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Ruth E. Nicholson, Founding Partner 

 

 

Conflict Resolution for Coaches 
 

 
 
Components of Successful Conflict Resolution  

 
 Procedural Satisfaction: The process of discussion, issue resolution, and 

agreement was reasonable and fair.   
 

 Substantive Satisfaction: The solutions reached are realistic and 
adequately address the specific elements of concern.   

 
 Psychological Satisfaction: The parties feel heard and are emotionally 

satisfied. 

 
Conflict Intensity  

 
There are five (5) levels of conflict intensity that reflect the 
underlying objectives of the parties: 
 

A. To solve the problem 
 

B. To come out looking good 
 

C. To win 
 

D. To weaken or humiliate the other party in order to get  
him/her to withdraw 
 

E. To get rid of, hurt, or destroy the other party 
 

As the level of intensity increases, the likelihood that the parties will engage constructively and 
effectively in a collaborative, mediated, or facilitated process decreases.  

 
Steps to Address and Resolve Conflict  
 

1. Identify the Context   
 

2. Separate Interests from Positions  
 

3. Find Solutions that Meet Interests 

  

Conflict Resolution for Coaches 
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Step #1: Identify the Context 
 

A. What is the relationship of the parties? 
 

 
Members of 
the Board of 

Directors 

Paid or 
Volunteer Team 

Coaches 

Paid and 
Volunteer Staff 

Parents Players 

 
Directors of 

Coaching 
(DoCs) 

 

Board with 
power of 

employment 
(may also be 

parents) 

DoC with power of 
employment over 

coaches 

May be equals on 
staff or  

DoC may be in a 
supervisory role  

Clients who 
are paying for 

service 

DoC with 
authority over 
coaches and 

player 
development  

 
Paid or 

Volunteer 
Team 

Coaches 
 

Board with 
power of 

employment 
(may also be 

parents) 

Equals 

May be equals on 
staff or team 

managers who work 
for coaches 

Clients who 
are paying for 

service 

Team Coach 
responsible for 
the team and 

players 

 
B. The Alpha Dog Syndrome – Differing Perspectives on Power and Responsibility 

 

 Members of the Board of Directors are the alpha dogs of  
 legal and fiduciary organizational responsibility   
 

 Directors of Coaching are the alpha dogs of the technical  
 soccer program 
 

 Coaches are the alpha dogs of their teams 
 

 Club operations managers and non-coaching volunteer staff are the 
alpha dogs of the off-field administrative team 

 

 Parents are the alpha dogs of their households and players 
 

 Players have a lot of alpha dogs telling them what to do  

 
C. Questions to prepare for a productive conversation 

 

 Who needs to be involved to address the issue?  
 

 What is the power of the parties in relation to each other? 
 

 What is the history of the issue and relationships of the parties? 
 

 How well are the issues and concerns understood? 
 

 What is the urgency of the issues and their potential impacts over time? 
 

 What is the best place and time to have a conversation? 
 

 
Conversations to resolve issues are more productive when the power differential 
between the parties is lessened. One way to level the power difference between 
parties is to focus on interests, not positions. 

 
 



 

Copyright February 2015 – Ruth Nicholson and Club Development Network - All rights reserved 
Artwork courtesy of Michael Erickson’s Public Domain “Visual Language” Icon Library 

 

Step #2: Separate Interests from Positions 
 

Positions are the HOW manifestations of what we want. We often begin 
difficult conversations with positions, such as “I want…”  
 

Interests are the underlying WHY we want or need something. Ask 
questions to uncover the interests behind the positions. 

 
The Five Why’s – An approach to asking questions to discover interests 
 

 Identify an issue, problem, or a position. 
 

 Ask why the problem happens or why the position is important. Listen to the response 
without developing a rebuttal or reaction. 

 

 Acknowledge the response without judging it. Then ask another “why” or “help me 
understand” question regarding the response. If you cannot think of a “why” question, 
simply ask the person to tell you more. 

 

 Repeat the process of listening to the response and formulating another “why” question. It 
often takes multiple iterations to find the true basic interest(s) underlying the position.  
 
Example: Two people want the only orange available (their positions). Do you cut the 
orange in half? What if one wants to eat it and the other wants the rind for baking (their 
interests)? Asking questions to discover interests can uncover a better solution than what 
first seems a logical response to initial positions. 

 
Step #3: Find Solutions that Meet Interests 

 

A. Know and communicate your own needs and interests 
 

B. Discover the needs and interests of the other parties 
 

C. Move from interests to solutions in a 3-part conversation 
 

a. WHAT? Validate what the parties know about the 
situation and their interests. Look for areas of agreement. 
 

b. SO WHAT? Interpret what the situation, interests, and 
concerns mean to each of the parties. Build an understanding of impacts and effects. 

 

c. NOW WHAT? Decide on next steps and solutions. Look for the easy “yes” items as you 
build agreement on shared interests and interests that are not in conflict with each 
other. It will make finding agreement on more complex things easier. 

 
Post-Agreement Conflict 

 

Post-agreement conflict can arise from unanticipated events and is often difficult 
to predict. Watch for the four conditions under which it is likely to arise.  

 An ongoing relationship between the parties  
 High intensity of the initial conflict  
 Complexity and scope of the original issues in the conflict  
 Extent and difficulty of the change the parties need to make to  

resolve the initial conflict 
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General Principles for Conflict Resolution 
 

 
 

 
 

If you get lost in details, politics, or organizational administrivia, 
 

Compass Point North Always Points to Your Players 
 
 
 
 

 Address and resolve issues at the lowest level possible 
 

 Look beyond positions. Be open to multiple ways to satisfy your interests and the interests of 
others 
 

 Develop a club or team communication protocol that addresses 
 

 Methods and media for regularly sharing information on team and club activities (e.g. 
email, websites, phone, text) 

 

 Best times to talk to your coach and through what media (e.g. in person, phone, email, 
text) 

 

 A 24-hour or similar rule covering a cooling off period between the end of a game and 
when issues can be constructively discussed between concerned players, parents, and 
coaches 

 

 An overall issue resolution approach that outlines how to have an initial conversation 
about a concern and the appropriate escalation process in the event the concern cannot 
be resolved at the lowest level possible. 

 
 
 

 
Sport. Community. Excellence. 

 
10002 Aurora Avenue North, Suite 36-#279, Seattle, Washington  98133 USA 

Ruth@ClubDevNet.com     (206) 369-5439     www.ClubDevNet.com 
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consulting firm dedicated to helping youth sports organizations reach their full sporting, administrative, and 
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