reasons: One/Two reasons why.

Examples: One/Two examples to
back up your point.

Point: Summarise your position/key
point, propose further action.
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