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The thought of confrontation often raises anxiety in supervisors that leads them to avoid confrontation with staff members regarding inappropriate behaviors. However, a well-done constructive confrontation, or a series of constructive confrontations, can often achieve a change in the problem behavior and strengthen the relationship between supervisor and worker. Constructive confrontation should be seen as part of the regular supervisory process and as an early intervention in the progressive discipline process. 

An Agency’s Process

To enhance the quality of supervision of direct line staff in their milieu programs the Jewish Board of Family and Children’s Services has used the 36 hour CWLA Walker-Trieschman Center Effective Supervisory Practice curriculum (Alwon, F.) as a required minimum standard for all line supervisors. The curriculum includes an overview of constructive confrontation skills in part 1 of the course and of progressive discipline in part 2. As a result of participants requests for more information on constructive confrontation and to emphasize their potential for avoiding a more serious disciplinary process, the agency developed and uses a three-hour workshop targeting the use of constructive confrontation as part of the progressive discipline continuum and to integrate it as a positive and expected piece of the organizational culture.

The Corrective Interview

The three-hour workshop begins with a role-play by the instructor illustrating a corrective interview with a well-meaning staff member with a history of chronic lateness. The supervisor informs the worker on a Friday afternoon that a meeting will be held the following Monday at 11:00am to address the problem behavior. A brief memo merely announcing the meeting and purpose is given to the worker and sent to file. The corrective interview is structured as follows:

Preparation
The supervisor prepares, in writing, a detailed summary of the problem behavior and effect the behavior is having on the program. This includes specific dates, previous intervention attempts, etc.

Opening Statement
The supervisor asks the employee to not interrupt while they read the opening statement and gives the worker a chance to reply when the statement is done.  The statement outlines the problem behavior, the desired new behavior, and stresses the need for immediate change. The supervisor does not tolerate interruptions during the opening.

Negotiation/Rebuttal
The worker is allowed to respond to the opening statement and give their point of view. The supervisor is listening but does not allow a lot of inter-active discussion.

Closing
The supervisor summarizes the opening statement and the worker’s response. The supervisor reiterates the need for the behavior to change and, with previous consultation with human resources, gives the worker a statement of what disciplinary action will take place if the behavior change does not take place. The supervisor informs the worker that a disciplinary memo summarizing the meeting will be sent to their human resource file.

Follow-up
A date and time are clearly established for a follow-up meeting to evaluate progress of the plan and to evaluate the need for possible further disciplinary action.

The workshop is designed to have the corrective interview demonstrated first to emphasize the terse tone of the meeting, the lack of process and mutual discussion about the nature of the problem, and the potential intimidating effect it has on the staff member. There is also the strong possibility the staff member will walk away feeling angry towards the supervisor and the agency. Clearly the corrective interview signifies a crucial point in the person’s ability to remain employed in the program. These possibilities highlight many of the reasons supervisors, particularly those with social work training, are reluctant to confront staff around their behaviors. It does not fit well with why they entered the helping profession.

A Conceptual Model of Progressive Discipline
At this point it is helpful to look at where the corrective interview and constructive confrontation fit into the concept of progressive discipline. The model is:

· Constructive Confrontation

· Verbal Warning

· Corrective Interview

· Probation

· Suspension

· Involuntary Termination

· Execution!

Of course “execution” is meant as a joke, but it does serve to highlight the feeling supervisors often have when they are unable to work with a staff member to improve problem behaviors enough to keep them in the agency. A “worker” who is involuntarily terminated from their employment is a “person” whose life will likely be significantly impacted by the process. It is important to stress that “progressive discipline” should be primarily about helping a worker with difficulties to improve enough to stay with an agency and not to leave. Viewing this model helps the supervisor to see that constructive confrontation is the earliest step in the process of helping a worker improve their performance. It comes even before a “warning” which helps to emphasize that constructive confrontation should be a mutual process of supervisor and worker collaborating to come up with a plan to address a problematic issue. It is key to point out that one “unsuccessful” confrontation doesn’t necessarily mean you move immediately to a warning. Constructive confrontation should be a “process”. This sits much better with the comfort level of most supervisors in our profession.

The Constructive Confrontation
A constructive confrontation does not need to be done in a specially scheduled meeting, nor should it be done on the fly. Perhaps the ideal time would be at the end of a regularly scheduled supervision session. This would hopefully allow it to come as part of a package that has also included some positive feedback from the supervisor. It puts the worker less “on the spot” and does not raise the desired anxiety a special corrective interview meeting does. This will help the process of confrontation to be seen as a regular part of the supervisory process between two people. If supervision is seen as a growth process then hopefully constructive confrontation can also be seen as “growth” and not an isolated threat. The Constructive Confrontation model:

Confront by objectives—Think!!!
The supervisor should not to confront an individual until they are sure their own emotions are not a factor. They should carefully think through what particular problem they wish to address and how that problem is affecting service or the program. The supervisor should put the “problem” into a measurable performance context. The supervisor should always confront performance level not attitude or effort.

Clear opening
Once the supervisor has established what “problem” they are going to confront, the supervisor should raise the issue as their perspective and identify the performance issues and the desired performance level. This should be carefully thought through and prepared but should not be read as a “statement”.

Active listening
After the opening statement the supervisor should ask the worker for their perspective on the issue. This should include the worker’s own assessment of the “problem” as well as ideas on how to move forward. The supervisor should encourage the worker to identify what supports would be helpful in rectifying the problem. The supervisor should use their best active listening skills during this period and view the process as mutual problem solving. If the supervisor has already made up their mind about their perspective and decided on the next step then it is not a constructive confrontation.

Stay on course
While constructive confrontation is a mutual process the supervisor should keep the discussion on track. If the worker attempts to raise other issues or to engage the supervisor in a discussion of other workers exhibiting the same behaviors the supervisor should politely, but firmly, remind the worker the discussion is about their performance in the described area. If the worker raises issues of serious concern that are off track the supervisory should schedule a separate meeting with the worker to process those issues.

Close with a plan
Close the confrontation with a concrete plan to review the issue at a specified time. Ensure the plan includes a restatement of the problem, the worker’s view, a description of the desired behavioral change, identification of supports to help the worker move forward positively, and the date and time of the follow up discussion in the plan. Ideally, follow-up will be part of a future supervisory session and will keep the process of constructive confrontation as a normal and on-going part of the supervisory process.

To evaluate whether the confrontation was successful and constructive the supervisor should consider three primary questions:

· Did the desired behavior change move in the right direction? Remember constructive confrontation is a process, rather than a single event.

· Did everyone’s self-esteem remain intact? Remember to confront behavior and effects and not the attitude or effort of the person.

· Did the relationship grow or at least remain intact? Remember, the supervisory relationship should be based on growth and confrontation and the change it evokes can be a key ingredient to growth.

Conclusion
Confrontation is often a difficult and anxiety producing event for supervisors, but can be an extremely useful tool in helping to retain staff in a program. The process of constructive confrontation should be viewed in the context of the progressive discipline model as the earliest and most mutually congenial intervention to help a worker to improve a problematic behavior. It should be an integral part of the on going supervisory process and seen as a positive and growth producing experience in the organizational culture. 
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