
National Aeronautics and Space Administration     
Office of Diversity and Equal Opportunity     

  1 
 

 

Conflict Management Program  
Overview 

 
 
The Office of Diversity and Equal Opportunity (ODEO) is embarking on an innovative 
Agency-wide effort, the Conflict Management Program (CMP).  The CMP is designed to 
assist the Agency in managing institutional risk to mission success by providing 
managers, supervisors, and employees with effective tools to more strategically address 
workplace conflicts and resolve them without third-party intervention, reducing the need 
for employees to access formal processes, such as the Equal Employment Opportunity 
(EEO) complaints process.  The risk management benefits of the CMP include 
minimizing the financial impact of EEO complaints processing, and maximizing 
workplace productivity and morale by enabling employees to focus on the mission of 
their organization without the prolonged and costly distractions created by unresolved 
workplace conflict.  
 
During FY 07, ODEO deployed a successful pilot of the program at three NASA Centers: 
Glenn Research Center (GRC), Johnson Space Center (JSC), and Marshall Space Flight 
Center (MSFC).  Managers and employee participants in the basic conflict management 
course delivered at the pilot Centers reported that the training provided useful tools and 
techniques for working more collaboratively with team members, building trust, and 
more effectively communicating with co-workers and managers.  
 
This overview describes in detail what the CMP is, why ODEO believes it is needed at 
this time, what the expected outcomes are, and how the CMP will proceed. 
 
 
What is the Conflict Management Program? 
 
The CMP is a comprehensive Agency-wide program to more effectively manage 
workplace conflict through:  
 
� Center-by-Center needs assessment of issues around workplace conflict; and 
 
� Training for managers, supervisors, and employees to develop communication, trust 

building, collaborative problem solving, and conflict resolution skills; and 
 
� Training for ADR/EEO teams to address and resolve disputes at an early stage.  
 
� Completion of assessment of current Center and Agency EEO ADR programs and 

establishment of a consistent policy and procedural framework. 
 
To assist in carrying out these efforts, ODEO has formed an Agency CMP Advisory 
Team including representatives from the Office of General Counsel, the Office of Human 
Capital Management, the Office of Public Affairs, and two Center EO Offices. 
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Why a Conflict Management Program? 
 
The demands on NASA’s workforce are changing as the Agency launches a new era in 
space exploration.  Skills, competencies and capabilities necessary to execute the 
Agency’s new vision for space exploration are now being realigned to address the 
transition from the Space Shuttle Program to the Constellation Program. This transition 
period is expected to place heightened levels of stress and strain on the NASA workforce 
and increase the potential for conflict in organizations across the Agency.  This, in turn, 
may detract from the overall health of each Center, and its ability to achieve the optimum 
efficiency needed for mission success.   
 
Aside from the implications of the transition, NASA has long grappled with systemic 
problems regarding employees’ level of trust in upper management, employees’ 
willingness and comfort level with voicing unpopular opinions and raising concerns up 
the chain of command, and employees’ fears of reprisal if they do so.  The NASA Chief 
Historian’s 2007 Survey was the latest in a long line of reports to find these issues remain 
significant concerns for the Agency.  In addition, a 2007 Merit Systems Promotion Board 
(MSPB) report, based on MSPB’s Merit Principles survey, found that more than half of 
NASA respondents reported that they did not believe the Agency responds constructively 
to resolve workplace conflict. 
 
At NASA as at any organization, workplace conflicts that remain unresolved are known 
to negatively affect individual and group productivity, decision making, team building, 
and employee retention.  Conflicts that remain unresolved over a period of time can 
become more personal, interfere more with valuable work relationships, polarize critical 
teams, create absenteeism, and in many instances lead to grievances, complaints and 
sometimes even legal actions.  This amounts to a huge investment of time and resources 
expended on addressing and resolving conflict that needn’t have occurred in the first 
place. 
 
The CMP will enable NASA to focus as an Agency on addressing these longstanding 
problems and concerns, which are directly related to workplace conflict, especially 
conflict that results from lack of trust and ineffective communication laterally and 
vertically. The CMP is uniquely positioned to address these critical workforce 
environment issues in a Center-by-Center fashion.  The CMP Pilot has already 
demonstrated this.  In addition, the financial savings from reduced turnover and 
absenteeism rates and the benefit of retaining the knowledge and skills of experienced 
workers and managers more than justify the cost of CMP. 
  
Finally, but no less importantly, there are decision making benefits to handling conflicts 
constructively that CMP can help to provide.  For instance, more diverse inputs are likely 
to be considered and incorporated into better, more innovative decisions and technical 
solutions.  Decision makers are likely to get more candid feedback from key employees 
on the results of decisions in time to take appropriate corrective action, if needed.   
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What are the Expected Outcomes of the CMP? 
 
The expected outcomes of the CMP include: 
 
� A new model for addressing workplace conflict, reducing use of formal processes, 

e.g., EEO;  
 
� Development of communication and conflict resolution skills; 
 
� Expanded use of resolution skills to prevent and manage conflict, with benefits 

beyond EEO;  
 
� An improved environment in which employees feel they may safely raise concerns;  
 
� More efficient use of human and financial resources;  
 
� Strengthened partnerships among EEO, HR, legal and other stakeholders; and 
 
� More frequent and effective use of ADR processes as a means of resolution when 

third-party intervention becomes necessary. 
 
� An institutionalized framework for conflict management that provides for consistent 

EEO ADR Agency and Center policy directives and procedures.  
 
 

 
 Conclusion 
 

With the full participation of each NASA Center, ODEO is confident that the CMP, will 
be a truly transformational journey for the Agency, with positive outcomes for conflict 
resolution well beyond the EEO context.  The CMP offers a unique opportunity to help 
the Agency maintain its focus on mission success as we move closer to realizing the 
initial objectives of the U.S. Vision for Space Exploration.   
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Implementing the Conflict Management Program:  
 A Guide for NASA Centers 

 
This guide provides information and instructions for implementing the NASA Conflict 
Management Program (CMP) at the NASA Centers and Headquarters (HQ).  The guide 
is intended as a desk-reference for Center EO Directors1 and other stakeholders (e.g., 
Center CMP Advisory Teams) to assist in ensuring that the implementation process 
runs smoothly at each Center. 
 
Part I of the Guide describes the CMP implementation process step-by-step and shows 
expected completion dates for the associated actions.  Part II of the Guide addresses 
general matters associated with the process, such as scheduling of activities and further 
training options.  An appendix provides a matrix showing CMP implementation steps at 
each Center during FY 08, to assist in conceptualizing the timeframe for completion of 
each of the steps.2   
 
 
Part I.  Step-by-Step of the Process 

 
 
Step 1. Briefing of Center Senior Leadership (February 2008) 
 
ODEO3 will advise the Center EO Directors on the process in advance of Center CMP 
implementation.  ODEO will seek the assistance of the Center EO Directors in providing 
each Center’s senior leadership with an overview of the CMP and advance 
informational material, e.g., CMP Overview document and Fact Sheet, as well as the 
Center’s role in implementing the program.  This includes the development of the 
Center CMP Advisory Team (CCAT). 
 
 
Step 2. Identification of a Center CMP Advisory Team (February 2008) 

 
Once senior leadership has been briefed, Center EO Directors will work to form the 
CCAT.  The CCATs have a counterpart at the Agency level, the Agency CMP Advisory 
Team, formed during the pilot phase of the program.  It is envisioned that the CCAT at 
each Center will be led by a senior management official from the Center Director’s 
Office.  At the Pilot Centers, that individual was the Associate Center Director. The 
CCAT should also include representatives from the offices of key stakeholders, e.g., 
EO, Human Resources (Training and Labor Relations), Chief Counsel, Public Affairs.   

                                            
1 Wherever the term “Center EO Directors” is used in this document, it is meant to be inclusive of the 
NASA HQ EO Director. 
2 Note that for the three Conflict Management Pilot Centers, GSFC, JSC, and MSFC, most of the steps 
identified in this Guide have already taken place.  For example, leadership at these Centers have already 
been briefed by NASA ODEO, and Needs Assessments and Course Evaluations have already been 
conducted. 
3 ODEO as used in this document refers to the Agency Office of Diversity and Equal Opportunity. 



 

3 

The primary role of the CCAT will be to facilitate CMP implementation, including 
collaborating with ODEO’s Agency CMP Advisory Team, interfacing with the vendor, 
and coordinating all communications and logistical matters.  This means, for example, 
that the CCAT will be responsible for working with Center leadership and the vendor to 
schedule the dates for ODEO briefings to Center leadership and the CCAT (Step 3), the 
Needs Assessment (Step 4) and the Conflict Management training (Step 5).  
 
The CCAT should be in place no later than February 2008. 
 
 
Step 3. ODEO Briefing to Center Leadership (February-March 2008) 

 
The Assistant Administrator for Diversity and Equal Opportunity with the vendor will 
conduct on-site briefings at each NASA Center for Center leadership.  Members of the 
CCAT will be briefed by the CMP Manager and the vendor.  The briefings for Center 
leadership are intended to convey an understanding of the program and obtain senior 
management’s buy-in at each Center.  More specifically, ODEO will provide information 
on the purposes, scope, and intended outcomes of the program to each Center’s senior 
leadership, and answer any questions pertaining to these matters. 
 
 
Step 3. Center Communications Plan Rollout (February-March 2008) 
  
Once ODEO has completed its Center briefings, the development of a communications 
rollout plan spearheaded by the CCAT should begin in earnest.  This plan should 
include print and electronic dissemination of information on the CMP to all employees, 
e.g., Center Director’s Memorandum on CMP, CMP Fact Sheet, and should utilize 
communications organs already in place at each Center, e.g., NASA HQ’s HeadsUp, 
ARC’s Astrogram.  ODEO will work in conjunction with each Center’s CCAT on these 
efforts.   ODEO also intends to provide standardized communications tools in the form 
of posters for dissemination at the Centers, to help “brand” the program.  
 
 
Step 4. CMP Needs Assessment and Analysis (March-April 2008) 

  
The vendor will be working closely with the CCAT, firstly to schedule interviews and 
focus groups for the Needs Assessment.  The Needs Assessment will be conducted by 
the vendor over the course of 2-3 days at each Center.  The Needs Assessment will 
encompass interviews with key stakeholders (e.g., EO, HR, Chief Counsel’s Office), 
focus groups, and data and document analysis.  The Needs Assessment is intended to 
survey the conflict “environment” at each Center, and will enable ODEO and its vendor 
to tailor the CMP training to each Center’s needs regarding conflict.   
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Step 5. Deployment of Conflict Management and EEO/ADR Training  
 
The deployment phase of the CMP will include: a conflict management training module 
for managers and supervisors, as well as employees; training on the EEO ADR process 
for those involved in managing and implementing the EEO ADR program; and training 
for the EEO ADR team.  Each conflict management training session is designed to train 
30 individuals.  The conflict management training module will be based on five main 
topics: 
  
� Sources of Conflict and Conflict Resolution Strategies;  
� The Role of Emotions and Assumptions in Conflict (FSR Model);  
� Skills of Effective Communication;  
� Common-Sense Practices for Building Trust; and   
� Collaborative Problem-Solving in the Workplace Model 
 
The vendor will coordinate with the CCAT to schedule facilities and times for the 
trainings.  (See Appendix, Proposed Conflict Management Program Schedule of 
Activities, detailing the number of sessions currently planned for each Center in FY 08). 
 
 
Step 6. Course Evaluation and Impact Study 
  
The CMP training at each Center will first be evaluated based on a Course Evaluation, 
designed to assess the appropriateness of the course content as well as evaluate 
participants’ views on the potential applicability of the course to their work.  To this end, 
the Course Evaluation focuses on the participants’ estimates of the course’s potential 
applicability to their work environments.  Participants will be asked to identify what they 
considered to be the most helpful parts of the course and provide suggestions for 
improvement.  A Course Evaluation Report will be prepared and presented to the 
Center.  
 
To further measure “return-on-investment” at each Center, ODEO also will conduct an 
Impact Study three months after course delivery.  The Impact Study will be based on a 
survey prepared by the vendor and will look at whether CMP participants at each Center 
have had the opportunity to utilize the knowledge and skills learned.  For example, 
course participants will be asked to identify situations in the workplace where they were 
able to apply the knowledge and skills gained from the training.  This approach will allow 
participants to assess their effectiveness in recognizing and resolving conflict.  The 
Impact Study will also be used to determine the areas of the training that may need 
future reinforcement, as part of the basis for determining overall effectiveness.  A report 
of the Impact Study will be issued and briefed at each Center by the vendor.  
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Part II.  General Matters Associated with the Process 
 
1. Scheduling for the CMP Process 
 
Beginning in February 2008, ODEO will work closely with the vendor and CCAT at each 
Center to establish firm dates for the following: 
 
� Briefings to Center Senior Management and CCAT  
� Needs Assessment 
� Conflict Management Training and EEO/ADR Training 

 
2. CMP Tracking System 
 
ODEO has in place an electronic tracking system for all actions pertaining to CM, the 
Strategic Information Management System (SIMS).  Each Center will be asked to 
identify a system administrator for entering information regarding the implementation of 
the CMP at each Center.  Each Center’s information will be accessible only to that 
Center and to ODEO.  The ODEO System Administrator is available to answer and 
questions and provide ongoing technical assistance regarding the use of the tracking 
system. 
  
3. Further Training and Technical Assistance Options 
 
Continuing Conflict Management Training 
 
ODEO plans to offer continuing conflict management training to the NASA workforce in 
FY 2009-2010.  In addition, ODEO will be providing advanced conflict management 
training courses focusing on more complex issues, such as potential class action 
issues, and inter-organizational conflict issues.  
 
ODEO is exploring, in collaboration with the Office Human Capital Management, 
including conflict management training as part of new manager and supervisor training.  
ODEO is also exploring providing conflict management training to new employees.  
Finally, ODEO plans to develop web-based conflict management modules, such as 
refresher training.  
 
One-on-One Conflict Management Assistance 
 
NASA ODEO will provide upon request on-on-one conflict management technical 
assistance for managers and supervisors who have participated in the conflict 
management training.  Conflict management assistance will be designed to address 
issues regarding management style, with a focus on enhancing interpersonal and 
communication skills.  It will be based on a one-on-one relationship between a trained 
neutral and a manager or supervisor seeking to build on the conflict management 
training.   
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Among the critical objectives of conflict management assistance are: 
� To prevent unnecessary disputes and the escalation of disputes;  
� To enhance conflict management skills and gain increased conflict competency; 
� To prepare for a mediation or a cooperative problem-solving session; 
� To prepare to lead a meeting and/or a team that has the potential for being fractious; 

and 
� To strengthen self-awareness and support professional development through 

professional and personal discovery. 
 

4. Agency-wide EEO ADR Policy and Procedural Framework  
 
ODEO has undertaken a review and analysis of current Center and Agency EEO ADR 
programs.  ODEO will partner with Center EO Offices to complete the evaluation of 
these programs and develop an Agency-wide policy and procedural framework.  
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APPENDIX.  PROPOSED CONFLICT MANAGEMENT PROGRAM SCHEDULE OF ACTIVITIES FY 08 
 

Feb. Mar.

HQ X
GSFC X
KSC X
ARC X
DFRC X
LaRC X
SSC X
NSSC

Mar. Apr.

HQ X
GSFC X
KSC X
ARC X
DFRC X
LaRC X
SSC X
NSSC X

Mar. Apr.

HQ X
GSFC X
KSC X
ARC X
DFRC X
LaRC X
SSC X
NSSC X

Mar. Apr.

HQ X
GSFC X
KSC X
ARC X
DFRC X
LaRC X
SSC X
NSSC X

May

HQ 2 Sessions
GSFC 4 Sessions
KSC 4 Sessions
ARC 2 Sessions
DFRC 2 Sessions
LaRC 2 Sessions
SSC 2 Sessions
NSSC 4-5 Sessions

June

HQ 1 Session
GSFC 1 Session
KSC 1 Session
ARC 1 Session
DFRC 1 Session
LaRC 1 Session
SSC 1 Session

ADR/EEO Trainings

CMP Trainings

Assessment Briefings

Assessment Reports

Assessments

Briefings

 




