
What  would  we  win  i f  we  addressed  conf l ic t

sk i l l fu l l y  and  healed  wounds  in  our  soc ia l

jus t ice  work ?  We 've  asked  th i s  quest ion  to

count less  movement  organizat ions  around

the  U .S . ,  and  heard  the i r  responses :

susta inabi l i t y ,  greater  ef fect i veness ,  res t  and

restorat ion ,  more  t ime  and  energy  fo r  the

f ight .  

I f  we  don ’ t  address  the  ways  conf l ic t  i s

wounding  our  re lat ionsh ips  and  movements ,

our  oppos i t ion  can  jus t  s i t  back  and  watch  us

tear  each  other  apart .  

Conf l ic t  i s  not  in  i t se l f  bad ,  I t  i s  to  be

expected ,  espec ia l l y  in  our  movement

organizat ions  work ing  aga inst  in just ice .

Cons ider  someone  hik ing  up  a  mounta in :  the

act iv i ty  of  hik ing  inev i tab ly  puts  the  body

under  s t ress /s t ra in .  But  i t 's  when  they  are  not

moving  up  that  mounta in  with  s t rength  and

al ignment  that  that  s t ress  and  s t ra in  can

turn  in to  in jury .

In  th i s  way ,  we  want  our  organizat ions  to  be

able  to  move  through  conf l ic t  with  s t rength

and  a l ignment  so  we  can  be  more  ef fect i ve

at  winning  jus t ice .

n a v i g a t i n g  C O N F L I C T  I N  M O V E M E N T
O R G A N I Z A T I O N S

These people fighting are the

problem, not the conditions around

them. This could look like asking two

staff members in conflict to go to

mediation without addressing the lack

of feedback flow that supported the

rupture in the first place.

C o m m o n  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  r e s p o n s e s  t o  i n j u r y

" J U S T  S T I C K  S O M E  I C E  O N  I T "

 
We don’t have time, so let’s just bring

the swelling down and move on

without addressin
g the underlying

issues that caused the pain.

" W E  J U S T  H A V E  B A D  A N K L E S "

" I T ' S  N O  B I G  D E A L "
 

I can bear it, let's
continue in the same
way and wait until a

breaking point. 

" T H E R E ' S  N O T H I N G  W E
C A N  D O  A B O U T  I T "

Pain is so commonplace
that healing feels impossible
to achieve... unless major

intervention happens. It's an
unfixable problem.
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R e p e a t i n g  i n e q u i t a b l e  p a t t e r n s  i n  p o l i c y

When  an  organizat ion  i s  not  attuned  to  the

way  that  sys tems  of  oppress ion  are

mani fes t ing  in  workplace  pol ic ies  such  as

h i r ing ,  management ,  decis ion  making ,  etc . ,

over  t ime ,  these  patterns  become  “ locked ”

in to  place  and  fee l  imposs ib le  to  change .

Dismiss ing or  ignor ing the in i t ia l  s igns  of
tenderness

Those  most  impacted  by  white  supremacy

are  of ten  the  f i r s t  to  fee l  the  impacts  of

misa l ignment ,  and  organizat ions  are  of ten

not  set  up  to  va lue  these  in i t ia l  warnings .

This  could  look  l i ke  BIPOC  ra i s ing  f rust rat ion

with  organizat ion  pol ic ies ,  white  people  and

leaders  tamping  down  the  pain  and  hurt .

W h a t  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  c o n f l i c t
b e h a v i o r s  l e a d  t o  i n j u r y ?

Trans i t ions  in  leadersh ip

Funding  cuts

Pol i t ica l  l andscape  sh i f t ing  due  to  elected

of f ic ia l s /sector /munic ipa l  funds  sh i f t ing

Lack of  awareness  of  the impacts  of
changing terra in

Imagine  t ry ing  to  move  over  a  f rozen  l ake  the

same  way  you  would  move  through  a  sand  pi t .

When  the  te r ra in  changes ,  i t ’s  an  opportuni ty

for  the  organizat ion  to  express  i t ’s  pr ior i t ies ,

and  that  process  can  of ten  lead  to

rupture .  Here  are  some  examples  of  changing

ter ra in :

Disregarding past  in jury  and state  of  the
nervous system

I t ’s  not  acc identa l  that  many  people  are

drawn  to  work  at  movement  organizat ions

because  of  the i r  personal  exper ience  with

v io lence  as  part  of  a  margina l ized  community .

They  br ing  in to  the  organizat ion  both  the

deep  wisdom  and  the  t rauma  the i r  l i fe

exper ience  af fords .  When  the  work

env i ronment  i s  not  t rauma - in formed ,  th i s  can

resu l t  in  a  sense  of  hyperv ig i lance  at  work ,  a

pers i s tent  f ight / f l ight  s tate ,  engaging  in

b lame  and  shame  when  others  exhib i t  t rauma

responses .

Assuming re lat ional  sk i l l s  carry  over  to
internal  conf l ict  work

Sta f f  tend  to  perce ive  each  other  as  sk i l led

communicators  and  mediators  in  conf l ic t

because  they  see  the i r  co -workers  make  use

of  those  sk i l l s  in  the i r  externa l  fac ing  work .

There  i s  a  common  assumpt ion  that  that  sk i l l

ease fu l l y  car r ies  over  to  in terna l  fac ing

conf l ic t  at  work .  E .g .  White  s ta f f  might  be

great  at  giv ing  c l ients  cr i t ica l  feedback ,  but

haven ’ t  bui l t  s t rength  in  muscle  to  give

cr i t ica l  feedback  to  col leagues  of  color .

Not making t ime for  rest  and re- fuel ing

When  we  are  fa t igued ,  we  can ’ t  move  with  as

much  in tent ion  even  i f  we  want  to .

Organizat iona l l y ,  th i s  could  look  l i ke  a

constant  sense  of  urgency ,  untenable  work

plans ,  and  a  l ack  of  emot iona l  support  fo r

s ta f f  who  are  doing  in tense  f ront - l ine  work .

Not taking the t ime to  bui ld  a l ignment  of
workplace culture  expectat ions

With  many  organizat ions  that  are  composed

of  people  who  have  some  shared  exper ience

of  oppress ion  (e .g .  queer  people ,  t rans  people ,

Black  people ,  etc . ) ,  i t  i s  common  fo r  the

workplace  to  become  unintent iona l l y

interwoven  with  ideas  of  home  and  fami ly .

The  r i sk  i s  not  in  the  weav ing  of  these  ideas ,  i t

i s  in  the  l ack  of  shared  a l ignment  and

intent ion .  I f  expectat ions  of  a  co -worker  are

caught  up  in  expectat ions  of  a  k in ,

accountabi l i t y  becomes  more  chal lenging  to

def ine .
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F e e d b a c k
Hav ing  robust  feedback  channels ,  espec ia l l y  across  teams  and  hierarchy ,  i s  cruc ia l  in  help ing

an  organizat ion  pivot  away  f rom  the  protect ion  of  power  and  towards  a  cul ture  of  shar ing

power .  Feedback  channels  can  be  conta iners  fo r  product ive  conf l ic t  that  prov ide  opportuni ty

for  organizat iona l  growth .  Without  suf f ic ient  and  ef fect i ve  avenues  fo r  feedback ,  you  can

count  on  the  f r ic t ion  sur fac ing  elsewhere ,  unconta ined .  

 

 

 

P r i n c i p l e d  D i s a g r e e m e n t
We  need  disagreement  to  get  to  our  best  work  and  tap  in to  the  wisdom  of  the  col lect i ve .

When  disagreement  i s  mistaken  fo r  harm ,  i t  obst ructs  our  abi l i t y  to  do  exce l lent  work .  Doing

th is  in  mult i - rac ia l  fo rmat ions  requi res  a  high  leve l  of  res i l iency  and  t rust  that  we  can  both

hold  the  pr inc ip les  of  rac ia l ,  economic ,  and  gender  jus t ice  and  disagree  with  each  other .  The

assumpt ion  that  hav ing  the  same  va lues  means  a lways  agree ing  i s  a  set  up  fo r  fa i lu re  (and

prevent ing  people ,  espec ia l l y  BIPOC ,  f rom  thr i v ing ) .

 

 

 

D e m o c r a t i c  D e c i s i o n  M a k i n g
Democrat ic  decis ion  making  supports  us  in  reor ient ing  the  defaul t  f low  of  power  by  va lu ing

out ly ing  perspect ives  that  might  be  quiet ,  part icu lar l y  due  to  margina l i ty  and  repress ion .

When  our  decis ion  making  processes  are  t ransparent  and  inv i te  meaningfu l  input  fo r  those

af fected  around  resource  a l locat ion ,  pr ior i ty  set t ing ,  and  s t rateg ic  di rect ion ,  we  commit  to

sur fac ing  quest ions  and  misa l ignment  ins tead  of  s i lenc ing  them  and  presuming  sameness  in

opin ion  and  approach .  

 

 

 

C o n f l i c t  P o l i c y  a n d  P r a c t i c e
This  i s  about  set t ing  up  sys tems  with in  the  organizat ion  that  make  pathways ,  too ls ,  and

agency  ava i lab le  fo r  ind iv idua ls  and  groups  in  conf l ic t .  Without  th i s  piece  in  place ,  people  are

le f t  to  fend  fo r  themselves  without  being  resourced ,  and  those  most  impacted  by  sys tems  of

oppress ion  bear  the  brunt  of  that .  Sett ing  up  robust  pol icy  and  pract ice  around  conf l ic t

reso lut ion  in  the  workplace  i s  an  opportuni ty  to  ground  the  organizat ion ’s  response  to

conf l ic t  in  pr inc ip les ,  not  panic .

 

A O R T A     

f o u r  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  s y s t e m s  f o r
s t r e n g t h  a n d  a l i g n m e n t  i n  c o n f l i c t
W e  h a v e  i d e n t i f i e d  t h e s e  f o u r  s y s t e m s  t h a t  a r e  k e y  f o r  s t r e n g t h  a n d  a l i g n m e n t  i n  c o n f l i c t
t h r o u g h  o u r  d e c a d e  o f  w o r k  w i t h  m o v e m e n t  o r g a n i z a t i o n s .  O n e  w a y  t o  t h i n k  a b o u t  t h e m  i s  a s
" m u s c l e  g r o u p s "  t h a t  a n  o r g a n i z a t i o n  n e e d s  t o  s t a y  s t a b l e  a n d  a l i g n e d  t h r o u g h  s t r e s s .  I f  o n e
o r  m o r e  o f  t h e s e  a r e  s h a k y ,  i t ' s  l i k e l y  t o  l e a d  t o  g r e a t e r  r u p t u r e  d o w n  t h e  r o a d .  
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Hav ing  s t rong  feedback  loops ,  being  able  to  disagree ,  make  decis ions  democrat ica l l y  -  a l l  of

these  sys tems  are  di rect ly  in  oppos i t ion  conf l ic t  avers ion ,  power  hoard ing ,  paterna l i sm ,

binary  th ink ing ,  and  other  t ra i t s  of  White  Supremacy  cul ture *  that  pervade  our  organizat ions .

Bui ld ing  s t rength  tends  to  resu l t  in  a  heal thy  soreness  -  don ’ t  mistake  th i s  fo r  in jury .  .

 
 
 

C O N F L I C T  A V E R S I O N
 

P O W E R  H O A R D I N G
 

P A T E R N A L I S M
 

B I N A R Y  T H I N K I N G
 

R I G H T  T O  C O M F O R T

S T R O N G  F E E D B A C K
L O O P S

 
B E I N G  A B L E  T O

D I S A G R E E
 

D E M O C R A T I C  D E C I S I O N
M A K I N G

 
R O B U S T

C O N F L I C T  P O L I C I E S

W h y  a r e  t h e s e  s y s t e m s  u s u a l l y  s h a k y ?

R e f l e c t i o n  q u e s t i o n s

* C h e c k  o u t  t h e  w o r k  o f  T e m a  O k u n  a n d  K e n n e t h  J o n e s  o n  W h i t e  S u p r e m a c y  C u l t u r e  f o r  m o r e
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I s  feedback  ava i lab le  in  every  di rect ion  in  my  organizat ion ?  

What  are  the  s t ructures  in  place  that  make  the  journey  of  feedback  t ransparent :  giv ing  →

rece iv ing  →  re f lect ing  →  act ion ?  Which  part  of  the  journey  are  v i s ib le  to  my  col leagues ?

How  regular l y  do  we  engage  in  pr inc ip led  disagreement  in  my  organizat ion ?

What  fo rmal  and  in formal  workplace  pract ices  encourage  people  to  be  in  pr inc ip led

disagreement ?  What  about  pract ices  that  discourage  pr inc ip led  disagreement ?  

Do  we  have  a  c lear ,  understandable  decis ion  making  process ?

How  cons i s tent ly  i s  th i s  decis ion  making  process  fo l lowed ?  When  and  i f  i t  i sn ’ t ,  who  i sn ’ t

fo l lowing  i t  and  what  happens ?

What  pol icy  and  pract ices  cur rent ly  ex is t  around  conf l ic t  reso lut ion ?  Does  the  pol icy  and

pract ice  match ?

What  are  the  resources  ava i lab le  to  s ta f f  when  conf l ic t  emerges ?  

F E E D B A C K

 P R I N C I P L E D  D I S A G R E E M E N T

D E M O C R A T I C  D E C I S I O N  M A K I N G

C O N F L I C T  P O L I C Y  A N D  P R A C T I C E


