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The integrated conflict management system (“ICMS”) model, deemed a best practice in the 

industrial relations subfield of workplace conflict management, offers a proactive approach to 

organizational conflict through the coordinated provision of more alternative dispute resolution 

options and educational resources than traditionally found within organizations.  Though it is 

considered the gold-standard organizational intervention for productively addressing conflict in 

the workplace, measures of success for ICMSs have not been agreed upon or systematically 

categorized.  This dissertation is an intellectual history of the theoretical and practical 

foundations of organizational integrated conflict management systems and a case study of a 

critical case of arguably the leading ICMS currently in operation in the United States:  the ICMS 

at the United States Department of the Interior.  Based on a year of fieldwork using participant 

observation, ethnographic, and interview methods, as well as analysis of archival data, the 

dissertation develops a new typology of the ICMS model that categorizes systems based upon 

how their success is defined and determined.  The typology consists, at the extremes, of two 

orientations:  a resolution orientation focused on resolving disputes and an empowerment 

orientation focused on facilitating change.  Within the typology, measures of ICMS success are 

categorized and considered as falling on two spectrums:  one at the level of the individual 

employee and the other at the level of the organization.  The combination of individual-level and 

organizational-level success measures adopted in a particular ICMS can be averaged to 

determine if an ICMS can be categorized as one operating with a resolution orientation, an 

empowerment orientation, or as one that falls on the spectrum between the two orientations.  



  

Instead of arriving at one definitive measure ICMS success, the dissertation argues choices 

regarding how to measure success of ICMSs are critical decisions that can lead to radically 

different system designs, operational practices, and outcomes for employees and organizations.
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INTRODUCTION 

 

How can organizations manage conflict successfully?  This seemingly simple question, 

upon further reflection, becomes immediately much more challenging to answer.  Conflict—a 

normal part of organizational life—can influence the organization, its members and its outcomes, 

both positively and negatively in a myriad of ways. 

Imagine a conflict among leadership team members at a small company working on a 

project to decide whether to expand operations of a firm into a new country.  In a meeting to 

discuss the matter passions (and tempers) flare.  Team members are eager to defend their 

positions regarding the expansion, which at the outset seem diametrically opposed.  Some are 

excited about unique opportunities to enter into a new market before competitors do.  Others on 

the team are adamant that the firm’s operational capacity is not ready for such an expansion.  To 

them, the initiative would backfire hurting current operations in the near future.  Such a conflict 

has the potential to provide the organization with much better information to ultimately make its 

decision surrounding whether to expand.  The conflict also has the potential to leave personal 

animosity and bitterness among team members that could carry over into other organizational 

domains, projects, and relationships. 

So what becomes important is not if the organization experiences conflict, but how the 

conflict is engaged with and managed.  All organizations have informal and formal conflict 

management and resolution options.  Some may be expressly designed and planned while others 

often default to norms and laws due to the lack of proactive planning in this area.  The academic 

field of industrial relations, which most broadly may be defined as the study of work and 
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workplace relations, has been engaged with questions surrounding best practices for managing 

workplace conflict since the field’s founding as its own academic discipline during the first half 

of the twentieth century.  As will be explored in this dissertation, the field and related disciplines 

have explored workplace conflict from a myriad of angles with a variety of approaches.  Again, 

as will be documented later in this dissertation, best practice surrounding choices organizations 

make has coalesced, beginning in the 1990s, around a systems orientation to managing 

workplace conflict with scholars in the field realizing that ‘one-off’ approaches to ‘dealing’ with 

conflict reactively as it arose in organizations is not as beneficial as proactive approaches to 

workplace conflict that understand workplace conflict is inevitable. 

By the early 2000s, systems approaches to managing conflict in the workplace, known 

broadly as “conflict management systems” (“CMSs”), that extended additional process options 

such as mediation and arbitration into the workplace that had previously not been the norm in 

non-union organizations, had arrived as a major innovation in the field.  Indeed, the concept of 

the conflict management system was labeled “the most influential current idea” in the field of 

workplace conflict several years ago (Roche and Teague 2012a, 231). 

Within the field, sits the integrated conflict management system, (“ICMS”).  This model, 

which was formally introduced in 2001 by a panel of the leading academics and practitioners, 

stresses the active and intentional coordination of conflict management options and strategies 

into a coherent integrated system, beyond individual practices, offices, and procedures 

organizations may use to resolve workplace conflict.  After the model was introduced in 2001, 

the ICMS became the ‘gold-standard’ model for conflict management systems and also 

workplace conflict management more generally.  What led to the development of formal ICMS 



 3 

concept, what it looks like, and how it operates will be discussed in Chapters 1 and 2 of this 

dissertation. 

Consider the previous example of the intense conflict within a team surrounding the 

potential expansion of the firm to a new country.  How possibly would it be addressed differently 

in a company that had adopted an ICMS?  Much would depend on the system design, which will 

vary based on organizational needs and design choices.  But one could easily imagine a system 

that would offer ongoing training on skills for all employees to separate relational and personal 

conflict from task-oriented conflict and to better understand their proclivities and individual 

styles for engaging (or not) in conflict in the workplace.  An ICMS could also make it easy to 

request facilitation support services for a meeting such as this one and would seek to create an 

organizational culture that would understand that requesting a facilitator, who doesn’t have a 

stake in the outcome and instead can be fully focused on process, is a sign of strength rather than 

weakness.  Additionally, individual team members could have had access to a conflict coach 

with whom they could meet with prior to the meeting to talk through and map out individual 

strategies for engaging in the discussion productively.  In these sessions they could also prepare 

strategies for responding to conflict as it arises in the meeting.  After the meeting, if two 

employees left feeling bruised, a mediator could hold a follow-up facilitated dialog with the two 

employees to allow them to potentially deescalate any residual relationship conflict rather than 

continue to fester over any perceived sleights.  In general, conflict would be destigmatized and 

any and all of these processes would be considered ‘normal’ in the course of doing business, 

rather than ‘exceptional’.  One could imagine positive outcomes both for individual employees 

and the organization having access to the services of an ICMS versus not having such access or 

cultural norms regarding conflict present in the workplace. 
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For such a celebrated model, one could posit that many leading organizations would 

adopt ICMSs according to the model outlined by the expert panel in 2001 (Gosline et al. 2001).  

But interestingly, ICMSs are rarely found in United States workplaces—both in the private and 

public sectors (Lipsky 2014b).  This fact raises some important questions.  Primarily:  why?  Is 

the issue education and awareness?  Do organizations not know about all of the benefits of such 

systems?  If organizations that have adopted such systems can indicate successful outcomes, that 

data will be useful to others deciding whether to adopt such systems. 

 This framing guided my initial dissertation research questions and design.  To begin to 

answer these types of questions about the efficacy and outcomes of ICMSs I turned to the United 

States Department of the Interior, (“DOI” or “Interior”), which stands at the forefront of 

workplace conflict management in the United States both in the public and private sectors.  It is a 

leader in terms of its early adoption of an ICMS, named CORE PLUS.  CORE PLUS is likely 

one of oldest continually operating ICMSs in the U.S.—having been in partial operation since 

2003 and fully operational since 2008.  Academics and practitioners in the field of conflict 

management systems identify DOI as a leader in the field as the agency was an early adopter of 

an ICMS and has continued to maintain the system while other organizations have not (Lipsky 

2014b).  Therefore, the Interior Department presents an ideal setting to investigate the long-term 

influence of an ICMS on an organization and its employees.   

 Soon after I began my research within the Interior Department and its ICMS, I quickly 

realized standards and success measures offered by academics and practitioners in the literature, 

which I thought I could simply adopt and use as reference points in an evaluation framework, 

were themselves points of conflict among participants and stakeholders within the ICMS.  This 

initial finding led me to realize that the object of study needed to be the conflict regarding the 
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integrated conflict management system itself.  With no shared understanding of what constituted 

a “successful” ICMS, Interior Department officials and employees were unknowingly 

challenging many of the assumptions, norms, and ultimately values of the field of workplace 

conflict management.  For a field that prides itself on ‘surfacing’ conflict so that it can be 

‘resolved’, the Interior Department was uncovering the fact that the field itself largely was 

avoiding conflict in its quest to promote greater understanding of the IMCS model—avoiding a 

conversation about the implications of differing conceptualizations of what ICMS success is and 

looks like.  While the academic field was focused on promoting the potential of ICMSs to 

transform workplaces if adopted by organizations, inside the leading ICMS in the country 

practitioners were indicating many unanswered questions remained. 

 To begin to move the conversation away from avoidance—to engagement—to possible 

resolution—I have designed this dissertation to be a) an intellectual history of the theoretical and 

practical foundations of organizational conflict management systems and b) a study of a critical 

case of arguably the most-fully implemented and developed ICMS currently in operation in the 

United States.  The dissertation starts with Chapter 1.  In it, I explore the diverse roots of 

organizational conflict management in a novel, more holistic manner than has been done in past.  

Instead of a narrow focus on ADR and the dispute resolution literature, I widen my inquiry to 

incorporate parallel and intersecting developments in human relations, management, law, and 

industrial relations to fully situate previously unacknowledged legacies affecting the theory and 

development of organizational conflict management systems.  In Chapter 2, I consider how 

scholars and practitioners have considered how to conceptualize and measure the success of 

organizational conflict management systems.  I explore the roots of success measures from the 

various theoretical traditions and standpoints and identify tensions between perspectives.  At the 
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end of this chapter, I introduce the framework of a new typology and map for ICMSs that better 

acknowledges the axes for success for such systems both at the individual and organizational 

levels. 

In Chapter 3, I introduce my case study of the Interior Department’s IMCS:  CORE 

PLUS—why it is important site of study for the field along with my research design and 

methods.  Chapters 4 and 5 explore how agency stakeholders conceptualize success of CORE 

PLUS.  Chapter 4 focuses on the individual employee-level measures of success and Chapter 5 

explores the organizational level.  Incorporating my findings from my case study of the Interior 

Department’s ICMS in Chapter 6, I offer my full typology and map of the IMCS model that I 

argue better acknowledges implications of different measures of success not only for the idea and 

theory of integrated conflict management systems, but practically for organizations and their 

employees. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE HISTORICAL AND THEORETICAL ORIGINS OF INTEGRATED CONFLICT 

MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS 

 

The most influential current idea in the theory of conflict management is that of conflict 
management systems. (Roche and Teague 2012a, 231) 

 

 

William Roche and Paul Teague’s recent claim, presented above, appropriately identifies 

the big influence of an idea that resides in a relatively small academic and professional niche:  

workplace conflict management.  Out in the workplaces of the world organizational conflict is 

ubiquitous, yet interestingly the academic study of formal organizational systems for the 

management of workplace conflict takes place in a relatively small subfield that operates at the 

intersection the industrial relations, management, and law.  How did the now gold-standard 

conflict management system model:  the integrated conflict management system, come to occupy 

top billing of such a field?  In this chapter I explore the birth and roots of the ICMS focusing on 

the antecedents, practices, and prescriptions included in the ICMS model and how such 

components have shifted over time.  I attempt to understand and make sense of the desires and 

imperatives of conflict resolution academics and practitioners to reframe what had been 

considered primarily as “dispute resolution” in the context of individual employee-employer 

statutory disputes into a theoretically much wider and larger scope of intervention. 

In this chapter I investigate the diverse roots of organizational conflict management in a 

novel, more holistic manner than has been done in past.  Instead of a focus on solely on the 
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workplace dispute resolution literature, and its focus on “alternative dispute resolution” or ADR, 

I widen my inquiry to incorporate parallel and intersecting developments in human relations, 

organization development, management, law, and industrial relations to fully situate previously 

unacknowledged legacies affecting the theory and development of organizational conflict 

management systems.   

 

Line Management as Conflict Management 

 Before “dispute resolution” and “conflict management systems” entered into the lexicon 

of academics and practitioners, disputes and conflicts were happening (and being resolved) in 

workplaces.  One may only think of the innumerable references to workplace conflict throughout 

the history of literature, sociology, political science, and economics:  from Marx, to Weber, to 

Hugo.  Therefore a full history of workplace conflict and its resolution is not forthcoming in this 

chapter!  Instead, I will systematically explore the history of formal organizational interventions 

into workplace conflict resolution and how varying strands of ideas develop and converge to 

create what I argue is now seen as the zenith of such interventions:  the ICMS. 

 A good starting point for such an exploration is the late 1800s at the moment in which the 

factory became a dominant new space for manufacturing in U.S industrial relations.  The 

transition from home-work and independent artisanal craftsperson production of goods that were 

prominent during the first half of the nineteenth century to the factory system was in full swing 

during the second half of the century.  Though the transition was not immediate with small 

producers, independent producers in many industries co-existing with newly constructed, 

mechanized factories—by the 1870s the factory mode of production was growing considerably 

and began to eclipse more traditional methods of work based on internal and external 
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contracting.  With its severe agglomeration of employees mechanized and routinized production 

practices, the factory provided an opportunity for a new more direct supervisory style to develop.  

The “foreman,” soon became the primary and often sole interface for workers with factory 

management (Nelson 1996; Jacoby 2004). 

 The advent of the foreman role was a central facet of the newly forming “drive system” 

for managing the work of the factory.  The centralized space of the factory created the ability for 

constant monitoring of a large number of workers at a time by a single supervisor, who 

frequently maintained almost total authority to manage his shop or section of the factory as he 

saw fit.  Historians of the factory have noted the foreman’s role in “driving” employees through 

direct monitoring and frequent use of harsh words of subjection.  As Bruce Kaufman notes, “the 

factors that made the drive system an effective device to elicit work effort was the threat of 

dismissal from the job—a threat made credible by the existence of numerous job seekers outside 

the plant gate” (1993, 7).  And Sumner Slichter explains further: 

The traditional method of making workers more productive was to push and drive 
them, to demand more of them, put pressure on them, rather than to assist them to 
develop their proficiency and to reward them for putting forth their best effort… 
To be lenient or friendly or considerate, to give ear to complaints or to redress 
grievances, was regarded as "pampering" them. To indulge in this would ruin 
discipline, cause the men to think they had rights which they did not have, or 
cause them to think that the management was weak and could be bluffed or 
"worked." (1919, 815–16) 
 

A common thread underlying the thinking behind the drive system was the belief that without 

autocratic supervision, which often was reflected in a verbal barrage from the foreman to his 

supervisees, workers will “soldier” and therefore were “lazy at best, uncooperative at worst, 

dumb in any case” (Weisbord 2012, 42). 

Although foremen in different industries had differing levels of ability to determine work 

processes and procedures, historians of the era have found that almost 100% of foremen in a 
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wide variety of factory settings had virtually complete authority to manage all facets of the 

employment relation.  Industrial relations historian Sanford Jacoby notes, “Whether in a machine 

shop or on the assembly line, the foreman was given free rein in hiring, paying, and supervising 

workers.  To the worker, the foreman was a despot—rarely benevolent—who made and 

interpreted employment policy as he saw fit” (2004, 13). 

Along with hiring, firing, and general supervisory functions also came the role of conflict 

resolver.  Adjusting employee grievances was almost exclusively a function of line management 

up until 1900 (Eilbirt 1959, 346).  Frederick Taylor, the extraordinarily influential engineer 

turned management consultant, who attempted to reform the autocratic and idiosyncratic 

foreman supervisory styles, most famously through the development of “scientific management” 

a management approach based on systemization of work, rules, and processes that was a radical 

break from the autocratic approach of the drive system.  In Shop Management, published in 1912 

a couple years before he fully developed his concept of scientific management, Taylor 

recommended that the foreman’s traditional role should be broken into eight different sub-

functions, to be performed by eight different management officials, which he called “functional 

foreman” (1912, 104–5).  The traditional approach of having all management functions and 

duties be the responsibility of one foreman Taylor labeled the “military type.”  “This man is the 

single agent through which the various functions of the management are brought into contact 

with the men” (1912, 99). 

The sub-function Taylor develops that is most relevant to this study is that of the “shop 

disciplinarian.”  He describes this role as one that corrects for “insubordination or impudence” as 

well as keeping a record of all behavioral problems and discipline received.  Importantly, Taylor 

identifies this role beyond simply enforcement.  He ends his description of the role with the 
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sentence:  “One of his important functions should be that of peace-maker” (1912, 103–4).  The 

role of conflict resolver was an integral component of the shop disciplinarian function in 

Taylor’s view.  A focus on “peace-making” is important in the history of organizational conflict 

management as it indicates a separation of the conflict resolution function from standard notions 

of authority and identifies it as a particular function of management more generally in the 

workplace. 

Change in employment patterns and workplace conflict management during this time 

period can be found beyond the factory.  Historians have documented workplace conflict in the 

federal sector from the same era, albeit often in a white-collar office environment characterizing 

many government jobs.  The structure of work may have been very different, but Cindy Aron, a 

historian of the early federal civil service, argues that in the mid-nineteenth century government 

supervisors, like most factory foremen, often had the ability to completely dictate the work 

environment and privileges (e.g. leave, work hours), even in the face of limited government-wide 

regulations that were laxly enforced (Aron 1987, 130).  Although there has been significantly 

less of a focus by labor historians on public sector workplace reforms of this period, the federal 

sector also went through a major transition regarding how employment was organized during the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  With the introduction of the civil service system by 

the 1883 Pendleton Act, Congress attempted to reform employee-agency relations through 

systemizing the federal government’s personnel management function.  In what in many ways 

may be seen as comparable to what Taylor would attempt to do several years later within the 

factory environment, civil service reformers were intent on moving the government away from 

the patronage system that had previously dominated federal personnel management.  Such a 

system allowed politically-connected job seekers with ties to federal officials to gain access to 
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jobs that were at the time at-will.  President Garfield, who with a sad twist of irony later would 

be assassinated in 1881 by a disgruntled office-seeker, wrote in his journal: 

My day is frittered away by the personal seeking of people, when it ought to be 
given over to the great problems which concern the whole country.  Four years of 
this kind of intellectual dissipation may cripple me for the rest of my life.  (White 
1958, 6) 

 
Although of course not every federal employee needed to harangue the President to be appointed 

and remained employed, the personnel system at the time meant that federal employees at all 

levels (from clerks to cabinet officials) served at the mercy of their supervisors who, during 

much of the first century of the federal government’s operation, controlled almost every aspect 

of their employees’ experience with agency management.  Like in the case of factory foremen, 

workplace conflict resolution was fully in the purview of individual supervisors, which meant an 

extremely wide variation in how conflicts were handled. 

 Like Taylor’s proposed reforms to factory supervision, the systematization of 

management of federal employees found in the 1883 Pendleton Act began to spread supervision 

(and conflict management) beyond the line manager to a wider organizational context.  A key 

way it accomplished this was to put controls on direct hiring of federal employees classified in 

the new “civil service” and created a Civil Service Commission to oversee procedures to ensure 

candidates recommended for hire were selected based on merit, versus for other reasons.  As 

Patricia Ingraham, a scholar of the U.S. civil service, writes, with the passage of the Pendleton 

Act began a “separation of personnel administration from management” that “became a hallmark 

of the American civil service system” (1995, 29). 
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Welfare Work as Conflict Management  

 Before “industrial relations” and “personnel” became common functions in large 

organizations, a new notion of “welfare work” provided an initial reframe of the previous 

standard practice of conflict management and resolution being in the sole domain of the foreman.  

Although previously introduced in different configurations among a smattering of firms in the 

latter part of the nineteenth century, the institutionalization of welfare work, began to become 

more standard after the turn of the twentieth century.  Historian Daniel Nelson argues the new 

role of the “welfare secretary” found in an increasing number of firms at the turn of the century 

as well as the advocacy of regional and national associations aligned with the progressive 

movement, such as the National Civic Federation (“NCF”), contributed to the institutionalization 

of this “best practice” (1996, 104).  The NCF was arguably the organization with the most 

influence in this arena.  It created a “Welfare Department” to specifically advocate for 

companies to create and retain welfare departments with welfare secretaries at the helm.  In 

addition to printed education materials that discussed best practices, the NCF sponsored 

conferences and in-person trainings and site visits (1996, 104–109). 

Nelson describes the “impossible task” of the welfare secretary in this manner: 

The duties of welfare secretaries were also diverse. Some had explicit 
administrative responsibilities; others were merely "advisors." Secretaries trained 
as teachers, doctors, and nurses devoted most of their time to their respective 
specialties but were expected to perform other duties as well. Besides 
administering one or more programs, secretaries acted as troubleshooters and, in 
subtle ways, as disciplinarians. Depending on the firm, they took over some or 
most of the personnel functions that foremen traditionally performed and that 
personnel departments and labor unions later assumed. This was a demanding, 
perhaps impossible task, and the welfare secretary often led a precarious 
existence. (1996, 109) 

 
Part counselor, part manager:  the welfare secretary (or company staff with a different title) often 

served a conflict management function.  Nelson argues such a position serves as a bridge 
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between two different regimes a) the exclusive reign of the foreman and b) grievance procedures 

outlined in collective bargaining agreements.  In particular interest to my present study, the 

creation of “welfare work” and the welfare secretary’s role was seen as the one of the first 

systematic attempts by firms to reign in the power of foremen.  Without having direct 

supervisory authority, welfare secretaries still were able to exert influence and provide a new 

channel for workers to raise and resolve workplace problems in a way that will be seen to exhibit 

many parallels to the present-day ombudsman function.  Henry Eilbirt described a welfare 

secretary’s role as “middleman” between labor and management and therefore an ideal conflict 

resolver (1959, 349).  In a letter to a colleague, Elizabeth Briscoe, welfare secretary at Joseph 

Bancroft and Sons, wrote about the proper role of the welfare secretary in conflict resolution and 

general goodwill of employees: 

[One] must first understand the feeling of the employer towards the employees. 
Welfare work is an expression of the friendly interest of the employer in the 
employee.... She is the exponent of [the] friendly interest of the employer in those 
employed.  I act as the representative of the employees, and, as such, bring before 
the firm, or the heads of the various departments, any grievances that affect the 
employees individually or collectively. (Nelson 1996, 110) 

 
It is clear from Briscoe’s comments, that conflict resolution was a central component of her 

work. 

 

Personnel Management as Conflict Management 

 Interestingly, although welfare work continued to spread after the turn of the century, the 

feminization of the profession (with many welfare secretaries having training in social work, 

teaching, or nursing fields) was a key factor in its short-lived history.  Soon industrial relations 

and personnel departments would replace welfare departments as the primary formal hubs for 

workplace conflict management.  Although some executives wholeheartedly embraced welfare 
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work as helping grow employee goodwill and retention, others did not see the connection to the 

bottom-line and preferred a different approach.  As Bruce Kaufman explains: 

When the employment management movement developed in the 1910s, the men 
who spearheaded it were at some pains to disassociate the movement and 
themselves from welfare work, since success and status depended on making 
employment management a masculine job and integral part of the management 
function. (2008, 83) 
 

A leading proponent the new field of industrial relations and for the separation of personnel 

management functions from line management as well as expanding the reach of “specialists” 

beyond welfare work, Sumner Slichter of Princeton writing in 1919 justified the role of new 

professionals in personnel administration.  He argued: 

The specialist administrator is less likely than a non-specialist to be guided by 
traditional attitudes. Non-specialists lacking time and inclination to investigate 
problems of labor policy naturally fall back on traditional points of view. The 
specialist has both the time and the interest to investigate, and being charged with 
the specific function of maintaining high standards of labor administration, feels a 
peculiar sense of responsibility for the methods he uses and the policies he 
pursues. (1919, 828) 

 
The “traditional attitudes” of foreman led, in Slichter’s view, to ineffective conflict management 

practices.  Additionally, like Taylor, he criticized the managerial norms regarding workplace 

conflict that characterized the drive system: 

The well-nigh universal rule that in a dispute between a workman and foreman 
the foreman must be upheld, right or wrong, in order to maintain discipline has 
caused much friction and discontent. Experience proves that this practice, which 
makes a farce of the appeal to the manager or the president which exists in theory 
in most plants, is by no means essential, that adroit handling of disputes will 
render it possible both to do justice and to save the face of the foreman. (1919, 
827) 

 
Advocating for meaningful appellate procedures for conflict in the workplace, Slichter argues 

that with the introduction of a specialized personnel management function, a new way to resolve 

conflict in the workplace would be possible and desirable.  Instead of indicating weakness, 
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instituting a department focused on the needs and perspectives of employees was extolled by 

leading scholars of the day as a “policy of strength” (Carpenter 1903, 9). 

 Ordway Tead, a prolific commentator on matters of management and co-author with 

Henry Metcalf of what was called “the first standard textbook” of personnel administration noted 

the rise of the personnel department in that 1920 text, titled appropriately, Personnel 

Administration (E. M. Fox and Urwick 1973, xx).  As the first major textbook in the field that 

was to become present-day human resources, it had outsized influence in shaping the norms of 

the burgeoning academic field and practice within large U.S. firms.  At the time of its publication 

in 1920, it is estimated 25% of firms with 250 or more employees had a personnel department, 

an increase of 15% from 1915 (Jacoby 2004, 102).  In a similar fashion to Taylor, Tead and 

Metcalf strongly advocated for a role of personnel department staff in workplace conflict 

resolution.  In their textbook’s chapter on the “Functions of the Personnel Department,” Tead 

and Metcalf identify “handling of grievances and complaints” as a function of the “Adjustment 

and Joint Relations” division of the overall personnel department.  The other divisions Tead and 

Metcalf recommend are Employment, Health and Safety, Education, Research, and Service 

(1920, 34–35). 

  For all of the department structure and function suggestions from the leading scholars 

and advocates of the day, wide variation existed in the actual practice of conflict resolution by 

personnel offices and departments.  Although many personnel departments did not specifically 

include a conflict management function, others explicitly did and sometimes served as "the court 

of appeal in all cases of complaint and dissatisfaction” (Eilbirt 1959, 355).  Kaufman describes 

such a ‘court’ in operation at the Ford Motor Company.  With the introduction of a new appeal 

committee, Ford became a leader in giving its new centralized personnel department, created in 
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late 1913, an influential role in dispute resolution.  It implemented a procedure whereby an 

aggrieved employee could appeal any major decision of a foreman (e.g. discharge or severe 

discipline) to committee of personnel managers.  The committee would investigate and often 

transfer the employee rather than ultimately discharging him.  Often it was found it was the case 

of a “square peg in a round hole” and that an employee could become a satisfactory Ford 

employee in a different department with different responsibilities and supervisory structure 

(Kaufman 2008, 159). 

 The federal sector lagged behind the all the private sector innovation.  In a description 

strikingly similar to that of the scholars discussed previously writing on the motivations of 

factory foremen, Lewis Mayers, writing in 1922 in an early major study of the federal civil 

service, analyzes motivations of front-line federal supervisors: 

The administrative officer is prone to regard the employees under his jurisdiction 
merely as instrumentalities for producing results.  He does not have time or 
frequently, natural bent, to view them as potential resources of the service, whose 
development for higher usefulness in the service is always to be kept in mind 
equally with their present utility. Nor is he likely to give sufficient consideration 
to the purely personal and human aspects of the matter, the desire of the employee 
for advancement, and his dissatisfaction with his employment conditions. 
Hence, he is as likely as not to overlook opportunities for developing latent 
material and for adding to the contentment and happiness, and hence to the morale 
of the service. Nor in the formulation of personnel policies does he always 
consider long-time values for the service as a whole, as against immediate results. 
(1922, 177) 

 
After his comparison with traditional forms of line management in the private sector, Mayers 

points out how a similar arrangement could work in the public sector: 

The employment manager or personnel manager, now so commonly found in 
private enterprise, has come into being, to give special consideration to personnel 
matters, in respect both to general policies and to actions affecting individuals…  
In the federal service…the need for the employment, or personnel manager, as 
herein conceived, as yet has received virtually no recognition. (1922, 178) 
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Such a statement may on its face seem surprising as the federal government as a whole had a 

high-level ‘personnel’ office much before they started appearing with any regularity in the 

private sector.  The Civil Service Commission, which began operation after passage of the 1883 

Pendleton Act, was created not to serve as a full scale personnel office with a wide range of 

duties, but instead, as William Mosher and J. Donald Kingsley find, to “make certain that 

persons entered the service only through merit, regardless of what happened to them thereafter or 

to the service of which they became a part” (1941, 56).  Therefore, until President Franklin 

Roosevelt ordered federal agencies to take a more proactive approach to employee relations and 

conflict resolution in 1938 (which will be discussed in a subsequent section of this chapter), 

agencies were generally operating to resolve disputes on ad hoc basis with supervisors across the 

government choosing to address workplace conflict presented to them in a wide variety of ways. 

 

Grievance Procedures as Conflict Management 

 The development of workplace grievance procedures in both the private and public 

sectors marks the next major turn in the development of formal organizational approaches to 

workplace conflict management.  With the rise of the personnel function also came 

standardization and a move toward formalizing organizational procedures for resolving disputes 

in both private and public workplaces.  Impetus for the movement away from direct line 

authority of supervisors to have full control over the process of resolving conflict of a 

subordinate or subordinates and the ability to render a final decision came from a variety of 

quarters.  The rise was not steady and certainly not on a single trajectory toward ‘enlightened’ or 

even ‘better’ management.  It was not without contestation.   
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In Employing Bureaucracy, Sanford Jacoby notes the importance of World War I in 

creating an external environment that favored the creation of personnel departments with the 

authority to serve as mechanisms to address and resolve workplace conflict.  An extremely low 

unemployment rate during the war meant that an employee frustrated with a particular foreman 

or working arrangement could easily find employment elsewhere.  Employers of the war years 

frequently complained of the “individualistic strike” hurting their bottom lines a great deal, with 

firms reporting that often a fifth of their workforces were absent on any given day.  Executives 

during the war years also expressed dismay regarding the loss of worker productivity when 

compared to the pre-war years (2004, 100–102).  

Another large external (and more direct) influence was the federal government.  During 

the war the federal government became heavily involved in the day-to-day operation of industry.  

The War Labor Board, which arose from President Wilson’s efforts to implement a voluntary 

wartime code between unions and the wartime production industries, for the first time in the U.S. 

institutionalized mechanisms for dispute resolution that became standard practice in later years.  

Such mechanisms included union-management mediation, representation elections, and 

bargaining unit determinations (Barrett 2004, 106).  In addition, the federal government 

promoted industry-wide standards to facilitate the greatest level of productivity, one of which 

included the promotion of the “employment management” profession and the creation of 

personnel departments.  The government sponsored the development of a standardized 

curriculum for a six-week course that was offered to aspiring personnel managers at universities 

such as Columbia, University of Rochester, Case Western, and Reed College (Douglas 1919, 

548–49).   
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 Although workplace conflict resolution methods were not standardized across non-union 

firms with personnel departments, the federal government during the war years facilitated a focus 

on dispute resolution in industry that had never been seen before.  Much of the focus was on 

normalizing relations between unions and the wartime industries to increase and guarantee 

production levels in ways never before seen or required in the United States.  To do so, the 

federal government attempted to reduce general employer antipathy toward unions and to 

provide a mechanism for union recognition without costly strikes.  Although ultimately outlawed 

by the National Labor Relations Act in 1935, the federal government during World War I saw 

company-sponsored unions, works councils, and shop committees as appropriate fora for dispute 

resolution.  Therefore, it is important to analyze both the effects of independent trade unions as 

well as the variety of employer-promulgated plans that were beginning to become more 

widespread during the war years.  Both directly influenced the development of workplace 

grievance procedures that would become widely adopted in union and non-union workplaces for 

years to come. 

 The influence of norms and mores regarding union-management grievance procedures 

developed through the process of collective bargaining and then memorialized in collective 

bargaining agreements on non-union workplace conflict resolution cannot be underestimated.  

During the early years of union-management relations in the U.S., unions often struck to resolve 

individual or collective issues or grievances in the workplace if a satisfactory settlement could 

not be negotiated.  In the period between World War I and 1960, grievance arbitration with a 

neutral arbitrator or panel of arbitrators became a standard endpoint for an extremely high 

proportion of union-management negotiated grievance procedures.  As three leading industrial 

relations scholars noted in 1960, “in the relatively brief span of 25 years grievance arbitration has 



 21 

become almost universally accepted in American labor relations.  In 1959 more than 90 per cent 

of labor contracts negotiated provide[d] for it.”  Such procedures usually permitted several steps 

in which a grievant or the union could have a grievance heard regarding a potential violation of 

the collective bargaining agreement by the appropriate management levels with the last being 

neutral binding arbitration (Slichter, Healy, and Livernash 1960, 745).   

Like the War Labor Board during World War I, the National War Labor Board in 

operation during World War II privileged forms of dispute resolution that did not involve work 

stoppages that could negatively affect production.  Therefore, the Board directly and indirectly 

ordered arbitration clauses in thousands of collective bargaining agreements it was involved in 

settling.  The War Labor Board also developed policy, which went into effect in July 1943, that 

stated all grievance procedures should end in final and binding arbitration by a neutral arbitrator.  

Additionally, a subcommittee report indicating mutual preference for grievance procedures 

ending in arbitration written by labor and business leaders at President Truman’s 1945 Labor-

Management Conference was adopted—being the only subcommittee report able to reach 

unanimous agreement.  The strong interest of management to maintain production and union 

leaders “loathe to see their energies and resources dissipated on a strike to support the grievance 

of one employee” as union-management relationships became increasingly normalized, led to 

widespread agreement regarding the value of grievance procedures and grievance arbitration 

(Slichter, Healy, and Livernash 1960, 745–747).  That strong interest carries on to the present 

moment.  As industrial relations scholar Peter Feuille describes it, “after the union-management 

grievance handling quid pro quo was worked out during the 1940s and 1950s, the key features of 

this accord have endured largely unchanged in the ensuring decades.  This grievance processing 
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longevity and stability is one of the great success stories of American collective bargaining” 

(1997, 41). 

Though much of classic industrial relations scholarship on grievance procedures and 

grievance arbitration focuses on traditional union-management collective bargaining agreements 

(e.g. Dunlop 1958; Kuhn 1961) the influence of such grievance procedures on non-union firms 

was major.  The shape and form of grievance procedures varied between firms that promulgated 

and maintained grievance procedures.  Sometimes they were maintained as a feature of an 

employee representation plan or employee committee that could border the functions and 

description of a union (and sometimes did) even if not fully independent from the sponsoring 

firm.  Industrial relations scholars of the early and mid-twentieth century often dismissed the 

academic value of studying such plans and workplace grievances procedures, preferring to focus 

on conflict resolution in traditional union-management relationships.  For example, writing in 

1960, Slichter, Healy, and Livernash describe the effects of collective bargaining on 

management since the passage of the National Labor Relations Act in 1935 dismiss the efficacy 

of non-union grievance procedures: 

Attempts to set up arrangements for handling grievances in plants where there are 
no unions have generally failed.  Many managements have tried it, some by 
establishing employee representation plans to handle grievances.  The employee 
committees were intended to be safety valves—to prevent the building up of 
discontent by giving workers a regular and management-approved procedure for 
bringing their problems to the attention of supervision.  A high proportion of them 
failed.  Usually the representation committee was active for a few months, but 
after a while the employees made less and less use of their committees.  Often the 
meetings with management became purely social affairs, and in many instances 
the plans ceased to operate.  (1960, 692) 

 
The authors also dismiss a 1933 report from the National Industrial Conference Board touting the 

success of such plans over time in reducing the grievance rate within organizations.  Rather than 

eliminating conflict as the report argues, Slichter et al. posit a “more likely reason for the decline 
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in grievance activity is that the unorganized workers gradually became timid about bringing 

complaints and that the foremen were increasingly successful in discouraging them” (1960, 693).  

 Later scholars took a more nuanced view of such plans.  Much of the previous historical 

analysis of employee representation plans does not focus specifically on grievance procedures 

per se, so we know less about the models of grievance procedures found in these plans than we 

do with collective bargaining grievance procedures discussed previously.  The plans appeared 

with welfare work movement discussed earlier, in the heyday of employee representation plans 

occurring in the 1920s and 1930s due in a large part to a catalyst from the National War Labor 

Board during World War I (Kaufman 2016, 7).  Jacoby’s detailed case study of the employee 

representation plan of Thompson Products established in 1934 finds a core feature to be a joint 

council composed of employee and management representatives that was active in resolving 

grievances:  

The company provided forms for filing grievances and the council kept track of 
their disposition. Most involved incentive pay, transfers, or safety. The majority 
that reached the council were settled in the worker's favor, but few concerned 
discipline and dismissal. The council usually upheld dismissals without comment, 
but on occasion it saw fit to say more, as when it upheld two dismissals but told 
the foreman involved to give workers adequate warning of performance problems. 
(Jacoby 1989, 24) 

 
Although the independence of the employee representatives in a company-sponsored 

representation plan such as this can be easily questioned by an outside observer, Jacoby still 

notes, though, the benefit of such plans since “nonunion employers find it hard to fairly 

administer employee complaint systems” (1989, 39).  A 1981 article written for HR managers 

succinctly sums up the challenge of managing employee grievance procedures.  Offering critique 

from the management perspective regarding the benefits of a non-union grievance procedure, 

James Swann Jr. argues the procedures may fail on a number of fronts:  namely for lack of 
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management support for their actual everyday use versus initial implementation, as well as the 

challenge of maintaining employee perceptions that the procedures are fair (Swann Jr. 1981).  

 Unlike the private sector in which mid-twentieth century grievance procedure research 

and empirical incidence was concentrated in unionized establishments, the public sector provides 

an alternative context to understand grievance procedures during this time period and is 

overlooked in much of the grievance procedure literature.  A critical milestone in public sector 

grievance procedure policy occurred with the signing of Executive Order 7916 by President 

Roosevelt in 1938.  The Executive Order was the first to establish a requirement that federal 

agencies hear employee grievances, which previously had been handled on a case-by-case basis.  

The order instructs agency heads to appoint a personnel director who “shall establish means for 

the hearing of grievances of employees and present appropriate recommendations for the 

settlement thereof to the head of his department or establishment” (Roosevelt 1938).  The order 

was issued by President Roosevelt due in a large part to a 1937 report commissioned by him to 

investigate and develop solutions for the “antiquated machinery [that] stands in the way of 

effective administration” in the federal government (President’s Committee on Administrative 

Management 1937, iii).  The report, known at the “Brownlow Report” after its Chairman Louis 

Brownlow, is most well known for its recommendations regarding the structure of the executive 

branch, but it also included a supplementary study on personnel administration in which the 

authors advocated for early resolution of individual employee grievances and the “promulgation 

of suitable policies to govern the handling” of such grievances (1937, 66).  

 About a decade after the initial establishment of many federal agency grievance 

procedures in response to President Roosevelt’s executive order, Daniel Knapp conducted a 

study of federal installations in Columbus, Ohio to attempt to understand the impact of the order 
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regarding grievance procedures.  He notes that by 1946, all but two of the executive departments 

had functioning grievance procedures that were approved by the Civil Service Commission.  But 

with no detailed requirements to structure or operate grievance procedures in a specific way, 

Knapp finds a good deal of variation across procedures.  He finds variation in the types of 

disputes permitted to go through the grievance procedure, levels of agencies at which grievances 

are initially processed, as well as timelines for raising disputes and resolving them within the 

procedures—familiar observations that one would find in corollary grievance procedures in the 

private sector.  And in another parallel, Knapp notes understanding of the grievance procedure 

purpose and function was almost universally lacking among employees across all agencies 

surveyed (1947). 

 Yet by the start of the 1940s, there was a widespread conviction regarding the benefit of 

formalized grievance procedures in the public sector throughout academic and practitioner 

communities and across the union management divide.  As a ‘bipartisan’ organization composed 

of union officials and managers, the Civil Service Assembly’s Committee on Employee 

Relations opined: 

There seems no longer to be any substantial question that a recognized channel 
for supplementing the immediate supervisor’s interpretation of personnel policies 
can be made to increase the effectiveness of administration as well as to benefit 
the employees. (1942, 124)  

  
The grievance procedure was seen by the Committee, which was commissioned to research 

current practice and provide recommendations to improve the field of public personnel 

administration, as beneficial for a) ensuring first-line supervisors are not arbitrary in their 

decision-making due to the potential for later review in the grievance process, b) employee 

attitudes regarding fairness and due process in the public agency workplace, and c) that it will 

reduce the need for public employees to appeal to legislative bodies regarding individual 
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complaints (1942, 124–25).  But the report, was not without any criticism of grievance 

procedures and procedures of appeal.  The authors note a frequently encountered critique of 

grievance procedures is that they undermine supervisory authority, especially when a previously 

discharged employee is reinstated as a result of a grievance adjustment (1942, 127).  Ultimately 

though, the fact that the Committee noted “grievances are the exception, not the general 

condition” and therefore the appeals procedure for public employees was fully deemed an 

essential best practice for public employers at mid-century (1942, 133).   

 But with the proliferation of grievance and appeal options and significant agreement on 

the recognition of their function throughout the federal government, the signals of problems to 

come were starting to appear at mid-century.  In a Personnel Administration paper, psychiatrists 

Verne Harvey and William Strang identify shortcomings of grievance procedures that do not 

address psychological problems in federal workplaces: 

Conciliation Committees have been set up to hear grievances arising out of 
improper placements, improper working relationships or improper supervision…  
[I]t is believed that a psychiatrist can assist such a committee in a better 
evaluation of the emotional factors involved in disputes… Many such cases 
would never reach a grievance committee if a psychiatrist were available for 
consultation early in the process before the smoldering fires of discontent had 
reached such proportions that disciplinary measures had become necessary. 
(1943, 2) 
 

Harvey and Strang are early identifiers of a core underpinning of the human relations turn in 

personnel management that will be discussed in a subsequent section of this chapter.  A ‘one-

size-fits-all’ grievance procedure on the ascendance in federal workplaces at mid-century, 

although found to be important to safeguard employee due process in certain disputes with 

supervisors, was ill equipped to handle much of the wider universe of workplace conflict.  

Approaching the problem from a different angle but reaching a similar conclusion, in 1953 the 

Senate Committee on Post Office and Civil Service’s report on Appeals and Grievance 
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Procedures in the Federal Government researched the state of federal employee procedures both 

for everyday workplace issues and problems as well as for appeals of disciplinary action.  The 

report notes that although federal departments at the time almost universally had grievance 

procedures, some did not permit appeals of adverse actions such as disciplinary actions or 

discharges.  Therefore, in many agencies some of the most serious workplace actions were not 

able to be grieved.  This, to the Committee, seemed irrational and ineffective.  Pointing out the 

fact that “an employee in nearly any agency of the government can get a full-dress hearing on a 

relatively minor grievance,” the Committee recommended that informal resolution and better 

employee-supervisor communication be prioritized: 

Experience shows that the way to handle employee dissatisfaction, disaffection, or 
resentment is to catch it early and handle it promptly, tactfully, and, above all, 
informally.  Similarly, a very large number of cases which end up as appeals from 
removal or other adverse personnel action could be scotched at the outset and 
employees could be salvaged who are now lost, if efforts were made to do a 
proper training job, a better job of placement, or if vigorous or timely supervisory 
action of some other kind were taken. (1953, 7) 

 
The view that formal grievance procedures (in union and non-union settings) alone were be-all-

end-all ‘solutions’ to workplace conflict was a major factor in the rise of ‘human relations’ as an 

academic and professional field, to which I will now turn. 

 

Human Relations as Conflict Management:  Initial Overlap and Disjuncture 

 Becoming an organizing moniker for the study of relationships in the workplace, “human 

relations in industry,” or “human relations” for short, begins to take root within the academy and 

within the business community in the late 1940s.  “Welfare work” and subsequently “personnel 

management,” were increasingly found institutionally through the rise of personnel and industrial 

relations offices and staff positions on firm organization charts.  In the conflict management 
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arena at the midpoint of the twentieth century, personnel offices both in large corporations of the 

private sector as well as the agencies of federal government now often administered non-union 

grievance procedures and employee benefit/welfare plans as well as managing conflict and 

relationships with unions in unionized firms and agencies. 

 The term “human relations” in its earliest incarnation was often used interchangeably 

with welfare and personnel work within firms.  In June 1919, for example, the magazine 

Industrial Management dedicated a full issue to documenting the state of human relations, which 

included articles reviewing workplace safety and health.  The research of Elton Mayo and Fritz 

Roethlisberger conducted throughout the 1930s at the Hawthorne Works of the Western Electric 

Company located outside of Chicago is widely credited as the beginning of human relations 

being seen as a new orientation toward the understanding of as well as an intervention into 

human interaction in the workplace.  The now legendary “Hawthorne studies” conducted by 

Mayo and Roethlisberger were instrumental in highlighting additional factors that motivate 

employee performance beyond the structure of the job and wage incentives that were the focus of 

Taylor and his contemporaries.  Unlike a more Tayloristic analysis of worker motivation, the 

Hawthorne studies were used by Mayo, Roethlisberger, and others who adopted a new ‘human 

relations’ orientation to focus on other factors influencing a wide range of employee outcomes, 

particularly in the areas of individual personality and work group dynamics.  The studies 

experimentally tested the effect of a number of variables traditionally thought to effect 

productivity such as improvement in wages in working conditions and surprisingly found that 

they did not have an independent effect on productivity and output of workers manufacturing 

telephone equipment for a subsidiary of AT&T.  Instead, perceptions of belonging and congenial 

relationships within the workgroup and with supervisors were found to matter (Mayo 1933).  The 
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“Hawthorne effect” popularized from the studies, was that the mere presence of researchers 

showing interest in research subjects’ work, increased their productivity (Mayo, Roethlisberger, 

and Dickson 1939).  Although these findings were later partially discredited for methodological 

flaws, the studies’ influence still remains and the “Hawthorne effect” has firmly entered both the 

academic and wider vernacular (Arsenberg 1951; Franke and Kaul 1978). 

The transformative effect of the Hawthorne studies in expanding a notion of a ‘behavioral 

science’ approach to the study of the workplace.  As Keith Davis summed up in a 1957 textbook 

introducing business students to the field, “The works of Mayo and Roethlisberger popularized 

human relations to the extent that it became ‘respectable’ in business circles.  Thereafter, it grew 

rapidly and now is a significant field of business interest” (1957, 7).  A pioneer of the new field 

of human relations, William F. Whyte in a 1951 article introducing “social science” to personnel 

professionals, reviews the ways the then-burgeoning interdisciplinary field human relations 

brings together anthropology, sociology, psychology, and psychiatry scholars into a new social 

science of the workplace.  He notes that interest in industrial relations topics from these quarters 

differed to a great extent from the research approach of economists: 

While economists were the first in the general field, they were until recently 
concerned primarily with studying the national economy, trends in collective 
bargaining on a total industry basis and other subjects of so large a scope that they 
did not allow the student to make any first-hand observation of behavior. (1951, 
260) 
 

The behavioral turn in Whyte’s view united disparate disciplines into one new field aimed at 

understanding human interaction in the workplace.  The divide between human relations 

approaches that were bringing in psychologists, sociologists, and anthropologists was noted by 

William Knowles later in the decade to be growing even more severe with newfound interest in 

human relations by scholars of education.  Knowles remarked, “only the economist and the 
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historian have been left out of the interdisciplinary team” (1958, 87).  I note that in addition, it 

can be argued that law is also left out of human relations “interdisciplinary team” as well. 

 Irving Knickerbocker’s work on organizational leadership provides a good example of 

understandings workplace conflict found in human relations theory and research.  In a 1948 

article offering a new conceptualization of leadership, Knickerbocker writes: 

Much of the literature on leadership represents an attempt to study the leader as an 
entity possessed of characteristic traits and occupying rather inertly a status 
position relative to other individuals who are not too clearly related to him.  
Actually, the leader emerges as a consequence of the needs of a group of people 
and of the nature of the situation within which that group is attempting to operate. 
(1948, 23) 

 
Thus, in this conception of leadership it is the relation of a leader to a group rather than position, 

power, or status that matters.  Using this human relations approach to leadership, Knickerbocker 

argues “the essence of leadership lies in the functional relationship between leaders and 

followers” and therefore argues for a new approach to leadership through “mutual means” that 

aligns the objectives of himself and those he is leading.  And in the realm of workplace conflict 

management, Knickerbocker offers this type of leadership as the key to resolving labor-

management conflict  “When management successfully creates the necessary conditions, the 

organization and its objective become a means not only to management but also to labor.  

Through this mutual means each satisfies needs” (1948, 40). 

Also writing in 1948, Alex Bavelas, a colleague of Knickerbocker’s at MIT, 

conceptualizes workplace conflict differently than had previously been common in field, which 

primarily had been focused before the human relations turn on union-management grievances as 

well as on what he calls the “amicability or perversity of the individuals involved.”  Instead, 

Bavelas reframes what could be considered individual disputes into more ongoing 

psychologically-deterministic frame.  Rather than focusing on a particular conflict situation at 
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hand Bavelas is more interested in uncovering universal “psychological aspects of change that 

may help to relate disturbances which invariably accompany it to factors of group life and 

process” (1948, 48).  Again, the psychology of human interaction becomes paramount.  In the 

words of Davis: 

[H]uman relations…is the integration of people into a work situation in a way that 
motivates them to work together productively, cooperatively, and with economic, 
psychological, and social satisfaction…The great hope of human relations, 
however, is that it energizes (or motivates) living organisms which have unlimited 
potential—namely PEOPLE.  There is no practical limit to what people can 
accomplish when they are motivated to use their brainpower to create new and 
better things… Motivated manpower brings heartpower (favorable attitudes) and 
brainpower (judgment and creativity).  Any manager would rather have these 
human powers instead of simply more physical energy from people. (1957, 467–
68) 

 
With its focus on resolving conflict through interpersonal leadership and psychological 

explanations of group behavior, Sanford Jacoby argues the rise of human relations beginning in 

the 1940s was a new form of mangerialism, “one that was rooted more in attitudes than in 

institutions,” like had been case in the era of welfare work discussed previously (H. C. Katz et al. 

1993, 401).  Jacoby’s later analysis of the split hardening between human relations and industrial 

relations/economics over how to approach workplace conflict proves helpful: 

The critics—labor economists and sociologists—faulted the behavioral sciences 
for suppressing conflict at the workplace. The critics were sympathetic to 
organized labor and were disturbed by the anti-union thrust of the new techniques. 
They saw open expression of conflict—especially through collective bargaining—
as healthier and more democratic than the integrative methods of human relations, 
and they charged Mayo and others with obscuring hierarchy and engaging in 
manipulative social engineering… Behavioral scientists defended their approach 
by arguing that consensual forms of persuasion were preferable to the drive 
system and to the spiritless ideas—such as Taylorism—that underpinned it. (1997, 
43–44) 

 
Instead of one side ‘winning’ such a theoretical conflict—the two sides moved further apart.  The 

transformative effect of Hawthorne studies had cemented itself in human relations circles and 
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although it continued to be rejected industrial relations and labor economics intellectual 

communities, by mid-century, no one could dispute that the “age of human relations” had arrived 

(Davis 1957, 7). 

The mid-twentieth century saw human relations courses added to business school 

curricula as well as centers and programs focused on conducting research using this new 

orientation toward the study of the workplace.  By 1950, research programs and institutes 

dedicated to human relations had been set up, for example, at MIT, University of Chicago, Yale, 

as well as within the School of Industrial and Labor Relations at Cornell.  Before the advent of 

the Hawthorne studies and human relations research, the primary focus of institutional labor 

economists who founded the academic field of industrial relations was often the explanation of 

industry-level or grander, market-level theories of party behavior (e.g. Commons 1909; Slichter 

1919; Douglas and Wolfe 1919; Mayers 1922).  With a focus on individual workplaces and work 

groups within them, human relations research—launched post-Hawthorne—began to explore 

previously unaddressed questions of an applied nature surrounding individual and group 

functioning in the workplace.  The human relations approach therefore legitimized the academic 

study of workers and work groups in their natural setting. 

 

Industrial Relations and Human Relations Diverge re Conflict Management:  Two Key 
Developments 

 

I now turn to two key developments and debates regarding the advent of human relations.  

I find each is relevant to the theory and practice of workplace conflict management.  First, prior 

to the entry of human relations onto the theoretical scene, the institutional environment, whether 

the market, union, industry, or government was the focus of causal explanation.  An 
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institution(s), whatever it may be in a particular circumstance, was argued to cause industrial 

relations behavior.  Human relations researchers on the other hand (like Knickerbocker and 

Bavelas discussed previously), provided the individual or group much more theoretical agency 

for the explanation of industrial relations behavior.  Writing regarding the advent of human 

relations research in 1950, Joseph McConnell points out: 

One element reappears repeatedly, however, in these approaches; namely, the 
effort to cast the individual or the group in the role of prime mover, rather than 
some impersonal force or institution, that is, the effort to find both the cause and 
the effect of an incident or event in the behavior of people. (550) 

 
The behavior of individuals and work groups in a human relations framework became to be seen 

active subjects versus passive effects of institutions.  This in itself not necessarily a move that 

benefits a particular actor in employment relations, but as discussed previously often was seen to 

benefit organizational leadership and what Jacoby labels a mangerialist perspective. 

Second, the ascendancy of human relations brought light to a budding theoretical divide 

over the inevitability of conflict in the workplace.  Explicit or implicit in many industrial 

relations critiques of human relations research was human relations ‘naïve’ or ‘devious’ 

understanding of workplace conflict.  For example, two prominent industrial relations scholars 

issued a scathing critique of Whyte’s Pattern for Industrial Peace (1951) in a 1957 book chapter 

sarcastically-titled:  “Plant Sociology: The Elite and the Aboriginals.”  In the chapter, authors 

Clark Kerr and Lloyd Fisher critique Whyte for offering a developmental trajectory to “industrial 

peace” by building a system of human relations aimed at “organized cooperation.”  To Kerr and 

Fisher, Whyte’s industrial peace means the union must “accep[t] the goals of management—

industrial harmony and productive efficiency—and hel[p] management achieve these goals” 

(1957, 295).  For Kerr and Fisher, Whyte’s industrial peace is theoretically impossible due to the 
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inherent conflict built in to the union-management relation.  Knowles describes such a critique 

this way:  

The human relationists' emphasis upon harmony and nonlogical causes of conflict 
has led to the accusation that they ignore the economic, political, and ideological 
causes of conflict. They are charged with showing sloppy sentimentality when 
rigorous logic and analytical ability are required. (1958, 97) 

 
Indeed, a labor critique of human relations shares these elements.  In a 1949 issue of its union 

magazine, Ammunition, the United Auto Workers union humorously disparages the perceived 

anti-union, managerialist orientation of human relations, in an article titled, “Deep Therapy on 

the Assembly Line.”  “Increasingly,” the UAW writes: 

[I]n employer personnel literature there is talk about how workers really are not 
unhappy over wages.  Layoffs actually don’t concern them… Fundamentally, 
these guys say, workers are frustrated and join unions that have only destructive 
and negative purposes, because somewhere deep in their emotional life they are 
insecure. (International Union UAW 1949, 47) 

 
Human relations in this sarcastic framing has become the workers’ therapist. 

 The theoretical divide between human relations and industrial relations follows closely 

what would later be classified as the unitarist versus pluralist frames of reference on the 

employment relationship first articulated by industrial relations scholar Alan Fox in the late 

1960s (1974).  The unitarist frame of reference is the theoretical frame of the employment 

relationship in which most human relations research can be seen to fit.  As Budd and Bhave 

describe it, in such a view of the employment relationship one believes that it is possible with the 

“right employment policies and practices” to “align the interests of employers and employees.  In 

other words, labor and management have a unity of interests; any conflict in practice comes from 

poor employment practices” (2008, 103).  In contrast, the pluralist frame of reference views 

some conflict in the employment relationship as inevitable.  One operating under this frame 

would see the employment relationship “consisting of multiple, sometimes-conflicting interests 
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(employers might want lower labor costs, flexibility, and an intense pace of work while 

employees might want higher wages, employment security, and a safe work environment) as 

well as shared interests (such as quality products, productive workers and profitable companies)” 

(Budd and Bhave 2008, 104). 

The writings of Mayo and the human relations movement his Hawthorne research 

spawned often fit fully into a unitarist frame.  Mayo, in particular, espoused views that the source 

of conflict in the workplace was not due to economic or structural factors, but rather the 

individualization and disconnection of workers in most workplaces from their more natural, 

traditional pre-factory social settings that emphasized teamwork and community.  Mayo put the 

responsibility for addressing the misalignment of standard, mainstream labor processes squarely 

with management.  It was management’s job to create the conditions for workplace harmony 

(1933).  As John Van Maanen points out: 

A reading [of Mayo] now well-known [is one] that emphasizes a psychological 
interpretation, edging toward the psychiatric, of individual behavior in 
organizations, a functional or equilibrium view of organizational life in which 
conflict is regarded as dysfunctional (in Mayo’s term, “psychopathological”) but 
avoidable if employees are well treated by management…  (Luthans et al. 2013, 
106) 
 

Mayo’s views regarding the “psychopathological” nature of workplace conflict exemplify an 

extreme reading of the unitarist lens, which many others who followed in human relations did 

not share.  That being said, the research questions asked by human relations researchers often did 

not address the theoretical framing question:  is conflict inevitable in the workplace?  Instead, 

human relations researchers were focused on understanding individual and group workplace 

dynamics—often with the explicit aim of ameliorating conflict and “promoting more congenial 

working relationships” within organizations.  “Essentially they want to discover the techniques 

of supervision, of administration, of organization, which produce the highest output and the least 
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friction,” a critic, John McConnell, argues of the standard human relations framing of research 

(1950, 549–50).  

 What does the human relations’ stance toward workplace conflict mean for research in 

workplace conflict resolution?  Either by not explicitly addressing the inevitability of workplace 

conflict and often implicitly using a unitarist frame of reference, human relations research often 

focused on workplace communication, interpersonal, and leadership factors vs. structural factors 

and factors external to the individual workplace.  Analyzing human relations research, 

sociologist William Koivisto identifies “harmony” and “cooperation” as alternatives to a 

conflict-free workplace and links to “efficiency”: 

The idea of co-operation, in the absence of any more explicit definition of ends, 
becomes oriented toward the objective of efficiency, or, alternatively, the 
"problem" of achieving co-operation may be conceived to originate in the goal of 
efficiency. Thus [human relations scholar] Gardner states that "they [executives] 
go blindly along, disrupting cooperation, lowering morale, and destroying the 
organizations' ability to function efficiently.” The chief purpose of the human 
relations studies, as these researchers see it, is to correct this situation to enable 
the organization to function efficiently. (1953, 565) 

 
Cooperation in the workplace through sophisticated human relations in this sense is opposed to 

conflict and is seen as the route to efficiency and productivity.  Although group dynamics was 

frequently the core focus of human relations scholars, the field was also interested in conflict at 

the individual employee level.  Norman Maier writes in an early human relations textbook of the 

proactive of nondirective counseling that was famously adopted at Western Electric’s Hawthorne 

Works: 

Since a well-adjusted employee of a given level of ability is more effective on the 
job than a disturbed one, it is of interest to management to concern itself to a 
reasonable degree in furthering emotional adjustment.  Industry has recognized 
the need for furnishing aid in physical health, and it is beginning to become 
concerned with mental health. (1952, 413) 
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Again efficiency is the stated goal for helping employees resolve conflict and improve mental 

health. 

 My investigation of human relations approaches to workplace conflict and industrial 

relations critiques of such approaches has identified differences in both 1) assumptions 

surrounding the causal basis of workplace conflict and 2) understandings and values regarding 

the inevitability conflict in the workplace.  These diverging assumptions and understandings lead 

to different trajectories not only for research, but also for application and practice.  This becomes 

apparent as human relations research transitions, beginning in the 1960s, into the practice of a 

new but closely related applied field of organization development (“OD”).  Relevant to the 

sphere of workplace conflict management, OD was human relations’ applied sphere for putting 

research into practice, much like field of dispute resolution was (with the early grievance 

procedure research) and would become (with the advent of the ADR ‘revolution’ in the 1980s) 

the applied sphere for industrial relations. 

  

 
Organization Development:  Application of Human Relations Theory in the Workplace 

The exact origins of the term organization development, (“OD”) is a debated subject 

within the field of OD.  Two commonly cited first uses of the term OD come from academics 

and in-house staff working within two companies on research and organization change projects:  

Douglas McGregor of MIT and Richard Beckhard at General Mills and Herb Shepard’s work at 

Esso Oil, now ExxonMobil who both independently started using the term to describe their work 

right around 1959-1960 (Burke 2011, 145).  In contrast to its broader human relations 

predecessor that was focused on a wider scope of research on ‘relations in industry,’ the term 

organization development was coined as a phrase to describe work on organizational change 
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emanating out earlier work in the 1940s and 1950s.  The orientation of OD was acutely applied 

and practical even though academics (like Doug McGregor at MIT) played a large hand in 

creating the field.  The applied nature of the initial formulation of OD came from the partnering 

of academics with several of the nation’s largest corporations to research and influence 

organizational change within the workplace rather than in the lab or through more broad-based 

research designs.  Critical perspectives of OD “action research” through which academics 

worked in close partnership with corporations and similar precursor projects and research from 

human relations school were present from the beginning of its germination.  Such critique was 

memorialized famously in a scathing critique published by Loren Baritz in 1961, where he called 

academics like McGregor “servants of power”-- willingly contributing to better managerial 

control of corporations’ workforces through a new focus on group dynamics and patterns of 

communications and relations within firms (Baritz 1960).  At the same time, those within the 

budding OD community of scholars and practitioners would argue that human relations and OD 

research and practice was important as it could alleviate some of the conflict found within the 

nation’s firms through a specific focus on “The Human Side of Enterprise” as McGregor’s now 

classic book published the same year as Baritz’s was titled (1960). 

Thus, from the earliest days of OD, an explicit focus on “humanistic values” was 

included in the field’s ‘DNA’ in a way that was not found within other fields part researching the 

employment relationship such as industrial relations.  Indeed, even though human relations gave 

rise to OD around 1960, it also spawned the now-dominant field of organizational behavior 

(“OB”) also in the 1960s, which I argue focused on research with the traditional human relations 

views toward causal explanation and the inevitability of workplace conflict, discussed 

previously, while for the most part hiding its underlying value orientation.  William F. Whyte, 
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one of the first faculty members of the ILR School at Cornell in the late 1940s and a founding 

member of the human relations school explained the divide that came after human relations as an 

organizing moniker became passé between “mainstream” research that was moving to the label 

OB in the 1960s (where it currently still resides) and research focused on organizational change 

that was coalescing under the label organization development.  He describes OD as “an 

alternative stream of development” arguing: 

There is also an alternate stream of development that groups together those 
concentrating on organizational change. In a sense, this research stream arose out 
of the human relations approach instead of representing a sharp break away from 
it. Like those of us active in the 1940s and 1950s, the alternate stream researchers 
reject the separation of theory from practice, arguing that science can best be 
advanced when the two are linked together. The difference is that today's 
organizational change researchers have sharper action tools and better theoretical 
frameworks than we did in those earlier decades. (1987, 495) 
 

Thus the link of “science” and “practice” was essential for OD from its earliest years, but I argue 

the upfront and open values component was equally important. 

 What is the “humanistic” value-orientation of OD and why does it matter?  Early 

researchers and practitioners in OD described the field as one that was actively focused on 

engaging with organizational change (versus passively researching it from the sidelines).  Along 

with such engagement came a certain values orientation regarding how such change could 

happen.  One early OD practitioner reflected that in the early days “using humanistic values and 

human potential theory to effect basic change in organization behavior” defined the field’s work 

(Beckhard 1997a, xi).  The humanistic orientation Beckhard argued came from the early view of 

OD scholars and practitioners’ theory of human behavior in organizations: 

One of the theoretical assumptions about organizations was that they were 
basically constructed as groups of building blocks.  In those days we talked about 
family groups; if those groups were healthy, the organization would be healthy.  If 
the people who operated had good interpersonal competence, communications 
and problem-solving skills, and all those things, the organization would operate 
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better… So OD became a network of people who were involved in these kinds of 
values, these kinds of interests:  and what they did for a living was all over the 
map. (Beckhard 1997b [1980 original version], 14) 
 

During the 1960s OD expanded greatly with managers from organizations large and small 

enrolling in “laboratories” sponsored by universities like UCLA, which became a center of OD 

academic research and an institute, the National Training Laboratories (“NTL”) originally 

founded in 1947 by Kurt Lewin and other early scholars working in the area of group dynamics 

and interaction. 

The unstructured group process learning activity known as a “T-group” (short for 

“training group”) was a key innovation of from the work of NTL.  Once introduced, T-group and 

other active learning group processes quickly became core components of OD’s process 

repertoire (Highhouse 2002).  The T-group, famous for its completely unstructured agenda-less 

setup, meant that participants needed to play a more active role in their learning about group 

dynamics than was the norm.  The extreme experimental style of learning T-groups entailed 

caused quite a stir in the management training community when OD practitioners first began 

offer them to corporate executives and managers through NTL and related organizations (Klaw 

1961).  Carl Rogers famously labeled T-groups the most important social invention of the 20th 

century and by 1966 it was estimated over 20,000 managers had participated in a T-group 

experience (Highhouse 2002, 283-286).  Margaret Barron and Gilbert Krulee’s report of an early 

T-group provides an indication of how conflict was viewed within this original OD intervention.  

In terms strikingly similar to Koivisto (1953), Barron and Krulee discuss the group over the 

course of its meetings becoming more “cooperative” and self-directing which lead to “the 

functioning of the group bec[oming] more efficient” (1948, 29).  The experiential learning focus 

of the T-group fit perfectly with the OD field’s development of a humanistic approach to 
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organization change and intervention processes within organizations to research and affect 

change.  As the early OD consultant Stanley Hinckley Jr. recounts: 

For everyone, there emerged the need for learning a new kind of consulting 
because, in the prevalent model of consultants, there were experts in management 
who analyzed an organization and presented written recommendations for 
improvements.  OD consulting was recognized as being quite different than that.  
Success requires joining with people in the organization to help them identify, 
analyze, and solve problems, bringing expertise in these processes and human 
behavior, but little in-depth knowledge of the content of this work. (2014, 32) 
 

The participatory process organizational members encountered in OD change interventions is 

what set them apart. 

With organizational change consulting and research blossoming throughout the 1960s, 

OD was fast becoming the new ‘it’ style of organizational change management consulting, 

causing the field to rapidly expand.  As Jerry Porras an early OD researcher at UCLA and then 

Stanford reflected in a 2004 interview looking back at his career in the field: 

I think that in the beginning the thing that made OD attractive to a lot of people, 
including me, was the excitement and the energy that comes from being involved 
in transforming people. To see people who were very interpersonally incompetent 
evolve into ones that are, for example, mores self-aware, less defensive, accept 
feedback, listen better, become more empathetic, openly express and deal with 
their feelings, share their power, confront conflict, help others develop and grow 
was an incredible experience. I believe a lot of people got into OD in those early 
years because of T-groups and the intoxication of being involved in personal 
growth. (Porras and Bradford 2004, 393) 
 

In this view the human relations skills (much like conflict management skills are thought of now) 

would serve to transform the organization.  Even though Porras, like much of the field, would in 

later years question these early assumptions about the ability of individual behavior change to 

transform organizations, he maintained the humanistic belief that individual employee’s success 

was essential for organizational success.  “The individual has to gain in the long term for the 
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organization to gain in the long term.  That is a basic belief that OD has had from its origins, and 

it’s still very relevant today,” he explained (Porras and Bradford 2004, 401). 

 For OD, workplace conflict was conceptualized through the lens of organizational change 

with a humanistic values tint.  Practice and theory were seen to be inextricable.  In a review 

essay reflecting back on developments from the 1960s to the 1980s in the field, Whyte notes the 

OD strand of organizational research and practice, which could be considered a direct intellectual 

descendent from human relations could now be seen to be distinct with much of mainstream 

organizational behavior that broke with OD’s humanistic orientation to attempt to understand 

behavior in a universal, value-neutral way, purely through theoretical development versus 

practice and application (1987).  This meant that the advocacy for ‘better’ human relations in the 

workplace, an aspect of early research and practice in the field had largely been relegated to the 

sidelines with the new ascendance of OB.  I continue my discussion of the practice of OD from 

1980 onward in Chapter 2. 

 At the same time OD and OB were parting ways, OD’s approach to workplace conflict 

continued to differ with the institutional approach of mainstream industrial relations—just as its 

predecessor human relations had.  Writing from an industrial relations perspective, George 

Strauss offers some views on why OD and IR continued to see workplace conflict and its 

management differently.  Much of this can be attributed, Strauss believes, to OD’s lack of 

understanding of a pluralist view regarding the incompatibility of some employee/union and 

management goals.  He writes: 

OD people are used to dealing with problems in hierarchical organizations that 
have superordinate, overriding values to which all members subscribe.  As a 
consequence, they assume that the main impediments to agreement are 
misunderstandings, personality differences, and “immature” relations rather than 
disagreement about goals… Given their faith that, approached with trust and 
authenticity, most problems yield to “win-win” solutions in which everyone gains, 
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OD people have been ill equipped to deal with bargaining, use of power, or zero-
sum (as opposed to variable-sum) gain situations. (1981, 9–10) 

 
This type of IR critique I argue can be understood to stem from differing goals of research and 

practice coming from differing frames of reference.  OD’s focus on workplace conflict under the 

lens of organizational change must be contrasted to with the industrial relations’ pluralist view.  

This is a critical step toward understanding the differences in the form of applied practice the two 

fields took to workplace conflict in the second half of the twentieth century.  While OD was 

focused on organizational change, industrial relations framed its applied practice around dispute 

resolution that relied more on institutional frameworks of law and policy both within collective 

bargaining and outside of it.  At the same time as OD was working internally in organizations to 

understand and resolve conflict in service of organizational change, industrial relations was 

focused on law and policy for resolving workplace disputes using a pluralist frame of reference.  

This led to a different focus in industrial relations research and practice regarding workplace 

conflict management—one that centered on the role of the state and with direct engagement and 

promotion of what was to become alternative dispute resolution (“ADR”).  It is to those 

developments, I turn to next. 

 

The State as Conflict Manager:  External Governance of Disputes in a New Regulatory 
Environment 
 

 The next major milestone on the intellectual and institutional history of conflict 

management systems is the advent of a new role of the federal and state governments in 

workplace conflict resolution beginning in the 1960s.  I argue this development cemented the 

division away from a human relations approach to researching informal workplace conflict at the 

level of groups and teams to define a newly developing field of workplace dispute resolution that 
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would rely heavily on law, and the industrial relations tradition arising out of labor economics.  It 

soon would exhibit a focus on rights-based disputes and formalized procedures for resolving 

workplace conflict.  Some proponents have argued, in the extreme case, that advances in human 

relations research and training would lead to “the withering away of the state [that] will follow 

from the decentralizing of authority to leaderless groups” (Knowles 1958, 101).  Although this is 

an extreme, almost cult-like interpretation of end goals for human relations, it is helpful for 

understanding an opposite perspective in the newly developing focus on workplace dispute 

resolution in the academic and practitioner industrial relations literature of the 1960s that 

embraced the increasing role of the state in workplace dispute resolution. 

 Lipsky, Seeber, and Fincher (2003) as well as Edelman (1990) take stock of the major 

shift that occurred in workplace conflict management beginning in the 1960s with the advent of 

the passage of new statutes at the federal level protecting individual employee rights in the 

workplace, including the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Occupational Safety and Health Act of 

1970.  In addition, during this period Congress began to require federal contractors to engage in 

affirmative action, passed the Equal Pay Act to outlaw gender-based pay differentials, the Age 

Discrimination and Employment Act to prohibit discrimination in employment for workers aged 

40 to 64, as well as the Vietnam Era Veterans Act of 1972 and the Vietnam Era Veterans 

Readjustment Act of 1974 to provide additional rights for Vietnam War veterans working for the 

federal government and its contractors. 

Prior to the enactment of these laws, federal intervention into private sector workplace 

conflict was extremely limited, and primarily occurred indirectly through the regulation of 

collective bargaining—labeled by Cynthia Estlund the “New Deal model of industrial self-

governance,” where, as discussed earlier in this chapter, conflict management was governed 
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primarily through collective bargaining, non-union grievance procedures, or direct management 

authority.  All of these processes can be seen as primarily internally oriented to the firm and its 

union if unionized.  To be sure, the government was not absent from “internal” conflict 

resolution.  Instead, it set the minimum floor (through mechanisms such as wage and hour laws) 

and oversaw processes (though mechanisms such as union certifications) and allowed employers 

(and unions, when present) leeway beyond the minimum floor and procedural standards (Estlund 

2005, 321; Piore and Safford 2006, 303). 

The passage of the Civil Rights Act in 1964 initiated a wave of change in which Congress 

and state legislatures increasingly provided individuals rights they could pursue through 

administrative agencies or court litigation.  Instead of internal non-union grievance procedures 

and collective bargaining agreement grievance procedures being the central venue for addressing 

workplace conflict, the judicial branch of government and the executive branch, with its newly 

created and empowered administrative agencies such as the Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission and Occupational Safety and Health Administration became central sites for 

resolution. 

Under this newly forming statutory regime, courts were being asked to engage directly in 

resolving workplace conflict in ways not seen previously.  Equal employment opportunity cases 

often are very fact-intensive and require a district court, for example, hearing a hostile work 

environment case to review detailed, micro-level, testimony about behavior in a workplace and 

make a judgment on whether illegal conduct has occurred.  The newly developing “employment 

rights regime,” as labeled by Piore and Safford (2006), put the courts squarely at the center of 

shop-floor workplace conflict in almost an antithetical fashion to the prior, more hands-off 

approach.  As Estlund explains the shift, “so while the vindication of employee rights in the New 
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Deal, and especially under the NLRA, was channeled away from courts and lawyers, the Civil 

Rights Act appointed courts and lawyers as leading agents of civil rights enforcement.”  

Additionally, the courts themselves began to create a common law regarding the tort of wrongful 

discharge in violation of public policy.  This meant chipping away at the employment-at-will 

doctrine through such newly judicially-articulated rights such as a right to refuse to comply with 

illegal directives.  Therefore, in these types of cases, courts were beginning to construct 

individually-enforceable workplace rights on their own initiative (Estlund 2010, 69–73). 

The ascension of the “employment rights regime” meant that field of workplace conflict 

management (in the IR tradition) was beginning to exhibit more overlap with the field of law.  

Beginning primarily in the 1970s, scholarship focused on the legal aspect of workplace conflict 

joined the intellectual conversation with the pluralist industrial relations tradition that had 

previously focused on union-management conflict resolution and internal grievance procedures.  

The resulting combination of scholarship I label “dispute resolution” to indicate a focus on 

workplace grievance and appeal systems, resolution of disputes through the courts, as well as the 

budding study of alternative dispute resolution known generally as ADR, which combined 

techniques such as mediation and arbitration popularized in the unionized workplace for use in 

new ways. 

The publication of Richard Walton and Robert McKersie’s now classic A Behavioral 

Theory of Labor Negotiations (1965) contributed a great deal to opening up the space for the 

workplace dispute resolution literature to expand and connect with law scholarship (Menkel-

Meadow 2013; Lipsky, Seeber, and Avgar 2015).  The elaboration of “distributive bargaining” 

versus “integrative bargaining” from the labor negotiations setting and a game theoretical base 

could easily be extrapolated to other non-labor (and non-workplace) negotiation or conflict 
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settings.  Walton and McKersie’s explication of the interplay between direct adversarialism and 

cooperation present in almost all negotiating situations would prove useful to legal scholars 

looking to find alternatives to traditional ‘win/lose’ approaches. 

There is widespread agreement that a critical, if not the critical moment, in launching the 

legal intellectual and practitioner interest in alternatives to court litigation was the 1976 Pound 

conference (Menkel-Meadow 1997; Lipsky, Seeber, and Fincher 2003; Barrett 2004).   The 

conference, convened by Chief Justice Warren Burger, and titled the “National Conference on 

the Causes of Popular Dissatisfaction with the Administration of Justice” and dedicated to the 

memory of Roscoe Pound, an early twentieth century advocate for court system reform.  The 

conference gathered over 200 scholars, judges, and prominent members of the bar to discuss 

what was labeled by Chief Justice Burger as a crisis of a judicial system of a “complex modern 

society” that originally was developed for and “fitted to a rural, agrarian society” (1979, 32). 

At the Pound Conference Frank Sander gave an address that created a framework for 

integrating ADR into the mainstream legal discourse.  His talk titled “Varieties of Dispute 

Processing” introduced the idea of the “multidoor courthouse,” which envisioned a future 

courthouse in the year 2000 transformed into “Dispute Resolution Center” where a disputant is 

channeled by a screening clerk into the “process (or sequence of processes) most appropriate to 

his type of case” as compared to what he saw as the current state of affairs where the common 

assumption by lawyers and law professors that “courts are the natural and obvious dispute 

resolvers” (1979, 67, 84).  Sander identified what are now seen to be core ADR techniques:  

mediation, arbitration, fact-finding, and ombudsman as a menu of options for disputants, who 

previously would have been channeled into the traditional court system.  Although Sander does 

not cite Walton and McKersie directly, he encourages the legal field to “forge links with those 
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from other disciplines who share our concerns” and advocates for techniques like mediation in 

which the integrative elements, later to be coined ‘win-win’ by Fisher and Ury in the now classic 

Getting to Yes, could be utilized to resolve litigation more efficiently but also to channeling 

disputes to other non-adjudicatory fora (1979, 86). 

Sander clearly expresses his normative concern of the talk when he discusses, 

“determin[ing] how particular types of disputes might best be resolved” (1979, 72).  This 

normative orientation, complemented an efficiency (courts are overburdened) argument, that 

reached a new zenith in the public discourse at the high profile Pound conference.  Not only 

could ADR unclog judicial backlogs—it could be a “better” way to resolve many kinds of 

disputes.  Parties had more opportunities to participate in the resolution of their disputes and the 

ability to construct more flexible resolution methods options in the “multidoor courthouse.” 

The combination of a widespread view that courts were drowning in cases attributed to 

the ever-increasing statutory causes of action enacted by state legislatures and Congress, along 

with the fact that alternative dispute resolution processes were often seen as qualitatively better 

and more appropriate, facilitated ADR becoming not just a bank of techniques to be used as a 

substitute for litigation, but a movement in which a diverse set of stakeholders, from family court 

reform advocates to corporate counsels concerned about skyrocketing litigation costs, could 

come together and rally behind (Sander 1985; Edwards 1986).  Carrie Menkle-Meadow, a law 

professor and active ADR proponent, describes the state of early ‘movement’ thinking: 

As a field of knowledge and practice, this new movement was highly aspirational; 
claiming it could teach individuals, parties in lawsuits, families, community 
groups, labour unions, public officials and agencies, and even nations, to solve 
their problems more peaceably and with better outcomes…The founders of this 
field, of whom I am one, thought we could change the world, through education, 
theory development, training, and practice in a wide range of arenas and 
substantive domains. (2013, 37) 

 



 49 

Also beginning in the 1960s and continuing into the 1970s and 1980s, new centers for 

research and practice, such as the National Center for Dispute Settlement and the Institute of 

Mediation and Conflict Resolution, were created and funded by foundations and government to 

help institutionalize ADR (Menkel-Meadow 1986).  In 1984, one such center:  the National 

Institute for Dispute Resolution, published a guide to ADR titled Dispute Resolution in America:  

Processes in Evolution.  Surveying the field as of the early 1980s, the guide’s authors find six 

categories of objectives for reform of traditional court adjudication: 

� Reducing judicial workload and overcrowding 
� Lowering barriers to access 
� Achieving superior resolutions 
� Empowering local communities 
� Reducing disputants’ costs 
� Reorienting American attitudes toward dispute resolution  
     (Marks, Johnson Jr., and Szanton 1984, 26) 

 

Marks et al. identify several constituencies that influenced such objectives and the wide variety 

of categories of ADR proponents, such as “judges, lawyers, and judicial administrators, from 

tenant organizations, neighborhood groups and corporate consumers of dispute resolution 

services” (1984, 26).  This range of interest groups advocating for ADR meant that there was no 

one singular unified ADR movement pushing for the same alternatives to litigation for the same 

reasons, but rather a movement united in its diversity.  While some argued for ADR as an 

opportunity to provide access to justice to individuals who normally would be unable to afford to 

pursue litigation, other corporate parties and trade associations were primarily interested in 

reducing litigation costs and time.  Connecting the diverse range of advocates (and especially 

coming from) the new conflict resolution institutes and centers was a discourse of the public 

policy imperative for change.  As Sander asked in his Pound Conference address:  “What is the 

optimal state of a country’s grievance machinery so that festering grievances can be readily 
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ventilated without unduly flooding the system and creating unreasonable expectations of relief” 

(1979, 86)? 

Expertise from industrial relations in union-management and non-union grievance 

procedures was alluring to those advocating for alternatives to litigation in the legal academic 

and practitioner communities.  The model of the union-management grievance procedure was 

seen to form the basis for much of the thinking about alternatives to litigation, not only for 

workplace cases but also for other cases in the courts (Sander 1985, 4).  Throughout the 1970s 

labor arbitration, for example, was continually referenced by some ADR advocates as a 

framework that could provide quick and definitive resolutions that could be exported to other 

contexts, even though major institutional differences existed between union-management 

relations and other primarily non-workplace contexts (Getman 1979, 917). 

The use of ADR options as alternatives to litigation continued to strengthen during the 

1970s and 1980s to the point when legal scholars commonly argued that it had “become an 

integral part of the state’s mechanisms for responding to disputes” (Resnik 1995, 214).  But the 

growing interrelation of government regulation of workplace dispute resolution was not just 

confined to courts and related ADR processes.  The influence of increasing government 

regulation mattered to the way organizations began to develop and manage their internal 

grievance procedures and their focus on resolving disputes, now that a greater number of 

disputes could be brought to courts or administrative agencies. 

The practitioner management and personnel literature of the time was full of exhortations 

and recommendations for firms to adopt internal grievance procedures.  Lo Bosco writing in 

Personnel explicates a “consensus on nonunion grievance procedures” and the need to 

implement internal grievance procedure for three primary reasons:   
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(1) to ensure fair treatment of employees across the board 
(2) to raise morale in the workplace, and 
(3) to avoid costly court litigation (1985, 61) 

 
Balfour writing a year earlier, also in Personnel, argues “interest in non-union grievance 

procedures has increased greatly in recent years” due to “the general broadening of rights 

protecting individuals throughout society in general… [and] the growing encroachment on the 

employer’s right to discharge ‘at will’” (1984, 67).  In a Conference Board report to corporate 

members surveying the current landscape of grievance procedures in 1980, Ronald Berenbeim 

finds “the major concern of virtually all companies is that the organization handle as much 

employee discontent as possible through the use of internal mechanisms and that the 

involvement of third parties—especially unions and government agencies—be minimized.”  He 

continues: 

In this climate executives realize the merit of having issues of potential legal 
liability resolved inside the organization rather than in the courts.  Furthermore, in 
areas such as discrimination and safety, where the employee’s right to complain 
has some legal protection, the existence of a meaningful grievance mechanism 
may provide management with a valuable defense against a potential employee 
claim. (1980, 1, 3) 
 

For these authors and others publishing in the management and personnel literature of the time, 

internal grievance procedures were important not only for morale and union avoidance, but also 

now to channel employee disputes regarding statutory claims away from the courts and 

administrative agencies. 

 Beginning in the 1980s, scholars from management and industrial relations began to 

study the operational details and effects of non-union internal grievance procedures adding to the 

academic literature on topics such fairness and efficiency that had been previously studied 

almost solely in unionized workplaces (e.g. Lewin 1987; McCabe 1988; Ewing 1989; Feuille and 

Delaney 1992; Blancero 1993; Feuille and Chachere 1995; Colvin 1999).  Here, I focus on 
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another important line of theorizing emanating from the institutional tradition in sociology that 

explores the interrelationship of law and organizations and has implications for our 

understanding the rise of conflict management systems.  It explores the ways the law affects and 

influences organizational governance structures and processes and how those structures also 

influence the law.   

Although sociologists have a range of empirical settings to study these relationships, 

Lauren Edelman and her colleagues over a twenty-year period have chosen to conduct an 

intensive research program on organizational and judicial adaptation in response to the 

enactment of equal employment opportunity laws.  Their research has been wide-ranging, 

exploring the paradox of “why race and gender inequality persist in the American workplace 

more than a half century after the passage of Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act” (Edelman 

2016, 5).  And importantly, for the present study, Edelman et al. explore the institutionalization 

of workplace internal grievance procedures as a key component of mutually reinforcing 

organizational and judicial responses to equal employment opportunity law.   

Based on her early research into the effects of the Civil Rights Act on employers, 

Edelman develops what she calls “legal environment theory,” to explain the significant increase 

in non-union firms adopting grievance procedures in the wake of the passage of equal 

employment opportunity law.  Previously, researchers focused on the ways law directly 

controlled organizations, i.e. requirements directing organizations to take certain actions, follow 

certain rules, or create certain structures.  The Civil Rights Act contains no requirement or 

recommendation for an organization to create a grievance procedure to process claims of 

violations of equal opportunity law, but Edelman finds that the Civil Rights Act and related 

statutes opened “organizational governance to public scrutiny, and they legitimated employees’ 
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demands for fair treatment.  The result was normative pressure on employers to give the 

appearance of governing employees in a nonarbitrary manner.”  Therefore, “independently of 

formal legal sanctions,” Edelman argues, “a new law can exert strong pressures on 

organizations to adopt structures or practices that demonstrate attention to 

normative expectations” (Edelman 1990, 1406, 1408). 

 Even though Edelman’s 1990 paper and subsequent research documents the connection 

between workplace civil rights law enforcement and the adoption of organizational grievance 

procedures, the claims practitioners made when originally advocating for such procedures were 

for the most part not adequately reflective of court decisions at the time.  For example, Edelman 

et al. (1999) note that claims that employers with internal grievance procedures are “less likely to 

be found in violation of civil rights law because the grievance procedures will serve as evidence 

of fair treatment” and that “if an employer has an internal grievance procedure, courts may 

dismiss an employee’s lawsuit for failure to use that grievance procedure” were not actually 

borne out when examining decisions of courts adjudicating discrimination and sexual harassment 

cases (432). 

In a recent book reviewing and pulling together her two decades of research, Edelman 

develops “legal endogeneity theory” to explain what she argues to be ultimate loop between 

organizational practices and law.  Again, the internal grievance procedure is seen to play a 

critical role in what Edelman argues is the “mangerialization” of the law giving greater control of 

workplace disputes surrounding civil rights law to employers versus the courts.  Edelman finds 

“the internal grievance procedure has been one of the most effective tools in the management 

arsenal for combating the threat of litigation” (2016, 125).  Continuing, she argues, “Internal 

dispute resolution, then, managerializes law by equating civil rights with good management, by 
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reframing rights violations as poor management or interpersonal problems, and by devising 

solutions that are primarily designed to restore organizational functioning and avoid litigation” 

(2016, 133).  Although such procedures originally were not prescribed by law or the courts, they 

began to be seen by courts as good faith efforts by organizations to combat discrimination in the 

workplace, which then reinforced their institutionalization.  Edelman labels such efforts 

“symbolic compliance” that do not actually address the underlying discrimination internal 

grievance procedures and other organizational responses are theoretically designed to affect.  She 

concludes, “when legal institutions equate symbolic compliance with the achievement of 

substantive reform, as the courts have done in the EEO context, legal endogeneity stymies the 

capacity of law to produce meaningful social change” (2016, 238). 

Edelman’s work offers important historical and theoretical contributions to understand 

the rise of conflict management systems.  The institutional context she describes sets the stage 

for a turn to systems beginning in the 1980s and 1990s.  The increasing liability organizations 

believed they faced and influence of experts and practitioners as well as the courts in promoting 

internalized dispute resolution of civil rights claims created an institutional context that was open 

to experimentation and new ideas regarding new ways to address workplace conflict.  Edelman 

does a masterful job of exposing the underlying imperatives, commitments, and values buried in 

a seemingly ‘pro-employee’ internal grievance procedure.  But unlike Edelman, I find the 

historical record not just display such a clear-cut “symbolic compliance” motive and effect for 

the rise of next-generation dispute resolution systems, followed by conflict management systems, 

and finally the integrated conflict management system.  Instead, I argue workplace conflict 

management systems do partially emanate out of institutional pressures regarding liability, but 

also other critical motives, such as an openness to a broadening of our understanding conflict in 
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the workplace.  Rather than a singular focus on resolving questions about legal rights, but a 

recognition that conflict can stems from the interaction of varying interests, relationships, and 

communities in the workplace and that it is not necessarily negative. 

Next, in Chapter 2, I turn to explore the rise of dispute resolution and later conflict 

management systems in the years since 1980, which I argue are historically and theoretically 

situated in the context examined in the present chapter.  To conclude this chapter, I summarize 

the development of diverging theoretical and applied practice approaches to workplace conflict 

management discussed in this chapter in Table 1: 

 

Table 1:  Workplace Conflict Management Theory and Practice (up to 1980) 

 Theory:   
Inevitability of 
Workplace 
Conflict 

Level of Analysis Focus of 
Workplace 
Conflict 
Interventions 

Closest 
Disciplinary 
‘Relatives’ 

Industrial 
Relations  

Tend toward 
inevitable and 
acceptable (to a 
degree) = 
Pluralist frame of 
reference 

Tend toward 
Macro:  analysis of 
law, policy, 
collective 
bargaining 
agreement  

Dispute 
Resolution 

Economics, 
Law 

Human Relations  
à  Organization 
Development 

Tends toward not 
inevitable and 
problematic = 
Unitarist frame of 
reference 

Tend toward 
Micro:  individual 
and group 
communication and 
behavior 

Organizational 
Change 

Psychology, 
Anthropology 

 

The institutionalization of this divergence I argue in Chapter 2 is essential for understanding the 

intellectual foundation of integrated conflict management systems and the current state of the 

field. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE SYSTEMS TURN AND THE ELSUIVE NOTION OF SUCCESS 

 

I think we need to build on this splendid 
work by committing ourselves to create an integrated conflict management system for 

society as a whole.  – Janet Reno, Attorney General  (2001, 16) 
 

The decade of 1980 to 1990 proved to be a turning point in the theory of workplace 

conflict management.  What I label ‘the systems turn’ begins in the 1980s.  I argue such a turn is 

an important shift in the ways formal organizational interventions into workplace conflict are 

conceptualized.  The ascendency of systems thinking did not occur overnight, nor was there one 

definitive moment at which systems thinking arrived.  Instead, intellectual entrepreneurs 

throughout the 1980s and beyond began promoting systems thinking as applied to the sphere of 

workplace conflict. 

Parallel and overlapping developments in the natural science fields of biology, ecology, 

and physics beginning in the early twentieth century transformed an analytic scientific 

orientation that had to-date conceptualized the world as built conceptually upon layers of ever 

smaller building blocks.  Understanding the nature and functioning of these constituent 

components was the key to understanding the larger whole that was comprised of them.  Systems 

theory turned this orientation on its head.  As Fritjof Capra writes: 

According to the systems view, the essential properties of an organism, or living 
system, are properties of the whole, which none of the parts have.  They arise 
from the interactions and relationships among the parts.  These properties are 
destroyed when the system is dissected, either physically or theoretically, into 
isolated elements.  Although we can discern individual parts in any system, these 
parts are not isolated, and the nature of the whole is always different from the 
mere sum of its parts. (1996, 29) 
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Beginning in the 1920s, systems theorizing in fields such as biology, physics, and chemistry had 

lead to a new understanding of how previously stable and distinct concepts could actually only 

be fully contemplated through their interconnection (Miller 1978; Capra 1996). 

 

Mary Rowe and the ‘Integration’ of Systems Thinking  

 Although “systems” framing early on was used interchangeably with “grievance 

procedures” such that they had equivalent meanings (e.g. Berenbeim 1980; Balfour 1984), it was 

Mary Rowe, of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, who laid the groundwork for a non-

linear approach to formal organizational interventions into workplace conflict that would expand 

and differentiate systems thinking from grievance procedures.  From her vantage point as a 

Special Assistant to the President (equivalent to an organizational ombudsman) of MIT, Rowe 

saw the linkage between workplace non-union grievance procedures and other resources for 

employees in new ways.  In a 1984 article she champions a “system” framing for managing 

workplace conflict and outlines the contours of a “non-union complaint system” at the university. 

She argues MIT’s system uses an “upward-feedback, mediation model” in which conciliatory 

approaches are used to increase communication between disputing parties.  Rowe connects the 

concept of “redundancy and options” to the importance and novelty of the MIT system, noting 

the multiple entrance points to MIT’s complaint system (ranging from deans, and human 

resources officers to such as student services counselors, and two Special Assistants to the MIT 

President who serve as internal neutrals) and a variety of identities of different individuals 

involved. 

Rowe conceptualizes the MIT system holistically.  The system provides a range of 

options from the informal:  the ability of individual employees to seek assistance, advice, and 
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gather information from a variety of sources, to the formal—the ability of employees to use 

internal grievance procedures or external legal options when a statutory claim is involved.  The 

central node of the MIT system is the role of the two Special Assistants to the President who 

serve as “quasi-ombudsmen” and are the primary facilitators for “upward-feedback” to line 

managers (1984, 10–12). 

Rowe’s deep involvement in the area of workplace sexual harassment contributes to her 

view that a traditional grievance procedure alone does not suffice for employees facing 

harassment in the workplace.  In a 1981 article specifically on this topic, Rowe argues 

“complainants can be helped to help themselves.”  Due to the sensitive nature of sexual 

harassment concerns, Rowe advocates having the complainant author a letter directly to the 

offending individual, with the support and guidance of the neutral.  Rowe offers detailed advice 

for the contents of such letters and finds they are very effective at communicating and addressing 

often very personal and sensitive feelings in a direct way (1981, 42–43). 

The experience of developing expertise in workplace sexual harassment cases helped 

Rowe go beyond the formal procedures focus of many other scholars and practitioners coming 

from human resource management, labor relations, and law orientations.  She conceptualized and 

mapped out functions of organizational “complaint systems” in a 1984 article with Michael 

Baker that included a much wider range of resources and options than would be found in a 

traditionally-designed grievance procedure.  For example, Rowe and Baker identify 31 separate 

structures, programs, and functions that are found within organizations that they include as 

functions of a complaint system (even though organizations that have them may not).  Structures 

normally thought of as resources for workplace conflict resolution such as “multistep appeals 

systems” and working through “line supervision” are included as well as those that had to-date 
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been thought of as out of the realm of complaint/grievance systems and complaints such as 

“health and safety committees” and “employee assistance programs” (1984, 132).  The inclusion 

of these options in a “complaint system” shows a much broader conceptualization of workplace 

conflict resolution than traditional linear formal grievance procedures. 

Rowe and Baker identify five functions of such inclusively-constructed complaint 

systems:  1. personal communication, 2. confidential advice and counseling, 3. investigation, 

conciliation and mediation, 4. adjudication, and 5. upward feedback.  Many of these functions 

will be seen to be incorporated into the design of the ICMS along with the prioritization of 

“problem solving” techniques as compared to “adjudication” (1984, 133–34).  Such an 

explication of the design and analysis of the MIT complaint system marks a critical development 

as a theoretical precursor to the ICMS.  It can be seen as having one foot in the prior dominant 

construction of a linear workplace grievance procedure and the other in a less linear system 

framing with a much wider scope for disputes than traditional grievance procedures that often 

excluded statutory claims and interpersonal disputes that did not directly involve an employee’s 

supervisor or management hierarchy.  Notably, the primary reference point is the “complaint.”  

Although framed in an equivalent fashion to a “grievance” that could be addressed through a 

more traditional grievance procedure, the construction presented by Rowe and Baker centers on a 

diversity of access points and options. 

William Ury, Jeanne Brett, and Stephen Goldberg’s Getting Disputes Resolved published 

in 1988 bolstered the burgeoning systems approach gaining steam throughout the 1980s at the 

same time as it looked more like linear traditional grievance procedures than Rowe’s earlier 

systems framing.  Introducing the concept of “dispute systems design” into the field’s lexicon, 

Ury, Brett, and Goldberg develop the now classic “interests, rights, and power” approaches for 
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resolving disputes.  Interests are defined as “needs, desires, concerns, fears--the things one cares 

about or wants.  They underlie people’s positions--the tangible items they say they want.”  

Rights-based approaches are defined as using an “independent standard with perceived 

legitimacy or fairness to determine who is right.” And power approaches entail using “the ability 

to coerce someone to do something he would not otherwise do” (1988, 5–7).  The authors 

advocate for dispute systems design that prioritizes interest-based approaches as a “practical 

response.  It does not aim to eliminate conflict but simply to resolve at low cost the resulting 

disputes,” they state (1988, 172). 

Ury, Brett, and Goldberg’s approach to dispute systems design, although incorporating 

Rowe’s contributions specifically regarding “multiple points of entry” that reference the scores 

of functions of a complaint system as discussed by Rowe and Baker (1984), in the final analysis 

is more linear and similar to a traditional grievance procedure.  The design principles articulated 

by Ury et al. are described as a “series of steps up a ‘dispute resolution ladder’” starting with 

interest-based procedures such as negotiation and ending up with “low cost” rights- and power-

based “backup procedures.”  The linear approach works because it is argued that interest-based 

procedures are lower-cost and therefore should be prioritized over rights- or power-based 

approaches (1988, 62–63).  Therefore, although the options for employees in this newly 

theorized dispute resolution system are greatly expanded from traditional grievance procedures 

to include more interest-based options such as support for negotiations and early neutral 

assistance from ombudsman—Ury, Brett, and Goldberg reproduce the stage-thinking from the 

grievance procedure:  if the interest-based steps don’t work proceed to rights-based steps and 

then to power-based “backup procedures.” 
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Rowe’s writing from the period directly following the publication of Getting Disputes 

Resolved, while clearly supporting and encouraging the new field of dispute systems design 

(“DSD”) that was launched with the now classic text, at the same time critiques the linearity of 

the initial framing and conceptualization of dispute systems.  For example, in an article on 

dispute systems design published soon after Getting Disputes Resolved, Karl Slaikeu and Ralph 

Hasson write “it is possible to identify a five-step path for resolution of most disputes in 

organizations” and include a “flow chart” to identify the stages in which disputes may progress, 

and the recommended interventions at each stage (1992, 332–34).  Rowe advocates against strict 

linearity in dispute resolution procedures.  “My research indicates that many complainants do not 

consider, and cannot be persuaded to try, formal grievance paths for certain types of conflicts, 

including interpersonal disputes” (1990, 240).  Escalation through a linear process, therefore is 

discouraged and multiple, non-linear routes instead are preferred for a good number of disputes. 

In 1993 Rowe had the opportunity to assist in the development and design of a new 

dispute resolution system for the U.S. Navy, then recovering from the 1991 Tailhook sexual 

assault scandal.  In the aftermath of the Tailhook scandal in which there was a good deal of 

public and Congressional outrage, there was much support within the Department of the Navy 

for radical change in options for conflict handling in Navy workplaces, which opened the door 

for a large-scale system design process as advocated by Ury, Brett, and Goldberg—versus 

simply tinkering around the edges of existing dispute resolution processes. 

 Rowe writes that the system she helped construct for the Navy, “meets many of my 

personal specifications for an integrated dispute resolution system” [emphasis in original].  The 

notion of integration, which will be seen to be critical in the future construction of the ICMS 

model, Rowe introduces here as the distinguishing feature she argues is a critical design addition 
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to the more linear framing of dispute resolution systems offered by Ury, Brett, and Goldberg.  

“Loops forward” and “loops back” are included and prioritized in the Tailhook system, as well as 

a broad framing in which “a wide spectrum of concerns, from inquiry through crime” are deemed 

eligible for resolution in the system (1993, 208).  The year after publication of the Tailhook 

system article, Rowe was invited to testify before The Commission on the Future of Worker-

Management Relations, created by then Secretaries of Commerce and Labor: Ronald Brown and 

Robert Reich, to explore key questions facing the future of the American workplace, and entered 

into the record a list of 10 key features of an “integrated workplace dispute resolution system” 

that will later be seen to play a leading role in the design of the Integrated Conflict Management 

System.  The list fleshes out in further detail the non-linear system design for which Rowe has 

previously advocated.  Relevant entries include the following: 

Have multiple options or mechanisms including encouraging person-to-person or 
group-to-group negotiations and problem resolution; informal or formal mediation 
fact finding, and peer review, and; arbitration. 
 
Allow “looping backward and forward” to the informal and formal procedures at 
various stages in the resolution process. (The Dunlop Commission on the Future 
of Worker-Management Relations 1994, 136) 

 
Although the adoption and promotion of dispute resolution systems occurred beyond of the work 

of Mary Rowe—Rowe left an early indelible mark on the development of systems and 

importantly the critical notion of integration. 

 

Shifting System Frames:  Beyond Individual Dispute Resolution to ‘Interest-based’ Conflict 
Management 
 
 During the 1990s other scholars and practitioners in addition to Rowe were active in 

building and promoting workplace systems.  For example, Alan Stitt, writing a guide primarily 

for a Canadian audience interested in adopting what primarily had been an American innovation, 
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uses the term “ADR systems” to describe the workplace systems for which he provides 

practitioner instructions (Stitt 1998).  Other writers promoted other constructions.  For example, 

William Bedman of Brown & Root, a large construction firm, which is a self-acknowledged 

early adopter, describes the innovative “dispute resolution program” the company implemented 

in the early 1990s (Bedman 1995).  Slate and Friedman from the American Arbitration 

Association, discuss design options for organizational “employment ADR systems” (used 

concurrently with “employment ADR programs”) and offer organizations tips for what not to do 

to ensure they are in compliance with the law (Slate and Friedman 1997).  Slaikeu and Hasson 

writing one of the main system design texts of the era, discuss “systems” more generally 

focusing on “cost”.  The authors link dispute resolution as well as conflict resolution to a focus 

on the costs of unresolved conflict in the workplace and offer four system design principles to 

“control costs” (Slaikeu and Hasson 1998).  And Woodrow, also writing in 1998 advocates 

corporate adoption of “dispute resolution systems” but also refers to the “comprehensive conflict 

management system” framing (Woodrow 1998). 

Unlike Slaikeu and Hasson who, like in Ury, Brett, and Goldberg’s original dispute 

systems design framework structured much of their underlying argument for a systems approach 

around lowering costs to the organization, Designing Conflict Management Systems by Cathy 

Costantino and Christina Merchant attempts to provide a wider rationale for adopting what the 

authors label “interest-based conflict management systems” (1996).  A close precursor to 

“integrated” systems, Costantino and Merchant’s design model places emphasis on interest-

based resolution methods but also importantly more participatory system design methods arguing 

that traditional “expert” approaches to systems design are not as effective.  They identify several 

problems with what they call the dominant “dispute systems design” model including the role of 
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the expert in the design process, a focus on resolution of disputes versus prevention of them, the 

lack of focus on wider organizational culture and dynamics in the system design process, and in 

a very similar fashion to Rowe—with a “linear, mechanistic approach toward building dispute 

resolution systems” (1996, 47–48). 

The relationship between organization development (OD) and Costantino and Merchant’s 

major intervention with the introduction of interest-based conflict management systems will be 

explored further later in this chapter and in Chapter 5.  At this juncture, what is interesting and 

important to take note of is the influence of Costantino and Merchant on the development of the 

integrated conflict management system.  Although Lipsky (2014b) argues Rowe develops the 

integration concept indirectly in the 1980s in which she discusses “redundancy and options” for 

dispute resolution, I find she introduces the term in print first in a 1993 article discussed earlier 

in this chapter (Rowe 1984; Rowe 1993).  In a 1997 book chapter that directly follows the 

publication of Costantino and Merchant’s text, Rowe introduces the ICMS to the literature as a 

distinct concept, asking the rhetorical question in her chapter’s subtitle if we are seeing “an 

evolution toward integrated systems for conflict management” in America’s workplaces.  Noting 

the “varied and complex” development of such systems, she rightly points out, “to my 

knowledge there has been no satisfactory broad overview of this field or systemic description of 

the different innovations that are emerging all over North America” (1997, 79–81).  Continuing, 

Rowe uses the chapter to differentiate between newly-arising integrated systems and previous 

models, arguing the systems “approach contrasts with the more traditional methods of providing 

a single grievance procedure that is only for workers grieving against management, or one 

designed for a limited set of disputes arising under a contract” (1997, 84).  Critically for Rowe, 
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an integrated conflict management system is positioned to address conflict that falls outside of 

both non-union and union grievance procedures. 

 

The Formal Introduction of the Integrated Conflict Management System 
 

The concept and model of the ICMS fully arrived in 2001 with the publication of 

Designing Integrated Conflict Management Systems: Guidelines for Practitioners and Decision 

Makers in Organizations.  As David Lipsky explains, the practitioner community at the time 

sought “authoritative guidance on ‘best practice’” to make sense of the proliferation of system 

design options being promoted throughout the 1990s.  In order to provide such guidance, the 

Society of Professionals in Dispute Resolution (which later merged to form the Association for 

Conflict Resolution or “ACR”) convened a committee comprised of eleven leading academics 

and practitioners in the field of workplace conflict management to attempt to reach consensus on 

design specifications and requirements for an “authentic” ICMS.  After three years of 

deliberation, the committee released its report (Lipsky 2014b, 27). 

Designing Integrated Conflict Management Systems provides several important 

benchmarks in the following two areas:  a) the characteristics that define an ICMS; and b) design 

elements essential to creating a fair system.  The five defining characteristics of ICMSs are as 

follows: 

1. They provide options for all types of problems and all people in the workplace, 
including employees, supervisors, professionals, and managers. 
2. They create a culture that welcomes dissent and encourages resolution of 
conflict at the lowest level through direct negotiation. 
3. They provide multiple access points. Employees can readily identify and access 
a knowledgeable person whom they trust for advice about the conflict 
management system.  
4. They provide multiple options - both rights-based and interest-based - for 
addressing conflict. 
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5. They provide systemic support and structures that coordinate and support the 
multiple access points and multiple options and that integrate effective conflict 
management into the organization's daily operations. (Gosline et al. 2001, 9) 

 
The first prong of the ICMS definition regards scope.  ICMSs were to have the widest 

possible scope and the ability to accommodate all types of conflict from all types of employees.  

As Lipsky explains, a true ICMS would offer the ability for employees “to voice complaints 

about any workplace-related issue.”  This, in practice, means systems would be open to issues 

regarding terms and conditions of employment, violations of law or contract, as well as 

interpersonal conflict between co-workers, “whistleblower” complaints, as well as “emotional or 

psychological” issues—a major expansion from previous union and non-union grievance 

procedures (2014b, 28). 

The second prong regards culture in the organization.  Is the organization’s culture 

supportive of proactively addressing conflict?  As the report authors point out:   

Many organizations discourage the constructive management of conflict by 
sending the message that those who raise concerns are themselves the problem.  
Effective integrated conflict management systems communicate the propriety of 
raising concerns and encourage employees and managers to address these 
concerns as early as possible and at the lowest possible level. (2001, 10) 

 
For a workplace system to be an ICMS, the authors argue there is more to the analysis than 

simply announcing an organization has an ICMS and having ICMS processes and options in the 

place—a culture that promotes the system, engaging proactively with conflict, and protects 

against reprisal must also be in place. 

“Multiple access points” are the third prong identified to be an essential ICMS 

component.  Depending on the issue at-hand and an employee’s comfort level with accessing 

system resources and support, multiple access points to the system ensure employees can 
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approach the system in the way they feel best serves them, rather than through one designated 

entry point, which had been the norm in workplace grievance procedures (2001, 10). 

Although interest-based approaches to managing conflict are prioritized and encouraged 

in the ICMS model, the fourth prong makes clear that rights-based approaches also have an 

important role.  In comparison to the models previously-introduced (e.g. Ury, Brett, and 

Goldberg 1988; Costantino and Merchant 1996), that prioritized “interest-based” processes the 

ICMS model included greater diversity in the conflict resolution processes included, but unlike 

Ury, Brett, and Goldberg’s initial formulation of dispute systems design, noticeably absent in the 

ACR report is a discussion of power-based approaches.  The ACR Report’s authors point out that 

although interest-based approaches often, “resul[t] in faster, more cost-effective solutions, often 

with less damage to workplace relationships,” rights-based procedures are essential for 

employees who wish to “seek redress for unfair treatment or violations of statutory rights” 

(Gosline et al. 2001, 11). 

 Last, the fifth prong describes the “systemic support and structures” that in turn lead to an 

ICMS’s full organizational integration.  Such support structures are enumerated and include 

tangible items such as an “a central coordinating point (office or group)” and “sufficient financial 

and human resources” to allow the system to properly function as well as less tangible items such 

as “sincere and visible championship by senior management and workplace/union leaders” that 

address the cultural components of the system.  It is not enough to have in place offices and 

conflict resolution procedures:  

To develop an effective integrated system, an organization must provide 
necessary systemic support and structures that coordinate access to multiple 
options and promote competence in dealing with conflict throughout the  
organization.  These structures nurture systemic change.  They make interest-
based language and behavior an everyday practice and change the way employees 
deal with both dissent and conflict.  By integrating these structures and options, 
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the organization moves towards "conflict competency." (Gosline et al. 2001, 14–
15) 

 
Therefore, in the ACR Report authors’ view, the proper and full institutionalization of an ICMS 

allows the organization not only to resolve disputes, but for the organization reach toward 

“conflict competence,” which in the report is generally introduced without being specifically 

defined.  Organizational “conflict competence” along with addressing the “sources of conflict” 

within the organization are stated to be the ultimate goals: 

Integrated conflict management systems are designed to identify root causes of 
conflict and address them through systemic change.  An integrated conflict 
management system addresses the sources of conflict and provides a method for 
promoting competence in dealing with conflict throughout the organization. 
(Gosline et al. 2001, 8) 

 
The ACR Report sees the ICMS as the final stage in an evolutionary process.  “Generally 

speaking,” the report avers, “organizations move through four phases in addressing conflict.”  

The phases identified are: 

  Phase 1: Absence of Defined Dispute Resolution 
  Phase 2: Rights-Based Grievance Processes and Adjudication 
  Phase 3: Interest-Based Processes 
  Phase 4: Integrated Conflict Management Systems (Gosline et al. 2001, 7–8) 
 
The ICMS is an advance as its design incorporates options from phases 2 and 3 into a unified 

whole, that provides a total panoply of workplace conflict management processes.  Interestingly, 

there is no expectation or prediction of a “Phase 5.”  This four-phase presentation thus signals 

the ICMS as the ‘end-of-the-line’ best practice.   

With the publication of the ACR Report, authored by the leaders in the field, the ICMS 

had truly arrived.  Writing directly after the publication of the ACR Report, co-author Jennifer 

Lynch argues not only does the ICMS transform workplace conflict management through its 

integration and expansion of that that came before it, but also, that the ICMS is boldly “changing 
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the philosophy (and, in many cases, the terminology) of organizational life” (Lynch 2001, 208).  

An article by Attorney General Janet Reno exemplifies the reach and promise of the ICMS at the 

turn of the twenty-first century.  In the article, The Federal Government and Appropriate Dispute 

Resolution: Promoting Problem Solving and Peacemaking as Enduring Values in Our Society 

Reno argues the ICMS model should not only be considered for the workplace, but also for civil 

society writ large.  “I think we need to build on this splendid work by committing ourselves to 

create an integrated conflict management system for society as a whole,” Reno states.  She 

continues: 

In a sense, this means that we must encourage all elements in our society to 
identify the best process to resolve their dispute, before moving to the substance 
of the dispute. This would allow us to be less adversarial at the outset. By using 
the techniques and skills of the mediator, we can be better listeners, more creative 
problem solvers and better able to have those difficult conversations with one 
another. In this manner, we can avoid some disputes and resolve others much 
earlier.  (2001, 16) 

 
Such a strong endorsement from the top law enforcement official in the U.S. shows the reach of 

the model’s acceptance and relevance to the highest levels of the public sphere and discourse. 

  

Theorizing the ICMS 

 After the official explication and launch of the ICMS model, the early 2000s were an 

active time in both the theory and practice arenas with ICMS theory development and 

organizational consideration and adoption of workplace systems.  In this section, I focus 

specifically on integrated conflict management systems theoretical development, versus a wider 

lens of dispute resolution or conflict management systems generally, to drill down into our 

understanding regarding the specific development of ICMS theory as distinct from the wider 

realms of which it is a part.   
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On the ICMS theoretical front, John Conbere reviews the authors publishing in the 

workplace dispute and conflict management systems field throughout the 1990s and ending with 

the ACR Report.  He focuses on the dearth of information available at the time regarding the 

effectiveness of the specific components of conflict management systems and the systems 

themselves.  Although he doesn’t specifically define, “maximum effectiveness”, Conbere offers 

many suggestions for future research that addresses both the effect of specific system 

components as well as “foundational premises” he argues holds up the claim that ICMSs are 

“effective” at all.  Conbere avers, “the models work on the premise that conflict management 

systems improve an organization, helping employees resolve destructive conflict and thus 

improving climate and productivity” no matter the culture of the organization before the 

introduction of the system (2001, 233).  Therefore, from the earliest days after the formal 

introduction of the ICMS, questions around “improvement” and “effectiveness” were present. 

 Bridging theory and practice—David Lipsky, Ronald Seeber, Richard Fincher, and Ariel 

Avgar’s work from this period explored and contributed to both the changing empirical realities 

and theoretical development as organizations experimented with conflict management systems.  

In the 2003 book Emerging Systems for Managing Workplace Conflict, Lipsky, Seeber, and 

Fincher use fieldwork and survey research with Fortune 1000 corporations to construct a model 

of the conflict management strategies organizations adopt.  They argue a combination of a) 

environmental and b) organizational factors lead to a firm’s choice of one of three conflict 

management strategies:  “contend”, “settle”, and “prevent.”  Although they find that most 

Fortune 1000 companies can be categorized as using the “settle” strategy—a strategy that uses 

ADR processes on an ad-hoc basis—they also find corporations using the “prevent” strategy 

adopting conflict management systems (2003, 118–19).  The slow but steady move to systems in 
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the largest US corporations made the authors predict at the time that “U.S. organizations would 

soon reach a tipping point in their use of conflict management systems” (Lipsky 2014b, 39). 

 An article authored by Howard Gadlin in 2005 punctured what had been a steady 

expanding bubble of support and excitement for the ICMS in the practitioner and academic 

literature of the period.  Even though he was an experienced ombudsman who sat squarely in the 

ADR practitioner world, Gadlin adopts a critical lens—arguing ICMSs at their core are 

mechanisms of management control.  Rather than a panacea that would revolutionize workplace 

conflict resolution and workplaces themselves:  ICMSs, Gadlin avers, should be considered 

simply a modified form of authority tailored for the contemporary era just as the foreman’s direct 

and often fear-based managerial authority was effective in the early days of the factory system 

(2005, 381–82).  Gadlin presents two warnings to ICMS advocates: 

First, there is a danger in presenting impossibilities as possibilities:  the idea that 
conflict can be so thoroughly tamed and managed that it supports and increases 
productivity may well be an impossibility… Second, there is a danger in pursuing 
utopian visions formulated almost exclusively from a managerial perspective; 
they fail to address the question of power… Implicit in ICMS vision is a 
managerial view of organizational life that overlooks a basic fact—employees are 
empowered individually but not collectively while managers are empowered both 
individually and collectively.  In this way, however well intentioned they are 
currently, ICMS threaten to be another tool by which management yields power.  
(2005, 383) 
 

Gadlin’s article important for the ICMS literature as it is the first direct engagement with the 

underlying premises of the questions Conbere had been raising regarding what makes an 

“effective” ICMS. 

Even though Gadlin makes a critical intervention in the literature, ICMS proponents 

would be able to theoretically push back at his seemingly broad-brush extreme caricature of the 

ICMS.  For example, no ICMS designer had argued previously that the system would “tame” 

conflict and somehow eliminate it.  Instead, the ICMS model promoted in the ACR Report 



 72 

provided tools and resources for the response to conflict, but never acknowledging that it would 

disappear. 

Gadlin’s second warning regarding workplace power differentials within ICMSs points 

out a fact that often had been obfuscated in the ICMS literature, even though it would be hard to 

find an ICMS proponent who wouldn’t acknowledge the stark realities of power differentials in 

the workplace.  For example, the ACR Report provides several design elements that the authors 

state are essential components for ensuring ICMS fairness.  These elements attempt to balance 

power differentials between employers and employees, even though they are not directly 

described as such.  For example, the authors write that ICMSs must not “undermine statutory or 

constitutional workplace rights” and must fully comport with collective bargaining agreements 

and rights (Gosline et al. 2001, 16–18).  Even though Gadlin’s critique can be seen to be overly 

antagonistic with the actual ICMS system design as outlined in the ACR Report, he makes an 

important intervention, as the ICMS literature to-date had not discussed workplace power in such 

a direct and forceful way.  And although he can be seen to be participating in the wider 

conversation surrounding workplace ADR, where there were many other critical voices, Gadlin 

in this chapter brings a critical perspective specifically to the theory and practice of integrated 

conflict management systems. 

This perspective is important as the prior lack of engagement with such perspectives 

allowed academics and practitioners researching and supporting the development of ICMSs to 

assume the expanded scope of the ICMS design and its ‘any conflict/any employee’ approach 

could move beyond past critical analyses of workplace ADR.  This fact was directly noted in 

2010 when Lipsky and Avgar write that conflicts around ICMSs “have generally not been 

directly acknowledged in scholarly writings on the topic.”  Labeling dissent surrounding the 
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propriety of organizational ICMSs as one between two “camps”:  a “progressive” camp that 

believe that even in organizations with an ICMS, “an iron fist continues to reside inside 

management’s velvet glove” and that the ICMS does not change the underlying structure of 

power relations in the workplace.  On the opposite end of the spectrum, a “traditional” camp 

Lipsky and Avgar argue exists that is also opposed to ICMSs.  This traditional camp is opposed 

to ICMSs because its proponents see increased workplace conflict management process options 

for employees to be “part of a broader movement to undermine managerial authority and 

prerogatives” and that the ICMS, therefore, is more of a threat than a help to the organizational 

management function (Lipsky and Avgar 2010). 

 Lipsky and Avgar’s solution for addressing the critiques coming from the progressive and 

traditional camps is to advocate for a “strategic approach to conflict management” in the 

workplace that is first explicated in a 2008 article in the Ohio State Journal on Dispute 

Resolution.  They argue that the field of workplace conflict management has gone through three 

stages of theoretical development.  The first stage saw the “legalistic theory of conflict 

management” develop.  This theory was aimed at explaining employers’ increasing use of 

alternative dispute resolution techniques and posited that the main reason was due to cost 

savings.  The second theoretical orientation Lipsky and Avgar identify is “systems theory.”  

Developed to explain the rise of conflict management systems (as opposed simply to ADR 

techniques) systems theory attempts to explain the internally and externally-oriented reasons 

organizations were adopting and using conflict management systems that went beyond individual 

techniques.  This is the primary theoretical lens used in Lipsky et al.’s 2003 Emerging Systems 

text.  In their 2008 article, Lipsky and Avgar expand systems theory by connecting it to 



 74 

organizations’ strategic goals and objectives—and thereby introducing the “strategic theory of 

conflict management.”  They write: 

We readily acknowledge that there is virtually no research on the link between 
conflict management and organizational strategies.  But if we are right about the 
growing recognition that such a link exists, then it is high time that scholars begin 
to examine, both theoretically and empirically, the nature and effects of that 
linkage. (2008, 147) 
 

Strategic theory is argued to be critical as the authors point out that “how the organization 

manages workplace conflict has a decidedly significant effect on its ability to achieve important 

strategic goals, not the least of which may be the need to stay competitive in a global economy” 

(2008, 147).  Therefore, the customization that comes with a strategic approach to conflict 

management in Lipsky and Avgar’s view can make all the difference.  They write: 

[T]here is a need for greater strategic focus on the part of organizations adopting 
conflict management systems.  Managers who routinely do strategic thinking with 
regards to areas such as finance, human resource management, product 
development and marketing should apply similar principles when dealing with 
organizational conflict and its management.  We strongly believe that designing 
and implementing conflict management systems in a strategically aligned manner 
will provide organizations with a competitive advantage and cause many of the 
criticisms of such systems to lose their appeal. (2010, 42) 

 
Lipsky and Avgar’s view is that the conflict traditional and progressive camps raise regarding 

ICMS theory can be ‘resolved’ through the adoption of a strategic approach. 

 I find this approach lacking as it does not adequately theorize the underlying bases and 

decision-making processes for determining an “organization’s goals and strategy” and assumes it 

as a given.  Also, the presence of an ICMS has the potential to change an organization’s goals 

and strategy as Gosline et al. (2001) argue the ICMS design model specifically provide feedback 

for organizational learning.  Therefore, the question of whether Lipsky and Avgar’s strategic 

theory is the best framework to understand ICMS design, implementation, and operation is an 

open one and remains unresolved.  Additionally, Lipsky and Avgar’s framing of their theoretical 
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project as following the “evolution” of conflict management in the workplace from the legalistic, 

to the systemic, and now the strategic theory of conflict management is presented as a seemingly 

simple observation regarding what is happening in the field but actually obscures the active 

nature of this theoretical intervention re conflict management to shape best practice and the 

future of the field through a normative component that indirectly extols the virtues of the ICMS 

model (2008, 149). 

Since Lipsky and Avgar’s 2008 and 2010 publications there has been a dearth of 

theoretical engagement regarding ICMSs.  Much of the recent academic research on workplace 

systems from this era, such as that of Corrine Bendersky (2007) as well as William Roche and 

Paul Teague (2011; 2012a; 2012b; 2014), instead has focused on empirical investigations into 

outcomes of dispute resolution systems and conflict management systems more generally, but 

not ICMSs.  The one exception is Ariel Avgar’s study of the design process and initial 

implementation of an ICMS in an Ohio hospital (2016).  The ICMS Avgar studied was a more 

limited one in terms of processes available and number of access and resource points than the 

ICMS than the system that is the subject of this dissertation in addition to how an ICMS is 

usually presented in the literature.  Avgar’s hospital’s ICMS consisted of a new ombudsman 

function and a joint operating committee formed to oversee that function.  Not withstanding a 

relatively limited system design, Avgar makes several findings that have relevance to the wider 

ICMS theory.  He finds that previous theoretical explanations in the ICMS literature for the 

motivations for organizations to adopt an ICMS are too narrow.  Avgar labels “traditional 

organizational motivations” from the literature:  litigation avoidance and union substitution.  He 

finds they were not the dominant drivers of ICMS adoption in his Ohio hospital case.  Instead, 
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more industry-specific contextual factors were found to be the drivers, such as “gaining 

advantage in a hyper-competitive industry” (2016, 224). 

He also identifies what he labels “organizational schizophrenia” (based on the original 

Greek meaning “split mind”) regarding the design and implementation of the ICMS.  One 

critically relevant finding for this present study is the ‘schizophrenia’ Avgar finds surrounding 

the measures the organization will use to measure success.  He states: 

[S]takeholders struggled in identifying the appropriate outcome measures upon 
which to assess the effectiveness of the program, leading to an array of 
inconsistent measures and, more importantly, assessments. Some scholars have 
attributed this difficulty in measuring effectiveness to the lack of organizational 
information about the program and its accomplishments (Lipsky et al., 2003). 
Although research at the hospital provided support for this argument, it also 
provided other explanations for this fundamental dispute resolution challenge. 
The difficulty in assessing conflict resolution outcomes stems, among other 
things, from multiple and contradictory interests and the fact that different 
hospital stakeholders appeared to benefit in different ways from the system. Thus, 
at Ohio Medical, there was a lack of consensus regarding the very criteria for 
measuring effectiveness. Stakeholders did not lack the necessary information for 
evaluating effectiveness but, rather, they had a hard time identifying what actually 
constituted effectiveness. (2016, 225) 
 

Avgar’s study of the different categories of stakeholder outcomes is directly relevant to the 

discussion of ICMS “success” in this dissertation.  In one sense Avgar himself can be seen to 

have a ‘schizophrenic’ approach to this finding as well:  as this organizational stakeholder 

conflict around outcome measures very much differs from the framing of his own co-authored 

strategic theory of workplace conflict management, which uses a single “organizational” lens to 

strategy and success regarding workplace conflict management. 

In recent years practitioner-scholars have also been theoretical torchbearers around 

questions of the ‘what’ and ‘why’ of ICMSs.  Based on their experience with design as well as 

implementation, Carole Houk and Deborah Katz modify and expand the ICMS model as outlined 

by Gosline et al. (2001).  Their modifications make “sensible use of conflict management experts 
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and expertise while at the same time strengthening the organization’s own resources to manage 

conflict.”  The initial ICMS design arguably puts more emphasis on external neutrals than 

internal resources and Houk and Katz attempt to rebalance this (Houk and Katz 2014). 

Continuing, Houk and Katz, argue: 

An ICMS that serves the broader needs and objectives of today’s organizations 
goes far beyond dispute resolution systems to include preventative elements that 
provide skills and tools for better informed and implemented decisions, good 
lateral and horizontal communication, and strong relationships characterized by 
trust. (2014) 
 

Thus, for Houk and Katz, an ICMS differs from dispute resolution systems or ‘non-integrated’ 

conflict management systems.  Often, they write, “a mature conflict management system is 

defined as a dispute resolution system that is high functioning and comprehensive.”  Going 

further than Gosline et al. (2001), an ICMS in Houk and Katz’s view is characterized through the 

conflict competence skills promoted, structures used, and organizational support that must be in 

place for truly integrated systems that function more than an amalgamation of different dispute 

resolution options processes. 

 Key differences between an ICMS and dispute resolution systems/conflict management 

systems are what Houk and Katz label the three ICMS “subsystems”:  structure, organizational 

support, and skills.  First, structure refers to the “processes and tools that are provided by the 

organization to enable issues to be raised and addressed.”  As in traditional dispute resolution 

systems (and ICMSs) these processes could include well-known options such as mediation, 

arbitration, and ombudsman services.  But in greater emphasis from earlier models, Houk and 

Katz expressly include everyday workplace relationships in an ICMS, greatly expanding the 

conceptual scope and reach of the concept—meaning that the ICMS in this context would be 

seen as ubiquitous and ever-present rather than just processes and options invoked if necessary. 



 78 

 Second, the subsystem of organizational support is modeled by Houk and Katz to include 

“communication, leadership, coordination, safeguards and evaluation.”  These elements “when 

combined, foster ‘integration and alignment’ of the overall system,” they write.  Much of the 

“structures” and “supports” subsystems mirror and expand upon Gosline et al. (2001), but the 

third subsystem, I find is a significant departure from the earlier theoretical work on ICMSs as it 

introduces the notion of “conflict competence” as the key skill. 

Although the term was used in the ACR Report as a goal of an ICMS, in the decade 

following the report’s release and to a great deal through work of Craig Runde and Tim Flanagan 

and colleagues at Eckerd College’s Center for Conflict Dynamics, the notion of conflict 

competence was developed.  The most recent definitions of conflict competence place a stronger 

emphasis on individual-level conflict management skills than the previous understanding of 

conflict competence as knowing the right conflict resolution process to use.  As Runde explains, 

conflict competency consists of “cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and normative skills that need 

to be employed to help people become competent in getting the best out of conflict while at the 

same time avoiding its most challenging aspects” (2014).  Although Runde acknowledges there 

are also organizational culture components to conflict competence, Houk and Katz take the 

concept and directly apply it to the concept of an ICMS.  “In conflict competent organizations 

there is an expectation that each individual will feel responsible for recognizing and responding 

to conflict and the organization will provide him or her with the skills and confidence to do so,” 

they write (2014).  Continuing, Houk and Katz argue: 

While in a mature system most conflict is managed informally by the participants, 
internal capacity for managing conflict might also be enhanced by training a 
limited number of internal practitioners such as mediators, facilitators, ombuds 
and conflict management coaches. (2014) 
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With this statement, Houk and Katz make clear that in their view, the fully-functioning, ‘mature’ 

ICMS would lead to individuals within the organization gaining conflict-handling skills that 

would allow conflict to be “managed informally,” which is a shift even further away from ADR 

processes toward individual-level skills.  The evolution of ICMS theory development to reach a 

focus on informal management of conflict can be seen as a direct evolution and extension of the 

theoretical line of thinking in the ACR Report and has important ramifications for how we 

understand what successful ICMSs do and look like. 

   

In summary:  in over a decade plus of sporadic theorizing since the ICMS was first 

formalized, we are left with a great deal more to explore.  First, there are widely differing 

understandings regarding the roles, interests, and power of different categories of employees and 

managers within an ICMS—comparing for example, an approach of Houk and Katz (2014) to 

Gadlin (2005) and of Avgar’s (2016) finding “schizophrenic” responses to initial implementation 

of an ICMS.  Second, is Lipsky and Avgar’s ‘strategic link’ between an organization’s goals and 

its conflict management strategy, which may include an ICMS, as straightforward as it is 

presented?  Third, the gradual transition from ‘processes’ to ‘skills’ in ICMS theory has 

implications for the study of the model in theory as well as practice.  What are the implications 

for such a change in goal for measures of success?  And fourth, with the exception of Gadlin’s 

critical intervention, a normative strand continues to be interwoven with ICMS theoretical 

development, which is always unspoken—ICMS as best practice:  the most advanced, 

sophisticated, and forward-thinking way for organizations to think about and engage 

productively with workplace conflict. 
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Parallel yet Perpendicular:  Organization Development’s Values Conversations from the 1970s 
to the Present 
 

To understand all of the theoretical traditions I argue influence ICMSs, it is necessary to 

continue the historical analysis that I began in Chapter 1 regarding the relationship between 

human relations and industrial relations and later organization development and dispute 

resolution.  In that chapter, I noted OD’s continuing internal conversation over questions 

regarding its values.  These conversations continue into the 1970s and beyond.  Beginning in 

earnest in the early 1970s, critics began to question, in particular, the ethics and effectiveness of 

T-groups as OD interventions and the role and state of OD more broadly.  In an important 1972 

article, Larry Greiner of Harvard Business School and scholar of the rise of OD wrote that the 

“enthusiastic rush” to OD by American corporations raised several “red flags” that he argued 

needed to be critically appraised and examined.  One red flag Greiner noted, regarded his belief 

OD had been “putting individual before organization.”  The field’s focus on shifting individual 

employee behavior toward a more collaborative humanistic orientation, which was then 

theorized to lead to organizational change, to Greiner, did not sufficiently take into account the 

role of the organizational environment on the individual.  In the excitement to introduce a new 

way of consulting, researching and changing organizations through a more humanistic way of 

relating in the workplace, the field of OD discounted the role of other important organizational 

factors, Greiner argued (1972, 18–19).  The humanistic value orientation that guided the field 

initially had its blind spots. 

 OD in the 1970s and 1980s took Greiner’s and the many other critical viewpoints 

seriously and engaged in much internal dialog about how to react and the field’s future.  Much of 

the dialog was also spurred along by exigent financial circumstances.  By the start of the 1970s 

much of the initial spate of funding provided by corporations to academic researchers, nonprofit 
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institutes like NTL, and private OD consultants was drying up as corporations began to pull back 

from heavy investment in T-group and other human relations training efforts that characterized 

the field’s rise in the 1960s (Kearney and Martin 1974).  In their extensive and meticulous 

history of the field, Bernard Burnes and Bill Cooke argue OD in the decades of the 1970s and 

1980s could fall under the subtitle “profits not people,” flipping the original orientation of the 

field on its head:  

After the optimism and idealism of the 1960s, the NTL went bankrupt and had to 
be relaunched, and large numbers of OD practitioners woke to the realization that 
companies no longer wanted to experiment with novel OD ideas; they wanted 
value-for money products that worked.  Visionary academics ceased to dominate 
the field, and the development of OD began to be more influenced by 
entrepreneurial and pragmatic practitioners who saw the need to transform it into 
a more hard-headed, results-focused, commercial activity that catered for what 
companies wanted. (2012, 1404) 
 

Such a realignment understandably was not without internal conflict as many OD researchers 

and consultants entered the field primarily to focus on the “human side of enterprise” and 

fostering ‘healthier’ relationships within organizations all the while subscribing to the 

overarching humanistic values orientation that was shared and widely discussed during the 

field’s early years. 

 By the 1990s, OD was in a sustained conversation internally about its core values and 

debates were wide-ranging and frequent within the OD community in particular regarding how 

the humanistic values from the early days of OD could coincide with new pressure from 

organizations for OD to help maximize productivity and show financial results.  In a history of 

OD values over time, David Jamieson and William Gellermann label the 1990s as the era of “the 

erosion of core values” in OD citing practitioners in the field who were increasingly expressing 

the concern that “OD had lost its way” and that “practitioners [have] apparent amnesia regarding 

the values that underlie the field” (2014, 56).  Even though many in the field argued that the two 
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values could co-exist, the tension of promoting humanistic values versus ensuring maximal profit 

for a client organization was a key site of conflict facing the field throughout the 1990s and 

2000s as the rising field of “change management” consulting began to offer an alternative clearly 

bottom-line-oriented approach to organizational change during the 1990s (Worren, Ruddle, and 

Moore 1999).  As Jamieson and Gellermann analyzing the period of the 1990s write: 

For example, some values that have proliferated in organizations contradict and 
undermine humanistic, democratic, and developmental values, including profit 
over people, dehumanizing practices in downsizing and layoffs versus humane 
treatment, “doing to” instead of “doing with,” efficiency at all costs, withholding 
information, manipulation, coercion instead of sharing, involving, or allowing for 
free choice. (2014, 56) 
 

OD practitioners were increasingly facing challenging choices on whether to ‘hold firm’ to a 

traditional values orientation toward OD or to shift away from them. 

 To empirically investigate the state of OD values at this time of upheaval within the field, 

Allan Church, Warner Burke, and Donald Van Eynde fielded a survey of OD practitioners 

regarding their views on the state of the field’s values.  Randomly sampling 1500 members of 

the three major professional associations with OD practitioner members, the authors asked 

survey participants to rate 31 statements and beliefs about OD both in the present (early 1990s) 

and in the ideal, the authors collected a good deal of data about what OD practitioners thought 

about the current state of the field’s ongoing values conversation.  The 31 statements falling into 

three clusters (humanistic, business effectiveness, and external environment) were developed 

through interviews with experts in the field and published writing on OD and its values debate.  

In brief, the authors found that “humanistic values” for the most part still ranked high on 

practitioners lists of the values they thought were guiding the field in the early 1990s, even 

though two “business effectiveness” values were ranked #1 and #2:  “increasing effectiveness 

and efficiency” and “increasing productivity” respectively.  Values labeled in the humanistic 
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category came in at #3 and #4 respectively:  “empowering employees to act” and “creating 

openness in communication.”  Interestingly and importantly for the conversation with ICMS 

theory, humanistic values such as “promoting organizational participation” and “facilitating 

ownership of process and outcome” ranked relatively highly at #5 and #7 respectively while 

other humanistic values that are relevant to conflict management systems scored much lower 

with “promoting democratic systems and policies” ranking at #20 out of 31, “promoting 

autonomy and freedom” at #21, and “establishing systems based on equality” ranking at #26 

(1994, 17). 

 Bringing the OD values conversation to the present-day Amanda Shull, Church, and 

Burke replicated the 1992 survey twenty years later in 2014 including the original survey items 

and several additional ones.  “Increasing effectiveness and efficiency” and “increasing 

productivity” were still ranked near the top of the list, now at #2 and #3 respectively.  But other 

humanistic values such as “establishing systems based on equality” had dropped to #30, while 

“promoting democratic systems and policies” ranked #31, and “promoting autonomy and 

freedom” came in at #33 (Minahan 2016, 6).  Humanistic values such as “empowering 

employees to act” and “creating openness in communication” remained in the top 5 overall 

values and others came in higher than they did on the original 1992 survey, leading the new 

study’s authors to claim the findings: 

Sugges[t] that while enhancing effectiveness and efficiency remain critical 
elements of OD efforts, they have not overtaken the humanistic core values of the 
field despite the concerns raised in the 1960s and 1990s by many practitioners and 
scholars in the field. (Shull, Church, and Burke 2014, 25) 
 

Nonetheless, the fact that key humanistic values indicators continue to rank near and now at the 

bottom of the overall OD values list proves instructive. 
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Another interesting finding from Shull, Church, and Burke’s research—which mirrors my 

upcoming discussion of the rise of individual-employee-focused processes in conflict 

management systems in Chapter 4—OD in recent years is increasingly becoming oriented 

around individual-employee level interventions as well.  Analyzing additional survey measures 

that ask practitioners how they spend their time, Church et al. conclude: 

While OD practitioners are still spending time performing traditional OD 
activities (e.g., process consultation and team building) and using survey feedback 
to drive action planning efforts, they are also spending a large amount of time 
performing activities such as training, leadership development, and individual 
coaching. (Shull, Church, and Burke 2014, 29) 
 

Unsurprisingly, coaching has arrived in OD and like that will be seen in conflict management, 

the wider OD field is grappling with what coaching means within OD and if it should even be 

considered OD.  As Hinckley writes when discussing executive coaching: 

There really is some disagreement about whether this new field of consulting 
activity is really part of OD, mostly because coaching is usually done 1:1 with a 
manager or executive without involving others in the organization.  There are 
many people today who consider themselves “coaches” and also claim they are 
doing “OD.” (2014, 42) 
 

Like in conflict management, the individualized process intervention of coaching is a new 

approach, but in the OD context it does comport with some of the early views regarding 

individual behavior change being brought back to the organization and catalyzing change there. 

 Ultimately, when describing values in OD in the present day, Jamieson and Gellermann 

argue rather than try and reconcile competing values both within the OC community and 

externally out in the larger society, OD practitioners should instead seek balance.  “Being an OD 

practitioner,” they write, “requires constantly seeking the balance needed for being a whole 

person, between individual and organizational needs, between performance and humanness, and 
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between content and process” (2014, 62).  A balanced approach can avert a polarizing values 

clash they believe. 

Is such a view naïve?  Like Baritz in 1960, Burnes and Cooke write that OD in recent 

years has continued to maintain its share of critics.  Such criticisms share many parallels with 

critiques of the conflict management field as documented by Lipsky and Avgar (2010).  As 

Burnes and Cook summarize:  for some critical management theorists OD processes are part of 

the new ways managerial control is being exerted.  “For them, the culturally managed self, which 

they see OD as promoting, is not just a defining feature of contemporary soft-capitalism, but one 

that allows larger-than-individual questions of ethics and sustainability to remain buried.”  

Burnes and Cooke’s reply to such critics is that the real story is more nuanced with this (Burnes 

and Cooke 2012, 1417).  I agree.  The continual engagement (versus avoidance) organization 

development has had with its underlying values conversation as documented by a voluminous 

literature and active since its earliest years indicates OD practitioners clearly struggling with 

what values matter most and if it is even possible to align (or be able to live with) competing 

values.  Conceptualizing the contrast of these conversations happening simultaneously in the OD 

field can be helpful when exploring the development of the ICMS, in which conversations values 

were not had in the same public way, ironically in my view attempting to avoid conflict around 

values that were embedded in the ICMS model.  This observation clearly comes into view when 

engaging in a historical investigation into the development of ICMS measures of success, which 

I turn to in the next section. 

First, though, I offer Figure 1.  This figure complements Table 1 from Chapter 1 to show 

the distinct trajectories of applied interventions into workplace conflict of industrial relations 

versus organization development.  As discussed in Chapter 1, I argue these trajectories differ 
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primarily through different agendas and goals stemming from different frames of reference on 

the employment relationship.  What is interesting is how the ICMS in the more recent academic 

and practitioner literature can be seen to incorporate more OD approaches to managing 

workplace conflict than its predecessors:  individual ADR processes and dispute resolution 

systems.  The emphasis on “everyday” conflict, team conflict, communication within and across 

organizational hierarchies, and the advent of a focus on conflict management skills can easily be 

seen to parallel OD approaches to group process and human relations skills cultivated in early T-

group interventions.  Therefore, I argue the ICMS should be seen as residing between these two 

intellectual and practice traditions.  As the two disparate theoretical and practice traditions inch 

closer to each other in the form of the ICMS, I argue unresolved conflict between the two 

directly influences conversations and debates (both in the literature and in this dissertation’s case 

study) surrounding what the goals of ICMSs should be and therefore what success looks like. 

*************** 

Primary Frame of Reference:  Pluralist 
Primary Intervention Focus:  Resolving disputes 

 
INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS/DISPUTE RESOLUTION 
   

Grievance procedures       à  ADR               à  DRS   
   à  CMS 
 
 
           à ICMS 

     
   

T-group/sensitivity training     à OD large and small group interventions  à Coaching 
 
HUMAN RELATIONS/ORGANIZATION DEVELOPMENT 
 

Primary Intervention Focus:  Managing organizational change 
Primary Frame of Reference:  Unitarist 
 

Figure 1:  The Development Trajectory of the ICMS 
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What is ICMS “Success”?  Dispute Resolution Processes and Systems as Antecedents 
 

Due to the fact that a full organizational ICMS is rare to find and that there has not been 

consistent usage of the term ICMS, there is not a body of literature focused specifically on the 

empirical study of organizations that have intentionally adopted an ICMS as outlined in Gosline 

et al. (2001).  Instead, research has primarily been conducted on measuring incidence of and 

outcomes connected to dispute resolution systems and conflict management systems that do not 

subscribe to all components of the ICMS model and the commitment and approach it signals 

(e.g. Lipsky, Seeber, and Fincher 2003; Bendersky 2007; Roche and Teague 2012a).  Other than 

Avgar’s (2016) research on the initial implementation of an ICMS (although, as was noted 

previously, the system Avgar studied comprised a more limited design than the ICMS that is the 

subject of this dissertation) and Dickey’s (2015) research on unions within an ICMS, no 

empirical research has been published where, either through survey or in-person fieldwork 

methods, a researcher studied the inside of an authentic ICMS.  Although, some cross-

organizational studies may have surveyed authentic ICMSs, these studies are broader in scope 

and are not able to isolate authentic ICMSs for investigation and further study (e.g. Doherty and 

Teague 2011; Roche and Teague 2011; Roche and Teague 2012b; Lipsky 2014a).  Therefore, 

this dissertation’s exploration of a fully-implemented ICMS assists in our understanding of 

ICMS theory and practice. 

 Although there is a dearth of empirical research on ICMSs specifically, research that 

focuses on the broader categories of dispute resolution systems and conflict management systems 

is important, as both dispute resolution systems and conflict management systems are the 

intellectual and practical precursors to the ICMS.  In this section, I explore the empirical research 

(primarily on DRS and CMS) to attempt to understand how researchers and practitioners have 
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either directly or indirectly understood, measured, and constructed “success” in workplace 

dispute or conflict management systems. 

 What ICMS “success” is and looks like is a critical question.  The evolving theories of 

ICMS explored previously can offer initial insight into this question and when the wider research 

regarding DRS and CMS is added in—a larger universe of research can be included in the 

conversation and analysis.  At the outset of this analysis one fact is clear:  the conflict around 

ICMS success remains squarely ‘unresolved’ and the fact remains that ICMS adoption, 

prevalence, and longevity are occurring much more slowly than predicted after the system’s 

formal introduction in the early 2000s. 

 In a 2014 retrospective book chapter titled The Evolution of Integrated Conflict 

Management Systems Lipsky identifies an irony that has appeared after over a decade post-

publication of the ACR Report.  Notwithstanding the more limited adoption of the ICMS model 

in organizations than originally predicted in his 2003 Emerging Systems text, Lipsky finds that 

even in organizations that have designed and adopted a system, “a system’s success can lead to 

its own demise.”  He argues this can be the case when ICMS success metrics such as reduction in 

litigation and union avoidance are achieved therefore lessening the immediate financial case for 

a system.  A cost savings result is one of the key factors that can pique interest to organizational 

leadership regarding the efficacy of implementing an ICMS.  But as Lipsky notes, an ICMS’s 

“success” in achieving cost savings, as well as union avoidance goals, can lead top management 

to view an ICMS and its attendant costs as “no longer necessary.”  Therefore, Lipsky comes to 

the conclusion that “institutionalizing an ICMS in an organization is much more difficult than we 

thought it would be” (2014b, 39). 
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 This argument regarding the irony of ICMS success highlights the need to delve deeper 

into the academic and practitioner literature in order to understand how ICMS success is 

constituted and contested.  One reason I argue Lipsky is surprised at his reflection regarding the 

irony of ICMS success is the aspirational nature of the ICMS model.  In a similar vein to Roche 

and Teague (2012a; 2014), I find that ICMS continues to be held out in the literature to be a best 

practice and therefore has become a mark of success in its own right.  Since so few organizations 

actually have an ICMS (versus ADR and more limited CMS), simply having a full ICMS that 

meets the ACR Report’s criteria is in many ways indirectly seen as success in the literature. 

 I am not arguing that this view is mistaken.  Instead, I would like to focus on its 

implications and how such a construction of ICMS success leads to various levels and types of 

acknowledged as well as unspoken “success” measures for ICMSs.  The success conversation 

regarding ICMS falls into two primary frames, as seen in Table 1:   

 

Table 1:  ICMS Success Framing 

ICMS Leads to Success Outcomes 
ICMS As Success System adoption and prevalence 
 Design/Governance/System Management 

 

The first frame, “ICMS Leads to Success” focuses on outcomes for organizations and individuals 

who have and/or use ICMS processes.  This strand, as I will show, is historically based in the 

grievance procedure and ADR literature and therefore brings measures of success from those 

literatures into the ICMS context.  This historical legacy ultimately will be shown to be in 

contrast to recent trends in ICMS practice and theory.  The second, labeled “ICMS as Success,” 

indicates a focus on measuring the prevalence of ICMSs across organizations and the factors that 

contribute to organizations’ adoption and implementation choices.  The “ICMS as Success” 
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strand does not concern external outcomes of an ICMS but rather the internal design, 

governance, and maintenance of such a system.  Although at first blush this strand may not seem 

as important as its “leads to success” counterpart in establishing the ICMS as a best practice 

model, I argue the literature surrounding prevalence/adoption and internal ICMS governance and 

management is helpful to make sense of the current state of ICMS theory as well as my empirical 

case study findings to be presented in later chapters. 

 In order to fully enter into consideration of ICMS success measures it is critical, as 

mentioned previously, to engage with the literature on the primary antecedents to the ICMS:  

grievance procedures and workplace ADR.  As I show in Chapter 1, the theory and practice of 

grievance procedures and ADR set the stage for the development of the ICMS model.  The 

ICMS is fully an outgrowth of life under workplace grievance procedures (in the union and non-

union context) as well as from extensive use of ADR techniques also in union and non-union 

contexts.  Therefore, the ways in which ‘success’ of grievance procedures and ADR processes 

was measured can be seen as a starting point that had a direct effect on the scholars’ and 

practitioners initially designing and promoting the ICMS model. 

 As previously discussed in Chapter 1, the “ADR revolution” came into full force in the 

1980s with a great deal of work emerging out of the legal field and industrial relations scholars 

engaged in more detailed studies of workplace grievance procedures including sustained 

investigation into non-union grievance procedures and appeals processes.  Not surprisingly, early 

on in this “revolution” scholars and practitioners were proclaiming frustration with the state of 

field in this area.  For example, Tyler in a 1989 article describes “measurement problems and 

possibilities” regarding “the quality of dispute resolution procedures.”  Summarizing the 

situation at the time he notes, “it would vastly simplify the task of evaluating alternative 
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dispute resolution programs if there were a general consensus about what those programs were 

supposed to achieve and the alternatives to which they should be compared.  Unfortunately, no 

such consensus exists” (1989, 435).   

In the case of ADR that is taking place as an alternative to, or adjoining, traditional 

federal or state court litigation, it may seem easy to conclude that the “alternative to which 

[specific ADR processes] should be compared” is the traditional court process itself.  But Tyler 

notes the traditional litigation process at the time was more of a rarity than the standard, with 

most cases in federal and state court being routed and settled through “informal case settlement” 

procedures versus “formal trials.”  Therefore, which is now the right “traditional” process with 

which to compare ADR?  Tyler addresses that rhetorical question this way:  

Rather than using traditional or idealized trial-based systems of dispute resolution 
as criteria against which to evaluate alternative dispute resolution programs, it 
may be more reasonable to define a set of desired attributes for a dispute 
resolution program and to compare any program to those abstract standards. 
Rather than beginning with existing procedures, such an effort would ask what 
goals the justice system is seeking to achieve and then examine the ability of 
different procedures to achieve those goals. (1989, 420) 

 
Continuing, he states that this ‘goal’ for agreed-upon goals and objectives has also been out of 

reach: 

The lack of consensus about what alternative dispute resolution programs are 
supposed to be doing has led to the proliferation of standards against which 
alternative dispute resolution programs can be and are evaluated… Given the long 
list of potential criteria against which to evaluate alternative dispute resolution 
programs, the process of evaluation can easily become unmanageably complex. 
(1989, 423) 

 
Thus, Tyler cogently points out, from the earliest days of the “ADR Revolution,” the question of 

what constituted quality or success in ADR was an incredibly complicated and debated one. 

 One key source referenced frequently in the early ADR literature (not only regarding the 

workplace, but for ADR generally) is Julius Getman’s article, “Labor Arbitration and Dispute 
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Resolution.”  In it, Getman argues that when functioning properly, labor arbitration exhibits “the 

goals by which any system of dispute resolution should be measured.”  Continuing, he offers the 

following eight-point list:   

  (1) Finality. Once decided, are cases likely to be retried or appealed? 
(2) Obedience. Are the decisions put into effect or are they rendered meaningless 
by subsequent refusals to carry them out? 
(3) Guidance. Do the decisions provide necessary guidance to the parties involved 
in the dispute? Can they subsequently structure behavior in a reasonable fashion 
and avoid future litigation? 
(4) Efficiency. Are the majority of disputes settled without a formal hearing? 
When cases are tried, are the procedures adequate, flexible, and suited to the 
particular issue? Are the benefits achieved from the system economical compared 
to the costs? 
(5) Availability. Is the dispute-resolution machinery routinely available without 
undue expense to people whose behavior is governed by the system, and are they 
provided with adequate representation? 
(6) Neutrality. Do the decisionmakers avoid favoritism and bias for one side or 
another? 
(7) Conflict Reduction. Does the entire process, including the adjudication, lead to 
more amicable relations and contribute to mutual respect among the potential 
disputants? 
(8) Fairness. Will the disputes be resolved in a way that appropriately recognizes 
the interests of the various parties likely to come before the system? (1979, 916) 

 

These eight attributes are cited by Frank Sander, for example, as indicating “effectiveness” in 

dispute resolution, as they address major categories of success factors such as “cost, speed, and 

satisfaction” (1985, 3).  Although Getman posits these goals to be applicable across dispute 

resolution techniques and processes, he also immediately points out that when used in contexts 

like that in which Sander uses it:  labor arbitration is often abstracted from its necessary 

interrelation with the collective bargaining process.  He goes on to argue that labor arbitration’s 

virtues must be seen as just a part of the larger economic and legal context of collective 

bargaining.  Therefore, in Getman’s view, the process is not necessarily suited for other contexts, 

even if the abovementioned eight attributes arise out of labor arbitration (1979, 948–49). 
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 Blair Sheppard in 1984 further categorizes criteria for dispute resolution technique 

effectiveness based on initial empirical research into conflict resolution in the workplace and 

other settings.  Based on his empirical findings, he divides third-party resolution procedures, 

which include ADR techniques, into two categories: 1) “qualities of procedures themselves” and 

2) “qualities of outcomes related to procedure” therefore dividing process and outcome 

categories of dispute resolution success.  Within categories one and two, he groups specific 

criteria into four subcategories:  “fairness,” “participant satisfaction,” “effectiveness,” and 

“efficiency.”  For example, “cost” of an ADR intervention would be included in category 1) 

process, under the subcategory “efficiency” (1984, 169).  Getman’s eight criteria can be seen to 

fit nicely into Sheppard’s categorization. 

 At around the same time, David Lewin and Richard Peterson’s research on workplace 

grievance procedures in unionized organizations attempts to develop a model of grievance 

procedure effectiveness to move research in the field forward.  Previously, grievance procedure 

research had proceeded in relative isolation from studies of other ADR processes outside of 

collective bargaining, and instead was focused on more idiosyncratic issues directly relevant to 

union-management relations, such as comparisons of grievance activity across industries.  In a 

1982 paper, Lewin and Peterson attempt to move beyond these initial areas of focus “to redirect 

our energies toward measuring grievance effectiveness” (1982, 48).  Noting “the vast amount of 

research on this subject has used the grievance rate as the dependent variable,” and therefore 

measure success of grievance procedures by low rates of grievance filing, Lewin and Peterson 

construct five categories that in their view provide better measures of effectiveness.  Unlike 

Getman and Sheppard who include participant satisfaction measures, notably the measures 

Lewin and Peterson propose are primarily behavioral.  To explain this omission they write, “in 
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our judgment, behavioral measures are more germane than attitudinal measures to assessing 

grievance process effectiveness” (1982, 49).  But over time, grievance procedure scholars 

increasingly came to the conclusion that perceptual measures targeting participant and 

stakeholder satisfaction with grievance procedures are better measures of success.  For example, 

in a 1996 review of the unionized grievance procedure literature since the 1980s, Bemmels and 

Foley state: 

We would argue further that subjective evaluations are the preferred method for 
evaluating grievance procedure effectiveness. As already noted above, 
effectiveness is difficult to interpret from measures reflecting the operation of 
grievance procedures (such as grievance rates, settlement levels and arbitration 
rates) since it is not clear what the optimal magnitudes might be for these 
measures. (1996, 375) 

 
In this view, since the grievance procedure is context-specific, what matters most are 

employees’, managers’, and unions’ perceptions of the grievance procedures and how it is or is 

not meeting their needs. 

 

 The ADR and grievance procedure ‘terrain’ I have introduced here, I argue forms the 

base of the “success” conversation that extends to workplace systems as they are introduced in 

the literature and in practice in the 1990s and 2000s.  As I have discussed previously, the 

evolution of DRS, CMS, and finally ICMS, arises as an extension of theoretical development in 

ADR and grievance procedures through merging techniques as well as expanding the potential 

availability of such processes beyond the traditional venue of unionized workplaces to nonunion 

ones.  Therefore, to engage in a conversation regarding “success” in the ICMS context, a full 

understanding of the historical terrain of ADR and grievance procedure success measures is 

necessary.  To show the base categories, in which the systems success conversation directly 

builds from, in the chart below I categorize the major research and article reviews conducted on  
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workplace ADR and grievance procedures since the early 1980s to view common themes in how 

success is measured or proposed to be measured as well as items that are outliers.  What will be 

shown is that the focus on individual procedures and techniques offers a more limited notion of 

“success” than will be seen later in the specific context of the ICMS.  Nevertheless, since the 

core historical components of workplace systems are individual ADR processes and grievance 

procedure components (such as mediation or arbitration), the success conversation historically 

has begun at this technique and process level.  As will be seen in Table 2 below, the early years 

of the systems literature—that begin with the publication of Ury, Brett, and Goldberg’s Getting 

Disputes Resolved in 1988 (summarized and included in the chart through a Brett, Goldberg, and 

Ury 1990 article) and continue until the formal introduction of the ICMS in 2001—propose 

many individual measures of success taken directly from the previous literatures on ADR and 

union grievance procedures. 

Per my previous discussion, not only do I find a distinction between perceptual and 

behavioral measures—I also find normative measures of success in the research and practitioner 

literature.  In the same article mentioned above, Lewin and Peterson argue grievance procedure 

effectiveness is an empirical question that “needs to be answered by going into the field and 

questioning the parties” (1982, 48).  I disagree.  Not all measures of success I found were fully 

empirically-based.  Some could be considered external standards that were proposed and 

reinforced by scholars of the grievance procedure and ADR that then crept into the systems 

literature.  I argue there is a normative component to some measures of success in the academic 

and professional literature that go beyond empirical findings regarding what practitioners in the 

field believe to be measures of success.  Therefore, I’ve included an additional row that adds in 

the normative components I’ve identified. 
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Table 2:  Building toward the ICMS— 
Early Dispute Resolution and Conflict Management Systems Success Measures of 
Individual Conflict Resolution Processes and Techniques 
 
Selected ADR and grievance procedure literature included in italics. 
 

 Conflict Resolution 
Processes/Techniques 

Outcomes of Processes/Techniques 

Perceptual A1.  Participant satisfaction with 
process 
(Sheppard 1984; Costantino and 
Merchant 1996; 
Woodrow 1998; 
Slaikeu and Hasson 1998) 
 
A2.  Due process/fairness 
perceptions  
(Sheppard 1984) 
 
 

B1. Participant satisfaction with 
outcome 
(Sheppard 1984; Brett, Goldberg, and 
Ury 1990; Costantino and Merchant 
1996) 
 
B2. Perceptions of improved 
relationships 
(Sheppard 1984; United States. 
Administrative Conference of the 
United States 1995; Costantino and 
Merchant 1996) 

Behavioral/Non-
Perceptual 

C1.  Usage rates/availability 
(McKersie and Shropshire Jr. 
1962; Nader 1979; Getman 1979; 
Gordon and Miller 1984; Lo Bosco 
1985; Rowe 1997; Woodrow 1998; 
Slaikeu and Hasson 1998) 
 
C2.  Speed of resolution/early 
resolution/time of process 
(Getman 1979; Sheppard 1984; 
Lewin 1987; Bedman 1995; 
Costantino and Merchant 1996; 
United States. General Accounting 
Office 1997; Woodrow 1998) 
 
C3. Resolution rate 
(Bedman 1995; United States. 
General Accounting Office 1997) 
 
C4. Reducing legal fees/cheaper 
than alternatives/cost 
(Getman 1979; Sheppard 1984; 
Bedman 1995; Zinsser 1996; 
Costantino and Merchant 1996; 
United States. General Accounting 

D1. Level where resolution occurred 
(Getman 1979; Lewin 1987; Woodrow 
1998; Slaikeu and Hasson 1998) 
 
D2. Reprisal for procedure usage 
(Lewin 1987; Bemmels and Foley 
1996) 
 
D3. Durability of dispute 
outcomes/dispute recurrence 
(Getman 1979; Sheppard 1984; Brett, 
Goldberg, and Ury 1990; United 
States. Administrative Conference of 
the United States 1995; Costantino and 
Merchant 1996; Woodrow 1998) 
 
D4. Dispute outcomes  (includes 
relationships and terms of agreements) 
(Brett, Goldberg, and Ury 1990; 
United States. Administrative 
Conference of the United States 1995; 
Costantino and Merchant 1996; 
Woodrow 1998; Slaikeu and Hasson 
1998) 
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Office 1997; Slaikeu and Hasson 
1998) 
 
C5.  Number of lawsuits filed after 
system in place 
(United States. General Accounting 
Office 1997) 
 
C6.  Demographics of system and 
usage (parties and neutrals) 
(Slaikeu and Hasson 1998) 

D5. Grievance filers and their 
managers found to have higher issues 
(Lewin 1987) 
   
D6.  Impact of conflict on indirectly 
associated parties (i.e. rest of 
office/team) 
(Sheppard 1984) 

Normative E1. Due process/fairness (includes 
substantive due process issues) 
(Getman 1979; Westin and Feliu 
1988; Ewing 1989; Peterson 1994) 
 
E2. Appropriateness of technique 
(right ADR process for the issue at 
hand) 
(Woodrow 1998) 
 
E3. Quality of involvement of 
parties in process 
(Sheppard 1984) 
 
E4. Disruptiveness of everyday life 
caused by conflict resolution 
process 
(Sheppard 1984) 
 
E5. Process surfaces dispute/gets 
into the open 
(Sheppard 1984) 
 
E6. Accessible to employees 
(Feuille and Chachere 1995; 
Costantino and Merchant 1996; 
United States. General Accounting 
Office 1997) 
  
E7. Managerial control of 
processes/system 
(Feuille and Chachere 1995) 
 
E8. Criteria for selecting particular 
processes 

F1. Not punitive/no reprisals 
(Feuille and Chachere 1995) 
 
F2. Capable of reaching correct 
answers to grievances  
(Feuille and Chachere 1995) 
 
F3. Balance of union wins and losses 
(Lewin 1987) 
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(Costantino and Merchant 1996) 
 
E9. Right to representation 
(Rowe 1997) 

 

As can be seen in the above chart many of the measures of success introduced by the authors of 

the early DRS and CMS literature from the 1990s—before the official formal launch of the 

ICMS with the 2001 ACR Report—aligned directly with measures previously identified by 

scholars of ADR and the union grievance procedure.  This is not surprising as the initial DRS 

formulation relied heavily upon both ADR techniques and grievance procedure framing as 

discussed in Chapter 1.  Interestingly, where we see the most new measures for effectiveness and 

success in terms of individual techniques introduced is in the normative realm.  With the advent 

of DRS and CMS models, new issues arose that authors began to address, such as coordination 

across processes, training, and system guidelines. 

 Below, is Table 3.  This table uses the same layout and numbering schema as Table 2, but 

now includes the ICMS literature that begins in 2001 with the publication of the ACR Report.  

As can be expected, the literature did not totally ‘convert’ to focus squarely on the ICMS.  

Therefore, I have included citations for DRS and CMS-oriented work along with the ICMS 

literature, which is more limited. 

 

Table 3:  ICMS Success—Measures of Individual Conflict Resolution Processes and 
Techniques (From 2001 to Present) 
 
 Conflict Resolution 

Processes/Techniques 
Outcomes of Processes/Techniques 

Perceptual A1.  Participant satisfaction with 
process 
(Gosline et al. 2001; Lipsky, 
Seeber, and Fincher 2003; United 
States. Department of Homeland 

B1. Participant satisfaction with 
outcome 
(Gosline et al. 2001; Lipsky, Seeber, 
and Fincher 2003; United States. 
Department of Homeland Security 
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Security (Office of Inspector 
General) 2008; Costantino 2009; 
Roche and Teague 2012a; Roche 
and Teague 2014; Menkel-Meadow 
2014) 
 
A2.  Due process/fairness 
perceptions  
(Roche and Teague 2012a; Roche 
and Teague 2014) 
 
A3. Post-process usage perceptions 
(Olson-Buchanan and Boswell 
2008) 
 
A4. Users understand system 
(Gosline et al. 2001; United States. 
Department of Homeland Security 
(Office of Inspector General) 2008) 

(Office of Inspector General) 2008; 
Costantino 2009; Roche and Teague 
2012a; Roche and Teague 2014; 
Menkel-Meadow 2014) 
 
B2. Perceptions of improved 
relationships 
(S. Smith and Martinez 2009; Menkel-
Meadow 2014) 
 
B3. Improved communication between 
parties and in organization 
(Lipsky, Seeber, and Fincher 2003; 
Menkel-Meadow 2014) 
 

Behavioral/Non-
Perceptual 

C1.  Usage rates/availability 
(Gosline et al. 2001; Lipsky, 
Seeber, and Fincher 2003; United 
States. Department of Homeland 
Security (Office of Inspector 
General) 2008; Costantino 2009; 
Menkel-Meadow 2014) 
 
C2.  Speed of resolution/early 
resolution/time of process 
(Lipsky, Seeber, and Fincher 2003; 
Olson-Buchanan and Boswell 
2008; Costantino 2009; S. Smith 
and Martinez 2009; Budd and 
Colvin 2014; Menkel-Meadow 
2014) 
 
C3. Resolution rate 
(Lipsky, Seeber, and Fincher 2003; 
Lipsky and Seeber 2006; 
Bendersky 2007; S. Smith and 
Martinez 2009) 
 
C4. Reducing legal fees/cheaper 
than alternatives/cost 
(Lipsky, Seeber, and Fincher 2003; 
S. Smith and Martinez 2009; Roche 

D1. Level where resolution occurred 
 
D2. Reprisal for procedure usage 
 
D3. Durability of dispute 
outcomes/dispute recurrence 
(Costantino 2009; S. Smith and 
Martinez 2009; Menkel-Meadow 
2014) 
 
D4. Dispute outcomes  (includes 
relationships and terms of agreements) 
(Lipsky, Seeber, and Fincher 2003; 
Costantino 2009; S. Smith and 
Martinez 2009; Menkel-Meadow 
2014) 
 
D5. Grievance filers and their 
managers found to have higher issues 
 
D6.  Impact of conflict on indirectly 
associated parties (i.e. rest of 
office/team) 
 
D7.  Absences data with employees 
associated with/users of system 
processes 
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and Teague 2012c) 
 
C5.  Number of lawsuits filed after 
system in place 
 
C6.  Demographics of system and 
usage (parties and neutrals) 
(Gosline et al. 2001; Menkel-
Meadow 2014) 
 
C7.  Level of employee 
participation in determining 
outcome in process 
(Budd and Colvin 2008) 
 
C8. Neutral ombudsman/resource 
points/listeners most-used option in 
system 
(Lynch 2003) 
 
C9.  Conflict moves from rights-
based to interest-based resolution 
processes 
(Gosline et al. 2001; Lipsky, 
Seeber, and Fincher 2003) 
 
C10.  Conflicts are resolved at low 
level of system 
(Lipsky, Seeber, and Fincher 2003) 
 

(Olson-Buchanan and Boswell 2008) 
 
D8.  Performance ratings of employees 
associated with/users of system 
processes (Olson-Buchanan and 
Boswell 2008) 
 
D9.  Improved workplace productivity 
(Roche and Teague 2012c; Roche and 
Teague 2012a; Roche and Teague 
2014; Menkel-Meadow 2014) 

Normative E1. Due process/fairness (includes 
substantive due process issues) 
(Lynch 2003; Lipsky, Seeber, and 
Fincher 2003; Budd and Colvin 
2008; S. Smith and Martinez 2009; 
Roche and Teague 2012a; Roche 
and Teague 2014; Budd and Colvin 
2014) 
 
E2. Appropriateness of technique 
(right ADR process for the issue at 
hand) 
(Menkel-Meadow 2014) 
 
E3. Quality of involvement of 
parties in process 

F1. Not punitive/no reprisals 
(Budd and Colvin 2008) 
 
 
F2. Capable of reaching correct 
answers to grievances 
 
F3. Balance of union wins and losses 
(Olson-Buchanan and Boswell 2008) 
 
F4. Better, more just, outcomes 
(S. Smith and Martinez 2009; Menkel-
Meadow 2014) 
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(Budd and Colvin 2014) 
 
E4. Disruptiveness of everyday life 
caused by conflict resolution 
process 
 
E5. Process surfaces dispute/gets 
into the open 
(Menkel-Meadow 2014) 
 
E6. Accessible to employees 
(Gosline et al. 2001; Lipsky, 
Seeber, and Fincher 2003; S. Smith 
and Martinez 2009) 
  
E7. Managerial control of 
processes/system 
 
E8. Criteria for selecting particular 
processes 
(Menkel-Meadow 2014) 
 
E9. Right to representation 
(Lynch 2003; Budd and Colvin 
2014) 
 
E10. Protect against violence to 
parties 
(S. Smith and Martinez 2009) 

 

Table 3 indicates substantial overlap in individual conflict resolution process evaluation 

measures proposed by scholars and practitioners writing after the formal introduction of the 

ICMS.  Even though the systems concept over time would evolve beyond a logic of being simply 

an amalgamation of ADR processes, the writing in the field after the introduction of the ICMS 

still heavily relied upon the framing provided by ADR processes and pre-ICMS CMS and DRS 

theory.  “Users” and “system usage” as referred to in Table 3 indicates such an ADR process 

orientation.  ‘Users of an ICMS’ are considered in practice to be ‘users of ADR processes and 

techniques.’  For example, in Costantino and Merchant’s Designing Conflict Management 
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Systems, the authors recommend systems be evaluated in terms of the effectiveness of their ADR 

processes (1996, 171).  Lipsky et al. (2003) also include many measures such as cost and 

resolution rate, listed above, that correspond directly to underlying ADR processes that are core 

components of an ICMS.  Much later in their discussion of CMS, Roche and Teague also can be 

seen in Table 3 to lean heavily on system effectiveness measures that arise from underlying ADR 

processes (2012a; 2012c; 2014).   

 At the same time, the era of the ICMS ushered in new ways of thinking about the effects 

of DRS, CMS, and ICMS in the workplace.  As an early example, Gosline et al. write in their 

formal introduction to the ICMS that successful systems would be flexible and adaptable, which 

moves beyond a focus on measuring effectiveness through individual ADR techniques and at the 

system level itself (2001, 23).  Later in the same decade, Bendersky (2007) found in a study of 

an implementation of an organizational DRS that “complementarities” of ADR processes and 

resources within a system matter, which looks at effectiveness of the system itself beyond 

individual processes.  In 2009, Smith and Martinez propose an “analytic framework” for dispute 

system design.  Though a project for the wider dispute systems literature, beyond workplace 

systems, Smith and Martinez include several measures of success that go beyond traditional 

individual ADR process measures and address accountability, transparency, and “other relevant 

legal and societal norms” (2009, 132).  Updating their 2008 article, Budd and Colvin extend their 

efficiency, equity, and voice framework they had used to analyze individual dispute resolution 

procedures to some aspects of conflict management systems themselves and offering a mix of 

procedure-oriented and system-oriented elements.  For example, in the systems context, voice 

can be measured by the level of employee “input into design and operation of a dispute 
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resolution system” in addition to within individual procedures that provide opportunities for 

employee voice such as arbitration hearings (2014, 13). 

 An important shift may also be found in the realm of organizational outcome measures of 

systems.  Measures of effectiveness regarding individual ADR processes as discussed in Table 3 

such as reducing legal fees can be seen to be a measure affecting the organization.  But critically, 

over the period since the introduction of the ICMS we begin to see an increasing number of 

success measures of DRS, CMS, and ICMS suggesting measures emanating from simply having 

the system in place (no matter the exact level of ADR process usage) versus the combined 

organizational outcomes of ADR process usage are effective measures of system success.  

Therefore, we see a combination of these organizational measures included by many of the same 

authors cited in Table 3 as they discuss ADR, DRS, CMS, and/or ICMS success measures. 

Table 4 shows the range of organizational measures of success for systems (DRS, CMS, 

and ICMS), beyond individual ADR processes.  In a similar fashion to Tables 2 and 3, I divide 

measures proposed in the literature into perceptual, behavioral, and normative categories.  But 

unlike the previous tables, the “process/technique” and “outcome” columns merge in this table as 

outcomes of systems, which are increasingly thought of more holistically beyond individual 

ADR processes, cannot be directly connected to individual processes and techniques in the same 

way as scholars have traditionally attempted to do in dispute resolution. 

 
Table 4:  Organizational Measures of Systems Success 
 
Perceptual A1.  Organizational stakeholder group perceptions of system (such as 

managers as a group and union officials as a group) 
(Olson-Buchanan and Boswell 2008) 
 
A2.  Organizational reputation 
(Lipsky, Seeber, and Fincher 2003; S. Smith and Martinez 2009) 
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Behavioral/Non-
Perceptual 

B1.  Cost savings of system 
(Brett, Goldberg, and Ury 1990; Rowe 1997; Roche and Teague 2012c; 
Roche and Teague 2012a; Roche and Teague 2014; Budd and Colvin 
2014; Houk and Katz 2014) 
 
B2.  Increased productivity 
(Roche and Teague 2012c; Roche and Teague 2012a; Roche and 
Teague 2014; Budd and Colvin 2014; Menkel-Meadow 2014; Houk and 
Katz 2014) 
 
B3.  Union avoidance 
(Zinsser 1996; Lipsky, Seeber, and Fincher 2003; Roche and Teague 
2012a; Roche and Teague 2014) 
 
B4.  Reduced turnover 
(Bedman 1995; Zinsser 1996; Lipsky, Seeber, and Fincher 2003; Olson-
Buchanan and Boswell 2008; D. Katz and Cohen 2009a; Roche and 
Teague 2012a; Roche and Teague 2014) 
 
B5.  Increased compliance with organizational policies 
(S. Smith and Martinez 2009) 
 
B6.  Eliminates barriers to performance 
(Budd and Colvin 2014) 
 
B7.  Differential ICMS effects across stakeholder groups 
(Avgar 2016) 
 
B8.  Increased communication/coordination among different levels of 
the organization 
(Rowe 2009; Avgar 2016) 
 
B9.  Employees bring forward and address workplace issues 
(Rowe 2009) 
 
B10. Organization measures outcomes versus activities of ICMS 
(Houk and Katz 2014) 

Normative C1. Healthy organizational culture regarding conflict 
(D. Katz and Cohen 2009a; Roche and Teague 2012a; Roche and 
Teague 2014; Houk and Katz 2014) 
 
C2.  Achieving organizational conflict competence 
(D. Katz and Cohen 2009b; Houk and Katz 2014) 
 
C3.  Conflict is prevented 
(S. Smith and Martinez 2009) 
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C4.  Systemic organizational change occurs 
(Lynch 2003; Sturm and Gadlin 2007; Menkel-Meadow 2014; Avgar 
2016) 
 
C5.  Systemic knowledge and understanding of organizational issues 
achieved 
(United States. General Accounting Office 1997) 
 
C6.  Conflict is not stigmatized, but rather accepted 
(Gosline et al. 2001) 
 
C7.  Continuous improvement of organization 
(Rowe 1997; Gosline et al. 2001; Rowe 2009; S. Smith and Martinez 
2009) 
 
C8.  Flexibility for organization 
(Lipsky, Seeber, and Fincher 2003; Roche and Teague 2012c; Budd and 
Colvin 2014) 
 
C9.  Creation of open and collaborative environment 
(United States. Department of Homeand Security. Transportation 
Security Administration 2009) 

 
 
The above categorization and compilation of system success measures at the organizational level 

shows several important innovations from process/technique measures versus organizational 

level measures.  One will note that cost is a constant measure that carries over from earlier 

process oriented measures listed in Tables 2 and 3.  Cost, though, in Table 4 refers to the cost of 

the operation of the entire system versus individual ADR processes and techniques.  And since 

these organizational measures look beyond processes, traditional ADR and dispute resolution 

‘legacy’ measures such as usage rates, or durability of outcome do not appear.  Instead, a focus 

on wider organizational measures that are seen to benefit organizational leadership and 

management are found in the literature.  These include:  increased productivity, union avoidance, 

and reduced turnover that implicitly compare organizations that have a system to those that 

don’t.  In addition, there are additional perceptual and non-perceptual measures listed in the 
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normative category that indicate aspirational organizational measures of ICMS success even if 

not directly spelled out in observable measures in the literature.  These include organizational 

conflict competence discussed previously and systemic organizational change and that will be 

discussed further in Chapter 5.  What I note are organizational-level success measures 

increasingly beginning to mirror more general measures used to measure success of 

organizations in the management literature outside of the conflict/dispute context such as 

increased productivity and lower costs and went beyond the attempt to link particular dispute 

resolution processes to particular outcomes. 

 To conclude this chapter, I present the final class of ICMS measures of success proposed 

in the literature:  those at the individual-employee-level.  I find this group of measures to have 

particular salience for our understanding of the current state of ICMS theory and my study of the 

CORE PLUS ICMS at the Department of the Interior.  In a similar fashion to the organizational 

measures presented previously, the individual-level measures of success presented in the table 

below indicate the continued decoupling of particular measures of system success with usage of 

particular dispute resolution processes and techniques and instead present a wider conception of 

what a DRS, CMS, or ICMS does. 

 

Table 5:  Individual-Level Measures of Systems Success 
 
Perceptual A1.  General employee satisfaction/morale beyond system 

(Lipsky, Seeber, and Fincher 2003; Roche and Teague 2012c; Roche 
and Teague 2012a; Roche and Teague 2014) 
 
A2.  Due process and fairness perceptions of all employees 
(Olson-Buchanan and Boswell 2008; D. Katz and Cohen 2009a; Roche 
and Teague 2012a; Roche and Teague 2014) 
 
A3.  Perceptions of improved relationships with system in place 
(Lipsky, Seeber, and Fincher 2003; Menkel-Meadow 2014; Houk and 
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Katz 2014) 
 
A4.  Managerial morale 
(Lipsky, Seeber, and Fincher 2003) 
 
A5.  Perceptions of trust in organization 
(United States. Department of Homeand Security. Transportation 
Security Administration 2009) 
 
A6.  Perceptions of trust in institutions generally 
(Menkel-Meadow 2014) 
 
A7.  Perceptions of higher commitment in organization 
(Roche and Teague 2012a; Roche and Teague 2014) 
 
A8.  Perceptions of respect in organization 
(United States. Department of Homeand Security. Transportation 
Security Administration 2009) 
 
A9.  Employee attitudes regarding conflict 
(Bendersky 2007; Roche and Teague 2012a; Roche and Teague 2014) 
 
A10.  Perceptions of better employee relations with system in place 
(Roche and Teague 2012a; Roche and Teague 2014) 
 
A11.  Improvement of employees’ lives beyond organization 
(Yarn 2014) 

Behavioral/Non-
Perceptual 

B1.  Absences data with employees associated with DRS 
(Olson-Buchanan and Boswell 2008) 
 
B2.  Absenteeism generally  
(Roche and Teague 2012a; Roche and Teague 2014) 
 
B3.  Performance ratings of employees associated with DRS 
(Olson-Buchanan and Boswell 2008) 
 
B4.  Employee proactive pursuit of conflict management processes vs 
conflict avoidance 
(Bendersky 2007; United States. Department of Homeand Security. 
Transportation Security Administration 2009; Roche and Teague 2012a; 
Roche and Teague 2014) 
 
B5.  Employees attempt to deal directly with conflict and not 
immediately escalate 
(Gosline et al. 2001) 
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B6.  Individual employee conflict competence/skills 
(D. Katz and Cohen 2009a; United States. Department of Homeand 
Security. Transportation Security Administration 2009; Houk and Katz 
2014; Avgar 2016) 

 

It should be noted many of the same authors offering or reporting individual-level measures in 

the table above, also were active in the discussion of measures of success for DRS, CMS, and 

ICMS through individual processes (as noted in Table 3).  But starting primarily after the 

introduction of the ICMS model in 2001, we see more of an attempt to offer a mix of measures 

that do not necessarily require an employee to participate directly in a dispute resolution process:  

as measures of system success at the individual employee level move away from measuring 

employee experience with individual dispute resolution processes, the closer the measures are to 

general employee perceptions of the workplace climate as a whole—beyond conflict 

management.  For example, measures such as general absenteeism and perceptions of higher 

commitment are a far cry from the early DRS individual-level measures presented in Table 2. 

 

 This particular ‘moment’ in the field, one in which new forms of measuring ICMS 

success, especially at the individual-employee level, are ascending and the logic of the system 

starts to become ubiquitous and ‘beyond cases’ is the moment I now turn to in my case study of 

the CORE PLUS ICMS and how its success is conceptualized.  This brings us to an interesting 

conversation about what an ICMS actually is—when it is ultimately thought to be much more 

than a collection of dispute resolution processes and outcomes.   The historical legacy of systems 

as an amalgamation of ADR processes (and by connection of ADR success measures) is being 

challenged and a new logic is appearing. 
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 Below, I introduce Figure 2, which I offer as a guide to better understanding the full 

range of success measures possible for an ICMS.  Considering an ICMS more broadly than has 

been done in the past—as a vehicle for organizational change as well as for the resolution of 

workplace disputes—means addressing the fact that success measures for ICMS as discussed 

previously in this chapter have emanated primarily from the ICMS’s dispute resolution heritage.  

Here, I offer a new typology of ICMSs based on an expanded notion of the scope for ICMS 

goals.  This gives us the opportunity to add and characterize newly-named measures of success 

that move beyond the measures discussed earlier in this chapter, while at the same time 

incorporating those earlier measures.  Figure 2 offers a new way to represent the full potential of 

an ICMS based on choices organizations make regarding what success of any particular ICMS is 

and looks like. 

I construct the map of ICMS success using the x axis for measures of success at the 

individual employee level, while the y axis is designed to categorized measures of success at the 

organizational level.  Specific entries on the x axis will be discussed in Chapter 4 and the y axis 

in Chapter 5 based on my case study findings.  Then, in Chapter 6, I present a full typology with 

those measures added to the framework below.  As can be seen, Figure 2 posits two orientations 

to the ICMS.  The first, is a Resolution Orientation emanating out of the industrial 

relations/dispute resolution’s literature and influence on the ICMS as well as my case study 

fieldwork that will be discussed in Chapters 3, 4, and 5.  The second is an Empowerment 

Orientation growing out of the human relations/organization development literature and pushed 

further by my case study findings. 

One may consider the ends of each axis to be the theoretical extremes of a particular view of 

ICMS success.  For example, the far left of the map would be an “individual resolution” 
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orientation to the ICMS and the far right would signal an “individual empowerment” orientation.  

The top of the y axis would signify an “organizational resolution” focus to the ICMS, while the 

bottom of that axis signifies an “organizational empowerment” focus.  The combination of a high 

individual employee empowerment orientation with a high organizational empowerment 

orientation, therefore would create an ICMS that indicates a strong overall empowerment 

orientation, while another ICMS that used success measures that were high on both an individual 

employee resolution orientation and also high on the organizational resolution axis could be 

labeled to have a high overall resolution orientation.  As mentioned above, the full typology will 

be presented and discussed in Chapter 6 along with its implications for the field moving forward. 

 

 

 
 
Figure 2:  ICMS Typology and Map Framework 
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CHAPTER 3 

CASE STUDY INTRODUCTION:  CORE PLUS ICMS HISTORICAL CONTEXT, 

RESEARCH DESIGN, AND METHODS 

 

CORE PLUS is: 
- Available to all DOI employees. 

- Fair and impartial. 
- Flexible and informal. 

- Voluntary and Non-adversarial. 
- A safe place for a difficult conversation. 

- A source of information, education and assistance to help reduce workplace tensions, improve 
communication, manage conflict, and build productive teams.  

-CORE PLUS Brochure (2008) 

 

To explore the state of ICMS theory and the question of what ICMS success is and how it 

can be measured, I turn to a case study of the US Department of the Interior.  In Chapter 2, I 

analyzed the developing theory and practice of ICMS and its theoretical building blocks:  ADR, 

DRS, and then CMS.  Ending with organizational and individual measures of ICMS success, I 

noted the ways the introduction of such measures shifted focus away from describing conflict 

management system success through measures related to particular dispute resolution processes 

or techniques.  Instead metrics for system success in the literature increasingly began to mirror 

more general measures used to measure achievement of organizations in the management 

literature outside of the conflict/dispute context such as increased productivity and lower costs. 

I now turn to continue my exploration and analysis of changing notions of how to 

measure ICMS success at the individual and organizational levels through a case study of what 

to my knowledge is the largest and longest-running ICMS in the United States.  As a rare 

example of a fully-implemented IMCS that meets all of the criteria identified in the 2001 ACR 
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Report, the ICMS at the U.S. Department of the Interior offers a window into the operation and 

better understanding about the ‘why’ of the ICMS as a theoretical construct and best practice 

vision for workplaces. 

 

The CORE PLUS ICMS at the U.S. Department of the Interior:  Case Study Overview 

When one envisions ‘the frontier,’ likely images of wide natural open spaces in the 

western United States arise.  The federal agency that serves as the setting for my study, the U.S. 

Department of the Interior (“DOI” or “Interior”), is responsible for that frontier.  It is the primary 

steward of the United States’ natural and cultural resources along with the United States’ 

relationship with recognized Indian tribes and Alaska Natives.  Interior manages one-fifth of all 

land in the United States and has more than 70,000 employees (U.S. Department of the Interior 

2011, 20).  It also currently sits at the frontier of workplace conflict management in the United 

States both in the public and private sectors due to the fact that it has an ICMS in which the 

organization continues to invest.   

The Department of the Interior, one of the fifteen cabinet-level executive branch 

departments, was created in 1848 when Congress took Indian affairs and land management 

responsibilities as well as the then-pension and patent offices and combined these functions into 

a new agency.  Today, the Department is primarily responsible for managing the United States’ 

public lands as well as the United States’ trust responsibilities to American Indians, Alaska 

Natives, and Native Hawaiians.  The Department is organized into eleven primary bureaus and 

offices.  In total, it employs approximately 70,000. 

The work of the Department’s bureaus and offices is organized by several key functions.  

The Bureau of Indian Affairs and the Office of the Special Trustee for American Indians 
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administer the federal Indian trusts and serve as the U.S. government’s representatives to tribal 

governments.  The Office of Insular Affairs provides financial and technical support to the U.S.’s 

insular territories, which include American Samoa, Guam, and the U.S. Virgin Islands.  The U.S. 

Fish and Wildlife Service and National Park Service manage the National Refuge and National 

Park Systems, respectively.  The Bureau of Land Management manages designated federal land, 

for preservation and active use, while the Office of Surface Mining, Reclamation, and 

Enforcement manages and leases federal land for mining as well as enforces mineral extraction 

regulations.  The Bureau of Ocean Energy Management and the Bureau of Safety and 

Environmental Enforcement manage leases and safety regulations, respectively, for offshore 

drilling.  Operating west of the Mississippi, the Bureau of Reclamation provides wholesale water 

and hydroelectric power to the western United States, and last, the U.S. Geological Survey is the 

federal government’s earth science research agency.  It conducts research in the earth and 

environmental sciences and does not have any land management or regulatory responsibilities 

(United States. National Archives and Records Administration 2013). 

Like many other federal agency dispute resolution initiatives, the origins of CORE PLUS 

as an integrated system can be traced to DOI’s 1996 policy on ADR, which was required 

following enactment of the Administrative Dispute Resolution Act of 1996 (“ADRA”), which is 

Public Law 104-320.  The Act only provided minimal requirements for agencies:  to develop an 

agency-level policy addressing alternative dispute resolution as well as to designate a senior 

official to be an agency dispute resolution specialist—a point person and advisor for dispute 

resolution programs and initiatives.  Details of what were to be included in agency ADR policies 

were left up to the agencies themselves (Nabatchi 2007, 647). 



 114 

DOI chose to develop a broad policy that covered the entire Department encouraging 

alternatives to traditional dispute resolution practices in all facets of the agency’s operations 

(United States. Federal Interagency Alternative Dispute Resolution Working Group Steering 

Committee 2007, 43).  By fiscal year 2000, the Department had two ADR programs in operation. 

One, CORE, was a mediation service operated by the Department’s Office for Personnel Policy.  

The second, EEO-PLUS, was a mediation service solely for informal and formal EEO 

complaints operated by a different office that oversaw the equal employment opportunity 

complaints process for the agency:  the Department’s Office of Employment Opportunity 

(United States. Department of the Interior 2003).  During the presidential transition period at the 

end of the Clinton administration and at the beginning of the Bush administration in 2000-2001, 

one Department employee, Elena Gonzalez, was tasked with briefing the incoming 

administration on ADR policy and procedure.  As one senior DOI official recounted:  in 2001 

“was in the middle of writing ADR at a Crossroad.  [Elena] had been assigned by the Clinton 

administration as they were leaving to write the story of what Interior had done since the passage 

of the ADRA” (Interview 34).  The ADR at a Crossroad:  A Review and Plan for Action report, 

completed in the fall of 2001, recommended the Department consolidate existing ADR programs 

into a new system design to reduce duplication and increase coordination.  This move aligned 

with the priorities of the newly-installed Secretary of the Interior: Gail Norton who had recently 

introduced to the Department her “4 C’s Philosophy (conservation through communication, 

consultation, and cooperation).”  A new systems approach to conflict management was said in a 

2002 report on the transition to be “in keeping with the integrated approach that the Department 

of the Interior is taking to develop and implement cost-effective enterprise solutions for the 

entire agency” (United States. Department of the Interior 2002).  Therefore, a larger-scale 



 115 

conflict management system was seen to be cost effective and more efficient when compared to 

the two mediation programs that had been created previously. 

At the end of 2001 to implement the recommendations from ADR at a Crossroad, 

Secretary Norton created a centralized office to coordinate DOI conflict management initiatives 

and programs.  The new Office of Collaborative Action and Dispute Resolution (“CADR” or the 

“CADR Office”) was designed to work closely with the Office of the Solicitor, the Interior 

Department’s general counsel, who designated a Senior Counsel to specialize in ADR and a new 

Interior Dispute Resolution Council, comprised of representatives from every DOI bureau and 

office, which was created to provide leadership, guidance, and feedback on the department’s 

conflict management programs (United States. Federal Interagency Alternative Dispute 

Resolution Working Group Steering Committee 2007, 43).  In her study of the 

institutionalization of ADR in the federal government, Nabatchi reviews the research on ADR 

program adoption by federal agencies.  That research, she argues, “suggests that the 

implementation of ADR varies tremendously, both within and across agencies” (Nabatchi 2007, 

647).  While many agencies did only the minimum required under the 1996 Act, the Department 

of the Interior designed and implemented an extremely comprehensive ADR policy as well as 

importantly backing it up with significant organizational resources. 

Under the auspices of the newly formed CADR Office, the Department began a 

comprehensive design process in February 2002 to design what would become the CORE PLUS 

ICMS, in which the existing CORE and EEO PLUS ADR programs were to be incorporated 

(United States. Department of the Interior 2002).  Moving from a “program” framing to that of a 

system, the design team, which was comprised of representatives from the Department’s 

bureaus, Departmental personnel office, equal employment opportunity office, and from one of 
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the unions representing Department employees:  the International Brotherhood of Electrical 

Workers.  The Department also contracted for outside facilitation support for the design team 

(United States. Department of the Interior 2003).  As described in a 2002 report: 

The final design was subject to the review and approval of the Director, Office of 
Collaborative Action and Dispute Resolution; the Bureau Dispute Resolution 
Specialists; and the Executive Committee. Further, the design of the integrated 
conflict management system could not be implemented until approved by the 
Management Initiatives Team (MIT). The Bureau Deputy Directors and Deputy 
Assistant Secretaries constitute the membership of the MIT, which is chaired by 
the Assistant Secretary, Policy, Management and Budget. (United States. 
Department of the Interior 2002) 

 
Therefore, even though the design team had a consensus-based decision-making process the 

ultimate ‘go/no-go’ decision on implementing a new ICMS rested with the Department’s 

political leadership structure, which signed off on the ICMS design in 2003. 

Even though the process attempted to model best practice in conflict management 

systems design, through both the deliberative consensus-based process the design team used and 

its methodical study of best practices in the field both in the public and private sectors, the task 

of creating one ICMS for 70,000 full of varied constituencies was daunting, especially as the 

Department had just a couple years earlier invested in setting up the CORE and EEO-PLUS 

mediation programs.  As one DOI EEO official who had been at the Department during this time 

put it: 

At one point there had been three different conflict management programs going 
on in the Department.  So one of the challenges I had to overcome was getting 
past the program that had been used in the EEO community and getting people to 
lay that program down and pick up the program that had been accepted as the 
departmental program and make sure that is the one that everyone is using.  
[Several years later] they still had the brochures in our magazine rack out here for 
the old EEO mediation program! (Interview 42) 

 
Even though CORE PLUS was chosen as the name for the ICMS to emphasize that the new 

system was building upon the initial work of CORE and EEO-PLUS, the implementation of the 
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ICMS was a massive task that was slowly and methodically rolled out between 2003 and 2008.  

During this period, all ADR processes and services that were offered through the CORE and 

EEO-PLUS program were transferred into the new network structure of CORE PLUS.  The exact 

structure and functioning of CORE PLUS will be discussed later in this chapter.  The 

implementation phase of the CORE PLUS ICMS lasted much longer than the design phase.  This 

was partially due to a desire to not move too quickly and to attempt to build buy-in from key 

stakeholders across the Department.  As mentioned above, the Department’s EEO community 

was a particularly important stakeholder.  Many EEO counselors and officials were wary of the 

Department’s efforts to transfer the function of overseeing mediations as part of the EEO 

process, which were the largest single source of mediation referrals in the Department.  

Therefore implementation process proceeded slowly to attempt a good deal of education 

regarding the value of the new system.  Another factor that helped increase buy-in from the EEO 

community was the fact that the Department, like all federal agencies was required by the Equal 

Employment Opportunity Commission to offer ADR as alternative to traditional EEO 

counseling.  As a DOI official recounted: 

The EEOC had done a review and our numbers were very poor for the use of 
ADR in any part of the complaint process and they were pushing us to improve 
our numbers to get us to at least 30% in the informal process and I think we were 
actually at that time we were at 3%-- around 2005-2006. (Interview 42) 

 
This external pressure to improve in the ADR arena created the conditions for support of CORE 

PLUS. 

The system has been available in its current form since 2007 to all non-bargaining unit 

DOI employees.  Notably, the agency acknowledged that it was moving beyond a strictly ADR 

approach that focuses in a reactive manner on alternatives to traditional forms of dispute 

resolution, with its decision to incorporate some ADR processes into a system that was focused 
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more broadly on proactive conflict management (Lipsky and Avgar 2008, 149).  By late 2007 the 

Department announced a CORE PLUS Orientation Conference would be held in Albuquerque in 

January 2008 and targeted participation from, “Bureau Dispute Resolution Specialists and CORE 

PLUS roster members and coordinators, as well as representatives from Human Resources and 

Human Capital, Civil Rights/EEO, and employment attorneys from the Office of the Solicitor” 

(2007, November 16 Memo from Deputy Assistant Secretary James Cason). 

 

Operating the CORE PLUS ICMS 

The CORE PLUS Implementation Handbook, published in 2008, provides insight into 

how the Department envisioned CORE PLUS at its full launch that year: 

The goal of the CORE PLUS program is for the Department of the Interior to 
fulfill its commitment to institute an integrated workplace conflict management 
system that creates an environment throughout the organization for raising all 
kinds of concerns, listening and being heard respectfully, and solving problems 
effectively. An integrated conflict management system helps to develop a 
workplace where issues and concerns can be raised at the appropriate level, with 
confidence that they will be respectfully heard and responsibly dealt with, and 
creates a system for raising and resolving concerns that is fair, friendly, flexible 
and fast, and provides support and structures that ensures that this becomes 
routine daily practice. (2008 CORE PLUS Implementation Handbook, 2) 

 
CORE PLUS operates as a coordinated network of full-time and collateral duty DOI staff with 

external neutrals available via contract that can be utilized in certain situations and conflicts.  

The system is managed centrally and Department-wide by the Office of Collaborative Action 

and Dispute Resolution, located at DOI headquarters in Washington.  The organizational location 

of CADR within the office of the Assistant Secretary of Policy, Management, and Budget means 

it has access to the top leaders of the agency and key partners in Human Resources and the 

Office of the Solicitor, but remains organizationally independent of those offices.  Each bureau 

and office below the Assistant Secretary level has designated a Bureau Dispute Resolution 
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Specialist to manage CORE PLUS within his or her bureau or office.  This specialist serves as a 

key liaison between the CADR staff at the Department-level and bureau management and 

conflict resolution professionals. 

 CORE PLUS can be accessed by any employee in the Department of the Interior except 

bargaining unit employees whose union has not come to an agreement with agency management 

to participate.  In most cases employees reach the system initially either by calling, visiting, or 

emailing the CADR office in Washington, a CORE PLUS Coordinator, or CORE PLUS neutral 

roster member within his or her bureau.  A coordinator position is almost always collateral duty, 

meaning that CORE PLUS responsibilities are considered secondary duties to an employee’s 

primary job.  But each bureau structures its program differently with a few bureaus having full 

time CORE PLUS staff.  Roster members are collateral duty (U.S. Department of the Interior 

2011, 12). 

 Employees having conflict issues themselves or other interested and involved parties 

(such as supervisors, coworkers, HR staff, EEO staff, or union representatives in participating 

bargaining units) can contact CORE PLUS.  DOI does not limit the issues that may be attempted 

to resolved or managed in a CORE PLUS process, so long as they are related to employment, but 

the agency reserves the ability to designate that certain matters may not be dealt with by CORE 

PLUS.  Therefore an employee could just as easily bring to CORE PLUS a concern regarding a 

office co-worker playing loud music that can be heard by others in nearby offices as he could 

bring a sexual harassment or unlawful retaliation issue (U.S. Department of the Interior 2011, 4).   

When an employee contacts a CORE PLUS representative that representative starts a 

consultation process in order to determine the reasons why the employee or party initiated 

contact with the ICMS and what potential next steps could be.  During the initial consultation, 
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CORE PLUS coordinators are instructed to ask what has been done prior to contacting CORE 

PLUS.  This could range from speaking with someone in Human Resources about an issue, to 

filing a formal grievance or initiating a statutory complaint, to receiving conflict coaching 

regarding a particular workplace conflict or on an ongoing basis, or using appeals processes 

available to federal civil servants.  Depending on the status of any other ongoing proceedings 

regarding the same matter, the CORE PLUS coordinator or staff member then has a range of 

ICMS options to explore with the employee or interested party.  Examples involving a single 

employee include a referral to another information source within DOI or a referral to conflict 

coaching for one-on-one conflict management assistance for that employee.  Options for two or 

more employees in conflict include a referral to mediation or a larger group facilitation, which 

the coordinator can help to set up.  Another option, a climate assessment, may be appropriate if 

there are ongoing issues within a workgroup, team, or office.  Ultimately, the objectives for the 

CORE PLUS consultant at this stage are “information gathering, reflecting on options, and 

forward movement” (U.S. Department of the Interior 2011, 80–81). 

When two employees or a group of employees agree to begin a conflict resolution 

process, such as mediation or group facilitation, a part-time collateral duty CORE PLUS 

coordinator or staff member works to schedule the session and neutral.  At this stage the 

coordinator or staff member is instructed to take care to select a neutral without a conflict of 

interest or perceived conflict of interest.  Often this is accomplished by selecting a neutral out of 

a different region of the bureau or office in which the mediation or facilitation will take place, or 

alternatively a neutral from a different bureau or office completely.  Additionally, CORE PLUS 

contracts for external neutrals, in cases in which it is decided that a neutral from outside the 

Department would be most appropriate.  These include federal sector neutrals from the Federal 
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Mediation and Conciliation Service (FMCS) and the federal Shared Neutrals program in the 

District of Columbia, as well as private sector neutrals (U.S. Department of the Interior 2011, 

12).  Even though mediation is the most common dispute resolution process used within CORE 

PLUS, the system includes other processes that I will introduce throughout the rest of the 

dissertation.  For example, the system offers training programs on conflict management for 

managers, front-line employees, and the CORE PLUS community of neutrals that are regularly 

offered proactively rather than solely in response to a request from a particular employee or 

office. 

Prior to and during my fieldwork, CORE PLUS had a wide range of activity spanning 

from the most common ICMS process:  mediation, to less frequent group process and workplace 

climate assessment interventions.  In fiscal year 2010, across the Department, 902 “requests for 

assistance/initial assistance” were logged.  In fiscal year 2014, the year of my fieldwork, 690 

were reported.  In fiscal 2010, 198 mediations were reported to have been conducted, while in 

fiscal year 2014, 221 were reported.  Reports of group process interventions in FY 2010 

numbered 70, while in FY 2014, 48 were reported.  And in FY 2010, the CADR Office reported 

that 81 workplace climate assessments were conducted with 16 in FY 2014 (CORE PLUS End of 

Year Report Fiscal Year 2010; CORE PLUS End of Year Report Fiscal Year 2014). 

It is critical to interpret these reports as the low end for the actual number of processes 

provided.  As will be discussed in detail in Chapter 5, the Department’s key annual reporting 

process was plagued with measurement error and all involved understood that totals reported in 

end of year reports were not accurate.  Many CORE PLUS coordinators and neutrals (even in the 

CADR Office) acknowledged they did not do a good job of tracking all of the processes they 

were involved in and surely underreported their activity in the system.  The Department’s 
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attempt to implement a more unified and ostensibly accurate tracking system proves to be an 

instructive vignette and will be discussed in Chapter 4.  What is interesting for my discussion 

here is that Departmental leadership and leadership in the CADR Office were all in favor of 

fixing the underreporting and inaccurate data found in the end of year reports, but that this was 

not seen to be essential.  The ICMS had been in operation already for six years with this norm of 

inaccurate data.  Inaccurate data clearly has implications for measuring success in terms of time 

and cost savings as will be discussed in Chapter 5.  And to briefly foreshadow—quite possibly 

this acquiescence to the current state of data messiness could signal other measures of success 

were deemed by CORE PLUS leadership to be more important to pursue. 

For example, a new online survey initiative to better understand the experience and 

satisfaction of mediation participants was just being rolled out as I conducted my fieldwork with 

the first report on 76 mediations being issued in May 2014 by an external evaluator hired to 

administer surveys to parties in a mediation as well as mediator.  Due to the fact that the 

Department did not have the ability to track all mediations occurring under the auspices of 

CORE PLUS due to the decentralized nature of the system and underreporting to CADR from 

CORE PLUS coordinators located in bureaus and offices, the mediation survey only reached 

some mediation participants.  Therefore it should be considered a convenience sample versus a 

random sample or census of all mediation participants.  Due to more structured case management 

and reporting requirements, mediations conducted in EEO cases regarding prohibited 

discrimination were more likely to be surveyed than mediations conducted outside of the EEO 

process.  With these caveats, though, the survey results were seen by CADR staff to be helpful 

additional new into participant experiences in mediation—especially through the short answer 

response questions that asked parties to provide suggestions and mediators. 
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As a sampling of such participant feedback consider the following survey comments.  

One participant in an EEO mediation regarding a complaint of illegal discrimination by the 

Department wrote that the mediator assigned, “could have been more involved in seeing the 

process through.  Messages and information from the EEO Office, HR Office, and CADR were 

not consistent.”  Another complemented the mediators’ skill in a particular matter.  “The 

mediators did a great job.  The grievant had a position he was unwilling to compromise.  The 

meeting was civil and each party had ample opportunity to voice their opinion.”  Mediator 

feedback can be seen to be equally instructive.  One mediator reported that “initit[ing] mediation 

earlier in [the] conflict cycle with the parties” would help improve mediation outcomes.  Another 

said that it would be helpful to “offer other CORE PLUS services to participants, including 

coaching and training” so that they could perhaps get more out of the mediation process in the 

future (CADR Mediation Evaluation Report May 2014).  Additional examples of CORE PLUS 

processes will be provided in Chapters 4 and 5 as part of my study of what constitutes ICMS 

success at the individual and organizational levels. 

 
 
 
Research Design, Methods, and Data Analysis 

 

Research Design 

 The design of the dissertation surrounds two components.  The first, found in Chapters 1 

and 2, is an intellectual history of the theoretical and practical foundations of organizational 

conflict management systems that uses primarily published sources going back to the turn of the 

twentieth century to pull together diverse strands of the academic and practitioner literature I 

argue influences the development of the ICMS.  The second component, found in Chapters 4 and 
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5, is a critical case study of arguably the leading example of an ICMS in the United States.  The 

dissertation uses an interpretive methodology and is aimed at offering interpretations of ICMS 

theory and practice based on analysis of the literature and collected empirical data to advance the 

conversation regarding the influence of ICMSs on individuals and organizations, rather than on 

developing causal models regarding the effect of ICMSs on individuals and organizations.    

 The two-component research design outlined above is appropriate for my overarching 

research question:  What constitutes a successful ICMS?  Such a question must be situated in the 

literature.  When I started my dissertation research I was under the mistaken impression that the 

answer to this research question could simply be found in the literature of the field of workplace 

conflict management.  Thus, at that time, I was more interested in measuring the influence of an 

ICMS on meeting these success criteria.  Soon after I began my field research within the Interior 

Department and its ICMS, I quickly realized standards and success measures offered by 

academics and practitioners in the literature were themselves points of conflict among 

participants and stakeholders within the ICMS.  This initial finding led me to realize that my 

object of study needed to be the conflict around measuring success of the integrated conflict 

management system itself.  With no shared understanding of what constituted a “successful” 

ICMS, Interior Department officials and employees were unknowingly challenging many of the 

assumptions, norms, and ultimately values of the field of workplace conflict management. 

 An interpretive methodological approach, with its focus on intersubjective meaning-

making, encourages flexibility in research design to be accountable and responsive to initial 

empirical findings from the field (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012).  Therefore my critical case 

study of the CORE PLUS ICMS at the Interior Department, previously selected to serve as what 

Robert Yin labels an “explanatory case study” to test whether the system was actually successful 
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according to the measures presented in the literature became a case study aimed at adding to our 

understanding of what ICMS success is and can be (2014, 238). 

This abductive logic used in the design of my critical case study complements more 

traditional deductive and inductive approaches as it provides more flexibility in research design 

than ‘theory-building’ inductive research and ‘theory-testing’ deductive research.  In the wider 

management field, Kathleen Eisenhardt’s 1989 article presents the now widely-cited view of the 

case study as a vehicle for theory-building through an inductive approach in which empirical 

data from the field systematically inform theory development and that the process of case study 

research “is directed toward the development of testable hypotheses and theory, which are 

generalizable across settings” (1989, 546).  In another widely-cited (if not the most-widely cited) 

conceptualization of the case study, Yin’s “explanatory case study” mentioned earlier can be 

seen as a deductive counterpart to Eisenhardt’s view of the case study as an inductive research 

design.  Yin labels Eisenhardt’s approach an “exploratory case study.”  For Yin, an explanatory 

case study can be used as a deductive research design that can test propositions and potential 

explanations for previously-generated hypotheses.  By replicating explanatory case studies in 

other settings, in a similar fashion to experimental laboratory research, Yin argues case studies 

can serve as evidence for understanding and identifying causal relationships and mechanisms 

(2014, 187–90). 

For this dissertation, a critical case study research design using an abductive approach 

comports more closely with my objectives and process than inductive and deductive approaches 

to case study research that stem from a generally positivist methodological approach.  Indeed, an 

abductive logic of inquiry fits within an interpretive methodology and increasingly is being used 

in management case study research.  In their recent analysis of the inductive and deductive 
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heritages of the case study in management research, Piekkari and Welch describe abduction as 

challenging the understanding of case studies as either “induction/theory building and 

deduction/theory testing, as well as the strict separation between theory and observation” (2018, 

354).  Unlike an approach in which a study would be considered either theory-building or 

theory-testing, the process of abductive inference leverages elements of both inductive and 

deductive approaches.  Instead of new theory fully bubbling up from ‘theory-free’ analysis of 

empirical case study data in the field, an abductive logic starts from a theoretical basis and 

understanding and is “triggered by a surprising observation that we make” in the field.  

Continuing, Piekkari and Welch explain: 

It is surprising because our existing theoretical frames and preconceptions do not 
seem to offer an adequate explanation for it.  Abduction is the process of 
providing a theoretical explanation for this empirical puzzle.  At its best, finding a 
solution to the puzzle may enable us to construct new theories and concepts. 
(2018, 354) 

 
Even though theory may be generated with such an abductive approach, unlike traditional 

inductive logics to case studies, theoretical understanding is brought into the field with the 

understanding that if the initial theory being utilized does not conform with initial empirical 

findings, the researcher may and should modify his or her research design to investigate 

empirical conundrums that are found.  Schwartz-Shea and Yanow argue such an interpretive 

methodological approach emphasizes the “iterative” and “recursive” process of research whereby 

“dynamic flexibility in implementation” of research designs occur “as learning occurs” (2012, 

113).  Charles Teddlie and Abbas Tashakkori distinguish abductive logic from inductive and 

deductive approaches, but also note that inductive and deductive logics can be considered in a 

cycle and that a “pragmatic” approach to field research that allows for inductive and deductive 
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approaches to answering research questions in a single project, unlike the delineated case study 

designs advocated by Eisenhardt and Yin (Teddlie and Tashakkori 2009, 89). 

The case study with an abductive logic of inquiry has a rich history in the industrial 

relations field, even if not identified as such in historically-significant case studies.  In a recent 

review, Michel Anteby and Beth Bechky point out the fact that industrial relations was the initial 

home of organizational ethnographic case study research (2016, 504).  Much of the research 

discussed in Chapter 1 from the human relations school was using abductive logic to understand 

the workplace in new ways (e.g. Mayo, Roethlisberger, and Dickson 1939; Whyte 1948).  Such 

research designs and approaches, though, did not remain common in the management field 

throughout the rest of the twentieth century as Karen Locke notes.  Arguing “discovery-oriented 

fieldwork practice” was replaced with research designs emphasizing lab experimentation and 

survey research in deductive-oriented studies (2011, 618–19). 

In recent years, scholars in the wider management field increasingly are arguing that 

theory-testing research should be more frequently complemented by abductive logics of inquiry 

that are driven by empirical findings within organizations rather than solely designing research 

around existing theory.  For example, Gavin Schwarz and Inger Stensaker argue for 

“phenomenon-driven research” (“PDR”) to complement the dominant norm of “theory-driven 

research” in the management and organizational sciences.  They explain: 

The motivation behind PDR is neither to contribute to a specific (and often  
preexisting) theory nor test theoretical minutiae. Instead, it emphasizes the capture 
and extension of knowledge within a field by focusing on or synthesizing a 
specific organizational phenomenon. This approach allows for a variety of 
research paths and outcomes, which may lead to a series of other debates and 
research opportunities. (2014, 487) 

 
Instead, Schwarz and Stensaker argue for PDR to be “grounded in observations of”: 
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1. Practitioners doing something different from what we would expect from 
theory (e.g., seminal research by Mintzberg or by Eisenhardt, 1989) 

2. Practitioners doing something which we have no theory or literature about at 
all (e.g., Bartlett and Ghoshal’s [1992; 2002] work on transnationals) 

3. An entirely novel or unprecedented organizational occurrence (e.g., the use of 
social media during change or the introduction of entirely new business 
models) (2014, 487) 

 
Here the emphasis is on designing research to understand theoretical gaps when we observe 

practitioners moving beyond established theoretical boundaries, such as I find in my case study.  

An interpretive methodology and abductive logic of inquiry through a critical case study design 

creates the conditions for such discovery that Locke, Schwarz, and Stensker, all argue are 

missing from many research designs in the organizational and management sciences. 

 The empirical setting of the Department of the Interior’s ICMS, CORE PLUS, serves as a 

critical, extreme case for my study of ICMS success as it is arguably the longest-running, most-

fully implemented and developed ICMS currently in operation in the US.  Confirming this 

statement is challenging, though, as the number of ICMSs currently in operation in the US are 

unknown.  Therefore, much of the field’s knowledge of ICMSs comes from the practitioner 

community reporting on their interaction and engagement with organizational ICMSs to scholars 

and other practitioners in the field.  The only research systematically attempting to measure 

ICMS prevalence has been conducted by David Lipsky and colleagues and has been limited to 

Fortune 1000 firms.  Therefore this line of research does not address ICMS prevalence in the 

public sector, nonprofit sector, or within small businesses.  Also, when surveyed, some 

organizations may respond that they have an ICMS when they do not actually do not have a 

system that meets the all of the criteria that are outlined in the 2001 ACR Report (Gosline et al. 

2001).  Lipsky et al. in their most recent survey of Fortune 1000 corporations’ conflict 

management practices have begun to triangulate whether an organization has a conflict 
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management system.  Within the private for-profit corporate sector, Lipsky estimated that about 

one-third of Fortune 1000 firms had a conflict management system in 2011 (2014b, 35).  But the 

2011 survey instrument used by Lipsky and colleagues to measure incidence of conflict 

management practices in Fortune 1000 firms, may not fully be able to differentiate an ICMS 

from its more common workplace dispute resolution program cousins.  The affirmative 

commitment to launch and sustain an ICMS I argue is different than an organization’s launch 

and maintenance of a workplace dispute resolution office or program, for example.  As will be 

seen in my case study, the ICMS model and identity was central to key stakeholders’ mental 

maps of the Interior Department’s conflict management practices.  Therefore, I argue 

organizations labeled as having an ICMS in past research may not actually be properly 

categorized if their own internal discourse does not identify that they in fact have an ICMS 

versus a more common workplace ADR or dispute resolution system or program. 

Interviews with academics and practitioners in the field often reference DOI’s ICMS as a 

leader in the small world of organizations with an ICMS.  For example, one conflict management 

consultant interviewed for this study was asked why she considered DOI’s ICMS the leader in 

the US.  She discussed the fact that systems such as those formerly at the Transportation Security 

Administration, within the US Department of Homeland Security, and at the World Bank were 

eliminated.  The fact that DOI’s ICMS had been in full operation continuously since 2008 meant 

something:  

Obviously the best example is DOI by far, because it has staying power.  As long 
as you can institutionalize it and make it not about a dynamic personality.  Most 
of them are created by dynamic personalities.  The question is can you leave a 
legacy behind that wasn’t all about you. And it’s really hard to do—so I think 
DOI would be my top one. (Interview 58) 
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This consultant continued, pointing out the fact that while TSA’s ICMS had a much bigger 

budget and initial investment of organizational financial resources, the TSA’s ICMS could be 

considered a “hare” that had a big, splashy, investment of resources.  Howard Gadlin argues such 

an investment was due to the ICMS serving as part of a union substitution strategy in TSA’s 

earliest days (2005, 381).  Alternatively, the consultant saw the Interior Department as the 

“tortoise” of the ICMS-world.  Instead of a large influx of funds, the system was developed more 

slowly, steadily, and methodically in a way that has allowed it to become institutionalized and 

integrated in a deeper way than past ICMS efforts at other organizations that are now defunct 

(Interview 58).  Based on this and other interviews with practitioners and academics in the field 

of conflict management, I consider DOI to be a case that can be considered to sit at the ‘end of 

the spectrum’ of organizations that have implemented an ICMS, making it a critical one in a field 

in which most of the discussion regarding the ICMS model occurs abstractly rather than 

empirically, as discussed in Chapter 2. 

  

Methods 

 I employ a variety of methods to carry out my research design and project.  In addition to 

collecting the source material that comprises my intellectual history of the field in Chapters 1 

and 2, I spent one calendar year, 2014, embedded within the Department of the Interior to 

conduct my case study research.  The opportunity to be inside the organization for this amount of 

time permitted me to be able to collect a variety of types of data and to attempt to understand the 

ICMS from a variety of standpoints and stakeholder positions.  When discussing creditability of 

organizational case study research such as mine that can only take place with the permission and 

support of the organization, Evert Gummesson argues researchers should be up front regarding 
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the financing of the research and the relationship between the researcher and the organization 

including whether any “pressure” was applied regarding the design of the research.  Such 

acknowledgement is important Gummesson argues to establish initial creditability regarding the 

independence of the case study research (2017, 304).  Although I believe a range of financing 

arrangements allow for credible research (assuring disclosure and transparency as a baseline), I 

made particular pains to establish independent sources of funding for this research.  Therefore, 

while the Interior Department supported this research financially by providing me an office at the 

Department’s headquarters and having me officially serve as a student intern, which allowed me 

building and computer system access, the Department did not pay me a salary or otherwise 

financially contribute to the research.  Additionally, the Department did not ‘oversee’ the 

research in any way and although officials expressed interest in research on certain topics 

relating to the ICMS, the Department did not have any control over the research question, 

collected data, and direction of the project. 

Although I attempted to be collaborative and responsive to the needs and interests of the 

organization, I did not employ an action research design—one in which the research design, data 

collection, and analysis would be done collaboratively with the organization.  Even so, I 

attempted to utilize a stance that is commonly used in action research, that of the “friendly 

outsider.”  Davydd Greenwood and Morten Levin characterize such a stance as an external 

perspective that is always positioned outside the organization, but at the same time builds 

relationships within it (2007, 124–26).  Therefore, I was always clear and open with DOI 

officials and employees that I was present to conduct my dissertation research, but did not shy 

away from participating in the life of the organization and the ICMS when appropriate.  For 

example, when in Washington I attended weekly staff meetings of the CADR Office and offered 
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thoughts and comments when asked, unless I believed my engagement would be inappropriate.  I 

also was asked to contribute my knowledge to the CORE PLUS community and conducted a 

webinar broadcast throughout the CORE PLUS network nationally on my previous research on 

unions and ICMSs.  I also participated as a co-mediator in a couple mediations (with full 

acknowledgement and agreement by the parties) as a direct observation would have been less 

comfortable and naturalistic for the parties and mediator.  I also participated in two sessions of 

life coaching to learn directly and experientially about the practice and process of coaching.  

These types of activities can be considered participant observation, though I do not consider 

participant observation to be a primary method I employed.  Rather it was one that supplemented 

other methods such as interviewing, shadowing, and observation (Di Domenico and Phillips 

2010). 

During my first month of fieldwork, I held an introductory “retreat” for the CADR Office 

and affiliated Departmental officials to kick off the research and to discuss research interests of 

the ICMS’s leadership team.  I also held a closing retreat in December 2014 to offer some initial 

reflections on my time at DOI and to facilitate a conversation on how the organization 

experienced my fieldwork.  The retreats were an important component of my commitment to 

engage with my DOI counterparts surrounding the theory and practice of ICMS, even if the 

design of the project was not a fully collaborative one.  At the first retreat I conducted a 

reflection exercise I titled the “Who, What, Where, When, and Why of CORE PLUS” and asked 

participants to reflect on each question (i.e. Who is CORE PLUS?  What is CORE PLUS?  

Where is CORE PLUS?) and then share reflections with the group.  Members of the CADR team 

were extremely excited about being able to take time out of their busy schedules to think “big” 

about the theory of workplace conflict management and the retreat set the stage for a high-level 
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of engagement and interest in my research from members of the CADR team and DOI senior 

management throughout my time at Interior.  I was very grateful for such an engagement as I 

frequently would be approached by CADR staff asking if I would like to observe or attend 

different ICMS processes.  These invitations complemented my initiation of requests to observe 

meetings and conflict resolution processes and to conduct interviews with staff regarding 

particular topics. 

The bulk of my data collection activities while based at the Interior Department’s CADR 

Office consisted of observation of ICMS meetings and processes, shadowing, and interviewing.  

I was based at the CADR Office for about 10 of the 12 months I was conducting fieldwork.  

Throughout that time I conducted interviews with CADR staff and other Interior Department 

staff and leadership regarding specific topics as well as general more wide-ranging issues.  The 

interviews ranged from unstructured to semi-structured depending on the topic I was 

investigating at the time.  Unless a participant did not agree, all interviews were audio recorded 

and later transcribed.  I also used shadowing and observation techniques to collect data regarding 

the operation of CORE PLUS.  Shadowing in organizations is defined by Seonaidh McDonald as 

“essentially interviewing and observing at the same time, but it is much more than the sum of its 

parts … it offers the researcher different relationships to the research context and to the 

organizational actor than other qualitative approaches” (2018, 216).  By conducting what I called 

‘Days in the Life’ where I shadowed CADR staff members I would see them in action and be 

able to real-time ask follow-up questions and conduct short interviews to understand how they 

were interpreting the situations they were encountering in the ICMS.  In addition to shadowing, I 

conducted direct observation of ICMS processes such as training, meetings, telephone convening 

sessions, and facilitated group processes that complemented interviews I would attempt to 
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conduct with process participants.  Materials such as CORE PLUS brochures, reports, working 

documents, and plans were collected as additional sources of data. 

Toward the end of my fieldwork for about two months, I traveled to Oregon, California, 

Montana, and Idaho to conduct fieldwork at Interior Department locations outside of the 

Washington, DC area with the goal of obtaining regional field office perspectives on the ICMS.  

The four states were chosen as they had large concentrations of DOI offices and employees 

across the various bureaus and offices that comprise the Department.  Due to the more limited 

time I had in these field sites and the desire to reach as many offices as I could, I utilized 

interviewing as my primary data collection method and did not shadow or conduct direct 

observations.  Some interviews with key stakeholders I identified in advance were pre-arranged, 

but in almost every field site I visited I had the opportunity to use snowball sampling to 

interview additional DOI staff.  In total, I conducted 99 interviews across the Department’s 

Washington offices and in the four western states I visited. 

Due to my research’s focus on notions of ICMS success, while out West I attempted to 

interview managers and regional “Rays of the Sun” officials from HR, the Solicitor’s Office, and 

EEO as they were key stakeholders of the ICMS and more embedded in its operation through 

their respective roles in managing workplace conflict than front-line employees.  CADR uses the 

metaphor “Rays of the Sun” to describe the key stakeholders in the ICMS.  Please see Figure 1, 

“Rays of the Sun” poster, reproduced below.  Human Resources, the Solicitor’s Office, and the 

Office of Civil Rights (Interior’s statutorily-mandated Equal Employment Opportunity office) 

have a unique relationship with the ICMS as it directly overlaps with their missions.  Even 

though the above “Rays of the Sun” stakeholders were the focus of this research, I interviewed 
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Figure 1:  CORE PLUS “Rays of the Sun” Poster 
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a handful of front-line employees and union representatives for these additional perspectives.  

Previously, I conducted research on union perceptions of CORE PLUS and therefore I chose not 

to focus on union perspectives in this research to instead explore other key stakeholder 

perspectives (Dickey 2015).  In this vein, it is important to note that this study did not attempt to 

center on the average front-line DOI employee and report Department-wide data on perceptions 

and experiences of CORE PLUS, nor does it attempt to make claims about what front-line DOI 

employees think or know about CORE PLUS, which would likely require the use of survey 

methods. 

  

Data Analysis 

After my fieldwork ended, I took stock of all of the various types of data I had collected 

while in the field and the historical record of integrated conflict management systems in 

academic and practitioner literatures.  To coordinate my ongoing analysis both in the field and 

after it, I relied on overarching interpretive methodological principles regarding the continual 

process of analysis and reflection that would help me make sense of my experience and the data I 

collected.  Schwartz-Shea and Yanow explain that in interpretive research: 

The understanding of human meaning-making in context; the goal is not to erase 
ambiguities, but to understand their sources.  For this approach, with its emphasis 
on immersion in human meaning-making in the field and in the archives and its 
iterative sense-making processes…[the important question is] How would you 
know if there were something else afoot in this situation that might be a better 
explanation of the puzzle you are seeking to explain? (2012, 108) 

 
An interpretive research methodology encourages a researcher to use an iterative, abductive 

process to explore the ‘whole’ of data collected to construct conceptual analytical frames that 

explain such a whole.  That being said, this methodology is acutely aware that one may never 
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understand or access the ‘whole’ of a particular case due to the practical limits on data collection.  

It is necessary, therefore, to be mindful of such limits and clear about them. 

 To analyze all of my collected data, field notes, and research memos, I utilized the data 

analysis process Graham Gibbs labels “constant comparisons.”  First, he recommends 

researchers use the process to continually check the “consistency and accuracy” of their analyses 

of data.  Second, he argues researchers should “look explicitly for differences and variations” in 

the data that allow theoretical propositions to be made.  He states the importance of both 

focusing on treating the data comprehensively as well as dealing with what are perceived to be 

negative cases, iteratively as well.  The “discovery of negative cases or counter-evidence to a 

hunch in qualitative analysis does not mean its immediate rejection,” he writes.  “[Researchers] 

should investigate the negative cases and try to understand why they occurred and what 

circumstances produced them.”  This process, taken as a whole, allows researchers to use the 

seemingly ‘negative’ evidence making any revised or new analyses, better and more inclusive as 

a result of this iterative process (2007, 96).  Teddlie and Tashakorri label the constant 

comparative method the primary “categorical” qualitative data analysis strategy and trace its 

roots to Glaser and Strauss’s grounded theory from the late 1960s.  Additionally, though, they 

stress the importance of “contextualizing (holistic) strategies” in addition to categorical ones.  

Contextualizing strategies focus on the whole of cases and texts without dividing them into parts 

or themes and may be able to uncover interrelatedness among the data that may not be found 

using only categorical strategies (2009, 253–54).  To encourage both types of analysis and 

learning, I supplemented my constant comparative data analysis approach with frequent 

contextualizing, ‘big-picture’ reflections, that allowed me to take a step back to see if the 
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categories and analyses I was developing in certain areas of my data continued to make sense 

when my case was considered as a whole. 

 This work continued to when I reached a point of “saturation,” which is described by 

Richard Krueger and Mary Anne Casey as “the point when you have heard the range of ideas 

and aren’t getting new information” (2000, 26).  Although there is always more information out 

there in the world and within a case to collect, I considered the saturation point for my analysis 

to be the point when analysis of my collected data did not leave competing explanations for and I 

could feel fully confident in reporting my findings in a way that clearly showed my process of 

“discovery”.  As Locke explains: 

New insights are constituted in abductive moves. Recognizing this, it would be 
helpful to current and future generations of field researchers to keep discovery 
processes figural. Leaving behind footprints that have little connection to the 
ways in which researchers brought into relation data, ideas and conceptual 
resources to develop their insights is not helpful; instead, we should devote that 
space to reporting moments in the emergent process of generating, exploring, 
sorting, and giving form to ideas. (2011, 640) 

 
Conversations with DOI stakeholders regarding my findings have indicated that they see the 

value of my research and I am eager to engage in ongoing dialog with the Interior Department to 

see how my analysis does or does not connect with the internal experience and understanding of 

CORE PLUS.  This process is what Shwartz-Shea and Yanow label, “member-checking.”  They 

also note, though, current debates within the wider research community about relying too heavily 

on the subjects of a study to see if a researcher “got it right” (2012, 106).  Agreeing with those 

who see an appropriate balance for a reliance on member-checking, I believe it is important for 

field researchers to be in conversation with participants in their research and to listen and 

possibly incorporate feedback regarding the scholar’s research findings.  At the same time, 

though, the scholar’s overall analysis, argument, and conclusion(s) may differ from those of 
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certain participants in the study, which does not make it any less valid.  What is important is 

adherence to principles of interpretive research such as “trustworthiness,” “transparency,” 

“engagement with positionality,” and “reflexivity” (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012, 113).  By 

being transparent in any manuscript about the data collected and the researcher’s conclusions 

from such data, he or she invites a conversation regarding his or her argument and findings. 

Indeed, reflexivity has been a key principle I have maintained throughout this process.  

Even though I was studying an ICMS that theoretically was “external” to me, the process of 

engaging deeply with the historical literature and my case study made me realize that this 

dissertation was just as much about me and my relationship to the field of workplace conflict 

management and industrial relations as it was about the Department of the Interior.  Instead of 

abstracting that experience away in my analysis, I attempted to engage with it directly and realize 

that such interplay has the opportunity and ability to ultimately strengthen my findings and 

conclusions. 
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CHAPTER 4 

REDEFINING SUCCESS:  THE ‘END OF THE CASE’ AND THE TURN TO THE 

INDIVIDUAL EMPLOYEE 

 

The question of what constitutes a "successful" conflict management system and how 
success is or should be measured is beyond the scope of this article, but is a topic of increasing 

interest and importance in the CMSD [conflict management system design] field.   
– Cathy Costantino, CMS Designer and Theorist (2009, 86) 

 

This chapter centers on the individual-employee-levels measures of success while 

Chapter 5 centers on organizational measures.  As brief preview, I found no consensus among 

the wide variety of stakeholders within the ICMS on the ‘best’ measures for system success.  

Instead a wide variety of experiences, opinions, visions led to a fascinating dialog, debate, and 

soul-searching process of discovery and reflection.  In an ironically similar fashion to 

participation in a conflict resolution process where a mediator or other conflict management 

professional works with parties to name and explore their unspoken assumptions that might be 

the root of a conflict manifesting in other ways, once I began my fieldwork I soon realized this 

would be a worthwhile approach and stance to take as I attempted to tease out the differing 

visions of ICMS success from key stakeholders within the system. 

This chapter examines the variety of perspectives, points of disjuncture, and points of 

convergence regarding what ICMS success looks like at the individual-employee level.  I look at 

CORE PLUS through the lens of conflict management processes finding frustration both with 

ways of measuring success as well as the process options traditionally used to resolve workplace 

disputes leading to innovation surrounding outcomes at the individual-employee level. 
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The ‘End of the Case’:  Individualizing Processes, Individualizing Results 

 
 The focus of this chapter is an in-depth exploration of varying approaches and 

understandings about measuring the performance of the ICMS at the individual-employee level 

(versus the organizational level, which will be the focus of Chapter 5).  In the first half of the 

chapter I explore measures regarding processes within the ICMS and in the second:  measures 

regarding the system itself.  

 In Chapter 2, I offered two tables that I will refer to again here.  The first, Table 3, 

identified individual-level measures of success in the recent systems literature regarding in terms 

of the underlying processes that were included in an ICMS.  My case study reveals frustration 

with many of the measures and the introduction of new workplace processes to the ICMS as a 

response, which I argue extend beyond our standard understanding and conceptualization of the 

‘case’.  As was noted in Chapter 2, the conversation surrounding ICMS success at the individual 

employee level is caught up historical norms regarding ADR success.  As my historical 

investigation showed, individual measures have been carried over from pre-ICMS ADR past and 

offered as helpful measures to use in a systems context.  But my findings indicate, even though 

most of the ICMS building blocks are ADR processes, the logic behind an ICMS differs from 

that of specific ADR process success measures.  The practitioners coordinating and operating 

within the CORE PLUS ICMS lived this reality on a daily basis. 

 

 

Aggregate “Numbers”:  The CORE PLUS End of Year Annual Report 

 An examination of the CORE PLUS end of year report writing process provides a good 

jumping off and vantage point.  The annual report process during my fieldwork consisted of a 
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diverse set of data calls and responses from the central CADR Office to bureaus and offices 

throughout the Department asking them to report “services/assistance provided” during the past 

fiscal year.  The bulk of the form consists of questions asking for the number of various dispute 

resolution processes and services provided during the past fiscal year such as mediations and 

facilitated discussions.  The form asks bureaus and offices to list the “number of initial contacts” 

from different categories of employees such as front-line employees, HR staff members, and 

first-line supervisors as well as the number of matters “referred to CORE PLUS from” other 

Departmental grievance and rights-based processes such as the statutorily-defined federal Equal 

Employment Opportunity complaint process and the administrative and negotiated union 

grievance processes and how many times internal Interior Department neutrals performed 

services, versus external neutrals (Gonzalez 2013).  The need for bureau and office participation 

to make this data collection strategy work not only at the end of the fiscal year, but throughout 

the year was acute.  As mentioned in Chapter 3, both CADR staff and staff in the bureaus and 

offices responding to the data call acknowledged the inaccuracies in bureau and office reports 

due to the fact that so many members of the CORE PLUS community did not keep accurate 

records or did not timely respond to requests for data at the end of the fiscal year.  As one HR 

official in Oregon explained: 

We used to laugh about our Bureau’s Washington office having data calls, 
probably from the Department, but the data calls they would give us like a day-
and-a-half to do something for the whole [Region].  A day and a half?  Really?  
We’re going to give you some data--don’t know how helpful it will be to you-- 
but we are going to give you some data.  (Interview 37) 

An official active in CORE PLUS in another bureau commented,  “We have limited number of 

cases so I keep a folder.  A few notes.  At the end of the year I’ll ask EEO, how many did you do 

during the year.”  When explaining her end of year report further, this official stated that she 
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considered mediations the cases that were to be tracked for CORE PLUS, a more limited view 

than the form requests (Interview 19). 

 CADR staff themselves also expressed frustration with data quality and underreporting.  

For example, it was noted that CADR was sometimes asked to design and facilitate high-stakes 

political retreats that included the upper echelon of agency senior political staff, including in 

several instances-- the Secretary.  These retreats were not included in CADR’s own CORE 

PLUS “numbers” due to the fact that retreats were not a reporting category and were not 

considered “team facilitations.”  This was seen as frustrating (Interview 43).  CADR staff unlike 

some parts of the Department kept better, yet still uneven, records.  One staff member checking 

his records found he conducted over 200 individual consultations in the current fiscal year 

(Interview 22). 

 It was clear through my observation and interviews that staff throughout the CORE 

PLUS system knew how to go through the motions with annual reporting as the procedure had 

continued to remain constant over the prior few fiscal years.  But CADR staff recounted tales of 

needing to pull some teeth to get completed forms from throughout the Department and then 

worry (for good reason) that many of the forms were not fully accurate when they did arrive.  If 

we look at behavioral measures in Chapter 2, Table 3, we can see the Interior Department 

attempting to measure usage rates (C1) of specific components of the ICMS, overall resolution 

rates (C3), and average time spent on CORE PLUS (related to C2, but not an exact match).  For 

most other measures in the behavioral and normative categories, CADR did not collect data to be 

able to analyze most of the success measures offered in the literature.  Cost data on individual 

processes was not being tracked as hours spent and funds spent on external neutrals were only 

reported in the aggregate. 
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 More—accurate—data surely would have gladly and readily been accepted by CADR 

staff if delivered to them, but inaccuracies in the basic data that was being collected about the 

ICMS had become accepted as to a large extent as an organizational norm even as the 

Department invested in a new data collection system called the CORE PLUS Tracker that will be 

discussed later in this chapter.  As one member of the CADR team explained after lamenting that 

the many of the facilitations conducted by CORE PLUS collateral-duty facilitators were not 

included in the fiscal year’s annual report data: 

The more data we collect, as long as it is relatively easy I’m all for.  Where we 
have gotten into trouble in the past is we start saying that this data becomes so 
onerous it becomes not worth the investment.  We have enough work without 
making more work on reporting about the work we are doing.  But where it’s 
really easy to do, let’s put all the data in there so we can provide different types of 
reports.  We can talk about different things.  Right now we’re stuck at talking 
about hard numbers of mediations.  I would love to tell the broader story of what 
we do.  Because that makes the business case and explains why our office is so 
unique in the way that we do this.  And why we are actually driving for something 
more than a workplace ADR program.  Our numbers now explain a workplace 
ADR program. (Interview 82) 
 

The aspiration for wanting the ICMS to be “something more than a workplace ADR program” 

and therefore data that went beyond numbers was made at the same time as an acknowledgement 

that those same numbers were easy ways to show activity and make a case for the usefulness of 

all of the workplace ADR services and the need for further financial and staff support (both full-

time and part-time collateral-duty).  As a senior executive at the Department level stated, 

“[CADR staff] are trying to demonstrate their value, so they can get more resources—but they 

don’t have the resources” (Interview 6).  This is a conundrum of success that shows the allure of 

keeping the major focus on measures of usage as a way of signaling to agency leaders (with 

budget authority) a strong demand for conflict management services even as leaders in CADR 
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attempt to push beyond numerical usage data, which forms the bulk of their available behavioral 

data. 

 The open acknowledgement of such a success conundrum both within CADR staff and 

Departmental leadership over time had opened up space for creativity and allowed for thinking 

beyond traditional measures of success at the individual-employee level.  As one Departmental 

leader who had been present for the initial design and launch of CORE PLUS reflected: 

I would say at the beginning when I was trying to make the case to the 
organization about this, there is no question that what everybody wanted to define 
success as is:  there will be less litigation, there will be less complaints, people 
won’t use EEO because they won’t need it.  So I talked that [language] some, but 
the truth is that I didn’t believe it-- because what I learned was success might very 
well be that all those things go up.  Because people know they have all these 
avenues and they’ll pick the avenue and that the good thing would be that people 
are taking their concerns as early as possible wherever they think is the door they 
want to go into.  They get what they need whatever that might be…At the 
beginning I thought of it as ‘I know people will want to hear complaints will go 
down and costs will go down’ but I think it’s all going to go up and couldn't that 
be a good thing too? (Interview 64) 

As one will notice, this conception of cases “go[ing] up” is already embedded in the norm 

discussed previously within CORE PLUS leadership of looking at process usage data as a 

positive versus a negative.  A mediation occurring within a larger EEO complaint investigation 

was a good thing.  The official’s comments above remind us that a traditional way of interpreting 

success measures such as process utilization is the accompanying belief that usage of complaint 

processes indicates an unhealthy workplace.  The conflict-positive approach embedded into the 

initial ICMS model as described in the ACR Report “provides options for all types of problems” 

meaning interest-based and rights-based process options.  Yet as discussed in Chapter 2, the 

seeds of the negative interpretation of complaint process usage also are present when the authors 

write that ICMS’s “encourag[e] direct negotiation between those involved in a dispute,” which 

privileges direct resolution over formal complaint mechanisms (Gosline et al. 2001, 8). 
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 Another helpful window into understanding the thinking of DOI regarding success at the 

individual process level is a “Balanced Scorecard” initiative that the CADR Office had just 

completed prior to my arrival.  An approach to strategic planning found in the management 

literature, the balanced scorecard helps organizations define and refine their mission and vision 

through different lens and perspectives, such as from the eyes of the customer and from internal 

process and financial lenses (Kaplan and Norton 1996).  The initiative was launched under the 

aegis and urging of a political appointee with oversight responsibilities over CADR to help the 

office reflect on where it was and where it wanted to go.  Although not written for the entire 

CORE PLUS system, CADR’s balanced scorecard is a useful reference into the thinking of the 

staff responsible for the central coordination of the ICMS and the agency leadership directly 

above the CADR Office in the Interior Department organizational chart.   Examining the CADR 

balanced scorecard, one can clearly see an emphasis on across-the-board access rather than on 

lowering usage rates of certain components of the ICMS.  For example, one objective of 

CADR’s balanced scorecard goal to “achieve excellence in operations and service delivery,” is 

listed as “provide easy access to timely, trusted, qualified, and cost-effective neutral services” 

(Office of Collaborative Action and Dispute Resolution 2014).  The easy access objective is 

complemented by the “ensure sufficient and dedicated resources (in CADR and from the 

Bureaus) aligned with functions” objective, which is part of the other goal listed for the CADR 

Office:  “provide leadership and policy.”  Both objectives indicate that the organization was 

formally committed to making process availability and access a reality and that the ICMS 

leadership in and around CADR saw rising usage of conflict management processes generally as 

system success.  This finding will be supported further in my upcoming conversation 

surrounding the rollout of ombudsman and coaching services in the ICMS later in this chapter. 
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The Story is Stories 

 “Direct service gives you stories,” said an external neutral who worked with and followed 

CORE PLUS’s development over the years:   

To sell anything—you need stories.  Stories are your successes:  ‘There was an 
office—where we went in and there was nothing but a tremendous amount of 
conflict and turnover.  People were leaving and people were unhappy.  We came 
in and did an organizational assessment.  We did team building.  We provided 
coaching for the leadership and it’s turned around 120%.’ (Interview 58) 

The fact that individual stories like this hypothetical one the external neutral presented makes a 

good deal of sense.  When meeting Interior Department employees in the wider organization and 

describing my dissertation research, certain times I would sometimes get comments along the 

lines of, “I went to a CORE PLUS training and learned a lot” or “they came into a friend’s office 

and did a lot of work addressing the issues their team was facing.”  For the employees who knew 

about CORE PLUS, stories often were driving understandings of the ICMS’s value to the 

organization.  And for top Departmental leaders it was stories of their own participation in 

CORE PLUS processes or stories from colleagues that influenced how they viewed the success 

of the system.  In this context, it is interesting to think about stories as success measures at the 

level of the individual.  A component of this surely would be included in participant satisfaction 

with process and outcome as well as views on relationships and communication (found in boxes 

A and B in Chapter 2’s Table 3) perceptual success measures, but the literature does not have 

good way, yet, of combining such measures into narratives of success or failure of individual 

processes. 

 The importance and value of narrative (versus numerical Likert-type data, which can be 

common in the field) to measure participant satisfaction with ADR processes and outcomes 

comes up particularly in the case of mediation—arguably the core of CORE PLUS.  Like most 

ICMSs and workplace ADR programs, mediation plays a central role.  It, by far, was the most 
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recognized conflict management process within CORE PLUS.  Often in my fieldwork out West, 

I found supervisors, HR representatives, EEO counselors, and bureau and office regional 

leadership consider CORE PLUS simply as a mediation provider.  Comments like “CORE PLUS 

is mediation-type service” from an HR official in Idaho were common (Interview 44). 

 Narratives from mediation experiences abound throughout the CORE PLUS network of 

neutrals.  As the most commonly provided process within the ICMS, many neutrals, especially 

collateral-duty CORE PLUS mediators in the field, participate in the system through mediation.  

There is a reason mediation is usually the core component of any workplace ADR program and 

system.  It works.  Incredible stories were shared with me about the process and results of 

mediations conducted as part of CORE PLUS.  For example, one ICMS neutral recounted: 

[I] co-mediated a case where a very senior law enforcement person was asking to 
be detailed to a job in another state and was having difficulty explaining to his 
supervisor why he wanted to do that when they had their one-on-one meetings.  
But in the course of the mediation he admitted he wanted to do that because his 
elderly mother was sick with cancer and wanted to relocate.  One of the big 
regrets of his life was that his father passed away and he had been so far away.  
We got to the joint session, and this is a law enforcement guy—a cop—who 
basically started crying.  To me it’s powerful.  And it resulted in a settlement that 
allowed him to be detailed to this other job and I don’t think the government’s 
mission suffered at all because the manager here realized this is what you do. 
(Interview 76) 
 

Senior agency leadership would also often sing the praises of mediation and its value.  For 

example, a senior leader explained: 

What sticks with me is the way they can be very forthright and straightforward 
with people in a respectful way, so that we don’t have all this whispering over 
here.  Let’s just all be in the room together and everybody gets to say what they 
have to say… But generally the way that they are able to get to honest interaction 
among people, so that you can eventually get to some sort of resolution.  And I 
think that’s been very helpful. (Interview 6) 
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In the many narratives of mediation I heard throughout my fieldwork, I also heard when things 

didn’t go so well, as can be expected.  Immediately following up on the recollection of the law 

enforcement mediation above, the CORE PLUS neutral demurred: 

Seemingly for every case when you have a point like that there is more than one 
case, when you get the feeling that the system is being utilized the way it should, 
and maybe it's being manipulated… repeat players or you run into situations also 
where it would appear that management is reluctant to be seen as taking 
affirmative action even you know that is what they are going to do.   They could 
reject a claim [for example] over non-selection.   What I have found especially in 
recent years it’s almost the politically correct thing to say:  ‘I’ll do this, I believe 
[in the mediation process].  I have an open mind.’ When in fact I really don’t.’… 
Once you do enough of these mediations you have a pretty good sense before you 
go in, how open people are going to be to the process.  You have to look beyond 
what they are saying. (Interview 76) 

 
Observations like this were common from CADR staff performing mediation upon mediation 

throughout the year.  As one of the main federal agencies responsible for forest firefighting, I 

heard the firefighters ‘parachuting in’ analogy made in reference to mediators more than once.  It 

was hard work even when mediations did end in written durable settlements. 

 Mediations, unlike most other CORE PLUS processes, had their own dedicated 

evaluation, as discussed in Chapter 3.  The Interior Department the year prior to my arrival had 

contracted with an outside consultant to survey all parties to a mediation and the mediator a short 

while after the mediation was complete to garner feedback on the process and results.  The 

survey measured using Likert-type scales perceptions of all stages of the process, participant and 

mediator satisfaction with the process and outcome, and offered space for free response 

comments and suggestions.  Other than CORE PLUS training evaluations that were used in a 

one-off way and not collected and tracked systematically, mediation was only place where 

individual employee views of their experience and satisfaction were measured.  Even though by 

the time I had arrived, Interior’s consultant was beginning to feed back anonymized data from 
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the surveys and CADR staff (especially the Acting Director) and agency senior managers were 

interested in exploring what they could learn, many cautioned that although they were excited by 

their new source of data it only expressed a partial story regarding the success of the system.  

First off, the mediation evaluations were beset by the data quality issues detailed in Chapter 3.  It 

was also made clear to me to remember that mediation was just one component of CORE PLUS 

and that so much was not being measured.  As one senior leader in the Department put it: 

“Nobody calls and says I want to report that something awesome is going on that I think you’ll 

like” (Interview 64).  An area where ‘CADRites,’ as they are known internally, seemed to be 

excited about was the prospect of being able to better analyze individual mediator quality once a 

sufficient number of mediations for each mediator were obtained.  One of the newly-minted 

Balanced Scorecard objectives for CADR was “provide quality assurance for neutrals through 

skills training, roster and contract management.” (Office of Collaborative Action and Dispute 

Resolution 2014).  It is clear that although mediation survey data was helpful, it, in and of itself, 

was not deemed as sufficient for measuring the success of the ICMS. 

 

CORE PLUS Tracker 

 To address the dearth of accurate and actionable data available through the CORE PLUS 

annual reports and mediation evaluations, the Interior Department designed and launched just as 

I was beginning my fieldwork the CORE PLUS Tracker or simply “Tracker” for short.  Tracker 

was a new online system that attempted to document all stages of ICMS activity and address the 

shortcomings of past data collection efforts.  Its composition and the process of its launch 

provides a unique and helpful window into the challenge of measuring success at the level of 

individual conflict management processes as its rollout within the ICMS proceeded.  The 
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implementation of Tracker was also included as an item on CADR’s Balanced Scorecard as an 

initiative under an efficiency improvement objective for the CADR Office.  The major 

innovation with the web-based Tracker system was that all ICMS activity was to be logged and 

tracked through the system.  In the past, for example, a CORE PLUS coordinator or CADR staff 

member would call a CORE PLUS mediator in the field and then ask if he could take a 

mediation case.  If he could, the coordinator would email case details to him and he would be 

responsible for then closing out the case through emailing back the coordinator the results and 

notifying any other appropriate officials, such as the EEO counselor assigned to the case if this 

were an EEO mediation.  The mediator would then be responsible for sending on the contact 

information of all of the parties and himself to the independent consultant to send post-mediation 

surveys as discussed previously. 

 With the new Tracker, all steps of the case assignment through the post-mediation survey 

would be handled in the online system.  An initial phone call or office visit requesting assistance 

or information was now to be logged in what was called the “Daily Log.”  Any time a 

conversation with a CORE PLUS neutral moved forward beyond the initial call or visit and other 

parties were contacted—such as a co-worker or an EEO counselor in an EEO matter—a “case” 

was automatically created in the system along with a case number.  The case then could be 

followed step-by-step by any CORE PLUS neutrals assigned to a particular matter with CADR 

staff having rights to view all cases in the system.  One can see the applicability of such a 

workflow for a normal mediation case, but the Tracker was to also be used for other types of 

processes such as conflict coaching, workplace assessments, and team/group facilitated 

interventions.  Initial intake calls could easily be referred within the system to different processes 
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and CORE PLUS neutrals with a ‘notes’ function allowing for additional notes on the status of 

the case to be kept. 

 As can be imagined, the launch of the Tracker was a big step in coordinating and 

centralizing data with the potential for much more to be available to individual coordinators and 

neutrals as well as at a system-wide level.  The need for better data quality was known among 

the leadership at CADR and directly above it.  As a senior manager at Department HQ 

acknowledged, “Here’s the truth:  the testament that we have not put as much attention into this 

as I believe we should have and need to still is that I have no idea where the numbers are up, 

down, level, and why.  We still haven’t really gotten to looking at it seriously.  And that’s 

definitely not good enough” (Interview 75).  And all the way out West, a CORE PLUS 

Coordinator shared similar comments extolling the virtues of an enhanced tracking system.  “[I 

see] tremendous value, because there has got to be a data stream.  So those folks can see: ‘See? 

Here is what is happening.’ And we just have to accept it” (Interview 8). 

 The “accept it” he was referring to, is the pushback CADR was receiving from neutrals in 

the field who to large extent were not using the new Tracker.  Even within CADR, staff were not 

chomping at the bit to use the new system themselves and needed to be frequently reminded to 

use it.  Part of the issue could be understood as a normal implementation issue similar to any 

workflow change.  For Tracker to work properly all CORE PLUS neutrals both internal and 

externally-hired neutrals in particular cases needed to be using the system.  If not, using the 

system became more of a burden than not using it because one would have to constantly check 

the old-fashioned way with neutrals not inputting into the system for case updates and 

assignments. 
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 There were also conversations in CADR regarding where in Tracker to record certain 

items.  For example one CADR staff member discussed the issue of where to put training or 

different forms of facilitation.  Are they all cases?  “[We] reported that maybe we contacted 2000 

people this year for trainings.  I said we contacted a lot more than that.  If I give a 10-minute talk 

at town hall that is 600 sometimes” (Interview 22).  Another staff member active in the 

development of Tracker opined: 

I’ve been talking for years about ways to track touches.  Exactly that.  I think that 
is a much more telling stat for us.  Especially since every one of those touches 
inevitably leads to something else.  It may not be direct work although quite of a 
few of them do.  It leads to somebody who thinks about calling us or tells 
somebody about us this or operates differently. (Interview 82) 

 
The “case” formulation of Tracker was seen to limit measurement of such “touches” of the 

ICMS that CADR staff acknowledged were incredibly underreported in the annual report data 

call method.  Just like the acknowledgement of high caseloads successfully justifying budgetary 

resources to Departmental senior leadership, CADR staff realized that ICMS touches, whether 

through a town hall or water cooler conversation, would be helpful to measure.  “For 

bureaucracy’s sake you should count [touches].  That is how we help justify more resources.  

That’s how we justify additional positions” one CADRite pointed out (Interview 79).  As another 

CADR staff member stated, “Tracker is just for the conflict resolution part, the work CADR is 

doing.  Tracker is not tracking how many times people go through EEO,” casting doubt that it 

would be comprehensive.  The same staff member thought that coordinators out in the field 

would never use the Tracker as intended and would only enter in a case “if it’s a request for 

mediation” as that had been the prevailing norm for many years.  The notion of the ICMS as a 

mediation service was alive and well in the field she thought (Interview 43). 
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 Another insightful conundrum facing CADR in its rollout of Tracker is its integration (or 

more accurately lack of it) with the ombudsman function that it also had been rolling out as a 

new resource within the ICMS in the previous couple years.  The relationship between DOI’s 

two ombudsmen, CADR, and the ICMS will be discussed further later in this chapter, but for this 

moment I will focus here on the issue of confidentiality.  The addition of ombudsmen to CORE 

PLUS meant that ombudsmen would be operating under CORE PLUS and CADR policies as 

outlined in the Departmental Manual as well as under a professional commitment to the 

International Ombudsman Association (“IOA”)—the association that certifies organizational 

ombudsmen.  Confidentiality is a core component of the IOA Standards of Practice.  Due to 

unanswered questions regarding if confidentiality of Tracker data could be assured, the 

ombudsmen did not plan to use the online system.  In response to a question about the need for 

name and contact information data in Tracker from an ombudsman, a CADR staff member 

working on the system said names and contact information were needed so that mediation 

participants could be surveyed: 

It is also to allow us to track repeat users.  We had a lot of problems a couple 
years ago with people forum shopping.  Three people all working on the same 
case and not knowing.  If you type in the name and already something populates, 
but it’s also for us to keep track to see that if it’s another mediation request from 
the same person.  It’s the fourth in two years—mediation probably isn’t able to do 
it.  We can handle those things within CADR, but it’s so decentralized 
everywhere else—that’s where we lose it.  A lot of it is information that is 
captured by EEO anyway, because we have so many EEO ADR, so we actually 
have to track the case, find out where it is.  Is it in the 90-day deadline [as defined 
in federal sector EEO regulations]? (Interview 82) 

 
I will come back to discuss other issues the Tracker raises in relation to and newer ICMS 

processes later in the chapter. 

 During my fieldwork in Idaho, Montana, California, and Oregon I found CORE PLUS 

Coordinators and neutrals were frequently not using the Tracker.  CADR staff knew this as they 
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could easily track how many times a CORE PLUS community member had logged in to Tracker. 

Many were still at zero.  One regional Oregon official, expressing hesitance, stated—“If you put 

a tracking log out there:  who quantifies what you are looking at” (Interview 37)?  The rhetorical 

question shows a lack of trust regarding how data entered would actually be used and reported 

signaling she feels outside of that process.  Another, more common, view was that CORE PLUS 

neutrals in the field did not see the value of the new system if they already were reporting their 

case data through the old channels.  As one Bureau Dispute Resolution Specialist (who readily 

admitted she was not using Tracker herself) argued: 

If I were the boss of CADR, I would say: ‘Starting October 1, everybody has to 
use the Tracker’. People worry about we have to meet some sort of number.  
People have felt burnt in the Department—if you are not meeting some sort of 
criteria they don’t value you.  And that’s not the case… We are not measuring 
you like you are not hitting a metric.  We are just trying to have stuff so we can 
measure how much use we are getting and how maybe we can get more people to 
know about us and the system.  (Interview 28) 

 
Even though she believed that the Tracker data would not be used punitively, she understood 

how others could hold such a view based on wider Departmental culture and past practice.  

When asked why CADR does not simply put a hard requirement for all CORE PLUS neutrals to 

use Tracker one staff member replied, “We’ve been so hesitant to [order coordinators to use 

Tracker] because we want to engage them and have a shared sense of ownership about it, but the 

shared sense of ownership only works if the other people want it” (Interview 89).  The Tracker 

was acknowledged to be a product of “DC” and I found did not have wide buy-in during my 

fieldwork.  The implications of a notion of “shared ownership” of the ICMS and its data will be 

discussed further as part of my Chapter 5 investigation of organizational measures of ICMS 

success. 
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 It also is important to note that the hypocrisy surrounding Tracker both within CADR and 

in the field did not mean that staff and neutrals were not loyal to the ICMS.  Instead they often 

were fiercely loyal and expressed great pride in being part of CORE PLUS.  One neutral in the 

field stated his frustration with the ways data was being tracked and the burdens data collection 

entailed.  “They are always going to look for: ‘Show me the metrics. Show me the metrics,’” he 

argued.  “It’s hard because it’s in my heart.  I don’t have metrics but bring your hand over, just 

put your hand on my heart.  Now you know how important it is” (Interview 8).  This literally 

heartfelt comment expresses (albeit much more emotionally than was common) the deep 

personal connection CORE PLUS neutrals felt toward the work of conflict resolution—

sometimes expressing their conflict resolution work as a calling with a deeper sense of meaning 

and purpose attached—a perspective left completely out of traditional notions of system success.  

 

The Limits of the Case 

 Frustration with the “case” as the primary unit used to conceptualize, measure, and track 

CORE PLUS processes within CADR and beyond I argue has set the stage for innovation.  By 

pushing for the adoption of new processes that reach beyond traditional case framing, I found 

CADR moving the wider field of conflict management forward.   As discussed earlier, the ‘case’ 

is an alluring unit of analysis for an ICMS.  It is easy to quantify but also narratives of successes 

in individual cases can ‘spread the gospel’ of a workplace conflict management system. 

 One senior official in the Department stood up for the necessity of attending to crises and 

putting out fires throughout the Department, “because that’s the only thing while people are 

wondering ‘what the heck is all the rest of what they are talking about?’ What they know is: ‘I 

was in a lot of pain and whatever they did helped.’  That’s [CORE PLUS’s] bread and butter” 
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(Interview 75).  The service orientation of the system to the organization is key in these 

reflections, but also an understanding that servicing cases is a strategic way to spread the ICMS’s 

influence and reach.  A CADR staff member expressed such a view: 

The system is a means to an end.  It’s not an end in and of itself.  It’s a means to 
culture change... Otherwise let’s just do a traditional ADR program which is 
much much easier and in some ways can be more effective because we can do 
solid numbers on number of cases we got in and number of cases we got out.  And 
we can show the value of that—but that is not what we want. (Interview 89)   

 

This statement previews Chapter 5 and my exploration of ICMS success at an organizational 

level pointing out how cases are a much simpler foundation to use to form the base of an ICMS.  

But such frustrations with case’s limits propelled CADR with the encouragement from senior 

Departmental leadership to expend increasing amounts of staff time and financial resources on 

processes centered on individuals—processes I argue signal we may be entering a new era in 

workplace conflict management theory—one that goes beyond the case.  In the next four sections 

of the chapter I explore four CORE PLUS processes that place a much greater emphasis on the 

individual employee than traditionally-mainstream ADR techniques such as mediation and group 

facilitation.  They are convening, ombudsman, training, and coaching. 

 

Convening 

 Convening in many senses can be considered to be a bridge between traditional dispute 

resolution processes within an ICMS like mediation and the new, more individualized approach I 

found taking root at the Department of the Interior.  Convening was the term used to describe 

what usually was the second stage of support offered by CORE PLUS after the initial intake 

process in which employees coming to the system for some type of assistance were counseled.  

In a webinar held to train new and returning part-time collateral duty neutrals, titled “Challenges 
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in Convening” a CADR staff member went with the neutrals (who mostly consisted of 

mediators) through the many process options within the ICMS for managing conflict at DOI.  

These included facilitation for groups in conflict, training, conflict coaching, and workplace 

climate assessments where a CORE PLUS neutral comes to an office, interviews front-line staff 

as well as managers and then feeds this information back to the office in a report and/or 

facilitated in-person group dialog.  Some webinar attendees didn’t have direct experience with 

performing a convening themselves, but those who did responded about 50% yes, 50% no, when 

asked if they had offered a process option other than mediation when convening in the past year.  

The CADR webinar facilitator then noted the fact that CADR staff when convening were 

offering alternative processes at a much higher rate than field ICMS coordinators and that it was 

a priority to increase knowledge and use of alternatives to mediation in the coming years 

(Convening Webinar 2014).  Since it was usually an intermediary step to another process, 

convening often was thought of together with system intake, but CADR staff made it clear that 

they considered convening its own process—a critical one that enabled employees to get 

personalized assistance and encouragement to help them reach the best process and move 

forward.  A senior department reinforced this intention: 

Very few people get—one of the things that is lost—is that an integrated conflict 
management system [has a] range of tools that help organizations manage 
conflict.  A lot of people have only touched one part of the elephant and they 
don’t even know that there is a whole elephant there.  And so that is the piece we 
are just starting to scratch the surface of where we could go next—there are lots 
of things we could do to raise the awareness and get folks exposed—but you have 
to it in a thoughtful way because reality in the abstract—unless you actually care 
about all this stuff—it’s not that compelling. (Interview 18) 

 
Convening was seen as an important site of education for individual employees as they likely 

would be more tuned in to what the ICMS had to offer when dealing with a conflict issue 

themselves versus picking up a CORE PLUS brochure in a DOI HR office brochure rack. 
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Ombudsman 

 As briefly touched upon earlier, the addition of the ombudsman function to CORE PLUS 

was a major site of expansion and experimentation during my time at Interior.  The ombudsman 

function along with coaching, which will be discussed in an upcoming section, I argue were the 

primary process innovations aimed at providing alternatives to the ‘case’ and its traditional 

dispute connotation.  Rolling out the ombudsman function (along with coaching) framed as in a 

“testing” mode was the major initiative in CADR’s balanced scorecard for the objective, 

“Establish a self-sustaining ‘One DOI’ coordinated network of services/resources consistently 

available when needed.” The goal of this initiative, again along with coaching, was to use data 

from the test of the rollout of ombudsman services to “develop a strategy for future expansion” 

of the function within the Department (Office of Collaborative Action and Dispute Resolution 

2014). 

 With a rich history spanning several centuries from Sweden and several other 

Scandinavian countries, the ombudsman function in recent decades has been transformed from a 

an investigator and advocate within government (the original Swedish model) to an 

organizational resource.  This transformation was spearheaded a good deal by Isidore Silver in a 

1967 Harvard Business Review where he argues for bringing the ombudsman function to 

corporations.  He saw the role of an ombudsman within a corporate organization to be “the 

embodiment of the corporate conscience” ensuring that policies and rules were followed and 

employees had a neutral resource they could go to (1967, 87).  In Silver’s view a corporate 

ombudsman would serve as a mechanism to “assure an impartial outlet for an employee’s 

dissatisfaction with decisions adverse to him” and could conduct investigations within the 

corporation from an impartial viewpoint, completely outside of the management chain—
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ultimately recommending a solution to any grievance or issue brought to him.  In Silver’s model, 

the president or CEO of the firm would then be able to make a final decision on whether to adopt 

the Ombudsman’s recommendation—if the parties in conflict still could not come to agreement 

(1967, 77). 

 Throughout the 1970s and 1980s the corporate or organizational ombudsman idea took 

hold with authors proposing ideas for how the ombudsman could operate in additional 

organizational settings such as unionized settings and in organizations with a grievance 

procedure (Foegen 1972; Epstein 1975).  Mary Rowe’s work at MIT discussed in Chapter 2 was 

also influential in this area in germinating conversations within organizations about the 

ombudsman function. 

 Charles Howard notes that the function took root primarily in universities, during the 

1960s and 1970s, but began to greatly expand within corporations in the 1980s leading to the 

formation of the “Corporate Ombudsman Association” in 1987 with a roughly estimated 200 

corporate ombudsman programs in place throughout the United States by that year.  The COA—

now the International Ombudsman Association (“IOA”) quickly began to professionalize the 

field, developing a code of ethics and standards of practice to guide ombudsman and the 

companies that housed them as the function was still a relatively new and rare one (2010, 17–

21).  The ombudsman function as it has developed subsequently has turned into a resource in 

many ways along the lines Silver proposed, but in most organizations less of a focus is placed on 

investigations and more is placed on serving as a neutral and impartial resource for employees 

looking for assistance to resolve conflict. 

 Writing more recently, Mary Rowe and Howard Gadlin offer the following basic 

functions of an organizational ombudsman: 
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• Delivering respect, for example affirming the feelings of each person involved 
in a concern, while staying explicitly neutral on the facts of a case, responding as 
quickly as possible when called, endeavoring to build some degree of relationship 
• Active listening, probing respectfully, serving as a sounding board  
• Providing and explaining information, one on one, for example about policies 
and rules, and about the context of a concern 
• Receiving vital information, one on one, for example from those reporting 
unacceptable behavior, criminal and safety violations, and the like  
• Reframing issues, illuminating the context, and facts and feelings, that might 
have been overlooked 
• Helping to develop options, and then helping to evaluate the pros and cons of all 
the choices for the issues at hand (2014, 225) 
 

Rowe and Gadlin explain that developing options often includes “offering the option of referrals 

to other resources—including ‘key people’ in the relevant department, managers and compliance 

offices, and all relevant support services” (2014).   

 At the time of my fieldwork DOI had launched ombudsman services in six bureaus and 

offices.  Although only a minority of DOI employees now had access to an ombudsman as part 

of their ICMS spectrum of options, the ombudsman service was being piloted in a wide range of 

important offices ranging from the Solicitor’s Office, where all of the Department’s attorneys 

were housed to the Office of Natural Resources Revenue that was tasked with collecting revenue 

from drilling permits the Department oversaw.  The first ombudsman at DOI was hired as a 

contractor in 2011 and converted to a full-time federal employee housed in CADR in 2013 and 

was currently in a full-time capacity serving in the ombudsman function.  The second 

ombudsman started as a full-time CADR employee in 2013 and was currently serving as a part-

time ombudsman in three bureaus and offices while serving as a regular CADR staffer the rest of 

the time. 

 As a relatively new addition to the ICMS that had not been a part of the initial system 

design, why did ICMS officials both in CADR and in the Department see the need and want to 

pilot ombudsmen within the ICMS?  A CADR staff member explained: 
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[We were] responding to crisis the potential for more crisis… it was also a 
preventative measure because we had seen the crises from MMS breaking up and 
things that had gone through drastic reorganizations, so we wanted to try and 
provide the support early.  We kind of see the role that our conveners in the way 
we originally designed the coordinators and convenors pretty much serve as 
‘ombuds-lite’ and so if we had a really strong really good BDRS full time there, I 
think he could have done it.  An ombuds could concentrate just on OST without 
having to think about the larger implications of how it fits in with CORE PLUS 
and interacts with other coordinators and mediators and everything.  It was just 
much easier and to the point.  You guys are going through a bit of a crisis and 
need support.  This was a way we could get someone on the ground quickly. 
(Interview 77) 

 

The crisis this particular staff member was referring to was an intra-organizational one within the 

Office of the Special Trustee that reminded CADR of an earlier one with “MMS,” the Minerals 

Management Service, that was hastily reorganized after the Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the 

Gulf of Mexico in 2010.  OST did not have a strong network of collateral duty neutrals or an 

active “BDRS,” Bureau Dispute Resolution Specialist at the time and therefore CADR staff 

decided with the assent of OST leadership who agreed to initially fund the contractor position 

and bring in an ombudsman to the office.  That initial engagement was widely seen throughout 

CADR as a successful intervention and led to the decision to expand Ombudsman services to 

other bureaus and offices. 

 Even though CADR’s balanced scorecard referred to the ombudsman function to 

currently be in a “test” phase, I did not find the function seeming temporary or fleeting.  Instead, 

conversations about expanding the function were common and ombudsman services were 

extended to more bureaus and offices during my time at DOI.  Instead, what was very interesting 

to follow was the ways in which the ombudsman function was and was not able to easily 

integrate with the rest of the ICMS.  To engage the two ombudsmen and CADR staff around this, 
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I held multiple conversations on this topic throughout my time at DOI and also observed the 

ombudsmen interact with other parts of the system. 

 Recalling my previous discussion of convening, one may easily draw parallels between 

the work of an ombudsman and convening.  Indeed, the CADR staff member cited just above 

considered CORE PLUS Coordinators to be “ombuds-lite.”   But both ombudsmen were clear in 

interviews that they separated their ombudsman work from that of convening or mediating.  

Convening was understood by both of them to be a step on the route to another process, while 

ombudsman services were the process.  As one ombudsman explained: 

I do a lot of informal mediations.  I don’t call them that.  It’s not EEO.  It’s not 
formal.  I do that a lot—I’ll probably do that three times next week… I offer to do 
shuttle diplomacy… try to settle at the lowest level possible… I don’t use the “M” 
word because it sounds formal, even though it’s supposed to be informal… it’s 
like telling somebody to go see a psychiatrist. But I can say ‘why don’t we just sit 
down with Bill and have a conversation.’ (Interview 26) 
 

This particular ombudsman went on to explain that he doesn’t use the standard CORE PLUS 

“Agreement to Mediate” that is generally required for all ICMS mediations and sets out 

standards, expectations, and Department policy regarding mediations because he sees it as 

making mediation too formal.  Both ombudsman recounted their ‘creativity’ in calling some 

mediations they conducted “facilitated dialogs” so that they would not need to use an Agreement 

to Mediate or a standard CORE PLUS resolution form or settlement agreement (Interviews 26 

and 43). 

 The ombudsman who worked as a part-time ombudsman for certain offices and as a 

regular CADR conflict management specialist the rest of her time, admitted it can be tricky when 

she performed ombudsman services and other ICMS services within the same office.  “I don't 

know what system to use,” she exclaimed in one meeting when discussing her frustrations 

(Interview 38).  The systems she is referring to are ‘dualing’ systems for tracking the work of the 
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ombudsman.  The first is the CORE PLUS Tracker discussed previously.  Importantly and 

interestingly, CADR leadership had never envisioned the ombudsmen using the Tracker.  They 

were the one process excluded from the Tracker and its development.  My being at DOI for 

fieldwork pressed the issue and hastened the conversation about where the Tracker clashed with 

the ombudsmen’s views and standards of practice as outlined by the IOA.  For example, the part-

time ombudsman discussed the issue of a recent request from leadership of a bureau in which she 

served as the Ombudsman to facilitate a retreat.  Was this considered ombudsman work or 

should it be tracked in the Tracker as a facilitation request (Interview 43)? 

 The other ombudsman explained some of the red flags with the Tracker that he indicated 

caused minor heartburn.  A main concern was tracking names.  Even though Tracker was 

completely sealed off from the management structure of DOI and only CADR and CORE PLUS 

neutrals could access it, the ombudsman was concerned that if he included a name in the 

database it was now out of his hands and now would have the risk of being subpoenaed or 

otherwise disclosed in a legal proceeding or breech of the system.  “The ombudsman does not 

keep records,” he explained.  “Do you see the value of it for the ICMS?  Why do you need the 

names?  We have gender, location, nature of complaint, result” (Interview 22).  The “we have” 

he is referring to is a separate ombudsman tracking system that he brought with him to the 

Interior Department from prior ombudsman work.  That system, while also an online one, logs 

the category of the issues and a brief description of the result of any issue brought to the 

ombudsman but does not include names. 

 The challenges the ombudsmen presented to ICMS norms and procedures signaled a 

breakdown of the start-to-finish case framing that is the traditional way workplace dispute 

resolution and conflict management systems had operated.  With “visits” being reported 
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independently from “cases” in the Tracker the ombudsmen were signaling that success of 

individual processes needed to be considered beyond case closings and resolutions—adding 

more support for success measures focused on utilization and satisfaction rather than resolution. 

 The launch of ombudsman services in the ICMS also had implications organizationally 

for how services were being provided within the ICMS and how success was and could be 

measured at the organizational level.  This will be discussed further in Chapter 5.  For now, the 

introduction of ombudsmen to CORE PLUS can be seen as a theoretical ‘bridge’ between case 

framing and the ‘beyond the case’ framing I found beginning to take root at DOI.  Ombudsmen 

on a daily basis were working with and assisting individual employees who may have come to 

visit the ombudsman’s office with a particular dispute in which assistance was needed.  Or just 

as likely an employee wanted to find out where to go to address an issue that could be personal 

or professional—which can be seen to extend beyond traditional dispute and case framing. 

 

 

Training 

 Unlike the ombudsman function, training had always been included in the design of 

CORE PLUS.  It too was included on CADR’s balanced scorecard as a method for providing 

“education to support conflict management competency for DOI employees and to promote 

effective use of conflict management, collaboration and dispute resolution tools” objective 

(Office of Collaborative Action and Dispute Resolution 2014).   

 Much of the training provided by CADR was to educate the community of CORE PLUS 

neutrals in the field on practice issues and skills—such as mediating, convening, and facilitating.  

The other side of the training coin, though, is training designed for Interior Department 
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employees and managers who were not serving as CORE PLUS neutrals and coordinators.  This 

type of training ranged from a conflict management unit embedded in the Department’s required 

training program for supervisors to trainings provided upon request for different bureaus and 

offices on topics related to conflict management and collaboration such as a training on “Finding 

Common Ground” and “Crucial Conversations” (CORE PLUS 2014 Training Report). 

 As part of my fieldwork, I attended “Getting to the CORE of Conflict and 

Communication” (“GTCC”) the premier and primary training course in the ICMS developed for 

front-line Interior Department employees.  The day-long training was designed to engage 

employees and provide them with hands-on opportunities to learn conflict management theory 

skills.  It was offered at regular intervals (budgets permitting) throughout the country. 

 The agenda of the training is structured to focus on the “4 R’s of Conflict Management:  

Recognize, Respond, Resolve, and Reflect.”  In the morning, participants are introduced to topics 

such as “What is conflict management?” and “Emotional Intelligence.”  In the afternoon they get 

to practice what they have learned through reflective response and conflict handling activities.  

An introduction to interest-based negotiations is held and an opportunity to practice an interest-

based negotiation is also offered.  The training ends in late afternoon with a unit titled “Toward a 

Culture of Conflict Competence” (GTCC Booklet 2013). 

 Although the training I attended received extremely positive feedback both during and 

after the session from participating employees it soon became clear through my fieldwork in 

western states that out of the 70,000+ Interior Department employees, relatively few were 

actually able to take GTCC or one of its follow-up courses.  As one regional manager in Oregon 

pointed out: 

If we set aside eight hours for EEO, why can’t we set aside 4-8 hours for this?  
And I think it would pass in spades in terms of avoidance of lawsuits down the 
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road.  We have settled a lot of cases—hundreds of thousands of dollars in this 
region— because of a poor ability to resolve conflict at the lower level. (Interview 
12) 

 
An HR specialist in Montana agreed. “I don’t think we do enough training.  I don’t think our 

employees know what CORE PLUS is” (Interview 33).  The disconnect about what was on offer 

through CORE PLUS and what front-line employees actually knew about it and were using was 

palpable and was a daily reoccurring conversation throughout my time out West.  This extended 

far beyond training to the ICMS itself.  It was common during my time in Montana, Idaho, 

Oregon, and California to find managers asking for more training, even mandatory training.  

“They need some mandatory training—I hate saying that.  If it is optional training people are not 

going to take it.  It needs to be mandatory training that needs to be taken every couple of years,” 

one regional HR head said (Interview 51).  An EEO counselor in Montana considered CORE 

PLUS to be primarily a mediation service but was open to training: 

I’m not sure they provide any skills—unless they have a training program that I’m 
not aware of… They are not preventing any conflict.  If they were teaching skills, 
if they had program that managers and employees had to go through together 
where they are saying, ‘When you feel that disagreement coming on here are 
some things you have to think about.’ If they are doing that, I don’t know about it. 
(Interview 23) 
 

As can be seen, the gulf between Interior Department employees who were aware of and able to 

participate in trainings was wide when compared to those who were not even aware trainings 

existed.  As one Idaho official who had been able to participate in a training stated: 

It’s kind of one of those little sparks that once somebody goes to one:  ‘ohh... this 
was a lot better than I thought’.  Now I don’t think the National Office can keep 
up. [Our region] wants to do two trainings and they said you can do one. 
(Interview 10) 
 

Training within CORE PLUS truly was in a position of demand far outpacing supply.  With the 

‘on fire’ aspect of direct service casework taking up much of the time of CADR staff, there was 
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much acknowledgement and energy within CADR and the CORE PLUS network to expand 

capacity and find ways to put more emphasis on training within the ICMS—another way the 

system was moving beyond the case. 

 

Coaching 

 Briefly mentioned previously, the other new process focused at the individual-employee 

level (along with the ombudsman function) being introduced into the ICMS while I was 

conducting my fieldwork was coaching.  Like the introduction of the ombudsman function, 

coaching was considered to be in a pilot phase in the ICMS as well with the CADR balanced 

scorecard referring to coaching alongside the ombudsman in the following initiative:  “test 

limited ombuds and coaching functions and use data to develop strategy for future expansion” 

supporting the ‘One DOI’ network objective mentioned previously (Office of Collaborative 

Action and Dispute Resolution Balanced Scorecard 2014). 

 Coaching and its many forms such as executive and leadership coaching has expanded a 

great deal over the past two decades with membership of the International Coaching Federation, 

the professional association for coaches as of 2012 had expanded to 20,000 since it was founded 

in 1995.  Coaching has also become big business with about $2 billion in global revenue from 

coaching reported in 2012 (Ely et al. 2010; Theeboom, Beersma, and van Vianen 2013).  

Originally considered completely apart from the conflict management field, the field of coaching 

was brought in closer conversation with conflict management through the development of 

“conflict coaching” in the early 2000s.  Introduced formally to the field in 2008 with the 

publication of the text Conflict Coaching by Tricia Jones and Ross Brinkert, the process 
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continues to grow in popularity and usage (T. S. Jones and Brinkert 2008; Mazur 2013; T. S. 

Jones 2016). 

 Although conflict coaching’s rise in the field has been well-documented, I am interested 

in discussing here the on-the-ground theorizing regarding coaching happening at the Interior 

Department and the incorporation of new forms of coaching as components of an ICMS, which I 

argue is a new development for the field.  Connecting conflict coaching to other process options 

within an ICMS makes intuitive sense.  Cinnie Noble, a pioneering practitioner in the field of 

conflict coaching argues it can serve as an important resource to help parties prepare for a 

mediation, in a similar fashion to what DOI labels convening (Brubaker et al. 2014, 363).  Tricia 

Jones in recent writing advocates for “the development of ‘coaching-plus’ processes and using 

coaching and workplace mediation as wrap-around services” with both processes complementing 

each other and the conflict coaching process potentially occurring simultaneously with other 

processes rather than always before mediation or on its own (2016, 108).  Similarities and 

parallels with ombudsman services can also easily be made. 

 But as I will show in this section, the primary model of coaching being explored by 

CADR went beyond conflict coaching paradigms as discussed by Noble and Jones.  Instead, the 

coaching being explored would be better described as life coaching or simply coaching—as the 

model being explored went beyond the boundaries of a particular dispute or conflict.  One 

CADR staff member was leading the office’s coaching initiative and during my fieldwork was 

exploring and experimenting with how to more fully roll-out coaching in the Department.  She 

recently had completed coaching training that used the “Co-Active” coaching model, which had 

become the largest in-person coach training program in the world as of 2011.  In a book written 
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to introduce the Co-Active coaching model, Kimsey-House et al. delineate the model they 

developed from other more problem-driven models, like that of conflict coaching: 

What is different about a Co-Active coaching conversation?  In our view, 
coaching is not about solving problems, although problems will be solved.  It is 
not primarily about improving performance, attaining goals, or achieving results, 
although all of that will certainly happen over time in an effective Co-Active 
coaching relationship. 

 
The authors continue on to explain what, then, Co-Active coaching is: 
 

We believe that coaching is chiefly about discovery, awareness, and choice.  It is 
a way of effectively empowering people to find their own answers, encouraging 
and supporting them on the path as they continue to make important life-giving 
and life-changing choices. (Kimsey-House et al. 2011, xv–xvi) 
 

Coaching in the Co-Active model, therefore was designed to be broader and deeper than models 

like conflict coaching that were centered around a problem.  Instead, Co-Active coaching is 

centered around the person bringing such coaching closer to therapy than convening.  In an 

article written after she herself had taken a Co-Active coach training course, Genevieve Smith 

writes that this and related models of life coaching bring psychology and therapeutic models with 

“the great American tradition of self-improvement.”  The Co-Active coach “helps her client 

explore what is possible, live purposefully, and take actions toward whatever goals emerge from 

this purposeful exploration” (2014, 30–31). 

 After I learned about the Co-Active model and CADR’s initial work with introducing 

coaching, I asked CADR staff the ‘why’ question.  What was driving the experimentation and 

expansion of coaching?  One staff member stated that in many ways DOI was mirroring what 

was happening outside the agency: 

In some sense CORE PLUS is part of this really large umbrella of bringing in 
helpful people.  Coaches.  Coaches are part of CORE PLUS.  10 years ago who 
knew what a coach was?  Now it’s prevalent throughout our whole society.  The 
Government is actually lagging behind in the use of executive coaches.  I don’t 
see that going away.  The reason why we are actually getting more of a demand 
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for coaching here.  Yeah, there’s the word of mouth aspect coming from people 
who have received coaching had heard good experience from others, but it’s also 
the fact that the people getting the coaching they know people who work at other 
places—they watch television… They realize this is not a wacky thing to 
experience. (Interview 76) 
 

Another observer noticed in the wider field, more and more mediators in private practice were 

also getting training as coaches as demand for coaching was increasing (Interview 58).  

Managers beyond CADR in the field sometimes expressed knowledge of and openness to 

coaching.  “We have a huge number of managers who are afraid of conflict,” one HR official in 

Idaho stated signaling support for increased support for conflict coaching.  “That’s something we 

try and coach on an individual basis, but it would be really nice if there were a program” 

(Interview 3).  In another bureau, coaching was also in demand.  “We have had some requests 

over the years from our executive leadership team who had wanted coaches.  There is at least one 

person in the organization that has a long-term business coach.  There was someone who recently 

retired who had a coach” recounted one official (Interview 17).  But like other parts of CORE 

PLUS, often many staff in the field were not aware of coaching or the fact that the Department 

was beginning to make coaching available through CORE PLUS.  As one EEO manager in Idaho 

said, “I’m wondering if really, there has been a push to tell people that it is available?  Because 

certainly, I have people that I think could use it.  That would be a good idea” (Interview 49).   

 One CADR staff member reflected on various reactions received when others at DOI 

were told the agency was beginning to invest more in coaching: 

I’m constantly talking to contracting officers who are not clear.  Some of them 
will raise a question: ‘Really can the government pay for the coaching of 
somebody?’  The first inclination may be:  ‘This is a personal service.’  You have 
to explain—it’s not—it’s to help these people become better in serving the 
government and their roles. (Interview 78) 
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The effect on the organization was often for such an individualized intervention, with coaches 

being offered almost exclusively to managers and leaders in the agency—used as another 

justification for the cost of such services.  The same CADR staff member continued: 

In the corporate world they will hire coaches for their managers—it’s all about the 
leadership.  To some extent here the coaching tends to be like that too… 
Leadership coaching is synonymous with executive coaching… I don’t know 
what a life coach will give you versus executive coach… For leadership and 
executive coaching, the coaches keep getting at what your goals are.  How you 
attend to achieve your goals.  What are the impediments to your goals?  And 
talking you through those things. (Interview 78) 
 

Much of the definitions are semantic with coaches calling themselves executive, leadership, 

conflict or simply just coaches based on the situation at hand, but different traditions and 

different models use different terminology.  The Co-Active model usually just uses the single 

word:  coach. 

 In an interview, the CADR staff member leading the coaching effort discussed in-depth 

the Co-Active coaching model she was introducing to CORE PLUS and the wider DOI HR and 

organizational learning and training networks clearly admitting this was pushing the boundaries 

of what normally is considered conflict management.  “It’s building potential.  Human 

development,” she explained as we began our conversation, “It’s changing peoples’ IOS’s.”  

“IOS” stands for “Internal Operating System” (opposed to an “EOS” or external operating 

system) and was explained this way: 

Your IOS reflects on your EOS.  How [you] understand the [ICMS] reflects on 
your EOS.  How we understand the DOI system is very very-directly related to 
how I see my internal system.  So take for example the conversations where 
people might have put me in a box, my IOS could say I could now have been 
treated in A, B, or C way.  I probably was, right?  My IOS also says—let’s peel 
the onion—it triggered a reaction in me:  ‘it made me feel less than—ok what is 
beneath that?  I’m not worthy, or whatever.  Is that really true?  Nope—I know 
what I’m worth.  Then I’m at choice.  Am I going to react and engage through 
reaction and go through formal processes, I could if it’s that bad of course I could.  
Or do I then choose not to be reactive and I’m functioning out of my own power 
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and my own worth?  So my IOS response is that I now put back my layers of my 
onion will be ‘I’m still in my power and I’m going to be more curious about that 
instead of reactive.  So I’ll ask, ‘What made you see me in that light?  Whoa 
really?’ Because nothing you say or do detracts from who I know I am. (Interview 
52) 

 
“Peeling the onion” back to deep internal processes and feelings is not traditionally considered 

part of workplace conflict management systems.  Although some parallels could be drawn with 

transformative mediation, which focuses on relationships between parties in a mediation and 

helping them understand what issues are undermining their relationship, the CADR staff 

member’s statement above takes the conflict management process to a deeper internally-focused 

level (Moore 2014). 

 What separates this type of coaching from therapy, then?  The CADR staff member 

leading the coaching initiative answered using an example: 

In the coaching role you can get [psychological disorder information] even more 
than a facilitator.  And I worked with someone who was diagnosed with 
something.  And had he been going through getting testing.  And this is somebody 
who had not shared in a previous process he had been in.  People didn’t 
understand-- why does this person not get it?  It wasn’t until we started exploring 
this person’s IOS and this person was forthcoming about how he had this.  And 
we talked about ways you share it even without sharing it… As a result of having 
this, letting people know, “I’m just not good at ___. ...  In that hat I’ve been able 
to have that conversation and in that process and in a different process [afterward] 
with this person and we worked inside out—and to a complete shift. (Interview 
52) 
 

Even though she acknowledges this is borderline with therapy, her belief is that it is essential to 

work at the level of the coachee’s internal operating system and she did not shy away from 

working with his psychological disorder—finding that by addressing it, the way he interacted 

with his co-workers going forward shifted a great deal. 

 Even though only one CADR staff member was a trained coach, others were eager to find 

ways to expand coaching and continue to integrate it into the ICMS.  As one stated: 
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[The CADR coaching lead] is less interested now in doing the direct facilitation 
and coaching than setting up a coaching program and thinking about how she can 
incorporate the coaching with the facilitation with the other things we do so that 
we can be more successful.  That’s a great transition for us. (Interview 89) 
 

At the end of my fieldwork, conversations were happening regarding how to create a 

Department-wide coaching network that could be connected to efforts to connect coaches across 

the federal government through the larger federal coaching network.  Coaching had arrived at 

CORE PLUS and DOI. 

 

Moving Beyond the Case 

 All of the energy and experimentation discussed above leads me to argue that we are 

witnessing the ‘end of the case’ in the Interior Department’s ICMS.  Of course the case will still 

literally exist as individual disputes, whether as small as the office temperature or as large as a 

class-action sex discrimination claim, will continue to arise and the need for support through 

conflict management processes will remain.  What I am arguing is that DOI is moving toward 

investing in processes aimed at intervening at the individual-employee level that are operating 

outside of the traditional case logic.  This transition leads to new and changing measures of the 

success ICMS processes as the locus of interventions increasingly shift to the individual. 

Table 1:  The Case and Beyond 

 Dyad/Group Process Individual Process 
Case-Oriented Mediation, Arbitration, 

Statutory Rights-Based 
Processes, Workplace 
Assessments, Group 
Facilitation 

Convening, Ombudsman, 
Conflict Coaching 

Beyond the Case Organization Development Life and Executive Coaching, 
Training 
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In Table 1, I categorize the processes that comprise the CORE PLUS ICMS finding, as discussed 

previously, experimentation and energy in the system moving to individually-oriented processes 

as well as beyond the case.  As a CADR staff member stated: 

So we are tracking the number cases but then we also need to track just work.  
Just the number of touches.  And they are two different things and telling us two 
different stories.  You would expect in a mature system, everybody has said, cases 
will spike because people will feel more comfortable raising issues and then you 
would see them drop.  I would say that touches should continue in a steady state 
or even climb. (Interview 82) 

 
The case framing, in this staffer’s view, had become a straightjacket on how the ICMS considers 

its own success.  Much of the frustration CADR and Departmental leadership exhibited 

regarding measures in the literature for measuring the effectiveness of ICMS stems from feeling 

limited by the case as a conceptual frame. 

 

Skills for Success?  Measuring System Success After the End of the Case 

 I have explored the ‘end of the case’ within the CORE PLUS ICMS and the ways in 

which DOI was challenging past norms regarding how to measure success of individual ICMS 

processes and their effect on individual employees.  What happens after the end of the case and 

results of individual conflict management processes such as mediation and facilitation do not 

have the power and ability they once did to define success of an ICMS as a whole?  How, at the 

level of the individual employee, do we define ICMS success?  I found the CORE PLUS 

community pushing the envelope further to a focus on conflict management skills and beyond. 

 Consider Table 5 from Chapter 2 that catalogs individual-level success measures offered 

in the literature for measuring system success, beyond particular conflict management processes 

that were the subject of Chapter 2, Table 3.  I examine now, entry ‘B6—individual employee 

conflict competence and skills’ in depth.  My fieldwork within the Interior Department found 
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that conflict management skills development was frequently mentioned in written literature 

about CORE PLUS and in interviews with key system stakeholders both in CADR and beyond. 

 Framing my inquiry is explicit recognition of the value of conflict management skills by 

the agency, even though such a goal is not necessarily shared or prioritized across all corners of 

the Department.  A 2011 contract solicitation for external neutral support services proves 

instructive in this inquiry as the statement of work included a short description of CORE PLUS 

for potential bidders who may not be familiar at all with DOI or its conflict management 

practices: 

CORE PLUS is a coordinated, Department-wide, integrated conflict management 
system within DOI.  It provides a network of resources and assistance to all 
employees for any type of concern, problem, or disagreement that occurs at work.  
The goal is to help every employee become effective at conflict management and 
to spread the skill of conflict competence throughout the Department. (Statement 
of Work 2011) 
 

And as discussed previously, skills development was listed as an initiative for CADR to focus on 

with the aim being “conflict management competency for DOI employees” (CADR Balanced 

Scorecard 2014).  These stated goals align closely with what I found in Chapter 2 to be a trend in 

recent writing on ICMSs—emphasizing conflict management skills development as a new 

innovation and emphasis in workplace systems theory (D. Katz and Cohen 2009a; Houk and 

Katz 2014; Avgar 2016). 

 During the second retreat I hosted with CADR staff near the end of my time at DOI, I 

scheduled a conversation specifically on individual employee conflict management skills as a 

measure of success of the agency’s ICMS.  CADR staff generally agreed that increasing conflict 

management skills was a useful goal and one extended skills to include knowledge of how the 

ICMS was structured and operated.  Training was seen to be a key driver of this.  And in one 
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interview, a CADR staff member reminded me that individual processes such as mediation and 

facilitation could be too: 

Workplace ADR is a means to an end—that is one person who is now infected—
who thinks about what they can do differently.  We infect people, we expect it to 
grow—like a virus.  Our hope is that they are now better prepared to handle that 
on their own next time. (Interview 89) 
 

My fieldwork out West found a good deal of support for increasing DOI employee conflict 

management skills from DOI regional officials as well.  As one Idaho official whose office was 

able to participate in CORE PLUS training explained: 

I see people actually embracing the skills necessary in ADR or CADR a lot more.  
More so than I did when I first started here in the 1990s… I think the availability 
of training has been a huge part of it and also the Bureau’s more high visibility 
with ADR as that is why I’m so encouraged. (Interview 10) 
 

Another based in Oregon claimed: 
 

I think if more employees had at least a foundational basis for the concepts of 
CORE PLUS, I think that would avoid, some not all, of the inherent conflict we 
have.  As you know employees tend to get emotional. (Interview 12) 
 

Although CADR staff and CORE PLUS neutrals would likely not agree that simply avoiding 

conflict was a skill that was to be nurtured (although avoidance can be a very effective conflict 

management strategy in some circumstances), the view that skills development at all levels of the 

organization likely would be shared.  One HR manager in Idaho stated her desire for improved 

conflict management skills in her bureau.  To her, this would look like: 

Appropriate ways to deal with conflict in the workplace.  If someone says 
something that makes you mad, what do you do about it?  How do you address it?  
Should you address it?  Not even as a supervisor, but as a coworker.  If coworkers 
can manage to manage their conflict themselves, then supervisors don’t even need 
to get involved. (Interview 3) 
 

And one regional HR official in California made the connection to case numbers: 
How do you measure success?  Well, I guess you can measure success:  have your 
complaints gone down?  Because your employees have been empowered with the 
tools to help them resolve the conflict. (Interview 11) 
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A senior leader in the Department made the case for thinking of conflict management skills 

development as a measure of ICMS success—through personal experience working at DOI and 

engaging with CORE PLUS commenting that conflict management was, “stuff that I knew 

nothing about when I started 5 years ago, but now I feel like I can’t do my job without it” 

(Interview 18). 

 At the same time, others in the field expressed skepticism if such a goal of having every 

employee in the Interior Department individually be “conflict competent” would be even 

possible.  One regional leader in Oregon when hearing the goal immediately chuckled and said 

“That’s a pretty optimistic goal, you know?  I don’t know if it could be reached” (Interview 24).  

An HR manager in California was more negative regarding such a success measure: 

CORE PLUS tries to operate in the 80% realm of humanity that none of us are 
skilled to operate in.  We are talking about emotional intelligence of people… In 
this world, in this corporate world we live in:  me as an HR practitioner—I control 
20% of what can be applied.  How they think, how they take in things:  I can’t 
change that.  Not in a couple sessions of mediation.  But really the only goal of 
mediation should be, is to try and just resolve this issue at work so we can get 
back to work. (Interview 40) 
 

The belief that employees emotional intelligence was more of an inherent trait, this manager 

wasn’t interested in CORE PLUS investing in employee conflict management skills 

development.  Another California regional manager sarcastically responded when hearing the 

goal: 

It’s fluff language… Yeah conflict management and resolution and all that, it’s 
such a vague concept it doesn’t really tell me anything… What do they mean by 
that?  Are they going to come out here and give us relationship counseling once a 
week? (Interview 1) 
 

The most common response in the field, though, to the expressed goal of employee 

conflict management competence was that although such a goal was a noble one, it would be 
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hard if not impossible to attain due to the lack of presence and implementation CORE PLUS had 

on the ground throughout much of the Department.  As one Montana employee explained: 

I don’t see a whole lot of effort in [making every employee effective at conflict 
management].  I mean, if we aren’t even aware of what the CORE PLUS is, how 
are we ever going to be able to do that on an individual basis?  There has not been 
a concerted effort to have this passed on down the chain.  We don’t even know 
what is going on. (Interview 71) 
 

This employee made the point that the first step would be employees knowing that CORE PLUS 

exists, another reminder of the disconnect between a lot of the innovative theorizing and practice 

work happening in Washington and in the CORE PLUS community of neutrals, but not beyond.  

A regional leader in another Bureau expressed support for the goal, but thought the 

implementation is where any initiative along these lines would get hung up: 

I love those words.  I really do.  I agree with everything you just read.  It not only 
makes sense.  It is the foundation of success.  Without those types of tools and 
without that attitude, you are going to be spinning your wheels or you are going to 
be rolling downhill, away from your goal.  In practicality?  Implementation?  Do 
we out here, see that?  Probably not.  We see things like this:  the mission of our 
agency.  I think that it would be just as easy for [that goal] to be displayed in 
every building. (Interview 9) 
 

And even though a focus on views of unions within DOI was not part of my research design for 

this study, I did end up interviewing two union leaders during my fieldwork in four western 

states.  One local union official also agreed that this goal was a good one and was frustrated that 

the union’s efforts to participate in CORE PLUS had been stymied by her local management that 

claimed letting the union officers participate in CORE PLUS training was a “conflict of interest”: 

Yes!  What a good concept!  But why wasn’t it implemented?  [Management] had 
complete control over it being implemented.  And so what if they decided not to 
let the union officers have it, however stupid that is.  I mean, how can it be a 
conflict of interest to train us in conflict resolution?... Everybody could be trained. 
(Interview 14) 
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Clearly such reaction by local management would not be well-received in CADR as it goes 

against the whole, all-Department mentality built in to the ICMS structure and ethos.  

Nevertheless, officials in Washington recognized the major implementation issues the system 

faced in such a geographically-diffuse organization.  As one senior Departmental leader 

explained in-depth: 

In terms of penetrating below management or leadership levels, it hasn’t really 
permeated the culture of the organization such that employees necessarily 
automatically see the value in doing the training, familiarizing themselves with 
the resources or feeling qualified or empowered to deal with issues right up 
front… I don’t think there has been as much of an emphasis on really kind of 
pushing it out in a more structured sense to individual development plans and 
making it into part of literally the way we do business… There are ways in which 
it just becomes second nature:  ‘Oh I recognize that we appear to be having a 
conflict here.  Let me think of a structured way that I can address it at the lowest 
possible level without necessarily going to an external facilitator.  How can I 
personally take some ownership and try and resolve it at my level or how can I 
bring the people in that are going to be able to help us think through this and 
escalate it up?’ (Interview 18) 
 

Continuing—the same official expressed strong support for using employee conflict management 

skills as an ICMS success indicator: 

And ultimately in my dream of dreams, all 70,000 employees have the tools from 
the toolkit internalized and they whip out whichever one they need to deal with 
conflict in the personal lives, professional lives, and organizationally… It’s an 
objective I really believe in and one that as a government and as a society we 
really benefit from seeing more of... Bottom-line assessment is that if you look it 
as a thermometer:  what percent of the way we are there?  100% would be like 
every employee feels 100% empowered, feels like they could recite the [CORE 
PLUS SOW] paragraph in their sleep.  0% would be like nothing exists… Maybe 
we are a little more towards 0% than 100%.  We are not quite at the 50% mark, 
but we are not that far from it either. (Interview 18) 
 

As a relatively new development in the field, the wider push in the ICMS literature for 

conflict management skills development as a goal with employee skill level as a success measure 

as clearly influenced DOI.  Many within the CORE PLUS community and regional field staff 

interviewed believed conflict management skills of employees could be an indicator of how well 
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the system was doing.  But this understanding begs the question:  what are good conflict 

management skills?  Who decides?  Often the literature privileges the skill to resolve conflict at 

the lowest level through interest-based processes as the ‘best’.  Indeed, such a view regarding the 

skill in non-escalation was expounded in the ACR Report that launched the ICMS model 

(Gosline et al. 2001).  Later writing on conflict management skills emphasizes “engaging 

constructively” which on its own could mean escalating or using rights or power-based processes 

of dispute resolution.  But with direct “open and honest discussions are encouraged and 

leveraged to obtain better results” emphasized, interest-based processes are still shown as the 

primary examples of conflict competence (Runde 2014).  As will be discussed next, the 

unspoken normative basis of conflict management skills was seen by some in the Department as 

actually limiting employee agency and choice surrounding how to engage with conflict at work. 

 

Beyond Cases and Skills:  Self-Empowerment as ICMS Success 

The limiting normative undertones of the conflict management skills discourse discussed 

above combined with frustrations regarding traditional ways to measure the effectiveness of 

ADR processes that comprise ICMSs, has lead to the initial formulation of new approaches to 

measuring success of the ICMS from the perspective of the individual employee.  To be sure, the 

two measures I introduce below were not mainstream across the Interior Department.  Instead 

they arise from my fieldwork within CADR and with Departmental leadership.  An interesting 

finding from my direct observation and stakeholder interviews was that some of the leaders who 

were most frustrated with past attempts at measuring the success of CORE PLUS had extremely 

creative and boundary-spanning views in this area.  I conclude the chapter with two new 
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measures of ICMS success at the individual-employee level.  The two measures challenge the 

workplace conflict management field to think beyond the case and beyond skills. 

The first is self-determination.  The frustration with the conversation regarding conflict 

management skills, as well as the continual privileging of interest-based approaches within 

ICMS theory and in workplace conflict management generally, encouraged one staffer to think 

creatively beyond skills and other classic normative constructions of what ‘good’ conflict 

management looked like in the workplace.  This thinking I argue could potentially address the 

critiques of the ICMS model discussed in Chapter 2 (Gadlin 2005; Lipsky and Avgar 2010) that 

DOI officials were conscious of and attempted to address in their initial design of CORE PLUS.  

One official stated it this way: 

To me success is for people to know—the very knowing of what resources are 
available to them.  That anybody that walks into CADR or the network, that they 
feel empowered to make their own choices what’s in their own best interest in the 
situation they are in—it’s self-determination.  Success to me is self-determination 
as opposed to people feeling hopeless, helpless, plodding along in a not 
constructive work environment.  To me [success] has become less defined. 
(Interview 60) 
 

Considered this way, success at the individual level is not left to others to define.   The question 

of whether an employee has ‘good’ conflict management skills no longer matters.  The notion of 

self-determination removes the normative component privileging interest-based conflict 

management skills in the workplace to the detriment of rights and power-based approaches, 

which to some may be the ‘best’ approach in a given situation.  Even though the ICMS and other 

workplace ADR programs have been critiqued as union substitution strategies, many CADR 

officials believed in the role of the Department’s unions and thought they could easily work well 

within the ICMS model.  One asked rhetorically in an interview why more employees in the 
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Department weren’t unionizing as only about 30% of agency employees were represented by 

unions: 

Why aren’t more employees unionizing? When you don’t have the collective 
bargaining agreement process, that could end up forcing more people into the 
EEO process than ordinarily would have been there because a lot of times people 
are just seeking some formality that they view are more likely to give them some 
fairness.  It could be that more unions would actually help.  You would be 
funneling things into processes that are more equipped—natural for what we are 
talking about. (Interview 78) 
 

With this mindset, interest-based processes weren’t being prioritized—instead, this staff member 

posited that many disputes were in a rights-based process that may not be suitable because 

another one—the union-negotiated grievance process was not available. 

 Individual self-determination as presented here is an individual’s ability to first 

understand all of the options for addressing a particular conflict in the workplace and feeling 

empowered to make any choice as well as the choice that is best in the individual’s view.  This is 

deeper and goes beyond having the ability to simply choose an ADR process option.  A key 

difference with self-determination as a success measure versus skills is that there would be no 

outside judgment in a self-determination environment.  Therefore, employee perceptions of their 

level of self-determination in the system can be seen to be a new individual-level measure of 

success of the ICMS. 

 

 The second measure of success I found in my research at the individual employee level 

and offer here is self-worth.  Unlike self-determination that has its lineage derived from notions 

of ‘choice’ and ‘options’ that have always been present in the workplace conflict management 

systems literature—the early conversation and initial integration of coaching with CORE PLUS 
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has led coaching to pull the ICMS toward new understandings of what success at the individual-

employee level looks like. 

 The deep individual focus of coaching as constituted in the Co-Active model being used 

in DOI can offer a good deal to ICMS theory and practice.  I learned much of this through my 

shadowing and interviews with key leaders including one in CADR who is coordinating the 

coaching roll-out and expansion and has done much thinking about how an ICMS with coaching 

shifts the terrain at the individual level.  This stems from an interest in the deeper roots of 

conflict than is usually found in the field of workplace conflict management and is more akin to 

therapy or psychiatry. 

 “Why is it so hard to have differences?  What is it about me having a different way at 

looking at the world trigger in you?  What is it really about?” (Interview 52).  These probing 

questions offered by the CADR staff member heading the coaching initiative indicate the 

assumption of a deep inner ‘core’ underlying all conflict.  This understanding is expressed 

further when she compares such an approach to conflict coaching as it is traditionally practiced: 

I don’t do conflict coaching just on its own because I’ve found it to be very 
limiting…  Even when I’m prepping people for mediation, I don’t just do conflict 
coaching type questions.  They always become bigger and deeper… A lot of 
[conflict coaching] is definitely good coaching stuff, but without the ‘Who are 
you really capable of being?’ and helping a person really grapple with ‘What is 
really in the way of you stepping up to be the kind of person you want to be in 
this conversation?’ which is a little more broad than conflict coaching. (Interview 
52) 
 

She continues to provide an additional example of how this coaching model plays out in practice 

within her ICMS work: 

Take that into how I’m working with a leader and his team.  I could take the 
interaction at face value.  Like ‘Wow what is at play here?  It seems like this 
conflict should now be taken to different parts of the ICMS and Rays of the Sun.’ 
Great.  I believe in those structures and I believe that unless we fundamentally 
change or explore the internal IOSs of every single person who is part of the 



 185 

system—who cares what the structures are, if IOSs aren’t being at least explored? 
(Interview 52) 
 

Returning to the metaphor of “internal operating systems” as representative of the essential work 

of conflict management—the staffer intimates that the ‘real’ work of the ICMS is helping 

employees explore or even change their IOSs, which brings the ICMS much more to the realm of 

the personal and psychological. 

“The more you go inner—the broader your vision becomes,” the same staffer reflects: 

Why don’t people just learn skills when you give them an 8-hour training? 
Because you are not getting at the core what is really in the way of people 
becoming better at conflict…O.k. you can really keep coaching conflict and 
competency.  But is that what we are really about?  [CORE PLUS neutrals] are 
only focused on—we are obsessed with conflict.  That’s not the only way people 
relate with themselves and each other. (Interview 52) 

 
Like in my earlier discussion of self-determination, employee skills aimed at conflict 

management competency was not a sufficient measure of success for an ICMS.  Instead, 

something more was desired, something deeper.  Several times during our interview this staffer 

reflected on how employees’ feeling of themselves.  “Frankly most of our burdens and the way 

we see life usually are not about ‘Oh my god, what will this mean for the future of humanity?’  

Usually our stresses get triggered about ‘What will it say about my self-worth?’”   

Therefore, how the ICMS offered the ability of employees to “explore” and “change” (or 

not offer as this staffer frequently pointed out) their internal operating systems with an eye-

toward finding worth in themselves presents a totally new way of envisioning and measuring 

ICMS success at the individual level.  Combined with self-determination, I label both views of 

ICMS success as measures in the category of individual empowerment.  Such measures that 

focus on self-empowerment are not new by any means, but they are new to the conflict 

management systems field.  Rather than a passive option for assistance existing in the 
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background of an organization—a “self-empowerment” orientation would bring forward the 

active nature of an ICMS that is oriented at the individual-level around empowering individuals 

within the organization not only to determine their own destiny and engagement within the 

ICMS and its conflict management processes—but within their whole lives and conceptions of 

self. 

At the first retreat I held to launch my time at DOI, I conducted an exercise with CADR 

staff and a few Departmental leaders who worked closely with CADR to map out “Where is 

CORE PLUS?” one incredibly thoughtful and eye-opening response was that CORE PLUS was 

an idea rather than a thing.  Under this conceptualization, CORE PLUS was ubiquitous—existing 

everywhere throughout the Department.  A self-empowerment orientation to an ICMS like 

CORE PLUS would extend such thinking even further. 

I return to the notion of individual empowerment and what it means for ICMS theory 

again in Chapter 6.  There, I present graphically (as the x axis of my typology and map that I 

introduced at the end of Chapter 2) the spectrum of individual employee level success measures I 

considered in this chapter.  The measures, I argue, may be categorized on a spectrum spanning 

between an orientation with a primary aim of resolving disputes and one of facilitating individual 

change.  A measure such as ADR process utilization rate is categorized closer to a resolution 

orientation while self-worth lands closer to an empowerment orientation.  But first I turn from a 

focus on measuring ICMS success at the individual employee level to the organizational level in 

Chapter 5.  Not only are ICMSs evaluated on their effect on individuals, but also must be 

considered in terms of their effect on the organizations that house them.  Like at the level of the 

individual, the case of CORE PLUS at DOI offers a window into how organizational success 
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measures of ICMSs offered in the field’s literature do and do not meet the needs and vision of 

the Interior Department’s ICMS. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SERVING OR BECOMING?  THE ICMS AND ORGANIZATIONAL SUCCESS 

 

“I think you could substitute organization development for every time it says  
CORE PLUS” (Interview 21, Bureau official) 

 

 In this chapter I examine the ways in which ICMSs influence the organizations that create 

and house them.  Similar to measures of success at the individual employee level that were the 

subject of Chapter 4, the literature also offers many measures of success for organizations with a 

workplace dispute resolution system, conflict management system, all the way up to an ICMS.  

Organizational success measures can be found at the level of dispute resolution and conflict 

management processes within the system (found in Chapter 2, Table 3) and at the level of the 

system itself, beyond individual processes (found in Chapter 2, Table 4). 

 Interestingly, as I signaled in Chapter 4, ‘classic’ measures of cost savings, time savings 

for resolving particular disputes, litigation avoidance, and productivity improvements found in 

Chapter 2’s Table 3 and Table 4 were not driving the CORE PLUS organizational-level success 

conversation at the Interior Department.  Frustrations with the challenges of measurement of 

many of the items in Tables 3 and 4 were one reason why.  Another was that a more expansive 

notion of an ICMS was developing.  For example, note the framing of the “vision statement” of 

CADR’s balanced scorecard that I discussed in Chapter 4:  “DOI bureaus and offices are trusted, 

produce sustainable decisions and carry out their missions more efficiently, by working 

collaboratively to prevent, manage and resolve conflict” (CADR Balanced Scorecard 2014).  In 

this vision statement are components of organizational success measures in the literature:  

efficiently carrying out mission can be linked to time and cost.  “Working collaboratively” can 
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be connected to measures conflict competent organizational cultures and “healthy” 

organizational approaches to conflict.  But in the vision statement we can see the Interior 

Department pushing theory of ICMS success at the organizational level to new frontiers through 

a focus on the ICMS leading bureaus to making “sustainable decisions,” which will be discussed 

later in the chapter. 

 Out of the organizational success measures that could be considered part of the efficiency 

category, organizational cost savings from the ICMS was the one that garnered the most 

conversation and frustration with measurement with CADR staff, Departmental leadership in 

Washington, and regional leadership in the four western states I visited.  Often comments would 

cite a general understanding of proactive conflict management saving the organization money 

rather than actual data documenting this or an attempt to do so.  “I know it’s cheaper,” one 

regional office head in Oregon claimed, “and you get a better educated workforce in terms of 

understanding roles and responsibilities.  If you do have conflict, what are the necessary tools to 

help address that” (Interview 12)?  The cost savings was often implied through the learning of 

conflict management skills as well as process tools, as this manager states.  The first and most 

basic issue facing the Interior Department was inaccurate data on CORE PLUS operations and 

processes as discussed in Chapter 4.  This fact to ICMS leaders made it incredibly challenging to 

produce cost savings estimates with any accuracy and therefore did not produce any such data in 

official reports or documentation on the system.  One CADR staff member recounted the 

vexation that is inherent in attempting to track and identify cost savings from the ICMS this way: 

We haven’t been able to trust the data.  And even this year with Tracker in test 
form what is in there is skewed because it’s CADR that has primarily been 
entering the data… There are tons of numbers out there, but back of a napkin have 
found that we do cost avoidance of $2 to $6 million dollars a year through using 
this program... How do we use data then?  [Cost data] is great for making the 
business case when I have to go talk about ‘We need an FTE’, or ‘We need a 
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Regional Coordinator here’.  What else do we use beyond that?  Who do we share 
it with?  How, do we share it?  Who would care enough to use it to make a 
change, versus a check in: ‘yeah we are doing good’… I would like to use the 
data as an opportunity for growth. (Interview 89) 
 

Accurate data was seen to be a first step to have a better conversation about the cost of the 

system itself and allocation of resources, but this staffer’s focus on the cost of the systems versus 

a hypothetical notion of cost savings from avoidance of litigation or a lull in productivity due to 

conflict is telling.  The assumption that conflict will be an inherent part of the life of DOI was 

ingrained within the CADR culture and therefore cost avoidance was not the critical metric. 

 That being said, others in agency leadership positions above CADR in the DOI 

organizational chart definitely cared about CORE PLUS’s return on investment.  But even in 

these contexts was an acknowledgement of the low data quality regarding cost: 

I pushed [CADR leadership] for awhile to also try and quantify to the best of their 
ability dollars and cents as well.  In a private sector context you absolutely have to 
justify there is a return on investment. [CADR leadership]’s point was, which was 
a very good point, ‘I don’t know how much litigation costs we’ve avoided 
because hopefully we’ve resolved it even before we got to the point where we 
could say that that would have gone to court—and if it had gone to court we 
would have lost X amount of dollars.  I said ‘work with what you have’.  
Something.  So if you look at how many cases don’t go to EEO.  So you could do 
some kind of, even if it is a little loosey-goosey, you could say very 
conservatively I can tell you that we saved at least this much of money… I’m sure 
there already was a huge return on investment every year you have been in 
existence, so you just need to figure out what we can say with confidence and 
what can we say that might be going out on a limb a little bit and you could talk 
quantitatively and qualitatively about the work that you do and I think it makes 
the case…  I think they are better positioned now to talk about the value they add 
to the organization.  (Interview 16) 
 

In this context what was seen as more important was talking generally about services offered and 

individual resolution achieved versus attempting to model out exact litigation avoidance and lost 

productivity cost estimates.  Others mentioned another challenging aspect of measuring cost 

savings is the fact that costs for the ICMS go up when employees actively use processes and 
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services.  A goal to lower costs of organizational conflict management across-the-board could be 

seen to be at odds with encouraging employees to engage actively with the system and use a 

range of conflict management processes offered (Interview 58). 

 One senior leader in the Department explained why the agency wasn’t as concerned with 

exact measurement of cost savings and instead argued for a job satisfaction and performance 

rationale for CORE PLUS: 

You go down an avenue when you start talking about money savings… you can’t 
always prove that you did.  Somebody’s always going to prove that you didn’t.  
You are going to be spending a lot of time picking apart decimal points and 
showing ‘it’s really not cheaper to do it this way’.  So I just think that that hasn’t 
been a productive argument… I think people spend a lot of time proving and not 
proving money saving.  In the macro sense obviously we can show we have 
budget savings in the department on any number of things, but I think making 
government work better is a better argument… Money saving is not ever 
something I talk about. Maybe not a good thing?  But I think that is sort of 
implied with all that—that there will be greater efficiency—but what I focus on is 
the better service we are providing to the American people, because we have 
figured out a way for people to work together, we’ve figured out a way to solve 
problems that try and address all of the different viewpoints and respect 
everybody’s needs and wishes.  And the better workforce we have because people 
have greater job satisfaction.  They are able to set aside some of the difficulties 
and conflicts and focus on their jobs.  So money is implied, the taxpayers are 
getting a better value for what they are paying for, it’s really more the better 
service people are getting. (Interview 6) 
 

Agency mission accomplishment clearly wins out over cost as a preferred measure of ICMS 

success in this official’s view.  And as another senior leader cited above succinctly put it, “There 

is clearly value, it’s just hard to put a dollar sign on it” (Interview 16). 

 Having CORE PLUS not simply improve “productivity” or “remove barriers to 

performance” as measures cited in Chapter 2, Table 4 advocate, some within DOI argued the 

ICMS is a vehicle for performance—facilitating “an adaptive response to problems.”  In this 

sense the ICMS was seen as a way of working together within the organization: 
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The ultimate goal is always furthering of the mission of your office and then the 
larger entity that you work for.  I personally accept it as a given that these 
elements of CORE PLUS, if you do them well—you are going to be furthering 
the mission… We have pieces within the Department, for instance the law 
enforcement function, which is almost based on a military model—command 
structure is very hierarchical—to make sure things can happen quickly when they 
need to happen.  Orders are followed and there might not be opportunity for 
collaboration.  I don’t see that as being contrary to CORE PLUS.  There are 
moments of exigency and things have to happen quickly and what might be 
happening might not look at the moment like it was a collaborative endeavor, but 
at the same time it could very well be over time the procedures that were 
developed that allowed for this thing to happen were put together 
collaboratively…an adaptive response to problems. (Interview 78) 
 

This framing of what CORE PLUS is and can do connects to the notion of a “conflict 

competent” organization that will be discussed later in this chapter. 

 An additional commonly-cited process-level measure of ICMS success at the 

organizational level is that of time needed to resolve particular disputes and a preference for 

early resolution if possible (Chapter 2, Table 3:  C2).  A frequent sentiment I found was a belief 

in the importance of getting people to the right process for them and making things as easy as 

possible.  Some Departmental leaders expressed an out-of-sight-out-of-mind view that if 

everything was happening quickly and smoothly, that was a measure of success (Interview 6).  

That being said unless required by statute or regulation (as was in the case of EEO complaints 

and administrative grievances), time targets or standards were not seen as desirable due to the 

unique circumstances of individual cases within the system.  As one CADR staff member put it, 

less time may not be the best option if a quick resolution is not desired by or appropriate for 

particular parties in conflict.  Context matters.  In an ideally-functioning CORE PLUS, “you are 

spending less time dealing EEO complaints. You’re spending less time having difficult 

conversations with your stakeholders because you’ve already built a trust relationship with 
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them,” but if more time in other particular matters would be helpful—that would make sense too 

(Interview 50).  

The “resolution rate” measure (Chapter 2, Table 3: C3) was also frequently taken with a 

grain of salt and generally was not seen as useful measure of overall system success at the 

organizational level.  For example, the spectrum of options and defining values of CORE PLUS 

to encompasses a range of options meant that if a employee decided to take a matter to a rights-

based process outside of DOI such as the Merit Systems Protection Board or Equal Employment 

Opportunity Commission for resolution—such an action would not be seen as a ‘failure’ of the 

ICMS to resolve a case internally as a resolution rate metric would indicate.  Although this value 

was held by CADR staff and members of the CORE PLUS collateral-duty neutral community, to 

be sure, some DOI employees I interviewed and shadowed reported differing views.  As an 

example, one EEO counselor expressed a belief that there was pressure to use CORE PLUS 

mediation within the EEO process to settle cases.  He reported the views of a manager in a 

bureau instructing the counselor to work actively to settle cases: 

This individual said:  ‘You know we gotta get those cases settled.  We don’t want 
any findings [of discrimination].’ And I said, ‘Well I disagree.  If discrimination 
has occurred there should be a finding… We need to deal with the problem, not 
band-aid it over.  But I think there is to a certain extent there is a feeling [in the 
field] kinda like: ‘Why do we do ADR? To protect the agency?’ (Interview 25) 
 

Even though such a statement could be seen to impinge on an employee’s choice of options—to 

that particular manager being referenced—an early case resolution rate would be a useful 

measure. 

 In the final analysis, CADR staff and many in Departmental leadership understood there 

was a reason why there is a strong legacy of measures of organizational ICMS success 

emanating from the system’s theoretical workplace ADR heritage, as was examined in Chapters 
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1 and 2.  At the same time though, it was clear these traditional measures did not tell the whole 

story.  A “workplace ADR program” was often used as a foil or comparator by CADR staff when 

speaking about CORE PLUS.  CORE PLUS was an ICMS and not a workplace ADR program, 

even though it included workplace ADR within its scope.  One CADRite put it in historical 

terms: 

It’s the thing that we originally created and were tasked to do is workplace ADR 
to alleviate redundancy—because we had competing programs.  So you put it all 
in one place and let them do it.  Our idea would be in designing this was, ‘Yeah 
you can do that but then you are just stuck at this steady state where there’s no 
growth or change.  That’s not serving the Department as well as possible.  So let’s 
do that when necessary, but then strive to make that less necessary. (Interview 82) 
 

It was the consolidation of several workplace ADR programs a little over a decade ago that 

helped make the case for CORE PLUS in the first place.  But it was clear that workplace ADR—

at least for CADR staff at the hub of the ICMS—was not enough. 

 Reflecting back to Chapter 2, Table 1—understandings of the ICMS itself as measure of 

success were just as important if not more than measures focused on organizational outcomes for 

system leaders.  This framing is where many CADR staff members in interviews located ICMS 

success.  “I like seeing the success stories,” one said: 

People going through the process and they’ve grown through it.  They and their 
situations are better off.  Their office is better off afterward… Sometimes we get 
mediators in to mediate between very senior level people.  And so we’ve had a 
couple really good experiences there and the mediators mediate with for example 
a deputy director and another high level SES person.  (Interview 78) 
 

This staff member continued, explaining that when former participants in CORE PLUS 

processes then become “champions” of the ICMS that is a mark of the system working.  The 

system was seen to be successful when a wide breadth of resources were being offered and 

utilized: 
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It is full-on organizational conflict management.  It’s not workplace disputes.  
There’s a big difference between disputes and conflict.  Has the supervisor had 
the right training to talk to his people about performance expectations?  You start 
with the educational piece.   Then you go to:  ‘Does the team know how to work 
together?  What kind of skills does the team need to be able to communicate more 
effectively?  Does the leadership need particular skills and support?  Coaching 
didn’t exist in the first contract. (Interview 58) 

  
Many stakeholder outside of Washington in the regions did not share such an expansive notion 

of what CORE PLUS is.  As was explored in Chapter 3, to many CORE PLUS was a mediation 

program that provided mediators for EEO cases and other conflicts their offices were facing.  An 

HR manager in Idaho expressed a common view of success as both a) that the ICMS exists and 

b) that mediation in particular is helpful for the agency to offer: 

I think CORE PLUS is great.  I think the idea is great.  Obviously we use it in this 
region to what I think is pretty good success… Like a lot of Departmental 
initiatives it’s implemented in varying degrees.  Like the level of commitment:  if 
you have full time mediators and that’s what their job is—that has a message to it.  
[With extremely limited collateral-duty mediators] on the West Coast for years, 
that sends another message about mediation and its value.  But I think it’s a great 
value.  It’s an excellent tool. (Interview 31) 

 
The system as a whole was seen as useful to this manager and she supported it.  Implementation, 

as was considered in Chapter 4, was where the system failed in her view.  The ICMS was not 

adequately supported financially to be able to function to its full potential.  Others in the regions, 

especially those part of the larger CORE PLUS network of neutrals would often comment how 

the system itself was a success—just simply the fact that the agency had an ICMS, since such 

systems are incredibly rare.  “I am very passionate about CORE PLUS,” one CORE PLUS 

neutral said, “I have worked in a lot of different places, and I try and tell people, ‘You have no 

idea what a gift this is to have this type of program in this big of an organization’” (Interview 

28). 
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Culture Change:  The Conflict Competent Organization 

 
 As considered in Chapter 2, the notion of organizational “conflict competency” has been 

cited since the formal ICMS model was published in the 2001 ACR Report.  In that report, the 

authors credit Jennifer Lynch, one of the earliest pioneers of the ICMS with using the term as 

early as 1998 (Gosline et al. 2001, 33).  The notion of organizational conflict competence is in 

some cases referred to directly in the literature as a measure of success, as listed in Chapter 2, 

Table 4:  C2.  It also can be seen to be closely related to success measures regarding 

organizational conflict culture, such as items C1 and C6 in Chapter 2’s Table 4.  The ACR report 

argues that by implementing the “structures” that are the building blocks of an ICMS the: 

[S]tructures nurture systemic change.  They make interest-based language and 
behavior everyday practice and change the way employees deal with dissent and 
conflict.  By integrating these structures and options, the organization moves 
toward ‘conflict competency.’ (Gosline et al. 2001, 14) 
 

As discussed in Chapter 2, in recent years there has been a move to define organizational conflict 

competence not primarily through structures and processes found within an ICMS, but rather but 

through the organizational facilitation of conflict management skills to be developed by 

employees (Houk and Katz 2014). 

Even though the idea of organizational conflict competence on its face can be alluring for 

its seeming parsimony, there was a good deal of disagreement within the Interior Department 

regarding what organizational conflict competence is and would look like at DOI.  Once I began 

to unpack the term with ICMS stakeholders, what became clear was that no one thought that DOI 

was a conflict competent organization—yet.  “[The ICMS] hasn’t necessarily become part of the 

fabric of the organization, although it is much further along than before the CORE PLUS model 

existed,” one senior executive reflected (Interview 18).  When opining on whether CORE PLUS 
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had moved the dial toward Interior being a more conflict competent organization, one CADR 

staff member put it this way:  

All we see is the conflict.  We see the conflict that has risen to the top.  That’s all 
we see.  So through our lens it would be easy without putting things in context to 
come to the conclusion that there just are a lot of bad managers… But the ones 
that we don’t see I think a large percentage of those people are dealing with it. 
(Interview 78) 
 

As was discussed in Chapter 4, the CADR office and Departmental leadership primarily had data 

on cases.  There were a lot of unknowns beyond that data.  As one staffer cited in Chapter 4 

stated, “Nobody calls and says I want to report that something awesome is going on that I think 

you’ll like” (Interview 64).  As another senior manager at Departmental headquarters in 

Washington stated, “the bureaucracy is winning because people in positions of authority aren’t 

making change fast enough.  They don’t even understand the changes that need to be made… It’s 

really hard for CADR to build a strategy that institutionalizes change and speeds it up” 

(Interview 55).  The desire for culture change was palpable especially within CADR, whose staff 

expressed disappointment that DOI had not come as far as they would have liked toward 

organizational conflict competence since CORE PLUS was implemented.  Culture change 

toward organizational conflict competence was a key metric of success that differentiated an 

ICMS from workplace ADR processes.  As one CADRite explained: 

I think it’s the integration of the ADR into the other portions of it.  You move 
beyond just ADR as basically mediation—it’s the other options of training, 
coaching, facilitation—that sort of thing.  So it’s a workplace ADR program is 
part of an ICMS—I think we could carve out workplace ADR—our life would be 
much easier if we just did workplace ADR and integrated that the default for 
informal grievance is mediation… By taking the next step to try and ingrain 
culture change and instill the skills so that you don’t ever need to get to [formal 
processes] that’s what ICMS is to us. (Interview 79) 
 

But almost all admitted there was a long road ahead to organizational conflict competence DOI, 

under any definition.  For example, one manager in Oregon when discussing what conflict 
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competence meant stated, “Everybody should be able to resolve their own conflicts, but there 

clearly are situations when is something an employee did and there shouldn’t be an agreed upon 

resolution and the employee should be disciplined” (Interview 30).  This comment indicates a 

lack of understanding of how CORE PLUS operates, as in a mediation context there never could 

be a settlement resolution that waived discipline if the agency did not agree to it.  One CADR 

staff member recounted the fact that sometimes managers think if they got a request for a 

mediation it was like being called into the principal’s office: 

The people who say I don’t want to interface with CORE PLUS because that 
means I’m in trouble, they don’t understand that if they are doing a good job and 
they are managing conflict effectively—they are actually in CORE PLUS.  They 
are abiding by the principles of CORE PLUS even though they’ve never touched 
CADR or even any of the people who do this stuff.  It’s all about the elements of 
CORE PLUS:  interest-based negotiation, treating people respectfully, 
communicating, being as transparent as you can, don’t overpromise things, make 
sure everyone understands expectations, be intentional… You may never even 
had training.  But if you are doing it—you are operating in a CORE PLUS 
environment and you are operating in a very healthy way in a CORE PLUS 
environment.  (Interview 78) 
 

 
To this CORE PLUS coordinator, the skills orientation of organizational conflict competence 

was compelling: 

Sometimes they don’t even come to us until [conflicts] are two and three years 
old.  Just entrenched.  So to intervene and to have teambuilding, or facilitation, or 
conciliation in stages until when finally you can get the whole group together and 
then you never hear anything for 15, 18, 10 years, 9 years.  I would say everybody 
learned something. (Interview 2) 
 

Success of the CORE PLUS intervention in this coordinator’s view could be measured by the 

lack of future requests for assistance. 

 Another CADR staff member advocated a more targeted posture for the ICMS to better 

affect culture change: 
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When we keep saying we are a resource for the entire department—everyone can 
come to us and it’s mandatory to have a mediation with a supervisor—[does that 
mean] we are an ICMS?  We always going to have capacity for everyone to walk 
through the door as of now we do handle EEO ADR—we must because it is part 
of our mandate.  That’s a different paradigm than a coaching and human 
development paradigm, which is we don’t focus on every single person and 
access to everything—we look at the functional folks and we leverage them and 
maximize them.  We spend all of our resources on them.  Different than access for 
everyone and then we are spread thin and it’s always an issue. (Interview 52) 
 

This staff member referred to a “savior mentality” within the ICMS coordinating leadership both 

within CADR and the field through the network of CORE PLUS neutrals scattered throughout 

the country.  “What I mean by savior mentality.  In some cases it can be human nature:  when 

others don’t take responsibility—you take on theirs and yours” (Interview 52).  Indeed, a good 

number of neutrals get into the field of conflict resolution to help others, and by critiquing this 

stance this staffer believed that sometimes the neutrals in wanting to ‘serve everyone’ were 

holding the ICMS back from adopting a more strategic route to reaching an organizational 

conflict competent culture. 

 One CORE PLUS neutral labeled “accountability” as the key component of 

organizational conflict competence not present at the Interior Department: 

The lack of accountability is shocking.  What I am seeing at these upper levels.  
They actually fired someone recently.  A couple years ago, this was the most 
conflict-averse place.  You could have someone who’s hands were in the till and 
the response was-- let’s just move them to another office some place… 
Accountability comes in a lot of ways.  Are they being measured by how well 
they manage conflict--from the top levels on down? Are you giving opportunities 
for improvement? (Interview 41) 
 

As can be seen, a range of views regarding organizational conflict competence from key system 

stakeholders exist.  Yet, it was hopes and dreams of culture change is what kept CADR staff and 

neutrals excited about continuing to work within the ICMS and think beyond the day-to-day rush 

of scheduling a mediation, or running a training for a group of National Park Service rangers.  
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This CADR staff member’s view of the importance of culture change encapsulates much of this 

line of thinking: 

My dream for the ultimate state of the system is it’s the culture… somebody 
comes in and the culture shifts that person and leads them to understand what we 
do and how we do.  Rather than the one-on-one relationship with that person we 
have to develop.  It’s-- you go to BLM –and everything is about collaboration.  
They are messaging it, but they are actually carrying it out—this is how we 
actively engage with stakeholders.  That’s much more important than there is a 
new regional director and I go meet with him and we have lunch and then we talk 
some more and I explain how this is good.  [Instead] They come in and they just 
see how this is done.  It’s more effective.  It’s more sustaining. (Interview 50) 
 

In a conflict competent Interior Department, collaborative approaches and proactive conflict 

management would not have to be explained—they would be cultural norms. 

 

Stealth Organizational Conflict Competence? 

 As referenced in Chapter 4, a good number—likely the majority—of Interior Department 

employees did not know the agency had an ICMS.  Although key ‘Rays of the Sun’ stakeholders 

spread throughout the country such as HR, EEO, and the Solicitor’s Office generally had much 

higher rates of comprehension, commonly front-line employees only knew about CORE PLUS if 

they were able to take a training or participate in some other ICMS process.  Even managers who 

were required to take the DOI supervisory training, which included a unit on CORE PLUS, often 

said they were unaware of it. 

This widely-known fact caused differing levels of concern for CADR staff and 

Department management overseeing CADR and the ICMS.  Some CORE PLUS neutrals were 

not that worried.  As one stated: 

It’s all about having options:  many doors, many options—because some people 
would like ombuds, some people would like coaching, some people would like 
mediation, some people it could do it just by bringing in Getting to the Core of 
Conflict training, let’s bring in a facilitator for our meeting—someone who 
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doesn’t have a dog in the fight… Being able to do so many different things and 
actually having them be asked for now, is really great.  I still think if you ask the 
average person on the street at DOI ‘What is CORE PLUS? or what is an ICMS?’ 
you’d hear ‘I have no idea.’ But they might have a story to tell:  ‘oh yeah my 
friend had this team building thing and they had this facilitator coming in.’ 
(Interview 41) 
 

An ombudsman pointed out that the ICMS concept doesn’t necessarily make intuitive sense at 

first glance: 

I think it’s just confusing to try and introduce that in a couple of minutes when 
I’m introducing myself, it’s enough to tell them what an ombudsman is…Do 
employees need to know what an ICMS is or do they just need to use it?  I don’t 
think so, they just enter one of these [points to Rays of the Sun graphic] and if 
these people are talking to each other, they will refer people to whichever ray. 
(Interview 26) 
 

Another ombudsman explained further: 
 

I think them having to know [what CORE PLUS is] is a barrier.  Ombudsman is 
easier to explain than CORE PLUS:  I’m your point person for any kind of issue 
you want to bring up—if you just want to talk about something I’ll help you talk 
about and steer you to whatever direction.  If you want referrals I can do that. 
They don’t wake up in the morning and think of themselves as CORE PLUS… I 
think the ICMS works, but it works subconsciously.  Other offices do not think of 
themselves as part of an ICMS. (Interview 38) 
 

This type of analysis was reinforced in the field when I would meet staff usually in HR or EEO 

functions who would be working in parallel with CORE PLUS to manage conflict.  “I think we 

are probably doing CORE PLUS, it’s just not called CORE PLUS,” one regional employee 

relations specialist in Idaho pointed out, “but we are not using that terminology. We don’t hear it 

as CORE PLUS, but the methodology and information is still being used, and it is not advertised 

as a CORE PLUS program” (Interview 20). 

 In terms of the understanding of CORE PLUS at the Department’s Washington 

headquarters level key Rays of the Sun such as HR, EEO, and the Solicitor’s Office were seen by 

CADR in a similar fashion: 
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We had [in the recent past] this strong relationship with EEO, HR, Solicitors.  At 
the same time, whether or not they think of themselves as part of it, they also 
know that mediation, ADR is integrated into the grievance procedures, into EEO, 
so it is still existing—whether or not they think they have a responsibility they 
understand it’s intercoordinated we all share pieces of it. I would say in HQ they 
think about it more as overlapping roles more than as part of a system. (Interview 
79) 

 
What matters most when it comes to stakeholder and front-line employee knowledge of the 

system?  One could easily argue that a component of conflict competence at the individual 

employee level at DOI would be knowing that they were a part of an ICMS and could engage 

with it in a variety of ways.  But the years of constant attempts at education and the general 

agreement within CADR that the efforts at educating DOI staff that they had an ICMS were not 

moving the needle, meant that some staff no longer thought it was essential for employees to 

know about the ICMS.  The hard part about this line of reasoning, though, is where such 

knowledge needs to extend—if not to everyone.  As one CADR staff member pondered: 

For our roster members, how much of an ICMS to do they really need to 
understand?  How much of an ICMS does any person who calls me need to 
understand?  How much do the Rays of the Sun need to understand?  Do they 
need to understand why the ICMS is the best?  If they don’t have the theory 
behind all of it, is that necessarily a bad thing?  No.  If I can tell [the head of the 
Department’s EEO office] if the two of us work together on this, we’ll send more 
and more stuff toward mediation, that’s less work on her EEO counselors, that’s 
less chance of her getting EEO default judgments.  That’s a net benefit to both of 
us.  It’s meeting our ultimate goal of shifting the culture as once people 
participate in mediation they are more likely to think collaboratively and try and 
handle it themselves next time, or look at skills they could use.  I think we kind of 
get frustrated that everybody doesn’t see the same picture we do… I think we just 
need to find a way to have the conversations and explain it a little bit better.” “It 
takes a level of education, but how much education is enough to shift and then 
go?  It’s a struggle. (Interview 50) 
 

The debate between an active versus a more passive approach to ICMS education was on display 

within CADR as staff members attempted to creatively think of new ways to attempt to reach a 

more organizationally conflict competent DOI.  As one staff member contemplated: 
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I can see that another path and maybe the path that will come next will be:  
provide service, give people what they need, build the ombuds program, build the 
mediation in EEO, build all of the different tools by walking in all of the doors we 
are responsible for and contribute to, be great partners with all of the other doors, 
and don’t think about anything else:  just hope that from that everyone will say 
‘Wow…look!’  Maybe service is another way.  Maybe you get the money for that.  
People, when you help them—they’ll remember, they’ll know.  We have people 
who volunteer, and I want be a mediator, or a want to be a facilitator, or I want to 
be an ombuds.  But at the end of the day I can’t help thinking, if you’re not at 
least modeling.  If you’re not at least conscious that system is at the heart of what 
makes us different—than a bunch of competing programs?  It’s challenging. 
(Interview 75) 

The frustration with the passion of the system being strong in a few parts of the organization, but 

not throughout most of the Department meant much of the actual operationalization of 

organizational conflict competence at DOI was left undefined.  A conflict competent 

organization was desired, yet there was no agreement on whether the organization had to know 

about, let alone engage with or participate in CORE PLUS for conflict competence to be 

attained. 

 

Rest in Peace “RIP”? Culture Change Through Direct Service vs. Shared Service 

As presaged by the previous contemplation in which the DOI staff member wondered out 

loud:  “Maybe service is another way?” a conversation was ongoing during my time at the 

Interior Department about the future of the provision of mediation services.  As discussed in 

Chapter 3, mediation was the primary conflict management process being used within CORE 

PLUS.  To offer the hundreds of mediations requested every year across the country, the ICMS 

relied on a network of full-time CADR staff, some full-time Bureau and Office staff assigned to 

CORE PLUS, external non-federal employee neutrals hired for particular mediations, as well of 

a network of CORE PLUS mediators—collateral-duty Interior Department employees trained in 

mediation that could step in and pick up mediations when they were assigned them.  At the time 
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of my fieldwork, CADR staff were working through ideas on how to possibly make changes to 

the way mediation services were offered in order to address concerns that had been raised by 

bureaus, mediation participants, as well as mediators.  

Included as an initiative on its balanced scorecard, CADR had been working on and 

deliberating the roster improvement plan (known around the office colloquially as the “RIP”) for 

several months.  It already had been through seven versions before my fieldwork started and 

continued to be an important conversation in the CADR Office throughout my year at Interior.  

Version 7 of the RIP identified several “core problems that have been identified with the internal 

roster” of collateral-duty mediators within CORE PLUS.  These included: 

 - Lack of dedicated full-time management of the collateral duty roster 
 - Inconsistent compliance to standards by mediators 
 - Underserved or over-served geographic areas 

- Uneven or lack of support for roster members by supervisors and senior 
leadership (CORE PLUS RIP, Version 7, November 2013) 
 

Three options were provided in the RIP to model different designs for mediation service 

provision moving forward.  The first, “All Full-Time” would entail hiring new full-time regional 

coordinators who would coordinate the work of newly-hired and current full-time DOI conflict 

management specialists.  The second, “Half-n-Half” would included newly-hired full-time 

regional coordinators with mediations being conducted by collateral-duty mediators.  The third 

option, “All Collateral Duty” resembled the current structure the most with a newly-hired 

“CADR Roster Manager” coordinating the overall roster from Washington and continuing to use 

collateral-duty CORE PLUS coordinators and mediators in the field.  No decisions had been 

made on which option to choose as CADR was still in the middle of deliberations—discussing 

the options internally, with Departmental management, and the Interior Dispute Resolution 
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Council (“IDRC”), the council consisting of each Bureau Dispute Resolution Specialist who 

represented his or bureau within CORE PLUS. 

One reason CADR staff wanted to propose moving more mediation work to newly-hired 

full-time professionals was that from their perspective it often was easier just to directly service 

mediations through CADR than to provide indirect support to coordinators and mediators in the 

field.  This perspective, though, had its flipside.  CADR staff sometimes complained about 

having too much direct service on their plates and wanted more time to focus on the big picture 

versus “grunt work.” It “constantly feels like there is something else to fix,” one staffer 

recounted.  “And it constantly feels like we are the only ones fixing” (Interview 89).  The 

unequal distribution of work meant that hiring more CADR staff could be the easiest solution to 

better manage workload and assure quality. 

But from a conflict competent culture change perspective, others noted the value of the 

widely dispersed collateral-duty network of neutrals.  One external conflict management 

consultant who had worked with closely CORE PLUS thought that a highlight over the years 

was seeing the collateral-duty network blossom, “to see them [collateral duty neutrals] as they 

incorporate CORE PLUS—the theories and the practices—into their day-to-day work.” Such 

integration was seen as a route to culture change since the neutrals took the skills they learned in 

their training and practice convening and mediating back to their offices and full-time jobs 

(Interview 58).  Even though in theory, many in CADR would agree with the consultant’s link to 

culture change through the network, implementation issues and their related effect on increasing 

CADR’s workload meant that something needed to change.  As one CADR staffer commented: 

Not making a big enough dent, is something I’ve talked about since I came here.  
I’m sure everyone else is sick of hearing it.  It’s like we have an old, beat up car 
and we are trying to put a dent in it and we are hitting golf balls at it—each of 
us—so it’s one here, one here, one here.  I want to shoot a cannon at it.  Just 
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imagine if we could put all the balls in one mass… it looks bigger, it’s carrying 
more… What frustrates me is that I’m having the same conversation.  Five 
different phone calls to have the same conversation.  We spent the time for the 
IDRC and they are not sharing the information down.  We’re trying to steer a very 
old, very big ship in a new direction.  I think that is hard.  It’s especially hard 
when we are so consumed with the direct service and putting out fires we can’t 
think about how we prevent the fire next time.  (Interview 50) 

 

The ongoing frustration and dialog within CADR and DOI management regarding how best to 

both serve the conflict resolution needs of the Department efficiently and effectively at the same 

time as serving as “change agents” to move the Department toward a conflict competent culture.  

The conflict management systems literature reviewed in Chapter 2 is not that helpful in this 

regard as the focus there is on the provision of a variety of conflict management options and 

services that employees can choose and including employee input into the processes and services 

on offer.  The norm is to consider the employee the recipient or consumer of conflict 

management services.  An employee’s role as a potential provider of services and the influence 

on the organization from employees serving in such a role is not theorized (Gosline et al. 2001; 

Lynch 2001; Budd and Colvin 2014; Houk and Katz 2014).  Therefore, measuring the types of 

and overall balance of employee participation in the ICMS could be considered a new measure 

of ICMS organizational-level success. 

 

The mini-vignettes regarding ‘stealth’ organizational conflict competence and the debate 

over the RIP provide a window into the challenging dilemmas the Interior Department was 

facing on how to attempt to manage conflict and improve the agency’s conflict competence—

notwithstanding the fact that there was no agreement on what such organizational conflict 

competence would actually look like.  How are employee conflict management skills interacting 

with the ICMS and the organization?  A pull toward efficiency and direct managerial control of 
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ICMS from CADR in Washington in which employees would be engaged as they needed conflict 

management resources was butting up against a vision where employees in the field would have 

the opportunity to be more continually engaged within the ICMS both as recipients and providers 

of conflict management services.  Classic organizational measures of success coming out of the 

dispute resolution literature, such as cost savings and time savings that could be more closely 

located near a resolution orientation can be contrasted with success measures emphasizing 

employee participation and empowerment in organizational change.  I find that such a contrast 

pushes the boundaries of organizational ICMS success and can lead to additional measures that 

are closer to an orientation, like my discussion in Chapter 4, that is centered more on 

empowerment—now at the organizational level—than on resolution of disputes or developing 

organizational conflict competence. 

 

OD and Integrated Conflict Management Systems:  The Case of a Large-Scale CORE PLUS 
Organizational Intervention 
 

Recalling my exploration in Chapter 2 of the history and values debates present in the 

neighboring field of OD begs the question:  how has OD— at the Interior Department as well as 

more broadly beyond it—engaged with the field of conflict management and conflict 

management systems in particular?  I find that there has been on-and-off conversation between 

the two fields over the years.  What is particularly interesting is how limited that conversation 

has actually been.  Before turning to compare the wider fields, I first look at an example of an 

organizational intervention where CORE PLUS looks most similar to OD as discussed in 

Chapter 2. 

In this vignette, I describe the case of one particular Departmental office that was tasked 

with coordinating a major initiative that involved every other bureau and office within the 
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Interior Department.  Prior to entering into this initiative, the office had decided to participate in 

the CORE PLUS ombudsman program and had an ombudsman assigned to work with the office.  

As one leader recounted, even before the launch of the new Department-wide initiative, “we had 

a lot of issues—there were a lot of strained relationships—between our office and 360 degrees 

around us—in terms of all of the people we interacted with” (Interview 7).  Therefore, even 

before the launch of the new initiative the organization was using an ICMS ombudsman to 

provide conflict resolution options and services to the office.  But after an outside consultant 

recommended the office launch what was “perceived to be a hostile takeover” of functions that 

individual bureaus and offices had for years performed themselves—leadership took a “strategic 

pause” on the new initiative to try to come up with a different approach to addressing the issue 

and any resulting organizational change.  During the pause relationships were still severely 

strained due unease about what ultimately would happen when the pause ended.  How would 

change be implemented?  Would those affected by any upcoming organizational redesign have a 

voice in that change?  During the strategic pause office leadership transitioned.  A new leader in 

the office decided to engage with the ICMS to design a process to involve stakeholders who had 

previously been feeling left out of the initiative.  CORE PLUS provided facilitation and process 

design support for weekly meetings between the Department and the bureaus and offices.  When 

describing these meetings the same Department official stated, “It's getting much better, but five 

months ago the tension was incredible… It has improved so much.  At one point it was really 

hostile.  And now it’s not.  Now we are talking about the real stuff” (Interview 7). 

What happened in the new sessions that were designed and facilitated by neutrals from 

CORE PLUS?  Due to the fact that the conflict around this organizational change process was 

believed to be stemming from distrust of the Department and its motives by individual bureaus 
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and offices, CORE PLUS neutrals suggested that the Departmental office start to work on 

specific projects together with those other bureaus and offices to model a new way of working 

together.  These actions it was thought would build trust where there had been a severe lack of it.  

Through these shared projects all parties could hopefully begin to better see the perspectives of 

other offices and bureaus.  As a next step, CORE PLUS designed and facilitated an offsite retreat 

for the cross-office committee in which training on conflict resolution and collaboration was 

provided to the full committee.  As the manager in the Department office recounted, “Everybody 

uses the word collaboration without really knowing what it means” (Interview 7).  The retreat 

provided the committee an opportunity to improve conflict management skills and understanding 

outside of the specific context of the organizational change process the group was currently 

undertaking.   

While this was all going on, the office’s ombudsman was continuing to provide 

assistance to individual employees in the Departmental office and was passing along high-level 

trends to office leadership.  The ombudsman was not participating in the actual cross-

bureau/office committee meetings or retreat to maintain some level of distance from the process. 

This practice allowed the ombudsman to remain accessible for employees wanting assistance or 

advice about that organizational change process (Interview 7). 

At the time my fieldwork was ending, CORE PLUS involvement in the organizational 

change initiative was increasing.  Two CORE PLUS neutrals were working with the committee 

to design a “whole system conference” that was similar in design to a search conference:  a 

common OD large group process.  The goal for the upcoming conference was to bring together 

additional stakeholders from across the Department who were not a part of the weekly committee 

meetings to ensure as many perspectives from a wide variety of bureaus and offices were heard 
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and that leaders on the cross-agency committee could more fully understand how the issue they 

were attempting to address manifested throughout the Department.  Additionally, leadership of 

the Departmental office spearheading the wider initiative was starting to work with CORE PLUS 

to provide individual managers with coaching services to attempt to shift a culture of blaming to 

one “where it’s o.k. to fail” (Interview 7).   

 

Conflict Management?  Organization Development?  Both? 

Even though the entire organizational change intervention described in the previous 

section was conducted as part of an ICMS, should such processes be labeled conflict 

management or OD?  Or possibly both?  Should its success or failure at the organizational level 

be measured by the particular disputes resolved and specific services provided within the larger 

process or on the outcome and results of the entire organizational change initiative? 

The vignette just described can be seen to bring the two fields of conflict management 

and OD closer together at the level of practice, yet, the two fields remain at odds in other ways.  

Consider the early roots of OD in human relations discussed in Chapter 1.  The recent turn in the 

conflict management systems field that I have documented—toward individual and 

organizational conflict competence as a measure of success—can be seen to have distinct 

parallels with the stated goals of the earliest T-group trainings, in the 1940s.  In one of the first 

articles describing the group training method after its initial development, Margaret Barron and 

Gilbert Krulee write that the faculty designing and running the first T-groups identified four 

goals for students participating in a T-group: 

1. Increased understanding on a verbal level of underlying principles of dealing 
with people. 
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2. Increased sensitivity to and awareness of those dynamic interactions between 
people in groups that are relevant to the diagnosis of human relations 
situations. 

3. Skill in actually using this understanding. The faculty believed that the ability 
to act correctly or wisely in a situation involved more than a set of principles 
and diagnostic ability. 

4. Increased understanding of one’s own motivation and increased self-
awareness. The faculty felt that self-understanding was essential in working 
with others. (1948, 13) 

 
Strikingly, from the early days of human relations, the precursor to OD, skills for managing 

conflict interpersonally (along the lines of what we now refer to as conflict management skills) 

were front and central to the whole project of T-group training. 

Much more recently, in an article introducing the field of psychology to the newly-coined 

“dispute system design” Brett, Goldberg, and Ury offer the rhetorical question:  “Are there 

differences between the standard practice of organizational development and dispute systems 

design?” without answering it (1990, 170).  In the early 1990s the two fields largely occupied 

their own ‘swim lanes’ until Costantino and Merchant brought them together in grand fashion 

with the publication of Designing Conflict Management Systems (1996).  The book is a critical 

advance for the field of conflict management, as noted in Chapter 2.  It brought OD processes 

and practices to the design of conflict management systems, encouraging organizations to take an 

“OD” approach to the process they use to design their organizational conflict management 

systems.  Therefore, OD provided the process tools and the conflict management system was the 

outcome.  But although Costantino and Merchant used an OD approach and framing to guide 

their recommended design process for organizational conflict management systems, they did not 

take the next step and focus on how conflict management systems themselves, once 

implemented, could be considered organization development interventions or initiatives. 
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 Jennifer Lynch, another workplace systems pioneer, titled a 2003 article on ICMSs 

“Integrated Conflict Management Programs Emerge as an Organization Development Strategy.”  

The article itself, though, does not reference any connection to the field of OD and instead 

proceeds to outline the definition of an ICMS along the lines of the ACR Report and discusses 

the benefits of such a system for organizations (2003).  Howard Gadlin writing in 2014 about his 

work in developing an ombudsman program at the National Institutes of Health, reflects on the 

relationship between his office’s work and that of OD.  “Often our activities must look to 

outsiders as being right on the border of organizational development work, but from our 

perspective, it seems like a logical development of applying a broad conflict resolution 

sensibility to organizational conflicts,” he writes (2014, 396).  His use of “but” is noteworthy as 

it signals the need to distinguish the work that he in the conflict management field is doing from 

that of OD. 

Later in 2014 the Association for Conflict Resolution published an article by Rita 

Callahan titled “When is Conflict Management Organization Development?” for ACR magazine 

that attempts to brings the two fields together in a way not found since Costantino and Merchant 

brought OD principles and practices to conflict management system design in 1996.  Finding 

much overlap between the two fields, Callahan argues the way OD and conflict management 

(“CM”) practitioners describe themselves differs even though the content of services provided is 

often similar: 

In my current organization, I was hired in the conflict resolution group. I provide 
the same services from within the organization that I had provided as an external 
independent conflict management consultant for 13 years: consulting, conflict and 
climate assessment, mediation, facilitation, training and conflict coaching. When 
circulating in the ADR and conflict management worlds, and asked what I do, my 
answers focus on specific processes I provide. When in an OD professional 
environment, OD people discuss providing solutions for clients. The processes 
they offer are varied and include consulting, assessment, data gathering, analysis, 
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facilitation, training, leadership development, systems thinking, organizational 
effectiveness, team building, strategic planning, action planning, and many others. 
Recounting processes is not how OD professionals respond to the question of 
what they do. It is assumed they have an arsenal of process and organizational 
expertise. (2014, 26) 
 

Even though there is much overlap between the two fields, Callahan goes on to conclude that 

although some practitioners in either field could be considered to be in both many cannot be 

because they do not have the skills required and often find themselves in differing organizational 

situations and structures.  For example, Callahan states that some CM professionals sometimes 

do not have the “expertise to recognize, assess, or address organizational issues that go beyond 

the conflict,” while OD practitioners may assist with providing team-building processes that do 

not get to the heart of the conflict underlying a team’s dysfunction (2014, 27). 

Callahan ends up taking the position that CM practitioners should consider whether they 

would like to enter the OD field, but that it makes sense for the two fields to be considered 

separately and cautions any CM professional:  “Before calling yourself an OD practitioner, 

consider reviewing the OD competencies. Do they fit? Do you subscribe to the values and 

principles of OD? Do you need more training” (2014, 27)?  Interestingly, “values and principles 

of OD” are clearly stated yet there is no equivalent mention of values and principles for the CM 

field. 

 Also in a 2014 Conflict Resolution Quarterly symposium titled “Conflict Resolution in 

the Workplace: What Will the Future Bring?” David Brubaker concludes the co-authored forum 

with an observation that the field of CM is becoming to look more like OD: 

So what is the future for workplace conflict resolution? It is beginning to look a 
lot like personal, relational, and organizational development. We may need to 
change our name (as well as our frames) to fully incorporate this reality. But the 
future of our work with organizations and workplaces lies in our ability to 
navigate change—not just the inevitable conflict that accompanies significant 
change. (Brubaker et al. 2014, 382) 
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Like Callahan, Brubaker notes the similarities between the two fields especially when both 

attempt to address conflict beyond employee-employee or employee-supervisor levels.  But also 

like Callahan, I find Brubaker sees the similarity between the fields due primarily to the 

increasing overlap of processes being offered by both including coaching and work with team 

dynamics and conflict. 

Similarly, Brubaker does not engage with the differing approach taken to values in both 

fields.  A good example of this can be found through a discussion of impartiality.  Much of OD 

practice is structured around “intervention” on behalf of a client.  The OD profession and 

practice explicitly recognize a contracting phase to an OD consultant’s relationship with a 

“client.”  Therefore, whether an internal OD practitioner or an external one, best practice in the 

field entails an OD consultant drawing up a contract with the client to outline terms and 

expectations for their working relationship (Gallant and Rios 2014).  In this way of working, it is 

assumed (unless otherwise defined) that the client of the OD consultant is the organizational 

management or leadership structure hiring the consultant.  Conflict management professionals on 

the other hand, take pains to separate themselves from organizational management through 

discourses of independence and impartiality.  Even though they may be being paid by an 

organization, policies and practices within the conflict management field create norms and 

standards whereby conflict management professionals are referred to and considered “neutrals” 

that do not and cannot represent management.  The more conflict management system processes 

resemble OD processes—the more such discourses of independence and impartiality can be 

questioned. 

Howard Gadlin, in a recent article offers an interesting reflection on this fact based on his 

experience growing the ombudsman program at the National Institutes of Health (“NIH”): 
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Ironically, the more we attend to systemic issues, the more deeply embedded in 
the organization we become. In this regard, our own activities have led us to the 
point where we ourselves question some of the core principles of the ombudsman 
role. The most obvious is independence. While we can still assert that we are not 
part of management and do not render judgments or make decisions that are 
binding on people, from any systems perspective we are clearly a part of, and not 
independent of, the larger organizational system that is NIH. (2014, 396–97) 
 

Parallels with this statement can be made to my previous discussion in this chapter around the 

role of CORE PLUS in culture change within DOI.  Are the conflict management professionals 

involved in CORE PLUS independent and impartial when it comes to organizational change?  

One CADR staff member expressed an answer this way: 

If the culture of the organization is ready to make that leap, we have set the stage 
so they are prepared to be as successful as possible.  We’re not making that leap 
for them, we are not pushing them—we’re giving them the chance, we’re showing 
them what the benefits can be.  They get to make the informed choice around it. 
(Interview 89) 
 

This answer delicately sidesteps the role of the integrated conflict management system itself as 

an agent of change and contradicts other CADR staff members who explicitly are advocating 

change and explicitly working toward a conflict competent DOI.  Unlike OD, where a values 

conversation is out in the open (though not settled), the field of conflict management tends to 

avoid direct engagement with and an acknowledgement of its underlying values—the standards 

seen as important or essential to the field. 

 

ICMS as OD:  Problems and Possibilities 

 In a similar fashion to Callahan’s and Brubaker’s engagement with the larger field of 

workplace conflict management and resolution and OD, what would a conversation between 

ICMS theory, the practice of the CORE PLUS ICMS, and OD look like and offer?  The focus on 

organizational change between the ICMS and OD fields is striking.  It is the ‘how’ of such 
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change that is different.  As discussed earlier in this chapter in the original conceptualization of 

an ICMS, organizational conflict competence was originally predicted to follow the 

implementation of a system (Gosline et al. 2001; Lynch 2003).  In OD change efforts are planned 

more directly and explicitly (Gallant and Rios 2014).  Additionally, the ICMS literature attempts 

to navigate a fine line between an active culture change approach and a passive service approach 

to dispute resolution and training that assures independence and impartiality for the system itself. 

 

Participation:  ICMS and OD 

 An additional area ripe for comparison between ICMS and OD surrounds participation.  

As discussed in Chapter 2, promoting organizational participation is seen as a key value of OD, 

but the ICMS literature is relatively silent about participation in the ICMS context.  The main 

focus is on recommending and ensuring a spectrum of options and choice for employees for 

conflict management processes so that they may choose what is best for them (Gosline et al. 

2001, 24).  In terms of ICMS structure and governance best practice recommendations, the 

literature is relatively silent.  The emphasis is on regular oversight of the ICMS by key 

stakeholder groups and general input into the design and operation of the system (Gosline et al. 

2001, 15; Budd and Colvin 2014; Avgar 2016). 

 The case of CORE PLUS provides a helpful vantage point to look at how questions of 

ICMS structure and governance affect how organizational-level success of an ICMS can be 

conceptualized.  And in comparison to the field of OD, ICMSs, I argue, offer an opportunity for 

a more sustained, deeper, engaged participation than is found in most OD efforts.  Such a type of 

participation depends on the choices organizations make regarding how they design and operate 

their ICMSs. 
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 Beyond participation in particular ICMS process options such as a mediation, conflict 

management training, or an office-wide facilitated dialog, the framing around participation in the 

CORE PLUS ICMS was frequently in terms of a “shared responsibility” for the ICMS across the 

organization.  On the page explaining “Conflict Competency at DOI” in the “Getting to the 

CORE of Conflict and Communications” training course booklet the following two paragraphs 

may be found: 

CORE PLUS strives for zero barriers for encouraging all employees to be able to 
either act responsibly on their own or get the help needed.   

 
CORE PLUS is a shared responsibility of management, employees, and the 
organization.  It depends on everyone supporting the implementation and 
adoption of CORE PLUS throughout the DOI.  It starts with you! (GTCC Course 
Booklet, October 2013) 
 

The idea that CORE PLUS was considered a shared responsibility by CADR at the system’s hub 

was a major disconnect from employees in the field who often saw the ICMS as a mediation 

service or a place that they could go to if facing conflict in the workplace.  CADR staff would 

explain that the shared responsibility idea was important in theory even if not implemented in 

practice as it was one of the key features that separated an ICMS in their view from a workplace 

ADR program.  As one explained, with a workplace ADR program:  it is management that is 

responsible.  With an ICMS:  it is everyone in the organization (Interview 29).  But even with a 

guiding philosophy and discourse that the system is every employee’s responsibility, CADR staff 

acknowledged constant dismay at the fact that employees were not as excited about the ICMS as 

they were.  “We keep expecting them to care about the system and to be as passionate about the 

system as we are,” one CADR staffer exclaimed.  “While it's a noble goal, it’s just being 

disappointed a lot.  It’s loving somebody for who you want them to be rather than loving them 

for who they are” (Interview 89). 



 218 

 After hearing that CORE PLUS “started with her” (for the first time) one HR staffer in 

Oregon responded this way: 

My reaction to that is whoever wrote that or wanted that written, is now retired 
and it was their baby and they wanted to go out with a bang!  It has not been 
successful yet.  I hope for my sake it’s our region [not being up on it]… I agree 
with the statement, it should be the responsibility of not just management, HR, 
EEO, and all of the higher ups in those two Rays of the Sun, but that’s not the 
largest percentage of employees—that just makes no sense.  The plan would work 
better if they focused on just developing it in those employees.  They are the 
largest group.  Managers can follow along.  If have all these employees that 
learned enough and really wanted to have better conflict resolution and 
management in their workgroups and organizations, believe me, managers would 
love that.  So to me if that is the case, there needs to be a Departmental-wide 
mandatory push to have us made aware of it. (Interview 37) 

 
And as a CORE PLUS neutral embedded in a bureau saw it—the ICMS’s structure in his bureau 

meant that only a few people knew about and participated in CORE PLUS regularly: 

There are certain things that we hammer away, but we don’t do a lot with CORE 
PLUS.  I have never seen a memo from corporate office in Denver saying ‘oh by 
the way employees’ have you ever heard of CORE PLUS?  These are the people 
in your particular regions who you can go to.’ It is a shared responsibility.  It is a 
goal.  If you take any word out of there, to me it admits defeat.  It has to be there. 
[Top Bureau leadership]—they need to say it is important.  And then there needs 
to be a networking effort within each bureau.  There are 4 of us in [this bureau] 
that talk about CORE PLUS. (Interview 8) 
 

This California manager’s comment signals she sees CORE PLUS as an external program that 

she is not necessarily a part of: 

It’s almost like there is a nice juicy apple, but they are trying to take too big a bite 
of the apple…Is CORE PLUS supposed to be a concept or is it a program?  
Because I thought it was a program—how is it my shared responsibility? 
(Interview 1) 
 

With many in the Western states I visited commenting about the system’s uneven 

implementation, many like the manager above saw the belief that CORE PLUS was a shared 

responsibility across the entire Department to be a bit hypocritical. 
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As one CADR staff member reflected upon hearing such feedback, “I think part of is how 

can we ask for shared responsibility when we haven’t done our part yet.”  The same staffer 

continued positing “the majority probably don’t know it exists… That to me is why IOS is so 

important.  It’s your responsibility” (Interview 52).  As one will recall from Chapter 4, an “IOS” 

stands for “internal operating system” and is a coaching term that focuses one’s internal values 

and ways of engaging with oneself and others.  Shared responsibility, then, for this staffer 

becomes doing the internal work on a path to discovering one’s authentic self and self-worth.  

Such a notion of shared responsibility was not the standard one found within CADR or with 

Departmental leadership overseeing CADR.  Instead, shared responsibility was sometimes 

framed as a notion of service to fellow employees in the Department through participation in the 

ICMS, primarily through the route of being a collateral duty CORE PLUS neutral.  As this staff 

member thought, shared responsibility was: 

The right people willing to learn, and, evolve, and grow and meet people where 
they are.  It’s the individual people that get drawn to this and how they see their 
role is what makes it work or not work.  Whatever that role is.  There is a 
selflessness to this work that also kind of goes against the grain of the system. 
(Interview 64) 
 

And in contrast to the worry from CADR that many employees in the field either were 

disinterested or were not grateful that they had an ICMS (unlike almost all other employees in 

the U.S.), if employees knew about CORE PLUS, they often expressed an interest in learning 

more and potentially getting more involved.  As a field EEO manager stated: 

 
Yes, it does need to start with us.  But if we want it to be integrated, the tentacles 
are not reaching all the way down.  So my idea would be that it should be 
relatively seamless… we don’t have three months for CORE PLUS to send 
someone out here or hire a contractor.  We need somebody on the ground here, 
where we are all on board with the system, everybody’s getting a chance to both 
mediate and get mediators—so there’s an exchange of services and value.  If you 
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could have the umbrella really include everybody, it would be fantastic. 
(Interview 32) 
 

This EEO manager’s comment indicates a desire not only to participate in CORE PLUS as a 

recipient of mediation services, but also as a participant with more “on the ground” opportunities 

for engagement in the system.  Reflecting back to the earlier vignette regarding the Roster 

Improvement Plan, the all full-time professional staff mediator model (which can be common in 

ICMS and CMS designs) would not address this staff member’s desire for opportunities for 

increased participation. 

 A regional Bureau leader in California put a similar view this way:  

I think the Department has good intentions.  And I agree with a lot of what they 
are saying as far as what they have to offer.  The problem we run into is:  They 
may have those resources, the Department views it—this is the value added.  The 
problem you have is that all the regions have their own view of the best way to 
handle it… but each region will say, but that sounds good but this is how we do 
it—and that’s the tough part.  If you are going to have a program like that where 
somehow they are tied in—not just that we have this to offer you, but “Here’s 
what we have and you guys out in the field, you are going to be part of this team.”  
Now you don’t have to report to them, you can still report to your Regional 
Director, but you are part of this team so we are going to talk and meet quarterly 
or whatever, discuss, where its more of a team.  I think that would be more 
helpful as opposed to, “Here it is, take it and go use it!” (Interview 35) 
 

This regional leader experienced CORE PLUS as a service provider rather than a system in 

which he played an active role.  One EEO official graphically recounted a story in which her 

region refused to use CORE PLUS mediators or otherwise participate in the ICMS in any way: 

[A CADR staff member] said that she was going to do a trip [out West] to teach 
me [what CORE PLUS was].  First of all, you are not coming here to teach a 35-
year veteran about jack!  Now—if you want to come and talk to me about CORE 
PLUS and what the benefits are and why we are not using it versus why we 
should use it, I am willing to sit down with you.  But you are not coming to my 
office with that attitude.  You stay right the hell where you are!  (Interview 47) 
 

Although there were likely several reasons for this office’s active rejection of CORE PLUS, one 

reason I found when spending time with this staff member and others was that the ICMS felt 
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completely foreign to them.  They felt like they lacked control of how mediations and other 

conflict resolution services were to be provided in their region and that was threatening.  This 

finding comported with earlier research I conducted into the varying approaches the Interior 

Department’s unions (which represent about 30% of the agency’s workforce) took to engaging 

with the ICMS with some rejecting it due to concerns about being shut out of the conflict 

management process within their bargaining units (Dickey 2015).   

 

Empowering Choice in Decision Making as ICMS Success: 
Shared Ownership and Beyond 

 
“DOI bureaus and offices are trusted, produce sustainable decisions and carry out their 

missions more efficiently, by working collaboratively to prevent, manage and resolve conflict,” 

reads the vision statement of the CADR balanced scorecard that opened my discussion of 

measures of ICMS success at the organizational level at the beginning of this chapter (CADR 

Balanced Scorecard 2014).  My exploration of the connections between the fields of organization 

development and conflict management along with my research at the Interior Department leads 

me to a conversation regarding “shared ownership” as a new measure for ICMS success at the 

organizational level.  The ICMS, unlike related OD initiatives and some past efforts for 

encouraging participatory management in the workplace, I argue has the capability and potential 

to serve as a vehicle for a deeper, more real form of workplace participation that continues to 

elude the wider fields of industrial relations and human resource management.  Shared 

ownership of an ICMS may be a route for moving that type of participation more within reach. 

Frequently, during my time based in the CADR Office in Washington I would hear about 

the trouble spots within the ICMS.  But sometimes the bright points would shine.  One city in 

one bureau provides a good example.  Here, CADR staff would comment that officials in HR, 
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EEO, senior management, and the bureau’s ombudsman would have regular ‘Rays of the Sun 

Meetings’ to discuss the ICMS, current ongoing cases and processes and strategize re future 

plans.  “In [city] they think of themselves as members of the ICMS—‘we’re this CORE PLUS 

team,” the ombudsman serving them reported (Interview 15).  The information sharing and 

exchange was found in this case to make the participants in those regular meetings feel part of 

CORE PLUS in a way that most other employees in the Department did not.  Along these lines, 

one Montana EEO counselor thought that more information needed to be made public about 

conflict within the Department and how the ICMS was engaging with it.  “If people realize that 

conflict can be resolved through mediation, at the manager level, [through] basic 

communication—then less gets to a higher level,” she argued.  By keeping even aggregate ICMS 

process data confidential except to CADR, bureau and Departmental leadership, employees lost 

an opportunity to connect with the system by not having access to information about it 

(Interview 27). 

Shared ownership came up in another context as well during my time at Interior—

through the case of the implementation of the Tracker case management system for the ICMS, 

that was explored in Chapter 4.  One of the reasons CADR staff expressed hesitance to order 

CORE PLUS neutrals to use the Tracker, which surely would have been the most direct and 

efficient way to implement the new system, was due to a desire for shared ownership of the 

ICMS.  “We’ve been so hesitant to [order coordinators to use Tracker] because we want to 

engage them and have a shared sense of ownership about it, but the shared sense of ownership 

only works if the other people want it,” one CADR staff member stated (Interview 89).  Many in 

the CORE PLUS community did not feel a sense of ownership of the Tracker, even if they 

agreed that it would serve a useful purpose, as it was seen as a mandate imposed from 
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Washington rather than collaboratively arrived at by the entire CORE PLUS community of 

neutrals. 

The top-down approach to culture change for some in CADR and DOI leadership was not 

working and therefore a more bottom-up participatory approach to CORE PLUS was needed to 

facilitate more of a sense of shared ownership: 

I started [at CADR] going ‘culture change’.  We’re change agents.  All CADR is, 
is a little group of change agents.  We’re like Johnny Appleseed.  We’ll plant 
seeds and the culture will change.  So now I’m like, ‘No, we’re not really 
changing the culture.’ How do you model the kind of behavior you think is 
beneficial for the organization and see where it catches and where it doesn’t.  
Another analogy I’ve used from the very beginning is that it’s like we are lighting 
candles.  How many candles do you light?  How many candles don’t go out?  And 
a lot of candles will go out and that’s fine.  They were lit for awhile and maybe 
they lit somebody else.  But there are 72,000 of us right?  And you’ll never know 
where the lit candles are and where the dead candles are. (Interview 60) 
 

 
Knowledge of what the ICMS is and what it stood for was a way employees in the field would 

state could be a route to shared ownership of the system, “You need to be inreaching or 

outreaching to bring more awareness.  You have to do it quarterly if not constantly.  You can’t 

just do it once a year.  So that everybody knows what CORE PLUS means,” one manager in 

Oregon stated (Interview 2).  A regional bureau leader in California argued that through the 

active participation of staff in the field, they could begin to see the system as more accessible and 

theirs to use.  “I think if people find out that they are a part of shaping [CORE PLUS], or they 

helped shape it, they’re more likely to use it” (Interview 35). 

 Shared ownership as a success measure for an ICMS at the organizational level can be 

seen to have perceptual and structural elements.  It is one thing for employees to believe they 

have shared ownership.  And it is another for them to actually be able to affect decision-making 

around the management and operation of the ICMS as this staffer points out: 
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In terms of for the ICMS to become more and more tangible, for it to be 
something that genuinely-- there is shared ownership-- there is some common 
understanding whatever that might be for our organization now, and what’s it 
going to be in the future.  That’s what I really think success is.  I think our ICMS 
would be successful if people genuinely feel like they share ownership of it at 
some point.  Not every human, but the majority--key people get it and are part of 
it.  To me, that is the ultimate success. And then they define what it is and what is 
success.  The first five, six years it was [leadership] defining what it is and what is 
success or why we don’t care.  So to me, success ultimately is something that the 
organization is invested in all different levels and they’re co-creating it as it goes.  
Whatever it turns into, it has a life of its own.  How do you measure that?... I am 
very mindful of by that measure of success, we are not successful yet. (Interview 
60) 
 

The vision of success outlined in the quote above can be seen to be radically different than norms 

in the ICMS literature surrounding what I label a resolution orientation that center around 

efficiency and effectiveness measures.  By democratizing the decisions around what success is 

and looks like within an organization—shared ownership of an ICMS could ultimately lead to 

new measures of success being continually developed and modified. 

 What would “shared ownership” as a measure of organizational ICMS success look like?  

What would full participation or fully-shared ownership actually entail?  One could envision in 

such a scenario an ICMS would no longer serve an organization--it now would be the 

organization as a fully-shared ownership model would likely necessitate transformation of 

organizational decision-making and management practices.  This vision may sound extreme, but 

full participation would likely signal a radical shift regarding how organizations like DOI make 

decisions and are managed.  This is surely not what CADR had in mind when it developed its 

balanced scorecard vision for DOI producing “sustainable decisions.”  Instead, I encourage the 

field to envision the potential of shared ownership as an organizational-level ICMS success 

measure further. 
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 Like in Chapter 4’s exploration that pushed the boundaries of measurement of ICMS 

success at the individual level, I argue that a new measure of shared ownership can also be 

thought of through an empowerment lens.  But as mentioned earlier, perceptions of shared 

ownership of an ICMS are different than the actual ability for employees across DOI to co-own 

the system through shared governance mechanisms and participatory processes.  This fact is one 

of the major criticisms of mainstream OD efforts as practiced in the US that engaged with the 

discourse of empowerment and the practice some participatory processes for garnering employee 

input and feedback but then often did not change the underlying management or power structure 

within the organization—leading the OD efforts to ultimately be fleeting (Peterson 1994, 13).  

“Feeling empowered is not the same as being empowered,” one critical management theorist 

writes, succinctly summing up the issue (Jacques 1996, 141). 

What would be an outcome of an organizational empowerment-oriented ICMS?  One 

DOI official encapsulates what I label an outcome of such an empowered approach to measuring 

ICMS success at the organizational level:  “It’s that the organization has the capacity to make the 

choices about the way to be in a situation to achieve results” (Interview 64).  Embedded in this 

statement is an understanding that the capability to be able to make a deliberate choice in a given 

situation versus being limited to passive acquiescence to organizational inertia or custom is a 

critical way to drive organizational change and accomplish the agency’s mission.  Understanding 

ICMS success as empowering organizational capacity for decision-making and change is a very 

different conceptualization than lowering organizational cost of conflict or time spent managing 

disputes. 

Therefore, like at the individual-level, success measures for an ICMS at the 

organizational-level can also be thought of on a continuum ranging from a resolution orientation 
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to that of an empowerment orientation.  These measures will be represented graphically in 

Chapter 6.  Traditional measures of organizational ICMS success such as organizational cost 

savings and productivity gains found described in Chapter 2’s, Table 4 land closer to a resolution 

orientation, while the new measure I introduce here—shared ownership—can be seen to rest 

closer to an organizational empowerment orientation.  Like at the individual-level explored in 

Chapter 4, the organizational success spectrum range from primarily resolution orientation 

measures that focus on addressing and resolving conflict to primarily empowerment orientation 

measures facilitating organizational change. 
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CHAPTER 6 

A NEW TYPOLOGY AND MAP OF INTEGRATED CONFLICT MANAGEMENT 

SYSTEMS 

 

“Are you willing to commit to transforming your workplace?” 
- in What Corporations Need to Know About How to Install an Integrated Conflict 

Management System (D. Katz and Cohen 2009a, 100) 
 

 Based on my historical analysis of the origins and theory underlying integrated conflict 

management systems and my field research within the CORE PLUS ICMS, in this final chapter 

of the dissertation, I present the full new typology of ICMSs I have developed.  As expressed in 

Figure 1 below this typology maps the ranges of measures of ICMS success I have discussed 

both at the individual and organizational levels.  As considered throughout the dissertation, the 

ICMS literature presents, for the most part, a linear progression from ADR, to DRS, to CMS, and 

finally to the organizational best practice:  the ICMS (Gosline et al. 2001; Lynch 2003; Roche 

and Teague 2014; Houk and Katz 2014).  This evolutionary approach to ICMSs follows the 

development of many organizations’ conflict management planning and development.  But after 

an organization decides to implement an ICMS much is left undetermined.  One reason for this is 

that we have almost no empirical research within ICMSs and due to the fact that fully-

implemented ICMSs are likely even more rare than the field estimates (Lipsky 2014b; Avgar 

2016).  Another reason is that academics and practitioners researching and promoting 

organizational ICMSs believe that organizations need to determine for themselves what 

measures of success work best for them.  This view has been prevalent from the earliest days of 

the literature and continues to this day (Gosline et al. 2001; Lipsky, Seeber, and Fincher 2003; 

Roche and Teague 2014). 
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That said, the hodgepodge of success measures offered in the literature left ICMS leaders 

as well as employees more peripherally-involved in it at the Interior Department frustrated as 

they wrestled with the question of what success of the CORE PLUS ICMS would and should 

look like to them.  Frustration also stemmed from feeling caught between the resolution and 

empowerment orientations.  What success measures were the priorities?  As was detailed in 

Chapters 4 and 5, different DOI staff members had different answers to this question.  

Importantly and interestingly, some were breaking new ground and pushing the boundaries of the 

field’s thinking toward individual-level and organizational-level empowerment-oriented 

measures of ICMS success.   

Attempting to address these critical questions, Budd and Colvin provide further guidance 

and bring in three values from their work on specific dispute resolution procedures, such as 

mediation and arbitration, to the wider field of conflict management systems, which is broader 

than ICMS, as discussed in Chapter 2 (Budd and Colvin 2008; Budd and Colvin 2014).  The 

values of “efficiency,” “equity,” and “voice,” Budd and Colvin offer are helpful as they group 

measures of success particularly around specific dispute resolution processes that may be 

included within an ICMS as well as outlining the importance of how they could potentially be 

applied to the wider category of CMSs. 

Even though Budd and Colvin argue that there is no one best alignment of the three 

values they offer, certain assumptions (like in much of the rest of the conflict management 

literature) are present in their framework that still limit our thinking to the context of resolving 

disputes rather than influencing individual and organizational change.  For example, Colvin and 

Budd argue: 

Workplace dispute resolution systems are therefore hypothesized to be more 
effective and stable when efficiency, equity, and voice are balanced. Compared to 
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unbalanced dispute resolution systems, balanced systems should have greater 
legitimacy, produce more effective and durable resolutions, and prevent the 
recurrence of disputes. As a result, practitioners and policymakers should design 
dispute resolution systems that balance efficiency, equity, and voice. (2014, 25) 

 

Although this type of balance may be a valid goal if one views an ICMS as simply a vehicle for a 

variety of dispute resolution options under a resolution orientation, I found the theory and vision 

behind CORE PLUS was much broader.  Part of the issue is that frequently in the wider conflict 

management literature dispute resolution, CMS, and even ICMS are used interchangeably.  I 

argue that this sloppy practice holds the field back from better understanding the major 

differences between individual ADR techniques, workplace dispute resolution programs and 

systems, conflict management systems, and finally integrated conflict management systems.  

The predominant—more narrow—dispute resolution lens limits our understanding of 

ICMSs as vehicles for individual and organizational change.  Both types of change are not 

conceptualized Budd and Colvin’s efficiency, equity, and voice framework.  When 

organizational change is conceptualized in the conflict management literature, it often is 

presented narrowly as the movement and process toward becoming a “conflict competent 

organization” (Gosline et al. 2001; Lynch 2003; D. Katz and Cohen 2009b; D. Katz and Cohen 

2009a; Houk and Katz 2014).  As was explored in Chapter 5, conceptualizing the ICMS as a 

vehicle and venue for organizational change was a key finding of my fieldwork at the 

Department of the Interior.  Although resolving disputes was important to key leaders and 

coordinators of the system, much more time (and angst) was spent thinking about the ICMS’s 

relationship to organizational change as well as individual change and development.  I argue that 

such change has wider potential beyond the concept of the conflict competent organization. 



 230 

Individual change is not sufficiently theorized either.  Due to the dispute resolution 

legacy of the field, many of the ways individual employee success is framed in the ICMS 

literature surrounds employee satisfaction with ICMS processes, voice in system design, and 

productivity (Gosline et al. 2001; Lipsky, Seeber, and Fincher 2003; Roche and Teague 2014; 

Budd and Colvin 2014).  Conflict management skills are where we see the newest movement and 

focus in the field.  But as was explored in Chapter 4, the quest for all employees to attain such 

skills were lauded as good aspiration for the system to have, yet conflict management skills were 

contested as actual measures of ICMS success at the individual level.  Individual change through 

concepts of self-determination and self-worth, what I label “individual empowerment” would put 

the individual employee more in control of what success of the ICMS looked like to him or her.  

The ICMS would in some senses become the individual in an extreme “individual 

empowerment” lens.  In Chapter 5 I discussed a parallel “organizational empowerment” 

orientation.  Moving from notions of organizational conflict competence, to shared responsibility 

and shared ownership—and with it the capacity for choice in decision-making and organizational 

change—introduces a new way of conceptualizing what ICMS participation can and should look 

like and has implications for a wider transformation of organizational decision-making and 

management. 

Exhibited graphically, Figure 1 presents the full typology of what I argue are two 

orientations to the ICMS:  a) a resolution orientation and b) and an empowerment orientation 

originally introduced in Chapter 2.   
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Figure 1:  Typology and Map of ICMS 

 

The x axis indicates visions of success at the individual employee level, while the y axis 

indicates visions of success at the organizational level.  Several specific measures of ICMS 

success are marked on each axis depending on where I have determined they fit.  Near the origin 

rests conflict management skills at the individual level and organizational conflict competence 

on the organizational axis—though I have marked both of them closer to the resolution 

orientation than the empowerment orientation.  As introduced in Chapter 2, one may consider the 

ends of each axis to be the theoretical extremes of a particular view of ICMS success.  For 

example, the far left of the map would be an “individual resolution” orientation to the ICMS and 

the far right would signal an “individual empowerment” orientation.  The top of the y axis would 

signify an “organizational resolution” orientation to the ICMS, while the bottom of that axis 
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signifies an “organizational empowerment” orientation.  The combination of a high individual 

employee empowerment orientation with a high organizational empowerment orientation, 

therefore would create an ICMS that indicates a strong overall empowerment orientation, while 

another ICMS that used success measures that were high on both an individual employee 

resolution orientation and also high on the organizational resolution axis could be labeled to have 

a high overall resolution orientation. 

The resolution orientation, I argue, centers around service.  In an individual resolution 

orientation to the ICMS, the ICMS would be considered to serve the individual employee.  This 

orientation would stress success measures such as employee utilization of ICMS processes and 

employee satisfaction with ICMS processes and the system as a whole.  An organizational 

resolution orientation would consider the ICMS serving the organization as it currently is 

constituted and would not focus on organizational change.  It would stress the use of success 

measures such as cost and time savings, again based on the current configuration of such needs 

surrounding the resolution of conflict. 

The empowerment orientation, on the other hand, centers around becoming.  Instead of 

serving the individual and organization, its focus is on nurturing the capacity of the organization 

and individuals within it to shape the destiny of all.  Taken to their theoretical ends:  an extreme 

individual empowerment orientation to ICMS success would envision that the ICMS would be 

the employee and in an extreme organizational empowerment orientation, the ICMS would be 

the organization. 

I argue, therefore, that the conversation within the field of workplace conflict 

management has been confined to the upper-left-hand quadrant of this typology and map.  The 

design of any particular ICMS reflects the system’s underlying values of how success is 
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conceptualized either explicitly or implicitly.  The resolution orientation, which I argue most 

CMSs and ICMSs tend to mirror, has a theoretical legacy emanating from ADR and workplace 

dispute resolution, documented in Chapters 1 and 2.  Even though I am introducing the 

empowerment orientation, to the literature for the first time here, I find that the field can be seen 

over the past 15 years of the ICMS model’s existence to be slowly, yet steadily, moving away 

from a resolution orientation and toward my newly-defined empowerment orientation.  The 

focus on conflict management skills and the notion of a conflict competent organization can be 

considered as part of this journey.  Both concepts can be thought of as moving the measures of 

ICMS success somewhat away from the resolution ends of the individual and organizational 

spectrums toward empowerment, even though I argue conflict management skills and 

organizational conflict competence as currently constituted are closer to a resolution orientation 

than an empowerment one. 

Additionally, it is important to recognize that a broad notion of improving performance 

both at the individual and organizational levels can be seen to encompass the entire typology and 

map.  The difference between the orientations is how one defines performance and how one 

achieves it.  In a resolution orientation, performance can be considered more traditionally using 

measures of individual employee productivity and an organization’s financial achievement, 

while in an empowerment orientation individual performance could be considered beyond 

productivity to encompass the whole life of an employee and organizational performance would 

be defined by the goals and vision the organization has democratically determined. 

 

On the Frontier of ICMS Success:  The Promise of Empowering Participation 
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“Are you willing to commit to transforming your workplace” (D. Katz and Cohen 2009a, 

100)?  Thinking back to the quote prefacing this chapter, I now briefly consider what a full 

empowerment orientation (both individually and organizationally) to an ICMS would entail.  

Surely this was not the “transformation” envisioned in Katz and Cohen’s article extoling the 

virtues of ICMSs!  Instead, I argue, it has the potential to go much further and deeper.  As the 

ICMS model is designed to provide organizations flexibility in making their own system design 

choices, there is not one way an ICMS with an empowerment orientation can and should be 

conceptualized.  One could attempt to design an ICMS with a strong empowerment orientation 

and measure success primarily through measures of individual employees’ sense self-worth and 

sense of shared ownership primarily from a unitarist frame of reference in which organizational 

leadership’s interests were held to be paramount.  Indeed, this is how “empowerment” in the 

management literature has been critiqued since it rose in prominence beginning in the 1980s.  In 

a 1998 article, Adrian Wilkinson describes the ways discourses of empowerment can mask top-

down control:  

The term “empowerment” is generally used to refer to a form of 
employee involvement initiative which was widespread from the 1980s and 
focused on task-based involvement and attitudinal change. Unlike industrial 
democracy there is no notion of workers having a right to a say: it is employers 
who decide whether and how to empower employees. While there is a wide range 
of programmes and initiatives which are titled empowerment and they vary as to 
the extent of power which employees actually exercise, most are purposefully 
designed not to give workers a very significant role in decision making but rather 
to secure an enhanced employee contribution to the organization. Empowerment 
takes place within the context of a strict management agenda. (1998, 40) 

 
With the aim of “increasing productivity” and “commitment to employers’ goals” the 

empowerment Wilkinson describes it could be argued is similar to the warning Gadlin offers 

specifically regarding the ICMS model and his belief that the “utopian visions” stemming from it 

are “formulated almost exclusively from a managerial perspective” as discussed in Chapter 2 
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(2005, 383).  Additionally, measures of individual empowerment introduced in Chapter 4, such 

as self-worth could be instrumentalized simply as vehicles for “attitudinal change” to align with 

employer objectives.  Indeed, critical management scholars have pointed out the ways 

organizations manage the full “human subject” through discourses like those of mental and 

physical wellness.  Such “self-management” goes far beyond traditional understandings and 

boundaries of the professional and the personal (Costea, Crump, and Amiridis 2008). 

Alternatively, one could also imagine and design an ICMS oriented toward individual 

and organizational empowerment from a pluralist frame of reference.  In such a model, 

individual employees would necessarily have to be understood to have interests that do not (and 

cannot) ever fully and completely align with those of the organization.  Additionally, 

mechanisms for empowerment would not simply exist side-by-side with existing organizational 

structures and practices, but would likely by design—change them to reflect decisions of 

organizational participants.  Shared ownership would not be measured simply by perceptions and 

discourses surrounding individual and organizational empowerment, but also practices around 

governance of an ICMS as well as how the organization is more generally structured, managed, 

and makes its decisions.  In such an empowered organization, goals that Wilkinson labels 

‘employer goals’ could become whole organizational goals that would be representative of the 

entire organization. 

How could this be accomplished?  I conclude the dissertation by offering as a possible 

guide for such a vision of ICMS success the notion of “empowering participation.”  Arguably 

forgotten in the contemporary literature, the concept of empowering participation was developed 

by Max Elden through his work in Norway in the fields of sociotechnical systems, participation, 

and industrial democracy in the 1970s and 1980s.  
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The start of Norway’s industrial democracy (“ID”) program can be traced to the early 

1960s when industrial and union leaders interested in whether the decision to add worker 

representatives to the boards of several state-run companies in the early 1950s was increasing 

industrial democracy in those organizations (Thorsrud and Emery 1970, 189).  Engaging 

researchers Einar Thorsrud and Fred Emery in 1962 around this question, the leaders from 

management and labor, along with support from the Norwegian government and academics thus 

began a program lasting two decades that researched and provided support for new experiments 

in industrial democracy (Qvale 1976, 454).  Elden identifies three phases of the Norwegian ID 

program.  The first phase regarding worker representatives on company boards, he labels the 

“representative systems” phase.  The second phase he titles “workplace democracy” and the third 

phase is labeled “democratisation beyond the workplace” (1979, 228).  The second phase of the 

Norwegian ID project active in the late 1960s and 1970s on workplace democracy is most 

relevant for ICMS theory and practice. 

Elden describes three “generations” of industrial democracy at the workplace level within 

the larger three-phase Norwegian ID program (1979).  Beginning in 1964, researchers such as 

Thorsrud and Emery, worked on a small scale—introducing and researching the introduction of 

new forms of work processes and organization into particular firms.  Although somewhat 

successful in making lasting change, over the next decade researchers active in the project 

unsurprisingly discovered that expert/top-down approaches to implementing workplace 

democracy were not as useful and in keeping with the tenants of the spirit of industrial 

democracy as employees analyzing their own organizations and then making redesign choices 

and changes.  This sort of empowerment meant devolving authority from researchers and 

organizational leadership for not only the outcomes of industrial democracy interventions in the 
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workplace, but also for the process of engaging in such interventions.  Therefore while 

researchers were initially seen as “experts” in Norwegian workplaces participating in the 

program, by the late 1970s newer norms had repositioned the researchers as equal “co-learners” 

with the organization’s employees (Elden 1979, 233).  As Elden further elaborates: 

The most striking difference between the generations is how the change process is 
organised. Who takes initiatives? Who defines what the problems are? Who 
decides how data are to be gathered and which data are to be gathered? Who 
decides what the data means? Who is responsible for planning, management, and 
evaluation of specific change efforts? In the first generation projects the answer to 
these questions for the most part was the researcher. For third generation 
experiments the answer for the most part is either employees or some 
combination of collaboration between employees and researchers. (1979, 234) 
 

Such an approach to facilitating participation in the workplace was not just confined to 

organizations participating in the ID initiative.  The Norwegian parliament during the period of 

1972 to 1975 passed several new laws aimed at further institutionalizing ID reforms across the 

country (Qvale 1976; Gustavsen 1977).  This is in line with Elden’s earlier observation regarding 

the development of the ID project on structural conditions for ID in addition to actual practices in 

operation in specific workplaces.  By the early 1980s Elden found:  “Significantly, work 

researchers themselves have extended their concern about democratizing workplaces from their 

original focus on implementing more democratic organizational structures (e.g. semi-

autonomous groups) to democratizing the structure-giving process in organizations” (1983, 22). 

Through his research and engagement with the ID project at the workplace and legislative 

levels, Elden developed the concept of “empowering participation” in the 1980s as he further 

analyzed and determined the essential nature of addressing the “structure-giving process in 

organizations” as a critical element to workplace democracy and participation, which often was 

not fully addressed and sometimes ignored by OD and also other proponents and researchers in 

the budding fields of socio-technical systems and workplace participation.  An empowering 
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participation approach emphasizes the necessity of participation with power as the key to 

workplace empowerment being meaningful and legitimate.  I find this notion of empowerment 

helpful to address the warnings regarding the potential ‘dark-sides’ of empowerment discussed 

earlier in this chapter.  The work of Elden and his colleagues is illuminating as it attempts to 

explore how humanistic participatory management practices, common in US OD, could be 

implemented alongside structural changes to democratize organizations in such a way that 

permitted full—empowered—participation by workers in a given workplace.  As Elden explains, 

such a style and quality of participation goes beyond that found in much of the OD literature, 

even with its underlying humanistic values orientation due to the fact that humanization and 

democratization are not necessarily connected.  Participation in an organization in which the 

ultimate decision-making authority is controlled unilaterally necessarily looks very different than 

an environment in which participation and democratic decision-making are combined.  Elden 

argues: 

Participation—along with other typical OD values such as openness, trust, and the 
like—under conditions of unequal power tends to increase differences in power in 
favor of the powerful.  Therefore, whether or not participation is empowering 
depends on the existing distribution of power and whether or not interests and 
values converge or conflict.  Empowering participation presupposes some form of 
countervailing powers or parity of power that allows one to have an impact even 
when interests do not converge. (1986, 251) 
 

Thus, Elden’s empowering participation model combines elements of participatory OD, along 

with democratization of workplace decision-making, in a setting that provides for continual 

learning.  This may sounds pie-in-the-sky, but Elden describes the model’s partial success and 

adaptation in the Norwegian context in the 1970s and 1980s where experimentation surrounding 

this type of workplace participation was at its peak.  To be clear, I am not saying the Norwegian 

experience could (or should) be picked up and transplanted to the Department of the Interior, but 
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am arguing for an engagement with the ideas surrounding empowering participation as a possible 

way forward for any organization with an ICMS exploring what an empowerment orientation 

could offer.  An organization that measured its ICMS’s success through a measure of shared 

ownership could be well set-up to engage in a sustained conversation and experimentation 

regarding empowering participation.  I argue the ICMS provides a unique vehicle for such a 

conversation that could potentially provide a sustainable structure for empowering participation 

in organizational decision-making and change.  Although one could envision many different 

models and ways “shared ownership” in an ICMS could be operationalized, Elden’s empowering 

participation concept serves as a helpful guide. 

Like the empowered participation experiments in Norway in the 1970s and 1980s, a full 

empowerment orientation to an ICMS would lead to a very different style of workplace than is 

the norm in the U.S. today.  And in a full individual empowerment orientation that focused on a 

quest for authenticity and self-worth we would be confronting the transformation of ourselves.  

In the larger institutional environment we find organizations like the Interior Department in, I do 

not envision such radical shifts happening any time soon!  Instead, what is important is that we in 

the field of workplace conflict management are more explicit and conscious about naming the 

different value orientations framing the possibility and practice of workplace conflict 

management.  An empowerment orientation offers the potential to go beyond organizational cost 

savings of specific processes, win or loss rates, or conflict management skills.  It offers the 

opportunity engage with broader conversations about what organizations are and what they want 

to be. 

 

Concluding Thoughts 
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Although I am offering the empowerment orientation as a new development and line of 

inquiry that can potentially open the field of conflict management to new reaching new frontiers, 

I do not offer it as the ‘right’ way to measure success of an ICMS.  Organizations could adopt a 

variety of measures of success—some of which could be closer to a resolution orientation and 

others closer to an empowerment orientation.  It would still be possible to average the 

combination of success measures chosen to see in which quadrant a particular ICMS ultimately 

could be categorized, but one particular quadrant should not be considered the best or worst.  

Instead, I believe this new typology makes clear the greater and deeper potential of ICMSs to be 

instruments for individual and organizational change than has previously theorized.  That being 

said, an ICMS still could be considered to be ‘successful’ based on measures that are closer to 

the resolution orientation.  Through a more comprehensive accounting of the wide range of 

approaches to measuring ICMS success my research uncovered, my typology invites a deeper 

conversation regarding the values underlying ICMSs, which I argue are expressed through the 

choice of measures of success for a system. 

I believe there is much promise for the ICMS model.  In particular, based on my 

historical analysis and case study research, I am interested in exploring in future research the 

potential for the ICMS to be a sustaining structure for carrying forward Elden’s “empowering 

participation” that faded from view after the Norwegian industrial democracy initiatives of the 

1960s-1980s lost steam.  The ICMS, with its combination of practical dispute resolution and 

conflict management training functions could be combined with empowerment-oriented 

approaches in which individual and organizational change could be fueled through the structural 

and process conditions envisioned by the Norwegian ID initiatives of several decades ago.  Let 

us pick up empowering participation from where it left off in the 1980s in the context of the 
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Norwegian industrial democracy and see where it can now take us.  Additionally, I believe there 

is much future research potential regarding the incorporation of mainstream OD into the ICMS 

model. 

Practically, it would be helpful if future research could better document the prevalence 

and design choices of ICMSs in existence today.  How do other ICMSs measure success and 

how could they be categorized in my new ICMS typology?  This study focuses on ICMS thought 

leaders as well as managers.  It does not attempt to measure attitudes and behaviors of front-line 

employees and unions.  Future research that investigates such attitudes and behaviors would be 

extremely helpful in further developing the typology and map of ICMSs offered here.  

Additionally, longitudinal research tracking changes in how organizations with ICMSs 

conceptualize, prioritize, and use specific measures of success would tell us if common patterns 

emerge. 

I argue the ICMS taken beyond its dispute resolution heritage offers the potential to both 

serve the organization and its employees and to be the organization and its employees.  The 

experience of the Interior Department’s ICMS shows us that the promise and possibility of 

ICMSs extend far beyond the bounds of what our field of industrial relations and its conflict 

management subfield has previously theorized.  As the Interior Department’s training manual 

discussed earlier in the context of a shared responsibility for an ICMS states: “[CORE PLUS] 

starts with you!”  Moving beyond our previous limits and continuing to map out the full potential 

of the ICMS now starts with us. 
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