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STARTING POINT – IDENTIFYING SOURCES OF CONFLICT IN SPORT 

1 Conflict in sport 
Objective: At the end of this section, you’ll be able to describe the elements of conflict. 

1.1 Conflict in everyday life 
Perspectives on conflict 

You will have a few minutes to compare your assigned object to conflict. Develop as many parallels as 
possible between the object and conflict. For example: conflict is like a spiderweb because taking action in 1 
area will likely have impacts throughout the web, and sometimes it gets sticky. 

ANCHOR LIGHTHOUSE DANCING COMPASS 

MAP BONFIRE WELL SCARECROW 

TOOLBOX KEYS ORIGAMI ZIPPER 



Hockey Canada Managing Conflict: Coach Workbook  

2023 Version © Coaching Association of Canada and Hockey Canada Page 5 

1.2 Approaches to managing conflict 
There are 5 different approaches to managing conflict (Womack, 1988; Thomas, 2008). 
These 5 approaches are based on a combination of 2 behaviours: 

Assertive behaviour: the extent to which you attempt to satisfy your own interests and needs 

Cooperative behaviour: the extent to which you attempt to satisfy the interests and needs 
of others 

 
The 5 approaches in relation to the 2 behaviours 
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Competing: “Might is right” 
 

Description Behaviours Appropriate use 

When competing, you pursue 
your concerns at the other 
person’s expense. This is a 
power-oriented approach in 
which you use whatever power 
seems appropriate to win your 
own position. Types of power that 
might be used include your ability 
to argue or to reward or punish. 
Competing means standing up for 
your rights, defending a position 
you believe is correct, or simply 
trying to win. 

● Takes firm stands 

● Able and willing to use 
power and authority 

● Regards giving in as a 
sign of weakness 

● Closed to feedback or new 
information 

● Openly expresses 
frustration and gives 
feedback to others, 
whether asked for or not 

● An emergency or crisis (for 
example, safety of your 
athletes is at risk) 

● Decision will be unpopular 
(for example, the need to 
cut a veteran player) 

● You’re convinced you’re 
correct about a key issue 
(for example, selection of 
an assistant coach) 

● Opponent would take 
advantage of a more 
cooperative approach 

 
Accommodating: “Kill them with kindness” 

 

Description Behaviours Appropriate use 

Accommodating is the complete 
opposite of competing. You 
neglect your own concerns to 
satisfy the concerns of the other 
person. Accommodating may take 
the form of selfless generosity or 
charity, complying with another 
person’s instructions when you 
would prefer not to, or yielding to 
another’s point of view. 

● Places higher emphasis 
on harmony and goodwill 
than “winning” 

● Speaks in a way that is not 
heard by others 

● Gives in to others’ needs 
and interests 

● Admits errors 

● Judges well about when to 
make exceptions to rules 
and policies 

● A peaceable solution now 
will pave the way for future 
gains. If you leave the gym 
now, you can return to 
negotiate a better practice 
schedule. 

● You realize the other side’s 
approach has more merit 
than yours. 

● Others care more about 
the solution than you do. 

● The other side has more 
authority and is willing to 
use it. 
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Avoiding: “Leave well enough alone” 
 

Description Behaviours Appropriate use 

When avoiding, you neither 
pursue your own concerns nor 
those of the other person. You 
do not deal with the conflict. 
Avoiding may take the form of 
diplomatically side-stepping an 
issue, postponing an issue until a 
better time, or simply withdrawing 
from a threatening situation. 

● Cautiously withdraws from 
conflict 

● Wishes to avoid hurting 
others’ feelings 

● Withholds contributions to 
decision-making 

● Sees no adverse 
consequences to avoiding 
conflict 

● Low commitment to 
outcome and poor 
implementation of 
decisions 

● The issue is unrelated to 
key issues (for example, 
videos to rent for the bus 
trip to the competition). 

● Winning is impossible. You 
disagree with the official. 
You’ve pushed the point, 
but further action won’t 
change her mind. 

● Emotions are high. The 
team has just lost an 
important game and one 
of the parents is upset 
with you. 

● You need more 
information. 

 
Collaborating: “Two heads are better than one” 

 

Description Behaviours Appropriate use 

Collaborating is the opposite of 
avoiding. You work with others to 
find a solution that fully satisfies 
your and others’ concerns. It 
means digging into an issue to 
pinpoint the underlying needs and 
wants of all parties. Collaborating 
may take the form of exploring 
a disagreement to learn one 
another’s insights or trying to 
find a creative solution to an 
interpersonal problem. 

● Open to the positive 
possibilities conflict 
creates 

● Communicates assertively, 
listens with skill and 
speaks for self 

● Searches for creative 
options for resolving 
conflict 

● You and others share a 
commitment to a long-term 
relationship (for example, 
you and the other coaches 
want to do well at the 
Canada Games and have 
the next 2 years to work 
together). 

● Time is available to find 
a consensus solution (for 
example, it’s early in the 
season and conflict about 
team norms has 
just begun). 

● You and others have 
communication and 
facilitation skills. 
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Compromising: “Let’s split the difference” 
 

Description Behaviours Appropriate use 

When compromising, you seek an 
expedient, mutually acceptable 
solution that partially satisfies both 
parties. It falls midway between 
competing and accommodating. 
Compromising gives up more 
than competing but less than 
accommodating. It addresses an 
issue more directly than avoiding 
but does not explore it in as 
much depth as collaborating. 
Compromising may mean 
splitting the difference between 
the 2 positions, exchanging 
concessions, or seeking a quick 
middle-ground solution. 

● Accepts outcomes will be 
partially satisfying for all 
but not fully satisfying to 
anyone 

● Uses “give and take” 

● Outcomes are important, 
but the cost of continuing 
the conflict is too high. You 
may compromise team 
cohesion. 

● You go around in circles 
with others of equal 
authority and equally 
strong commitment to 
mutually exclusive goals. 

● A deadline is pressing. 

● Collaborating and 
competing have failed to 
resolve the conflict. 

 
1.3 My preferred approach to conflict 

Based on the evidence in your reflective assessment, which do you believe is your preferred 
approach? 

 

 
If the selected approach is not appropriate for the situation, what other approach might you use? 
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Which approach do you avoid the most? Why? 
 

 
Would your partner identify the same approach? What approach is an athlete you coach likely 
to identify as your preferred approach? 
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1.4 Core conflict scenario 
Description 

 

 
Timeline of situation 

 

Timing Event Timing Event 
    

    

    

    

    



Hockey Canada Managing Conflict: Coach Workbook  

2023 Version © Coaching Association of Canada and Hockey Canada Page 11 

Key players 
 

Person Age Key relationships Quirks or key 
values 

Notes 

Mari 
(example) 

16 Parents, best friend 
(Ana), coach, grandfather 

Perfectionist, highly 
competitive 

Started sport only 
2 years ago, but 
has excelled 

Coach     

     

     

     

     

 
Core conflict scenario: Sources 
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1.5 Sources of conflict 
• Balancing sport with education or career 
• Coaching team (head coach and assistants) 
• Discipline 
• Family responsibilities 
• Game or competition strategy 
• Injury and recovery 
• Interpretation of rules 
• Limited resources: facilities, funding, practice time 
• Officials: assignment, application of rules or penalties 
• Parents 
• Peer pressure 
• Performance review 
• Personal relationships within teams 
• Playing time 
• Programs that address equity issues 
• Religion 
• Rewards and recognition 
• Roles of team members 
• Safety 
• Selection 
• Social life 
• Sponsors 
• Support teams (medical, paramedical, and sport science professionals) 
• Team philosophy 
• Training methods 
• Volunteer boards of directors or league officials 
• Work obligations, including part-time jobs 

 
My notes 

 



Hockey Canada Managing Conflict: Coach Workbook  

2023 Version © Coaching Association of Canada and Hockey Canada Page 13 

1.6 Levels of conflict 
Not all conflicts are created equal. Some conflicts you face as a coach will be more difficult to 
resolve than others. One reason is that the roots of conflict vary. People have many 
differences. They have different values, goals, approaches (methods) and basis for 
information (what they believe to be facts). Consider some of the coaching situations below. 
All of these situations contain the seeds of conflict, but they have different root causes. 

Levels of conflict in coaching situations 
 

Level Description Coaching situations 

Facts Conflicts occur about the facts in a situation 
because people misunderstand, are 
misinformed, or lack information. 

Your athletes misunderstood what time 
you wanted them to arrive, and so the 
whole team had to wait. 

Two of the team’s best athletes didn’t 
understand what you said at the end of 
practice about travel for the weekend. 
They arrived half an hour late for travel. 

Goals People disagree about what is to be 
achieved or done. 

What goals should the club set for the 
upcoming year? There might be 2 or 
more competing schools of thought. 

You and the club board disagree about 
what constitutes a successful season. 

Methods Conflicts occur because there is 
disagreement about how to do something. 

What is the best way to taper? How 
much rest and when? 

An athlete disagrees with the amount of 
rest they’re getting in your approach to 
taper before a championship. 

Values There can be disagreement about why 
things are done or what’s the right thing to 
do in a situation. At the root of such conflicts 
are the values you hold. 

Conflict will likely emerge if you believe 
athletes should be held accountable for 
behaviour that is outside the expected 
code of conduct, but your assistant 
believes that athletes shouldn’t be 
forced to lose their season because of 
immature behaviour. 

Despite the fact that 3 athletes broke 
curfew, an assistant coach decided to 
allow them to compete. 
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1.7 Multipliers 
Factors that increase the difficulty of resolving conflicts are called multipliers. There are 2 types 
of multipliers: personal and organizational. 

Personal multipliers are based in emotions and can include: 
• Incompatible personal styles (that is, personality conflicts) 
• Struggles for power or control 
• Threats to self-esteem 
• Jealousy 
• Resentment 
• Stress, burnout or anger 
• Fear 
• Uncertainty 

Organizational multipliers are external and based on the structures and environment in 
which the conflict occurs. 

Examples of organizational multipliers 
 

Ambiguous 
roles and 
responsibilities 

● Unclear roles, responsibilities, authority and relationships 

● Decision-making processes change with the situation or people involved 

● Weak or missing boundaries of acceptable behaviour 

● Everyone can make decisions 

● No one can make decisions 

Concentration of 
power 

● Leaders are directive 

● Little delegation of authority 

● One group or person makes all decisions 

● Some individuals or groups have veto power 

● Arbitrary decision-making is widespread (example: no due process) 

● Heavy reliance on one person for information, assistance, and 
resources 

Competing 
interests 

● Ongoing competition, both real and perceived, for scarce resources 
(money, time, people) or rewards 

● Real and perceived incompatibility between different organizations’ 
goals (for example, representative teams and league teams) 
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Communication 
barriers 

● Few opportunities for face-to-face communication 

● Poor communication skills 

● Different groups produce different communication materials 

Organization is 
complex 

● Tasks are divided into several steps 

● Finishing tasks involves many individuals and groups 

● Several levels and types of authority 

Consensus is 
necessary 

● All parties must agree on the outcomes to be achieved before action 
can be taken 

● A sense of urgency interferes with developing real consensus 

Regulations 
governing 
behaviour 

● There are many rules, regulations, and formal policies 

Prior conflicts are 
unresolved 

● Disagreements aren’t addressed 

● Unresolved conflicts influence the day-to-day environment 

● Stereotyping and attribution are prevalent 

● Conflicting values are unresolved 

Organizational 
politics 

● Individuals make a habit of blaming others when mistakes are made or 
expectations aren’t met 

● Information is selectively shared 

● Meeting agendas reflect personal interests 

● Informal coalitions form to increase the visibility of an issue 

Individual 
personalities 
influence 
outcomes 

● Hidden agendas are common 

● People feel threatened at some level 

● People think only of their own opinions and belief systems 

● People believe that deceit is a natural and acceptable way to influence 
others 
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1.8 Conflict scenario: Levels and multipliers of conflict 
Multipliers of conflict in this situation are: 

 

 
My notes 
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1.9 Feelings and facts 
Eight tips of effective listening in conflict 
 

Tip Examples 

1.  Explore feeling before facts ● “What I’m hearing you say is…” 
● “It sounds like you’re feeling…” 

2.  Be empathetic and non-judgmental ● Values the person speaking and what they’re 
saying 

● Accepts the speaker’s feelings 
● Does not make judgments 

3.  When defensive, ask a question ● “Where does that come from?” 
● “Say some more.” 

4. Use eye contact and listening body language ● Looks directly at the person speaking 
● Occasionally nods the head slowly to show 

understanding 

5.  Provide encouragement ● “I see what you mean.” 

6.  Listen attentively ● Remains silent when the person is speaking 
● Gives the speaker complete attention 

7.  Tell back ● “What I heard you say was...” 
● “It seems that you ...” 

8.  Ask questions to get more information ● “Are you saying that ...?” 
● “Do you mean that ...?” 
● “Are we talking about ...?” 

My notes 
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1.10 Resolution 
Managing conflict is about ensuring that the conflict does not prevent participation or 
enjoyment of sport. Resolving conflict is about finding ways to positively end the conflict. 

 
Steps 

1. Think of as many options as possible. 

◦ The more ideas you generate, the more likely it is you’ll find something 
that truly satisfies everyone’s needs. Two or three options aren’t 
enough. 

◦ Think of the ideas first and then evaluate them. Don’t evaluate as you go. 

◦ Gather as much information as possible about the conflict situation. The 
more you know, the easier it is to find solutions. 

◦ Creativity is key to resolving conflict. Think outside the box. See section 
4.1.1 on Creativity. 

2. Look at the problem from different perspectives. 
◦ How would someone else resolve this conflict? 
◦ Search for mutual gain. 
◦ Look for ways to make decisions easy to accept. 
◦ If possible, engage the individuals involved in the conflict in the solution. 

3. Test each idea against reality. 
◦ What are its strengths and weaknesses? Who wins and who loses? 
◦ Find ways to expand the pie or look at a longer time period. 
◦ Look for package deals. Can you include several related issues in the solution? 
◦ Can you deal with a smaller part of the issue in a different context? 
◦ Are there low-priority issues that you can give up? 

4. Select a resolution and communicate it with everyone involved. 
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1.10.1 Creativity 
 

In conflict, we often think we have to choose between the various positions taken by the 
different parties involved. However, the most powerful solutions are most often something 
entirely different than those for which any interested parties are advocating. Inventing options 
for consideration doesn’t come naturally. But, creative problem-solving is necessary if we 
hope to resolve our most difficult conflicts. 

If you want to invent creative options: 

• Look at the problem from different perspectives. How would someone else 
solve this conflict? 

• Search for mutual gain. 
• Look for ways to make decisions easy to accept. If you want the horse to jump 

the fence, don’t raise the fence. 

• Test each idea against reality. What are its strengths and weaknesses? Who 
wins and who loses? 

• Find ways to expand the pie or look at a longer time period. 
• Look for package deals. Can you include several related issues in the solution? 
• Can you deal with a smaller part of the issue in a different context? 

• Are there low-priority issues that you can give up? 

Creative options are possible when you stop focusing on the position that others have taken 
and focus instead on the interests and needs that lie behind their position. There are usually 
multiple interests behind a position. Here are 2 simple techniques for understanding what 
others’ interests are: 

• Ask other people directly why they prefer their position, or ask yourself why they 
prefer their position. Make sure the other person understands you aren’t asking 
them to justify their position. 

• Ask yourself what interests prevent others from accepting a position or 
solution you’re proposing. 

 
1.10.2 Pitfalls 

 
The following interfere with creative problem solving: 

• Jumping to conclusions about any new idea that is suggested. 
• Looking for the one perfect answer. 
• Zero-sum thinking (if you have more, I have less). 
• Focusing only on immediate needs. Sometimes the best solutions come from 

expanding to include more possibilities. 
• Sticking with the status quo or tried-and-true strategies. 
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1.11 Conflict scenario: Resolution 
Refer back to section 2.3 Core conflict scenario and complete the table below. 

Activity to generate ideas on how to resolve conflict 
 

Steps Your ideas 

1. Think of as many options as possible. The more 
ideas you generate, the more likely it is you’ll find 
something that truly satisfies everyone’s needs. Two 
or three options aren’t enough. 

● Think of the ideas first and then evaluate them. 

● Gather as much information as possible about the 
conflict situation. 

● Creativity is key to resolving conflict. 

 

2. Look at the problem from different perspectives. 

● How would someone else resolve this conflict? 

● Search for mutual gain. 

● Find ways to make decisions easy to accept. 

● Engage those involved in the conflict in the solution. 

 

3. Test each idea against reality. 

● What are the idea’s strengths and weaknesses? 
Who wins and who loses? 

● Find ways to expand the pie or look at a longer time 
period. 

● Look for package deals. Can you include several 
related issues in the solution? 

● Can you deal with a smaller part of the issue in a 
different context? 

● Are there low-priority issues that you can give up? 

 

4. Select a resolution and communicate it with 
everyone involved. 
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2 Preventing conflict 
Objective: At the end of this section, you’ll be able to create a conflict prevention plan. 

 
2.1 Prevention strategies 

Being proactive about creating desirable circumstances is a fundamental characteristic of 
leaders. Leaders create change; they don’t accept the status quo when change is needed. 

 
Share information 

Misinformation is the most common starting point of conflict. Not surprisingly, one of the best 
ways to prevent conflict is to ensure everyone has the right information as early as possible. 
This includes athletes, assistant coaches, support staff, parents, guardians, facility personnel, 
and anyone who plays a part in training and competition. 

Information can be shared in person. However, lots of details are passed along in the course 
of a season or year. So, it’s essential to provide an ongoing reference document to back up or 
take the place of verbal messages. 

Presented below are examples of the types of information that can be covered in print form 
or electronic form. Additionally, these types of information can be provided online if you, your 
club or your team has a website. 

• Practice schedule and locations 
• Season schedule of games or competitions (locations, start times) 
• Pre-travel checklist (equipment, clothing to bring, accommodation contacts, travel) 
• Out-of-town travel itinerary: accommodation (name, address, phone numbers, 

room arrangements), mealtimes or meal arrangements, accompanying parents 
or volunteers, departure and arrival times, ... 

• Selection criteria 

Sharing contact information among team members is also important to maintain clear, 
consistent communication among coaches, athletes, parents or guardians, and other relevant 
support people. However, all coaches need to consult their sport organization’s privacy policies 
and obtain appropriate permissions before sharing personal information among their team 
members. 

 
Share expectations 

The sooner athletes, assistant coaches, parents, and anyone connected with your athletes 
are aware of what is expected of them, the less likely it is that conflict will arise because of 
differences in expectations. Compliance with expectations is generally higher when those 
who must meet the expectations are involved in setting them. At a minimum, explain your 
expectations and check them for clarity. Compliance also improves when expectations are 
realistic, unambiguous and appropriate to the persons and the situation. 

 

The most important expectations to share include: 
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• Your coaching philosophy 

◦ Your expectations of athletes, coaching staff, and parents during 
practice, in competition, and in other aspects of athletes’ life (including 
school and work) 

◦ Others’ expectations of you 

◦ How your philosophy will affect selection, playing time, practices, 
individual or team goals, ... 

• Norms for athlete behaviour (attend finals to support teammates, arrive half an 
hour in advance of warm-up time, everyone is responsible for ensuring they’re 
on time, rookie orientation will be respectful of rookies, safety is everyone’s 
concern, ...) 

• Norms for parents (how and when to contact you, what to do if they have a 
problem or question, how they can support the training, ...) 

 
Clarify roles and obtain commitment to them 

Another common source of conflict is lack of clarity about roles. You should make sure at the 
beginning of the season to discuss your role and the roles of assistant coaches, support staff, 
managers, team captains, accompanying officials and others. Revisit the discussion of those 
roles before any competition or training camp. You want others to understand their role and to 
be committed to carrying it out. 

 
Create stability and predictability 

Disruptions, last-minute decisions, and lack of organization all make it more likely that 
conflict will occur. Advance planning creates predictability and stability for athletes and 
enables them to focus on the task at hand. Disorganization can distract you and your 
athletes throughout the year and cause unnecessary tension. 

For your sake and that of your athletes, research and advance planning are essential for 
practices, competitions, meetings and other events. Such research and advance planning will 
avoid last-minute arrangements, less-than-appropriate practice fields and accommodations, 
and minimize other inconveniences and conflicts. Establish procedures and responsibilities in 
advance for communication, problem-solving, meetings, and activities for other events. 
Modelling advance preparation will help athletes understand the importance of developing 
habits that create stability and predictability for their own preparations. 

 
Build relationships 

You’re less vulnerable to conflict if you develop credibility and trust from the start. At the 
beginning of your year, encourage your athletes, their families, support staff and 
administrators to develop that credibility and trust. Covey writes about making deposits in 
“trust accounts” with other people. To make those deposits: 

• Concentrate on building good relationships with the people who are important in 
your athletes’ lives and key to the functioning of your team. Get to know 
everyone as people (your athletes and their families, staff and administrators). 
Spend time with them before, after or between practices. 
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• Use “give and take” in these relationships. 
• Follow through on promises. 
• Establish networks among officials, other coaches, league or association 

administrators, and organizers who are part of your sport. 

• These actions will pay dividends of understanding and tolerance, when 
needed in a pinch. You can rarely withdraw before you deposit. 

 
Establish a pleasant environment 

To the greatest extent possible, control the environment in which you practise, compete, live 
and meet. For example, identify and eliminate unpleasant sights, sounds and smells as well 
as unnecessarily hot or cold temperatures. Negative sensory stimulation can affect people’s 
moods and give rise to conflict that might otherwise have been avoided. 

 
2.2 Conflict scenario: Prevention 

Refer back to section 2.3 Core conflict scenario. 

Return to your scenario group and identify 2 specific prevention strategies. 

1. A strategy to prevent the scenario from happening in the first place 
 

 
2. A strategy to prevent the scenario from happening again (after it’s been resolved) 

 

 
My notes 
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