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TIPS FOR 
HANDLING 

Supervisors RELY ON INFORMATION, 
Interpersonal Skills, and Leadership 
to GET ALONG WITH ONE ANOTHER
BY AMY BOBB / ASSISTANT EDITOR

IN TODAY’S INCREASINGLY POLARIZED WORLD, 
it often appears that divisiveness has taken a front seat. While 
conflict is a part of life, the real test for a township is how its 
elected officials handle disagreements. A well-functioning board 
listens to one another, puts aside differences for the common 
good, and works together to reach a solution. If this is something 
your board struggles to do, here are some commonsense tips to 
help you manage conflict the right way. 

BOARD 
CONFLICTS
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I n many ways, it feels as if con-
flict has become a dominant way 
of life in America of late. Blame 
it on social media, the stress of 
the pandemic, or heightened 
partisan politics, but whatever 

the reasons, people just seem, well,  
angrier and less patient with one  
another these days. 
 Conflict and divisiveness play out 
daily in Washington and Harrisburg, 
on the news and social media, and 
sometimes even among family and 
friends. It’s also spilled down to the 
local level, perhaps most noteworthy 
of late at school board meetings where 
debate over COVID protocols has 
divided communities and caused rifts 
within governing bodies.
 Townships are not immune from 
conflict either. Disagreements just 
seem to come with the territory when 
supervisors must make decisions about 
varied complex and sometimes conten-
tious issues, from land development to 
stormwater management. 
 Let’s face it. A board of supervi-
sors is not always going to be one big, 
happy family, but like members of a 
family, supervisors are stuck with each 
other — at least for the time being — 
and that means finding a way to work 
together if they want to do what’s best 
for their community.
 Resolving disagreements within a 
board begins by meeting the conflict 
head-on and taking proper steps to 
ensure that cooler heads prevail. Good 
communication, the right attitude, and 
effective leadership can go a long way 
in keeping spirits up and blood pres-
sures down.  
 If you are looking to move your 
township board from conflict and 
chaos to cool, calm, and collected, 
here are five pointers to guide you.

Embrace healthy 
conflict
  Being a township super-
visor isn’t easy. Between 
the complex issues and 
the public demands, ten-

sions can run high, and supervisors are 
bound to have their disagreements. By 
learning to work together, however, 
township supervisors can understand 
and more effectively negotiate the con-
flicts that are sure to arise. 
 After all, conflict is a fact of life, and 
depending on how one reacts to it, it 
can be viewed as a blessing or a curse. 
If dealt with properly, conflict can be 
healthy and productive. When people 
feel free to air their thoughts and feel-
ings without repercussions, conflict 

can lead to increased understanding, 
greater insights, and better ideas.
 “If handled right, conflict can pro-
vide ideas and different perspectives,” 
Neal Fogle, an economic and com-
munity development educator with 
the Penn State Extension, says. “It can 
prove educational in helping to provide 
a reality check and introducing you to 
other potential solutions.”
 On the other hand, conflict can 
turn divisive and ugly if information 
is mishandled or people are not given 
the opportunity to provide input or 
feel that their ideas have been legiti-
mately considered. Conflict becomes 
unproductive when supervisors dig in 
their heels and the process reaches an 
impasse. 

DIVIDED
BOARDS

“If handled right, conflict can provide   
   ideas and different perspectives.”



 Hostilities among supervisors can 
erupt for various reasons from person-
ality clashes to someone feeling left out, 
misinformed, or unheard. Other times, 
supervisor conflicts will occur because 
someone has been elected on a single 
issue and may be pushing his or her 
own agenda over the common good.
 “Divisiveness within a board occurs 
because of power struggles, differences 
of opinion, political partisanship, and 
sometimes people just not liking each 
other,” says Gretchen Moore, an attor-
ney with Strassburger McKenna Gutnick 
and Gefsky. “It comes from many 
different places, but a lot of times, it is 
derived from power and politics and 
people jockeying for position.”
 Conflicts often become divisive 
when there is a lack of flexibility, 
says Albert Ciuksza, vice president 
of growth and development for Solu-
tions 21, a Pittsburgh-based consulting 
firm that focuses on leadership devel-
opment. Problems can occur when 
those making decisions have strongly 
held opinions that they can’t be swayed 
from. Similarly, conflicts may arise 
when people are lacking information or 
have clashing decision-making styles. 
 “Some folks like to make decisions 
quickly, while others need enough data 
to support their decision,” Ciuksza 
says. “When you put a group of people 
together, there are going to be oppos-
ing views of how a decision should be 
made, and that can easily spoil and 
jump into a conflict.” 
 While a decision made too quickly 
could result in unanticipated conse-
quences and disappointment because it 
wasn’t well thought through, he says, 
it’s also important to not get bogged 
down by analysis paralysis. Under-
standing how you and others make 
decisions and why someone may be 

 

reacting a certain way can help supervi-
sors push past divisiveness and shift the 
focus toward common ground instead. 
 “Something else may be underlying a 
conflict,” Ciuksza says. “People have to 
be willing to hit the pause button and 
look at the problem a different way.”
 After all, if a board of supervisors 
can learn how to adapt and manage 
disagreements in a healthy manner, 
it will gain the confidence to func-
tion as a cohesive team and feel better 

equipped to deal with other issues in 
the future. 
 “If you go through a conflict together 
and are able to reach an agreement with-
out becoming divisive, it can be a posi-
tive, binding experience for a board,” 
Fogle says. “When board members feel 
like they got a good shake and their 
voices were heard, it can bring the group 
closer together because they know they 
can work through it and are in a better 
position to face future conflicts.” ‰

takeaways  
for resolving  
conflict

 
 The next time you find yourself at loggerheads with a fellow township  
supervisor, try these conflict-busting suggestions:

Make sure all who are part of the process receive the same 
information. Leaving someone out of the loop before a decision 
is made will only create more conflict.

Listen carefully to what the other person is saying. Being lis-
tened to helps us feel validated and important. Maintain good 
eye contact, ask questions to clarify the person’s position, and 
don’t interrupt. 

Think through things before you talk. Avoid blaming and try to 
use neutral language, such as statements that start with “I,” not 
“you.” When speaking, watch your tone of voice and talk firmly 
but calmly.

Treat others with respect and dignity. Focus on the problem, 
not the person, and allow adequate time for everyone to talk 
through the issue. You want to build dialogue and arrive at a 
resolution fairly.

If necessary, find a neutral person or place to help work 
through a disagreement. Bringing in an uninvolved third per-
son and meeting on neutral ground can help provide an objec-
tive perspective.

   “When you put a group of people together,   
   there are going to be opposing views of   
   how a decision should be made, and that  
  can easily spoil and jump into a conflict.”
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Build trust
  So how can you 
move from un-
healthy, divisive 
conflict to productive 
and healthy debate 

and conversation? It begins with good 
communication and building trust 
with one another. 
 Many times, conflict arises when 
people don’t feel part of the process and 
are treated like an outsider. A lack of 
communication and uneven information 
sharing can prompt disagreements and 
put people on the defensive: Why didn’t 
the other supervisors tell me about the 
problems we are having with the police 
chief? Why did everyone else get a copy 
of that developer’s letter, but I didn’t? 
 “Problems can occur when a board 
is somehow freezing someone out,” 
Moore says. “It crosses a line when you 
deny access or go to elaborate schemes 
to keep a board member in the dark.”
 Such behavior can turn what should 
be a healthy difference of opinion into 
polarization and divisiveness within a 
board. Instead of shunning or ignoring 
someone because you don’t like them 
or agree with them, board members 
should strive to be open and recognize 
that exploring different viewpoints is 
an important part of healthy debate.
 “Residents didn’t elect the same 

person so you should expect people 
on your board to vote different ways,” 
Moore says. “You therefore want to en-
courage robust discussion and debate.” 
 Honesty and transparency can go 
a long way in building trust among 
board members and staff. Providing 
complete information to everyone 
ensures that supervisors are equipped 
to join in discussions and feel like 
contributing members of the board. 
In addition, clear expectations of their 
roles and responsibilities help to ensure 
that they don’t overstep their bounds as 
elected officials and thus create unnec-
essary conflict.
 A well-functioning board seeks to 
share information and build trust from 
day one. New supervisors are encour-
aged to become educated about their 
positions, including how to manage 
conflicts. (PSATS’ Boot Camps, which 
are currently being held across the state 
through March, provide a good founda-
tion for what is required of a township 
supervisor. Turn to page 56 for more in-
formation.) To bring them up to speed 
on local matters, newly elected officials 
should be given background and in-
sight into township projects, plans, and 
operations, as well as information on 
conducting meaningful discussions, 
following rules of order, and handling 
problems. They could even be assigned 

a mentor from the board who is experi-
enced in navigating conflict and could 
share tips on good communication and 
interpersonal skills.
 Behind the scenes, staff, too, plays 
an important role in sharing informa-
tion with supervisors. As the admin-
istrator of the township, a manager 
or secretary should ensure that every 
board member is kept up to date on 
township operations and projects, both 
current and pending. 
 “Although it is a cliché, it cannot be 
overstated how important communica-
tion and preparation are to make your 
board feel secure and self-assured,” 
Crystal Brown, a manager for Robinson 
Township in Washington County, says.
 Recognizing that none of her super-
visors are employed at the township, she 
makes it a point to provide them with 
the information they need to stay in the 
loop. She also treats each of them with 
the same respect and courtesy.
 “No favoritism, no secret commu-
nication, and no excluding any board 
member from information,” she says.
 Many townships will use work ses-
sions to provide a legal yet informal 
forum for supervisors to hash out issues 
and work through conflicts before a 
vote. Robinson Township takes this 
concept a step further by holding what 
Brown calls a “professionals meeting” 
one week prior to a public meeting. 
 “It is not an agenda meeting,” she 
explains. “It is for the manager, one 
supervisor, the solicitor, engineer, and 
other affiliates to meet informally and 
tackle talking points on our most press-
ing matters.”
 The supervisors take turns attend-
ing, and after the meeting, Brown pre-
pares a summary that she sends to the 
supervisors who were not there.
 “This preparation has proven invalu-
able,” she says. “My goal for everyone 
is no surprises. That is how we present 
professionally to the public.” ‰

DIVIDED
BOARDS

“It cannot be overstated how important  
  communications and preparation  
    are to make your board feel secure  
        and self-assured.”
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Foster respect
  A couple of 
years ago, a 
mini-casino was 
proposed in Sprin-
gettsbury Town-
ship, York County. 

While all five members of the board of 
supervisors were not in favor of it, they 
were able to hear each other out and 
push past their differences by staying 
focused on the issue at hand.
 “Not everyone agreed with the idea, 
but when they voiced their opinions, 
they respected what the others had to 
say and were not condescending in 
their responses,” manager Mark  
Hodgkinson says. 
 In the end, the casino was approved 
(its doors opened in August), and he at-
tributes the board’s ability to work 
through the contentious issue to the 
professionalism, civility, and respect 
that the supervisors strive to show one 
another. 
 “They don’t always agree on every-
thing, but when they disagree, they  
do so in a professional manner,” 

Hodgkinson says. 
 This successful behavior in the face 
of conflict gets at the heart of the third 
tip for moving a board beyond divisive-
ness: Fostering respect. While there 
will rarely be total agreement on every 
issue, supervisors who seek to listen 
and pursue constructive conversation 
and debate tend to reach the best solu-
tions. 
 “At its core, conflict is a difference 
of opinion, and we all have differences 
of opinion,” Penn State’s Fogle says. 
“Getting past the conflict rests in how 
we react and deal with these differences 
as individuals. Keep in mind that when 
it comes to controlling what happens, 
you can’t necessarily control other 
people. You can only really control 
yourself.”
 A productive approach to conflict, 
therefore, begins by looking in the 
mirror. Learning how to manage your 
actions and attitudes requires self-re-
flection and a commitment to personal 
development. You can start by think-
ing how you tend to react when a con-
flict arises: Do you try to avoid it at all 

costs, push through your own agenda, 
or seek to compromise? What is your 
go-to conflict resolution style? (See the 
box on page 18.) 
 It’s important to spend some time 
upfront getting to understand yourself. 
Perhaps even reach out to co-workers 
and loved ones who would be willing 
to give you honest input on your public 
persona and offer suggestions for im-
provements. 
 “A lot of times, conflict is about 
personalities more than anything else,” 
PSATS Policy and Research Director 
Holly Fishel says. “To move past it, one 
or more of those personalities has to 
want to foster better relationships and 
be willing to adapt and change.”
 By understanding what makes 
you, as well as your fellow supervisors, 
tick, you can work at managing your 
responses when conflicts arise. For 
starters, learn to become a better com-
municator by paying attention to your 
words, tone, and body language.
 “Emotion is a part of conflict, and 
people are going to have emotions 
related to their position on an issue,” 
Fogle says. “The key is not to overreact 
to those emotions.”
 Building consensus begins by re-
minding yourself to listen more and 
talk less. Slow down and actively listen 
to what others are saying. Instead of 
being quick to formulate a response, 
ask questions and be aware of your 
body language and facial expressions 
when engaging with others. You want 
to portray genuine interest in their 
point of view.
 Also, don’t allow disagreements to 

DIVIDED
BOARDS

 “If you go through a conflict together  
      and are able to reach an agreement   
     without becoming divisive, it can be a  
positive, binding experience for a board.”

 “Studies show that people are more willing to 
accept a decision if they feel that the process  
 was fair and open and they had the opportunity  
   to engage in a respectful, meaningful way.”
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escalate. To avoid saying something 
that you may later regret, count to 10 
and think before speaking. When it 
comes time to respond, aim to be flex-
ible and adaptable in your approach. 
To help you look at things differently, 
Ciuksza suggests hitting the pause but-
ton and asking yourself these questions:
 1) Is what I’m saying true? Or am I 
filling in some lines that are not accu-
rate and therefore fueling conflict that 
does not need to exist?
 2) Am I exaggerating? Am I blow-
ing things out of proportion?
 3) Is there another way to look at 
this? Am I considering other potential 
ways to frame and resolve the problem?
 “Asking these three questions can 
do wonders in reframing a conflict,” he 
says. “By hitting the pause button, you 
are giving yourself permission to re-
think matters and possibly change your 
mind.”
 Ciuksza also recommends two other 
exercises that can prove useful in help-
ing to soften the perspective of board 
members. The first is to switch posi-
tions and develop good arguments for 
the opposing view.
 “Research shows that if you do this 
successfully, people are more likely to 
respect where the other person is com-
ing from,” he says.
 The second exercise is what Ciuksza 
calls a premortem, where the board 
is tasked with analyzing what might 
happen if a certain decision is made. 
The concept is like a postmortem, only 
instead of scrutinizing what occurred 
after the fact, participants spend time 
speculating and exploring what-if sce-
narios ahead of time. 
 “In a premortem, you get everyone 
together and fast forward a year to what 
could happen if a particular decision 
had been made,” he says. “This exercise 
gives people who otherwise may be un-
comfortable expressing their views the 
space to talk about things and unearth 
problems that the group may not have 
thought of or seen coming.”   
 The bottom line when fostering re-
spect and defusing divisiveness among 
board members is to make sure that 
people feel heard and valued. If you 
engage folks in a meaningful way, they 
will be less likely to take it personally 
when a decision doesn’t go their way 



 

and more inclined to respect and sup-
port the majority rule instead of hold-
ing a grudge.
 “You don’t want to just whiz 
through the decision-making process 
without some true back and forth,”  
Fogle says. “Studies show that people 
are more willing to accept a decision if 
they feel that the process was fair and 
open and they had the opportunity to 
engage in a respectful, meaningful way.” 

Keep your cool 
in meetings
  While healthy 
disagreements and 
discourse can be 
vital to reaching a 

sound decision, it’s important to keep 
tempers and emotions in check during 
public meetings. After all, when angry 
words and unacceptable behavior are 
on public display, they can cripple the 
supervisors’ credibility, damage the 
township’s reputation, and put employ-
ees in an awkward position. 
 “If the supervisors behave well in 
a public meeting, that’s a good first 
step in managing conflict,” attorney 
Gretchen Moore says. “A well-handled 
public meeting goes a long way toward 
having a well-functioning board.”
 Cindy Fisher used to dread going to 
board meetings when she first became 
a supervisor in Cecil Township, Wash-
ington County, eight years ago.
 “You just knew there was going to 
be chaos and a screaming match,” she 
says. “Honestly, it was borderline em-
barrassing for our township.”
 Sometimes, it takes someone, such 
as the board chair, manager, or sec-
retary, to redirect the squabbling and 
remind the supervisors of why they are 
there in the first place. In Cecil Town-
ship’s case, the township solicitor got 
the ball rolling by holding supervisor 
training to review the laws governing 
a township of the second class and its 
board.
 “The session was a nice way to edu-
cate the supervisors while weaving in 
the role of decorum and how to run a 
good meeting,” says Moore, who serves 
as the township solicitor. “It helped to 
remind them that while they may have 
fights, at the end of the day, they are 
there to participate in the meeting and 
do the job they were elected to do.”
 Fisher took what she learned at the 
training to heart. Since becoming chair 

DIVIDED
BOARDS

WHAT’S YOUR STYLE?
Knowing your approach upfront 
can help you negotiate conflict
 When it comes to conflict, it helps to understand your own and others’ 
strategy for dealing with it. In general, people tend to handle conflict in one 
of five ways:
 1) Avoid or ignore the situation (What conflict?)
 2) Compete and try to dominate the situation (I win; you lose.)
 3) Accommodate or give in (I lose; you win.)
 4) Compromise (We both win and lose some.)
 5) Collaborate (We both win.)
 Most people will tend to resort to one or two of the negotiating strategies 
as their go-to comfort zone. All five methods have advantages and disadvan-
tages, and to decide which strategy is appropriate for a particular situation, 
you should evaluate the consequences of each. Ask yourself: How critical is 
the issue? How important is my relationship with the people involved? How 
much time do we have?
 “Obviously, people are different and have different ways of dealing with 
conflict,” Neal Fogle of the Penn State Extension says. “A key to better un-
derstanding people on your board is to know their personality traits and how 
they deal with conflict.”
 For example, if someone who normally seeks to avoid conflict suddenly 
develops an impassioned voice about something, that could be a clue that 
the person really cares about the issue before you. Therefore, you may need 
to adjust how you’re communicating and spend more time discussing the 
matter.
 “You need to be aware of your own means of addressing a conflict as 
well,” Fogle says. “If you know that you usually react too quickly or aggres-
sively to conflict, you may want to rethink your approach and try to change 
how others perceive you.”   
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ADVICE FOR  
ADMINISTRATORS
Staying out of the fray  
and restoring harmony 

of the board of supervisors two and a 
half years ago, she has implemented 
several practices that have helped to 
make board meetings more produc-
tive and amicable. First and foremost, 
she provides opportunity for board 

members to speak and feel listened to 
as long as it doesn’t lead to rants or at-
tacks.
 “As chair, I set the agenda, and I let 
any board member put anything on the 
agenda for the most part,” Fisher says. 
“I limit board discussion to items on 

the agenda and do not allow personal 
attacks, politics, or anything outside of 
what we can take action on. If a board 
member is ranting just to rant, I will 
end the conversation.” 
 She also makes sure information 
about agenda items is shared with 
board members before the meeting. 
The more informed and prepared ev-
eryone is ahead of time, she says, the 
less likely the meeting will turn com-
bative and ugly. 
 “It wasn’t always like that,” she says. 
“I can’t tell you the number of times 
before I became chair, where some-
thing came up and I had no idea what 
they were talking about or how they 
got the information.”
  Recognizing that information is 
power, she tries to ensure that there are 
no surprises for anyone at the meet-
ing. In fact, she recently changed the 
format of the agenda to get rid of new 
and old business, where it often felt like 
anything goes, and instead group items 
according to discussion (information 
sharing) or votes (decision time).
 “The best way to help smooth and 
calm things down is to make sure ev-
eryone knows and understands what’s 
going on,” Fisher says. “It’s been a 
slow process, but we have significantly 
smoother, more organized meetings 
now, and we seem to get along better.” 
 Board chairs who can maintain or-
der and keep conflicts from going awry 
are worth their weight in gold, PSATS’ 
Fishel says. 
 “A good chair will treat everyone 
fairly and firmly and run the meeting 
efficiently and objectively,” she says. 
“By creating an atmosphere where ev-
eryone’s viewpoints are recognized and 
people feel valued, the chair is helping 
to build consensus within the board.”
 Standards of conduct agreed to by 
the board are also critical for conduct-
ing civil and mannerly meetings. These 
ground rules reinforce the notion that 
every voice deserves to be heard and 

 If you’re a township manager or 
secretary, chances are you will find 
yourself in the middle of a supervi-
sor feud. It’s one of the hazards of 
the job, but it’s critical to stay out of 
the fray. Doing so will help you main-
tain the supervisors’ trust.
 The best course of action when 
supervisors disagree is to stay neu-
tral and treat each supervisor fairly 
and equally. You want to be a source 
of honest and impartial information, 
and when a vote is cast, you should 
support the majority decision. 
 While it’s important to sit on the 
sidelines of any board dispute, a 
township administrator may want to 
take certain steps to try to restore 
peace and rebuild relationships. For 
example, pinpoint a positive project, 
such as a park or road project, that 
all the supervisors can agree on, 
and use that as a steppingstone 
to work their way back to harmony. 
A feel-good project can also serve 
double duty by helping to put the 
shine on a township image that may 
have become tarnished publicly 
from the conflict.
 “A truly unbiased, fair, and diplo-

matic manager, skilled administra-
tor, or even a solicitor can go a long 
way in improving relations between 
board members,” Crystal Brown of 
Robinson Township in Washington 
County, says. “This designated per-
son must make it a top priority to 
genuinely lift, support, and respect 
each member, regardless of politics 
or personal feelings.”
 As township manager, she re-
minds herself that she is not in their 
club, and she tries hard to maintain 
independence and not appear 
aligned with any elected official. 
Instead, she seeks to act as the 
crossroads of information for the 
board, apprising the supervisors, 
who are restricted by the Sunshine 
Act from communicating with each 
other outside of public meetings, of 
the general thinking of the others.
 “I see myself as the ‘grease,’ 
easing tensions and building value 
on each official and expressing that 
freely,” Brown says. “I compliment 
and recognize when appropriate, 
but most importantly, I encourage 
them to see each other as true 
team members working together.” 

DIVIDED
BOARDS

 “If the supervisors behave well in a public 
    meeting, that’s a good first step  
  in managing conflict.”
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respected. Common rules include not 
attacking anyone, not interrupting or 
speaking over others, refraining from 
shouting and cursing, and limiting dis-
cussion to issues, not personalities. 
 “It can be a powerful tool when 
dealing with conflict if those within 
a board agree on certain standards of 
conduct and hold each other account-
able for them,” Fogle says.
 Consider posting the rules on a 
flip chart or board so that they are in 
full view during the meeting. Then, if 
things begin to go south, the chair can 
refer to the rules and remind everyone 
what they agreed to.
 “Most elected officials want to do 
the right thing,” Moore says. “That’s 
why they ran for office. It’s a hard 
job, and most take it very seriously. 
If things start to get out of control, it 
can be helpful to remind them that 
although they may not agree on an is-
sue, at the end of the day, they do have 
to hold their meetings and figure out 
a way to function for the good of the 
township.”   ‰

 The chair of the board of supervi-
sors plays a key role in making sure 
meetings are smooth and civil. Un-
derstanding parliamentary procedure 
is an important part of managing a 
meeting properly.
 Even if you think you understand 
the basics of parliamentary proce-
dure, there are many nuances that 
could trip you up. For example, did 
you know there are five motion types 
(privileged, subsidiary, main or prin-
cipal, incidental, and bring-back) and 
13 ranking motions within these five 
types? Understanding when to use 
these motions and knowing whether 
they are debatable or amendable 
or require a certain type of vote will 
help the chair feel more equipped to 
respond to circumstances that could 
arise during a public meeting.   
 Township officials who want to 

better understand how to handle mo-
tions when they are in the “hot seat” 
as chair might find a recent PSATS on- 
demand webinar helpful to watch. In 
the webinar “Parliamentary Procedure: 
In the Hot Seat,” parliamentarian ex-
pert Max Carlson reviews the different 
types of motions that can be made 
in a meeting and identifies whether 
they are debatable or amendable and 
require what type of vote (majority, 
two-thirds, or chair ruling). Through ex-
ercises with the participants, he runs 
through scenarios of different mo-
tions that might be encountered in a 
board meeting and provides guidance 
on following parliamentary procedure.
 To access the webinar, go to the 
“Education” tab on psats.org and 
click on “On-demand Webinars” under 
the “PSATS Learn Catalog.” Enter “hot 
seat” in the search bar.   

IN THE HOT SEAT
Parliamentary procedure
help for board chairs



  
Be a leader 
   At its core, con-
flict resolution is a 
test of leadership for 
the board and its 
members. A good 

supervisor will put the needs and wants 
of the residents above petty jealousy, 
politics, or insecurity every time.
 “Theoretically, the people who are 
chosen to be elected leaders are willing 
to do the hard work of representing 
and adapting to reach an end result 
that benefits the people,” Ciuksza says.
 The higher purpose of elected of-
ficials, after all, is to do what’s right 
for their community. Fighting among 
themselves not only creates bad morale 
for the board and the staff, but if divi-
sion spills over into a board meeting, 

it can make the supervisors look bad 
in the public eye. Well-functioning 
boards understand that it helps to take 
a step back and agree on the underlying 
reason for why they are doing a project 
or setting a policy. 
 “You may have differences of opin-
ion in how you implement something, 
but if you keep the ultimate purpose 
in mind, you will find that there could 
be multiple ways of doing something 
and tying differing opinions together,” 
Fogle says.
 For example, it helps if supervisors 
stay cognizant of their mission when 
debating issues and making decisions 
on behalf of their township. To serve 
as a reminder, the township’s mission 
statement can be posted in the meeting 
room, placed on the back of members’ 
name tents, or printed on the agenda 
for all to see.
 “You want the mission statement 
to be front and center so that you stay 
focused and grounded in it,” Ciuksza 
says. “It can serve as another pause 
button for you to take a step back and 
bring that mission into focus in your 
conversations.”
 As leaders in their township, how 
supervisors react and respond to con-

DIVIDED
BOARDS

  “The best way to help smooth     
 and calm things down is to make  
     sure everyone knows and  
   understands what’s going on.”
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   “Emotion is a      
  part of conflict,   
   and people   
   are going to have 
 emotions related        
    to their position 
 on an issue. The 
   key is not to  
      overreact to      
  those emotions.”
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flict sets the tone for their community. 
It’s perfectly acceptable to “agree to dis-
agree” — in fact, differences of opinion 
should be encouraged — but if the 
tone they are setting is combative and 
conflict-ridden, the supervisors could 
be laying the groundwork for more 
complicated problems in the future.
 “Anyone who has felt called to be 
in public service has a responsibility to 
make their community a better place, 
not make it worse,” he says. 
 If handled properly, conflict can be 
a healthy and productive component of 
a well-functioning board, but it begins 
with leaders who are willing to em-
brace collaboration and explore issues 
without resorting to divisiveness and 
acrimony.
 “You have to think about the long 
game,” Ciuksza says. “The township 
will be there long after you are gone 
so don’t be destructive and make the 
issue only about you. In the end, most 
elected officials really want to do good 
work on behalf of their community. If 
they can keep that idea going, every-
thing else just falls into place.” F
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