
Managing Public Conflict



What would you do?

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NGiDcT2O8Jc

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NGiDcT2O8Jc


What would you do?

• COVID cases are rising rapidly in your county.
• Some people are afraid you won’t do anything to slow it down; some people 

are afraid you will do something to slow it down.
• A crowd of  75 people representing both points of  view show up at your 

“Open Forum” telling you what they think you should do.  Tensions appear 
to be running high between the two groups.

• What are some of  the tools or strategies you would use to publicly manage 
this conflict?



IAP2 Core Values



IAP2 Ethics



IAP2 Spectrum of  Public Participation



Strategies to Manage Conflict
• Rules of  Order:

• Purpose of  the Meeting.  You took the time to come and see us and we will certainly 
take the time to listen.

• If  you wish to speak, raise your hand (or sign up).  After the Chair recognizes you, 
come to the podium.

• All attendees wishing to be heard must come to the podium (to use the mic so everyone 
hear and watching remotely can hear you).

• State your name and address.

• Each person will be given up to 3 (or 4 or 5?) minutes to speak.

• No one will be allowed to speak for a second time until everyone who wishes to speak 
is heard first.

• Refrain from addressing each other—address your comments to the Board.



Strategies to Manage Conflict
• Rules of  Order:

• Please refrain from interrupting any speakers.  Everyone who wishes to speak will be 
given an opportunity to do so.  (Never end public comment early to move on to 
another agenda item.)

• This hearing is to take public testimony.  It is not a Q&A session.  It is for the Board to 
hear what everyone wants them to know.  Do not expect Board or staff  to answer 
questions.

• This hearing is not a debate.  It is for the Board to hear from all sides.

• Comments must be germane to the topic of  the hearing.

• If  the views of  a group are being expressed, we ask that one person speak on behalf  of  
the group.  Please avoid repeating things that have already been said.



Strategies to Manage Conflict

• Most important:  Listen well.  You listen 
with your eyes.

• Most people don’t expect to win 
everything all the time.  They do expect to 
be heard.



Strategies to Show You Are Listening
• Take notes or have someone take notes of  what people are saying that will be 

copied to the Board and tell them that.
• Use a couple of  flip charts at the front of  the room to take the notes so 

people can see what’s being written and are invited to correct it if  they don’t 
like what was written.

• Don’t check your e-mail or do your grocery list.
• Ask probing questions that are designed only to understand what someone 

said or paraphrase what they said back to them to see if  you understand it 
correctly.  Avoid the debate!

• Show respect . . . even (maybe especially) when you’re not getting any!



Miscellaneous Tips:

• Make sure the room is bigger than the crowd.  Standing room only crowds 
are more irritated.  Make sure everyone can sit and that there are many empty 
chairs.

• These situations are opportunities to build trust or to lose trust in the public 
institution and its players.



Why Does It Matter?
• Thomas Jefferson:  “You cannot govern without the consent of  the 

governed.”

• We are a heavily divided country right now.  What is the path back from the 
cliff ?  Treating each other with respect when we don’t agree.

• We can be part of  that solution by modeling how to disagree without being 
disagreeable.

• If  not us, who?

• If  not now, when?



Questions?
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