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Introduction:

While many organisations have adopted policies and procedures to deal with difficult people
and situations, rarely are they able to deal effectively with the emotional impact of this harmful
behaviour and its aftermath. Their attempts at problem solving often make things worse. Clever
organisations, on the other hand, have understood that healthy workplace relationships are
critical to job satisfaction and therefore productivity (Thorsborne, 1999). This paper will describe
a process called Workplace Conferencing, which, adapted from processes used to divert
juvenile offenders from court, has been used successfully as a response to cases of workplace
harassment and other challenging situations which result in high levels of conflict. Brief case
summaries to illustrate the use of conferencing to deal with a variety of typical scenarios have
been included.

History of Workplace Conferencing:

Conferencing is not new to Australia. Introduced from New Zealand in 1992, the first experimen
of the process (then called Family Group Conferencing) was based in the NSW town of Wagga
Wagga where conferences were facilitated by police to divert youth entering the justice system
away from court (Moore 1995). The Wagga model, as it now known, became the basis for an
international conferencing movement in reforms to criminal justice and education systems in
Australia, the UK, Canada and the USA. In 1994, conferencing was first used in Queensland
schools as a response to incidents of serious harm. The majority of conferences were in
response to assaults and serious victimisation, followed by property damage and theft.
Conferences were also used to address incidents involving drugs, damaging the reputation of
the school, truanting, verbal abuse, persistent disruption in class, and in one case, a bomb
threat. Two twelve month studies of conferencing in schools have been conducted since 1994
and those results have confirmed that conferencing is a highly effective strategy for dealing wit
incidents of serious harm in schools (Cameron and Thorsborne, 1999). During this period there
were two cases of teacher assaults on students, which were dealt with by way of the conferenc
process. Parents, the student victims, administrators and the teachers involved reported high
levels of satisfaction with both the process and the outcomes. The alternatives were of course,
charges of professional misconduct with the accompanying investigations and possible
reprimands placed on file.



In late 1995, “workplace” conferences also began to be used in the industrial area of the
lllawarra region south of Sydney. The first ten workplace conferences in this region dealt,
respectively, with: breach of lending regulations at a suburban bank branch: assault and
wrongful dismissal at a coal sampling operation; malicious gossip at an information technology
firm; theft at a medical research centre; racial vilification at an earth moving plant site; abusive
management at a television station; industrial espionage at a radio station; inadequate
management at a radio station; sexual harassment in a church community; and discrimination,
abusive supervision and safety breaches at a coal mine (Moore, 1996). Workplace conferences
have been subsequently conducted across public and private sector workplaces in Queensland
New South Wales and Victoria.

The conference process:

The Workplace Conference is a process designed to bring together those most affected by
harmful and destructive behaviour in the workplace. Convened by a skilled facilitator, the
process allows this community of people defined by the behaviour and its impact, to tell their
stories in an honest and open way. A shared understanding of the extent of the harm is
reached. This community is then in a position to decide what needs to be done to repair the

harm and put plans in place to minimise the chance of further harm. The outcomes are recorde:
as a workplace agreement (similar to a heads of agreement from a mediation).

While it is clear that some behaviours are simply unacceptable in any setting, the presenting
incident or crisis of inappropriate behaviour is usually indicative of the situation, climate or
culture within the organization, which has allowed the seeds of discontent to be sown. In
interviews with staff in preparation for a workplace conference tell a story which usually reflect
problems with:

* Leadership and management styles

* Lack of a shared vision and values about the organisation’s primary purpose

» Poor communication

+ Decision making processes that are not consultative enough

* An avoidance or punitive approach to problem solving

* Inadequate performance management

* Poor selection and recruitment practices

» Lack of encouragement and rewards for efforts and achievements



Invariably, the impact on workplace relationships include a loss of trust and an increasing sense
of suspicion, polarisation of groups as people are enlisted to “take sides”, increased
absenteeism, loss of co-operation, and in serious, long term cases, chronic distress and shame
If the case is serious enough, staff may choose to pursue formal processes such as grievances
While these may well be appropriate, healing and the restoration of relationships are not
necessarily an outcome, and can leave parties more damaged emotionally than the original
difficulty. The agreement phase of a workplace conference creates an opportunity for the whole
community of affected people to begin to change those broader elements of the workplace,
which need to be addressed.

In his extensive description of workplace conferencing, Moore (1996) describes the similarities
between the process used in justice and education settings and the process now used with
such success in workplaces:

“The workplace conference shares some basic features with community conferencing, which is
the generic term given to a process now being used in schools, justice systems and other
settings to address victimising behaviour against property or persons. A community conference
brings together the perpetrator(s) and victim(s) of such behaviour. It also brings together their
respective supporters and any other members of the community of  people affected. The
community conference has two main aims: to repair the damage arising from the behaviour anc
fo minimise further harm. This essential definition also applies to a workplace conference. The
nature of the damage and the plans to minimise further harm are generally more complex in
workplace conferences than in community conferences. But the two forms of conference share
an approach fto conflict that makes possible constructive rather than destructive outcomes.
Perhaps more fundamentally, community conferencing and workplace conferencing share a
psychosocial dynamic. Deeply negative feelings between participants are transformed to a
point where constructive interaction is again possible. This affective transformation makes
possible symbolic reparation between victim(s) and perpetrator(s). In a workplace, however,
affective transformation creates additional opportunities. It helps participants identify and rewritt
some of the cultural scripts that govern the micro politics of that particular community.”

The benefits of this philosophy and approach, which are made clear to prospective clients and
participants, include:

* All affected staff will have an opportunity to understand the full picture of what has transpired
rather than relying on office gossip as a source of the "truth”

» Transformation of conflict into cooperation as the staff involved come together as a
community to tackle the problem (becoming "we" instead of "us and them")

* It becomes this community's responsibility to decide what's to be done, rather than resting
solely with management - ensuring ownership of any agreement by all parties

* It builds accountability within this community, and develops a sense of trust

* It is an opportunity to review workplace culture and processes which may have contributed to
the problem



* It avoids the necessity for industrial and/or legal involvement and hefty court fees - the
agreement reached will stand up to scrutiny in any such setting

* The process is fast and effective .

* Research has proved that participants in such processes have found them to be procedurally,
emotionally and substantively fair and satisfying

« The intervention has a solid theory base which draws on neurobiology, psychology, political
philosophy, and social, organisational and management theory

The workplace conference has three major phases and requires considerable commitment by
management: preparation, the conference itself and follow-up. These steps are outlined below:

Preparation:

1. Identification of key people who have become involved in the management of the difficulty,
and/or who have been most affected, either emotionally or operationally (or both) by the origina
behaviour and its aftermath.

2. Carefully structured interviews with all parties. This process is vital to the success of the
conference. Such interviews for staff average around one hour, but vary with those more
affected. This part of the preparation provides those affected with an initial chance to share the
burden the difficult behaviour has placed on each of them, and allows the facilitator insights intc
the history of the case, individual's personalities and builds trust between him/her and the
participants. This trust is critical when people are particularly fragile and the issues difficult and
sensitive.

3. Other issues identified. Often, interviews reveal that there are other issues between staff,
which may have nothing to do with the offending behaviour, but will need to be resolved for the
organisation to go forward. These are dealt with during or before the conference.

4. Venue (privacy is paramount) and an appropriate time need careful thought. Conferences
may take some three or more hours (the case study outlined below effectively took a whole
day). Staffing the office while key people are engaged in this difficult work needs to be
considered. Refreshments are needed both during and/or after the conference.

The Workplace Conference:

1.The conference, conducted by an appropriately trained and skilled facilitator, is attended by
those identified during interviews as being central to the situation and who are willing to
participate in the process of repair.

2. The conference will focus on, usually, the latest event which has occurred in the workplace.
This will raise a host of other issues identified during interviews across the range of affected
staff. These will be systematically addressed. The philosophy of this approach lies in identifying
the harm to relationships and encouraging people to take responsibility for their part in how the
situation unfolded. :



3. An agreement in the form of an action plan, with clearly articulated responsibilities and
timelines, will be negotiated and signed off by all parties responsible. It will reflect plans for
repair and protection of workplace relationships.

Follow-up:

1. Compliance with the agreement is monitored both internally (by individuals identified during
agreement formation) and externally (by the facilitator) at an agreed interval. The facilitator
continues to provide support for individuals and the organization and is available for further
problem solving should a need arise.

2. A report to management, which may include recommendations for some changes in systems
or approaches, is submitted at the conclusion of the work.

Case summaries

Aggressive management - National IT Company

This case illustrates the damage caused when managers use aggression fo solve
performance problems they may be having with their staff.

This case arose as a result of two major situations, which were very much linked with
each other. A new salesman was recruited to manage a state office, with the majority
of staff and operations for the whole organisation being based in another state. He felt
enormous pressure as a result of being new to the organisation, isolated
geographically from the sales support team, replacing the previous account manager
who had not been a great success and inheriting some difficult clients. He had also,
through no fault of his own, fallen out with another key manager in head office, who
had a reputation for abrasiveness, impatience and abruptness. These difficulties
between the two men were exacerbated by a series of misunderstandings as a result
of poorly timed phone calls and inappropriate emails. These, combined with the new
manager’s perception of increasing pressure from the other manager, had resulted, for
him, in deepening feelings of distress and erosion of confidence

The second event arose as a result of senior management’s attempts to solve this
relationship problem, by calling the head-office-based manager to a meeting to
discuss/ rebuke him for his behaviour. Not surprisingly, he viewed this meeting as very
damaging and complained about the structure and process that was used.

The conference as attended by both managers, senior management, and a couple of
other key players was convened and dealt with the initial relationship problem between
the managers, and the damage done by the attempts to resolve this issue. In the
process it became obvious that there were many other problems within the



organisation as a whole, which were contributing to general dissatisfaction and low
morale.

The agreement reached reflected the need for more careful communication protocols
and structures between the two main managers, more attention paid to induction for
new recruits, an undertaking to use emails for operational purposes, and not for
interpersonal problem solving or matters of performance, further clarification of roles
and responsibilities, and more support for staff who worked in interstate offices. It was
also suggested that the “abrasive” manager be coached to improve his people
management skills.

In the weeks and months following the conference, the relationship between the two
managers improved markedly. Some time later, however, the interstate manager,
frustrated with the lack of responsiveness to broader issues within the organisation,
resigned after being recruited by a major competitor.

Diminished work performance of partner - Law firm

This case involved the poor performance of a partner in a law firm, and the problems,
which arose as a result of a culture of silence about matters that desperately needed
airing. As soon as the staff and partners became more accustomed to speaking openly
in a climate of safety, the issues that had assumed such huge proportions were quickly
resolved.

| was approached to resolve an almost total breakdown in communication between a
senior partner in a law firm and one of the lawyers who worked in the same division.
The problems stemmed from early misunderstandings in their working relationship,
and were quickly resolved.

In interviewing them prior to the conference, it became apparent that deeper problems
existed in the organisation, particularly between the partners who had not been frank
with each other about issues that really mattered, despite yearly retreats at which they
developed strategic and business plans. With some trepidation, the whole partnership
allowed a process of exploration of these deeper issues. It became clear that one
particular partner had not been performing for some time, was not meeting business
targets and, as a result, causing feelings of deep resentment with the other partners
and staff.

The managing partner, with help, was able to broach the concerns to the non-
performing partner, who was able to shed some light on these issues. They, finally,
were also able to admit to him that they wished to terminate the current relationship of
partner with him, but retain his services (which were highly regarded, despite his lack
of focus). After some initial reluctance, which was overcome by an offer to buy his






