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Sports Conflict; A Simmering Volcano

“That’s a stupid rule”. It seems a relatively harmless comment out of a competitive situation. In the heat of a game, the one who said it is looking for a come back from someone who agrees or disagrees. Who said it, who heard it, and whether the listener is winning or losing will likely determine its impact.  Personalities are usually the key ingredient, but real or imagined injury, as well as circumstances, can instantly ignite a seemingly harmless comment into molten lava.  Hopefully a participant’s conflict resolution skills take over, enabling normalcy to return. Often it is up to the victim to lead the way to safety, but sometimes a third party has to step in and squelch the pending disaster.   

I am loosely using conflict resolution to describe conflict prevention as well. You may be practicing conflict prevention and not even know it.  Sometimes it is as simple as ignoring an annoying comment, or listening to an alternative point of view, or not responding even though you know you are absolutely 100% correct.  We all are.

Conflict or arguments erupt from the slightest issue. I listened to about ten 70 to 80 year old men argue loudly about who was the best baseball team during the 1980’s.  Offensive remarks started flying, but everyone safely walked away.  Parents can incite fireworks by mentioning that the “the kid’s off the bench, you can stop him”.  “The kid’s off the bench” is intended to motivate the opposition to believe in their ability, not demoralize the one that came off the bench.  Nevertheless, it did, and the kid’s parent could easily respond.

Conflict prevention is never about creating non-offensive behavior in human beings in the heat of a disagreement.  It is too late and there is one too many offended people.  I have been one a few times myself.  It is about minimizing the risk.  Risk created from a difference of opinion, background, and intent, yet minimized by taking it head on.  Your organization can take the lead in conflict prevention by presenting programs that address sportsmanship, attitudes, and ultimately, fun.  Few will disagree that planning prevention is the key. There are too many offensive people out there to change them all, but you can change the behavior of a few. You just need to change the ones in your organization. In fact, you only need to change the one that is you.  

You can plan your behavior change. Study the problem. Look on line for classes. Then after you have faced your weakness, you can start helping the organization. Build a plan to address conflict. Then help your organization get started.

Who organizes it, how to motivate participation, and real follow-up is essential to bringing your organization to a progressive point. I suggest a progressive point because it is not a onetime event.  It is a series of events scattered into the future, building one success on top of another. Success will be hard to measure.  Successful long-term prevention means you assume the cure is temporary. Conflict is either in the midst of an eruption, simmering at the volcanoes edge, or hiding deep in the core of every sporting event.  Once you make that assumption, then you realize your program can quickly become Pompeii, so ongoing diligence is necessary.  You can provide the diligence.

Timothy Cox & Education Road Ltd. copyrights this article. The owner retains all publishing rights unless otherwise agreed. twc@educationroad.com
