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Appendix VII: Asset Map  
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Appendix VIII: Solution strategies survey results 
 
Surveying stakeholders to determine the value of recommended solutions to municipal 
conflict resolution needs 

In order to determine the value that Massachusetts stakeholders placed on the solutions 
recommended for meeting the conflict resolution needs of local governments that were 
identified in the needs assessment study conducted by MOPC, an online survey was 
distributed to local government officials, members of the public concerned with public 
issues, members of organizations or groups concerned with public issues, and non-local 
government officials (i.e. county, state, and federal government officials). Among other 
things, the survey asked participants to indicate whether various solution options were very 
valuable, somewhat valuable, or not valuable. A link to the survey was emailed to a variety of 
organizations and individuals known to be interested in public matters, and recipients were 
encouraged to forward the link to appropriate others.  

Three hundred and eighty useful surveys were received. In view of the survey distribution 
method, the response rate is unknown, and the resulting survey population sample is non-
representative. The largest number of responders – 176 or 46.32%  – self-identified with the 
stakeholder sub-group of members of the public concerned with public issues; 128 
responders (33.68%) were local government officials; 153 or 40.26% were members of an 
organization or group concerned with public issues; and the remaining 26 or 6.84% were 
non-local (county, state, or federal) government officials. There was some overlap among the 
sub-groups: 15 individuals were local officials who also identified as concerned members of 
the public and organizations. Four non-local officials also belonged to concerned 
organizations and the public.  

Survey results were analyzed on the basis of the frequency and percentage of responses to 
survey items, and comparisons were made between the responses provided by the surveyed 
stakeholders as a whole and those of the different stakeholder sub-groups.  
 
The survey analysis presented evidence that a majority of the surveyed stakeholders found 
that the solutions specified in the survey were either very or somewhat valuable. The size of 
the appreciative majorities varied with the solution being considered, and size differences in 
the majorities holding positive value judgments as well as in the minorities passing negative 
evaluations were noted.   
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The value of training and educating local government officials 

According to the municipal needs assessment study, the variety of needs challenging local 
government officials included increasing the effectiveness of the administration and 
management of core public duties, improving the implementation of certain laws and 
regulations – both substantive and procedural, and gaining greater skills in conflict 
management, public engagement, communication, and the use of online public engagement 
tools. Based on survey responses from an array of stakeholder groups, including members of 
the public concerned with public issues, members of organizations involved in public affairs, 
local government officials, and officials in county, state, and federal governments – state-
supported training and education for local government officials were widely recognized as 
valuable ways of addressing these needs.  

An overwhelming majority (about 90% or more) of responders recognized the value of 
providing state support for local government officials to increase their competencies in public 
management, laws and procedures,  conflict management, public engagement, 
communication, and online public engagement through training and education. Conflict 
management skill training for local government officials was valued by the greatest number 
of surveyed individuals (97% of 378 responses), over three-fourths of whom (79.37%) 
considered such training very valuable. Stakeholder sub-groups tended to reflect this overall 
convergence on the high value of training in conflict management skills. Learning how to 
engage the public was a close second with nearly 95% of all surveyed individuals considering 
it very or somewhat valuable. As one survey responder indicated, public managers require 
numerous skills:  

Small towns are run by select boards that have no education or training. 
Misinformation is disseminated frequently. There should be a state agency acting as a 
watchdog over small municipalities. Most of the skillsets identified in this survey are 
essential skills for addressing public needs and expectations. Those that address direct 
interaction with the public should have highest priority. Institute a requirement for 
LOCAL and STATE civics education in secondary education. Often the skills of 
local government officials are key to whether conflict is managed well or not. 
Providing opportunities where promising leaders are identified and receive high 
quality professional development/training is critical to ensure a supply of competent 
leaders. Town and school staff must be trained in effective public participation 
processes, they keep repeating the same mistakes and creating public opposition by 
their failure to include and inform the public throughout their decision-making. 
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Another survey responder argues that training municipal officials alone is not adequate and 
that members of the public also require training, particularly in-terms of the way they engage 
local government: 

A critical topic; public also needs to be trained as this isn't just a public officials 
issues. There is a great deal of difference between what one town allows at say Select 
Board meetings for public input and even where on the agenda versus another. These 
differences can appear as limiting public input when in fact a legal option for the 
Board, this is a multi-layered issue. Clear rules of engagement at town meetings - 
moderator training and public training - would also help greatly, thank you for 
taking it on. 

 
Few responders – under 8% – found no value in providing training and education which 
focused on improving the ability of local government officials to meet the aforementioned 
needs. The fewest favorable responses concerned gaining proficiency with online public 
engagement tools at almost 93% of 377 responses, with a bare majority (51.99%) viewing 
mastery of online public engagement tools to be very valuable.  Local government officials 
diverged from this view about the online option, in that the largest minority of local officials 
(10.16% of 128 responses) deemed training in public administration/management to be 
valueless. However, some participants identified the usefulness of online tools in reaching a 
broader audience of stakeholders: 

I did not say high priority to web based engagement because face to face is more 
authentic in my opinion, however there would probably be more public 
participation, engaging facilitators for important public issues that have public 
dialogue. 

 
Valuing various ways of delivering training and education to local government officials 
 
Most surveyed stakeholders acknowledged the value of assorted training/education delivery 
systems – whether the system involved skill-building training from local dispute resolution 
resources (e.g., community mediation centers), workshops or online courses from state or 
private institutions of higher learning, certification or degree programs at universities and 
community colleges, professional development offered by municipal associations, or training 
for officials from planning agencies. Certification and degree programs, however, were the 
least valued by stakeholders.   
 
Over 70% of all surveyed stakeholders attributed either considerable or minor value to the 
above specified types of training/education. A sizable majority identified skill-building 
training using local dispute resolution resources (63.13% of 377 responses) and professional 
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development offerings from municipal associations (60.74% of 377 responses) as very 
valuable. Except for certification and degree programs, a very small minority of stakeholders 
(below 10%) failed to value the specified delivery systems.  At least one-fourth of 
stakeholders (25.6%) attached no value to certificate and degree programs at universities and 
community colleges.  
 
The same pattern of value judgments was exhibited by stakeholder sub-groups with the 
exception, again, of local government officials. Although, the largest minority of these 
officials (38.5% of 127 responses) devalued certificate and degree programs, the greatest 
majority (at least 96% of 128 responses) assigned some degree of value to professional 
development from municipal associations, followed by a slightly smaller majority (about 
94% of 127 responses) who esteemed workshops and online courses at institutions of higher 
education. Survey responders offered their ideas on the specific skills and training needs; 
methodologies resources, logistical and barriers to resolving these needs as follows: 
 
Types of skills 

• Training in conflict resolution skills for town managers especially in towns which 
have town meetings. 

• Training for local officials in the substantive areas of jurisdiction (zoning and land 
use laws for Planning Boards, etc.) basic training in good governance practices and 
the roles of local officials. 

• A course on 'how to deliberate in a public forum".  
• Anti-bias training discovering one's own prejudices and stereotypes that affect our 

reflex responses when dealing with others of different race, class, sexual orientation, 
etc. 

• De-escalation, assertiveness, traditional media training Managing stress at meetings  
• Training new Board, Committee, and Commission members on rules in conducting 

meetings. Public education to get involved in their local government. 
• Teach ethics and common sense.  
• Train the media to report only the facts of a situation, and do so in an impartial 

manner. 
• Conduct of meetings under Roberts rules of order  
• Managing difficult people.  
• Customer service skills 
• Teaching officials to be more open and transparent. Techniques to separate fact from 

fiction someone wants believed. Mediation of all kinds: schools, courts, emergency 
management 
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• Manners and civil discourse for those attending public meetings should be offered 
also 

• Peaceful civic dialogue training 
• Cross cultural Collaboration  
• Consensus building  
• Restorative Justice 

 
Mechanisms for delivering training 

• I believe it would be highly beneficial for the state to conduct workshops for public 
officials on conflict communications with an emphasis on empathetic listening skills. 

• Most valuable would be skill-building training provided by professional dispute 
resolution resources. 

• МАСС, MAPD, APA, MMA, Mass Federation - use existing groups  
• Programs provided by non-profit organizations with skills in the subject areas 

training by nonprofits mentoring is best b/с it's ongoing; who has time for courses? 
• Consider Adult Education Courses 

 
Training resources 

• New legislators at the state level go through an introductory training process and 
have ranking members to whom they can go for information and advice. Such a 
resource for newly elected municipal officers would be a good idea. 

• I believe that there should be resources available to public officials in the areas of 
communication, conflict resolution, and consensus building. This could best be 
offered through professional development with a designated resource to call upon to 
deal with specific issues as they arise. 

• Each municipality should have a trained person to contact for help with conflict 
coaching for conflicts between members of local committees and commissions. 

• Funding and easy process for hiring consultants to assist local governments resolve 
conflicts; local training for volunteer Board and Commission members. 

• The underlying conflict is between declining numbers of volunteers on one side and 
the increasing need for more intensive and mandatory training which in turn 
discourages volunteers. We need to regionalize local government for small towns, it 
does not work anymore. 

• Provide programs for town citizens to learn conflict resolving techniques 
• It would be great to set up a leadership program for youth or public education for 

youth so that youth are exposed to and learn mediation as a tool for solving conflict. 
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• I think it is a combination of capacity building so local governments can manage 
conflicts better and helping to know when obtaining neutral assistance (and how to 
get it) is potentially worthwhile. 

• As mentioned earlier in the survey, tap community resources (community mediation 
centers, local engagement professionals, etc.) to develop local capacity to meet these 
needs. 

• I think the study needs to take into account the services now provided to 
municipalities by private non-profits and how they can be supported. Specific 
examples are the Massachusetts Association of Conservation Commissions and the 
Citizen Planner Training Collaborative. 

 
Training methodology 

• Workshops held in-person locally like the Adobe Ed Ex, build repository of "lesson 
plan" tutorials. 

• Mentoring, or conflict coaching in person interactive workshops and trainings 
conducted by outside experienced professionals, training provided to councilors & 
city hall staff, make sure these are solid, content courses, not just fluff. Assemblies 
and skits showing different viewpoints, how they can be handled, and the various 
potential outcomes. For instance, "taking a position" often results in stalemate. 
Learning about the other side's concerns, sharing mutual concerns, and discussing 
differences and potential ways to resolve those differences is a good way to arrive at 
consensus. These types of training should ideally be required for board members and 
town officials 

• Hands on, breaking into groups with role play would be a great way to give practical 
experience.  

• Short term intensive in person probably best.  
• Online webinar 
• On line seminars on conflict issues by subject and how to resolve them for people 

who work with the public. 
• The on-line Conflict of Interest training is a good example of useful on-line training. 
• A hierarchy of training: online - workshops - cohort programs 

 
Frequency of training 

• Should be required that municipal leaders take the training that already exists on an 
ongoing basis to build and strengthen the skills mentioned above. 

• Provide and require new officials to attend training each year while in office. 
• Since board members change these resources need to be offered frequently. 
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• An occasional workshop on how to conduct their committee and handle conflict 
both in the committee and between the committee and the public. 

• All newly elected officials should be required to attend workshops on the extent of 
their duties, responsibilities and powers (or lack thereof), a "Municipal Service 101: 
Now that I'm in office what should I do" course. 

 
Barriers to training 

• The challenge is getting officials to attend. Many refuse to participate even if 
trainings are held locally. Mandatory training may be necessary.  

• The structure of an organization can affect how dispute resolution is approached. 
Whether individual employees have the support of their organizations to intervene 
when needed, also matters. People have different levels of comfort in dealing with 
conflict, and individual practice and reflection on their talents in this area, as well as 
acknowledgment of personal biases also need to be considered in training. It's hard to 
see how online training would offer the same results as personal feedback and 
reflection in person. Understanding the principles of ADR is one thing, but knowing 
what to do, when to do it, and how to do it requires different skill sets. 

• Most off our public officials run meetings very poorly and don't think they need help 
managing public conflicts, so like Open Meeting Law, training participation may 
need to be mandatory rather than voluntary. 

• All depends on the quality. It is hard to know how skilled the trainers are in any of 
these venues. 

 
Training logistics 

• Regional training sessions might be the most economical way to deliver helpful 
training from the state. 

• Providing funds is less effective than offering in person off site relevant training a 
reasonable distance from the municipality.  

• Training public officials on conflict management and meeting facilitation would be 
extremely helpful, but trainings have to be short and nearby enough for people to be 
willing to sign up for. 

• Most effective if trainers come to municipal board meetings rather than expecting the 
board members to dedicate more time to learning. make these available in the 
Berkshires...we are ways forgotten about and travel is an issue at times for us because 
of the size of our staffing forces and small budgets need to be aware of distances 
traveled/time committed during working hours required for training. 
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Despite conflict resolution training and skill-building, barriers may still remain to how 
effectively these skills are utilized. Some of these barriers maybe institutional. Other barriers 
maybe cultural. As a survey responder indicated: 

The structure of an organization can affect how dispute resolution is approached. 
Whether individual employees have the support of their organizations to intervene 
when needed, also matters. People have different levels of comfort in dealing with 
conflict, and individual practice and reflection on their talents in this area, as well as 
acknowledgment of personal biases also need to be considered in training. It's hard to 
see how online training would offer the same results as personal feedback and 
reflection in person. Understanding the principles of ADR is one thing, but knowing 
what to do, when to do it, and how to do it requires different skill sets. 

 
Valuing state support for different forms of outside assistance for local governments  
 
 A majority of stakeholders appreciated the value to be derived from state support for 
such forms of local government assistance as funding the services of substantive experts or of 
conflict resolution experts, providing professional resources for conflict assessment or for 
designing/convening consensus-building processes, obtaining the services of a municipal 
ombudsperson to help address interpersonal conflict, or acquiring a web-based tool to assist 
with online public engagement. Over 56% of stakeholders found great value in funding 
conflict resolution experts (67.4% of 365 responses), providing professional resources for 
assessing conflict (60.61% of 363 responses) and  consensus building (60.61% of 363 
responses), and funding substantive experts (56.35% of 362 responses). Below are some 
comments from the survey that substantiate this: 
 

There should be a recognition that in some communities, government is primarily 
run by volunteers who may need professional support in conflict resolution and 
communication skills. They devote enormous amounts of their personal time to their 
offices and are subject to lots of criticism, often from uninformed voters. They 
deserve all the support and respect they can get. They may be sensitive to suggestions 
that they are not professional enough in their governance. 

 
Supplying consultants in actual conflicts; facilitate meetings, design processes and 
evaluate results, and build capacity within municipal government. 

 
Using professional facilitators and mediators can be really helpful - and providing 
some basic training in those skills would also be helpful. 
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Mediators provided to the public through municipalities for municipal employees as 
well as the community; particularly elder services. Mediators available to assess work 
group conflict would be especially helpful as well. 

 
If the municipality chooses the services and providers, then the most powerful or 
persuasive factions will be able to control the process. A neutral from outside of the 
situation, whose contract is not dependent on garnering local officials favor, is 
necessary. 

 
Local residents that get involved in an issue, i.e. open space, do so because they have 
an opinion and are not necessarily looking for an objective, balanced assessment. It 
would be tremendous to have an objective state resource to offer a balanced 
assessment of issues pending at the local level especially if the assessment involved the 
impact that initiatives/policies have on the local tax rate. 

 
any and all extra help available to the public would be useful...very useful...some kind 
of mediation available at these meetings...some kind of reminders that's we are all 
wanting the BEST for our communities and that if we cannot be respectful to each 
other NOTHING will be gained. 

 
Funding and easy process for hiring consultants to assist local governments resolve 
conflicts; local training for volunteer Board and Commission members. 

 
Knowing that resources are available to help them deal with these issue and how they 
can access them is key to creating healthier communities. The challenge will be in 
spreading the word. 

 
Bring in outside mediators and moderators ASAP. After twenty years of being an 
elected official/firefighter/First Responder in a tiny town I have witnessed too much 
damage as a result of lack of communication skills and not having outside help. 

 
A minority of at least one-quarter of surveyed stakeholders (28.06% of 360 responses) did 
not consider the web-based tool to be valuable. Around a tenth (i.e. 10.86% of 360 
responses) of stakeholders regarded an ombud service as least valuable. Under 10% of 
stakeholders disfavored the remaining state-supported forms of assistance to local 
governments. A similar pattern of evaluations was generated by three of the stakeholder sub-
groups. The group of non-local government officials was the hold-out, with virtually equal 
numbers of negative evaluations of funding substantive experts, a web tool, and the ombud 
service (five, six, seven responses out of 25, 24 and 25 total responses, respectively). 
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Value of studying the impact of specified laws and regulations on public conflict and 
proposed solutions   
 
 Local governments were also faced with the need to deal with structural problems 
connected to municipal laws and regulations concerning land use and zoning, municipal and 
school budgeting, regionalization and shared services, open meeting and public records 
requirements, and the environment and natural resources.   
 
Most stakeholders found value in commissioning studies that would examine the impact of 
these legal requirements on public conflict and propose recommendations for solutions, with 
approving majorities ranging from 93.54% (of 356 responses) who valued environmental 
and natural resource studies to 88.95% (of 353 responses) who found value in studying 
regionalization and shared services. Surveyed local government officials, unlike the surveyed 
stakeholders as a whole and the other stakeholder sub-groups, were a bit more skeptical 
about the worth of such studies, resulting in a high of 92.04% (of 163 responses) finding 
some degree of value to studying the legal landscape dealing with the environment and 
natural resources to a low of 83.19% (of 163 responses) attributing value to studying the 
laws governing open meetings and public records. Survey responders indicated the following 
hopes, concerns and ideas about the study of municipal laws and regulations: 
 

Studies are done, presented, and sit on a shelf never to be consulted again. Education 
in a public forum would be more effective. 

 
I'm not sure we should change laws and regs just to reduce conflict. Sometimes, we 
have laws and regs precisely to manage conflict. The question is, "How could we 
improve these laws to anticipate and resolve conflicts." I marked everything 
"somewhat" because I don't think any one section is more conflict-inducing than the 
others. 

 
Need to also require municipal to adhere to these zoning regulations. Much of the 
conflict is due good old boys manipulating government officials and the public 
distrust and disgust from these undisclosed conflicts of interest. 

 
Such studies could be helpful, but a better use of dollars now would be to actually 
fund conflict resolution activities. 

 
Budget issues will follow from the first four questions. To bring the budget into 
question initially will create fear to begin any other changes. 
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All valuable if the study is done well and the information is used. Just a study with 
no action is not as useful. 

 
Any studies need to be objective not based in vested interests like homebuilders 
reviewing environmental laws. Include the general public's perceptions and concerns. 

 
Studies are not valuable without buy-in of the public to trust sources. 

 
Local conservation commissions have a lot of input into enforcing environmental 
laws in MA. You need to consider their role. 

 
Public conflict around these issues is valuable. It's a function of democracy. 

 
Tables 
 
Q2. How valuable would it be to provide state support for the following types of training 
and educational opportunities to local government officials? N=380 
 
Mastering core public management skills & competencies (e.g. finances & budgets) 
Mastering local laws, regulations & procedures (e.g. open meeting laws, land use) 
Mastering conflict management skills and competencies (e.g. mediation, negotiation) 
Mastering public engagement skills and competencies (e.g. meeting facilitation)  
Mastering communication using new and traditional media (e.g. social media & newspapers) 
Mastering online public engagement tools (e.g. facilitated website to share information and 
deliberate on issues) 
 

Options All Surveyed 
 Very valuable Somewhat 

valuable 
 

Management skills 
(n=376) 

226 (60.11%) 128 (34.04%) Not valuable 

Laws & procedures 
(n=379) 

255 (67.28%) 107 (28.23%) 22 (5.85%) 

Conflict 
management 
(n=378) 

300 (79.37%) 67 (17.72%) 17 (4.49%) 

Public engagement 274 (72.11%) 91 (23.95%) 11 (2.91%) 
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(n=380) 

Communication 
(n=378) 

215 (56.88%) 145 (38.36%) 15 (3.95%) 

Online public 
engagement 
(n=377) 

196 (51.99%) 153 (40.58%) 18 (4.76%) 

 
Q3. How should these training and educational opportunities be delivered? 
 
Skill-building training provided by local dispute resolution resources (e.g. community 
mediation centers) 
Workshops and online courses delivered through state and private higher education 
institutions 
Certification and degree programs at universities and community colleges 
Professional development opportunities provided by municipal associations 
Training opportunities provided to officials by planning agencies 
 

Options  
 Very valuable Somewhat 

valuable 
Not valuable 

Skill-building local DR resources 
N=377 

238 (63.13%) 109 (28.91%) 30 (7.96%) 

Workshops & online from higher ed 
N=376 

172 (45.74%) 167 (44.41%) 37 (9.84%) 

Certificate & degrees at univ & 
community colleges. N=375 

90 (24%) 189 (50.4%) 96 (25.6%) 

Prof’l devt municipal associations 
N=377 

229 (60.74%) 130 (34.48%) 18 (4.77%) 

Training from planning agencies 
N=379 

184 (48.55%)  163 (43.01%) 32 (8.44%) 

 
Q4. How valuable would it be to provide the following types of state support to local 
governments? 
 
Provide funds to local governments to obtain services of substantive experts (e.g. 
communications experts) 
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Provide funds to local governments to obtain services of conflict resolution experts (e.g. 
mediators) 
Provide a web-based tool to resolve government-public conflict through online engagement 
Provide a special municipal ombudsman service to assist municipal officials in dealing with 
interpersonal conflict 
Provide professional resources to assist local governments with assessing conflict 
Provide professional resources to assist local governments with designing/convening 
consensus building processes 
 

Options  
 Very valuable Somewhat 

valuable 
Not valuable 

Funds for substantive  experts 
N= 362 

204 (56.35%) 123 (33.98%) 35 (9.67%) 

Funds for CR experts 
N=365 

246 (67.4%) 90 (24.66%) 29 (7.95%) 

Web tool for on-line engagement 
N=360 

90 (25%) 169 (46.94%) 101 (28.06%) 

Ombudsperson 
N=359 

171 (47.63%) 149 (41.5%) 39 (10.86%) 

Professionals to assess conflict 
N=363 

220 (60.61%) 121 (33.33%) 22 (6.06%) 

Professionals for consensus building 
N=362 

220 (60.77%) 124 (34.25%) 18 (4.97%) 

 
Q5. How valuable would it be to commission studies on the following types of municipal 
laws and regulations to better understand their impact on public conflict and recommend 
actions to help diffuse destructive public conflict? 
 
Land use & zoning 
Municipal budgets, including school budgets 
Regionalization/shared services 
Open meeting & public records laws 
Environmental & natural resources laws/regulations 
 

Options  
 Very valuable Somewhat 

valuable 
Not valuable 
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Land use & zoning 
N=356 

200 (56.18%) 131 (36.8%) 25 (7.02%) 

Municipal budgets 
N=356 

202 (56.74%) 127 (35.67%) 27 (7.58%) 

Regionalization 
N=353 

157 (44.48%) 157 (44.48%) 39 (11.05%) 

Open meeting & public records  
N=355 

178 (50.14%) 139 (39.15%) 38 (10.7%) 

Environmental  
N=356 

171 (48.03%) 162 (45.51%) 23 (6.46%) 

 
  
 


