Conflict Management, August 5, 2015
Felipe Arzayus

Greetings fellow A Rising Tiders...

Please join me and your colleagues for another Leadership Seminar Series discussion a week
from today (Aug 5th).

The topic for this seminar is CONFLICT MANAGEMENT, but -- not just conflict at our level, but
rather at the political level. On the drive from FEI to the Dulles airport a couple of weeks ago, |
was talking to Mike Murray and Jeff Weir about some of the conflict challenges political appointees
face when dealing with our Legislative and Executive branch bosses. Out of that came this
seminar. The basic premise is that being correct, or doing the right thing is not necessarily the
right thing to point out to folks that have political pressures dictating their actions. So what is the
right approach to handling conflict at that level?

To get at this, | have a two documents and a video that I'd like you to review (they are short) by
next week. The links and questions are below -- please see the Adm Lautenbacher and Sen.
McCain video first, for context:

Video link:
Adm Lautenbacher at hearing with McCain:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vbOReiA2QA8

From the Lautenbacher video:

1. Was Sen. McCain engaging in a discussion with Adm. Launtenbacher or was it a
one-way conversation?

2. How should Adm. Lautenbacher dealt with the obvious politically charged discussion
driven by Sen. McCain?

3. How did Sen. McCain appeared to the folks in the room, his constituency, to climate
change advocates or deniers, and ultimately, to the public?

4. What lessons did Adm. Lautenbacher learned from this Congressional Hearing?

5. What could Adm. Lautenbacher’s staff done to prepare him for this meeting?

Video Link:
From Political Animal -- Blog by Nancy LeTourneau:

http://www.washingtonmonthly.com/political-animal-a/2015 02/how president obama handles ¢
0054186.php
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vb0ReiA2QA8
http://www.washingtonmonthly.com/political-animal-a/2015_02/how_president_obama_handles_co054186.php
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1. Do you agree that ‘conflict resolution’ in Washington politics is all about competing for
dominance -- | win/you lose?

2. Is Collaboration equal to Accommodation in Washington politics? Can accommodation
be seen as a sign of weakness rather than a willingness to seek compromise?

3. What do you think about Mitchell Hammer’s ‘Intercultural Conflict Style Model’, and
when is it appropriate to use it, versus the ‘Conflict Handling Modes’ we learned at FEI?

Senator Obama:
https://youtu.be/ZC8C JH2eQc

DISCUSSION POINTS

e Throughout our LCDP courses and discussions we have been taught how to manage conflict
from a leadership perspective. | thought this topic was especially appealing because it introduces
a new ‘dynamic’ in the strategy to deal with conflict. That is, dealing with external pressures that
may confound your ability to manage conflict correctly even to the point of taken the path of the
accommaodator when you are clearly in a position to effect a competing style conflict handling
mode.

e In the case of the McCain/Lautenbacher briefing, Adm Lautenbacher started out as someone in
charge of the information at his disposal but not aware of how to best use it when confronted for
answers from Senator McCain, who was setting the stage up for a potential presidential bid in the
following months. In this set up, Senator McCain came armed with information regarding a highly
controversial issue for which NOAA had been told to lead a reporting process that was fraught
with unrealistic expectations. Expectations that had been unofficially at various levels of
government.

e \When dealing with a very direct and confrontational set of questions by Senator McCain, Adm
Lautenbacher was first taken aback and tried to circumvent them (avoiding conflict mode) by
answering in uncertain terms, which produced even more direct and confrontational questions.
The crux of the briefing was that Senator McCain was asking questions for which he already knew
the official answers, but Adm Lautenbacher, perhaps naively, did not go immediately into
accommodating mode, answering with concise statements that would deflated the conflict and
probable reducing the grandstanding Senator McCain was looking for.

e There was agreement in the discussions that there was little gain from Senator McCain’s
grandstanding in terms of his public image, and in some ways this interplay may have impacted
negatively as it showed him to be a bully. There was also agreement that Adm Lautenbacher
could have used a better briefing style to understand the difference between the correct answers,
and the answer styles needed at these type of briefings.

e On the second part of the discussion, we talked about the two conflict management styles, the
TKI we learned at FEI, vs the Intercultural Conflict Style model and how they are used intersped
by lawmakers and the President as they deal with conflict on a daytoday basis.
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e The central points from these models is that in WWashington politics, folks seem to work mostly
from the angle of being assertive and uncooperative (Competing) because to do otherwise can be
seen as being weak and not able to lead. | win/you lose is the public modus operandi of many of
our lawmakers, even though the majority of their accomplishments are done while using
collaborative or compromising conflict modes in the privacy of their chambers or committee rooms.

e So, what conflict modes should our NOAA leaders, and ourselves use when dealing with
members of our legislative and executive branches? The discussion in the room ranged from
being overly prepared and provide facts and figures to every question and statement, versus
providing short and concise answers with very little information that could be used to launch
another set of questions. | think the answer lies somewhere in between and whether the
discussion is in an open forum, or via a dialog in a committee room.



