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Preface

Why should we commit to resolve disputes? Maybe we need to deepen them?

Environmental activist

 

 

Participants in a project I was assisting with were having doubts about advocating consensus-based solutions to environmental conflicts. As part of the Common Sense Initiative, sponsored by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency in the mid-1990s, conflict specialists and a variety of others were working to produce a manual for industry, government, workers, environmentalists, and citizen groups about participation in collaborative processes, but a number of the participants were not buying the premise.

After considerable discussion, participants came up with the term constructive engagement, and the resultant Constructive Engagement Resource Guide (Mayer, Ghais, and McKay, 1999) details criteria for deciding whether a collaborative effort makes sense and how best to engage in one if it does. This was not the abstract formulation of conflict specialists, but the best take of experienced environmentalists, community activists, industry leaders, and government officials on how to characterize their aims for dealing with what they understood to be long-term conflicts.  They were onto something and my colleagues and I needed to listen.

As usual it was not the experts who broke new ground but the participants in conflict, who knew what they needed. According to their understanding, they did not necessarily need conflict specialists to help them resolve their disputes—because many of their conflicts were either not ripe for resolution or had to be understood in the context of deeper and further-reaching struggles. Instead, they wanted the conflict experts to understand the essence of what people in each conflict need and then to figure out how to meet those needs.

Given their inclination, values, and skill set, most conflict professionals are oriented to respecting client autonomy and leadership. But we also have to carve out our own identity and develop a market niche to make a living. And we are bound by the structures of our own practice. As a result we have not really embraced the concept of constructive engagement. Instead, we have gravitated toward conflict resolution as our defining goal. When resolution is the phase of conflict that parties need to address, we are in business. But this is a very limited and limiting view of what disputants want and need in the broad range of conflicts that they face in their lives. As a result our efforts have been more constricted than they need to be.

I have written previously about our need to move beyond identifying our work solely with third-party efforts to resolve conflicts (Mayer, 2004). But as I have considered the heart of what people struggle with in conflict, I have come to believe there is an additional dimension to our challenge. The most significant conflicts people face are the enduring ones—those struggles that are long lasting and for which a resolution is either irrelevant or is just one in a series of partial goals in service of a long-term endeavor.

Everyone knows that not all conflicts get resolved. Many of the conflicts that people experience today in their families, workplaces, and communities have probably been present in some form  or another for a long time and are likely to continue for many years. But we in the conflict intervention field often act as if resolution is our entire purpose and focus. What we overlook is that there is work to be done—constructive, hopeful, and valuable work—in dealing with conflicts that are ongoing and likely to be around for a long time.

As I look back at the most challenging and meaningful work that my colleagues and I have been part of, almost all of it has been about assisting in some way with enduring conflict. Our role may have been specific and time limited, but the thrust of our efforts was to help people make progress in the ways they engaged in the long, deep, and intensely meaningful conflicts they faced. This has been true no matter what the system, focus, or context of the conflict—interpersonal, group, organizational, communal, societal, or cross-cultural.

Despite the comparatively narrow focus and self-definition that we conflict specialists have generally adopted, I am convinced that we have a great deal to offer participants in enduring disputes if we can broaden that focus and definition. We need to start by revising our sense of purpose. As articulated by the participants in the Common Sense Initiative resource manual project, our overriding goal ought to be to promote a constructive approach to engagement in the significant issues that disputants face, and very often that means working on enduring conflicts.

And just what does constructive engagement imply? Constructive engagement requires disputants to accept the conflicts in their lives with courage, optimism, realism, and determination. It means learning to engage with both the conflict and the other disputants with respect for each person’s humanity, if not his or her behavior or beliefs. It means articulating the nature of the conflict in a way that opens the door to communication and understanding rather than slamming it shut. It means developing durable avenues of communication that will survive the ups and downs of a long-term conflict. Constructive engagement requires using one’s power  and responding to others’ use of power wisely—upping the level of conflict when necessary but doing so in a way that promotes desired behavior rather than becoming destructive. It means negotiating and problem solving within the context of the long-term challenge, and it means developing support systems that can sustain and energize individuals throughout a conflict.

When disputants avoid important issues, polarize problems, look for quick fixes to long-term issues, cut off all intentional communication or communicate to shut others down, use power or respond to power with the intention of hurting others or beating them into submission, they are not engaging constructively. When they escalate their use of power way beyond what is necessary to encourage constructive behavior, sacrifice important concerns to avoid unpleasant or even dangerous interactions, or alternate between obsessing about a conflict and denying its existence, they are not engaging constructively.

Everyone, no matter how sophisticated he or she is about conflict dynamics and communication, struggles with maintaining a constructive approach to long-term conflicts. Everyone needs help with this critical challenge, and conflict specialists are one important resource. But to offer this help we have to recognize the nature of the challenge—which is at its core about assisting people in finding a way to stay engaged and committed to working on problems that are going to be around for the foreseeable future.

When faced with enduring conflict, we need to ask a new question. Instead of asking, “What can we do to resolve or de-escalate this conflict?” we need to ask, “How can we help people prepare to engage with this issue over time?” As we seek to answer this new question, our focus will begin to change and significant new avenues of intervention will become apparent. The basic challenge is strategic—it is the broad approach to the conflict that has to be altered. There are no simple steps or tactics that can change the whole dynamic, but the overall way in which parties approach the conflict can make a big difference in how constructive or  destructive the conflict process is for them. This means that we have to start by understanding the nature of enduring conflict, and especially what makes it enduring. Once we achieve that understanding, I believe we have six strategic challenges:1. To confront the pervasive and destructive power of conflict avoidance
2. To work with disputants to construct conflict narratives that encourage an effective approach to long-term disputes
3. To assist in developing durable avenues of communication
4. To help disputants use power and respond to power wisely
5. To understand and recognize the proper role of agreements within the context of long-term conflict
6. To encourage the development of support systems that can sustain disputants over time


 

In this book, I look at the nature of each of these challenges and the strategic considerations that conflict specialists need to employ in meeting them. I examine this from the perspective of the three primary roles that conflict professionals play—as conflict allies, third parties, and system interveners. The tools that the conflict intervention field has developed over many years are a rich resource for helping with enduring conflicts. We have developed approaches for dealing with poor communication, the destructive use of power, polarizing approaches to negotiation, cultural variations in approaches to conflict, and destructive group dynamics. We have honed our skills as mediators, coaches, advocates, negotiators, dispute system designers, and conflict trainers. We have learned a great deal about the nature of conflict, communication, collaboration, and decision making. And we have certainly found ourselves in the middle of many ongoing, enduring disputes. This is a firm foundation upon which we can build effective approaches to dealing with long-term conflict.

I believe that good practice derives from a clear understanding of the nature of the challenge and the essence of the intervention that is needed. Although there are many specific intervention tools that we can use (and I will discuss a number of these), the essential challenge is to reorient our thinking and the strategic approach we take. That is the focus of this book.




HOW THIS BOOK WORKS 

For many years as a conflict intervention trainer, I said that the growth of individuals, communities, organizations, and societies is dependent on two variables in the conflict equation, knowing how and when to initiate a conflict or raise it to a higher level of intensity on the one hand and knowing how to resolve conflict wisely and thoroughly on the other. I have now come to believe there is a critical third variable as well, knowing how to stay with conflict over time—steadfastly, effectively, and responsibly. The experiences I have had over the past thirty and more years as a conflict practitioner and student of conflict and conflict intervention (and also my earlier work in mental health, child welfare, and substance abuse treatment and as a social activist) have led me to this conclusion and have informed the concepts and approaches described in this book.

In the first chapter I discuss the essential challenge and opportunities that enduring conflict presents and what it will take for conflict specialists to address these. In Chapter Two I start with a discussion of how we can help disputants understand the nature of enduring conflict and what it takes to engage constructively over time. I also examine the reasons why people need enduring conflict, and I introduce the concept of creative nonresolution. In the subsequent chapters I offer specific approaches to helping people stay with conflict.

In Chapter Three I discuss what may be the biggest obstacle to constructive engagement—conflict avoidance. Specifically, I look  at why and how people avoid conflict and how we can help them deal with their avoidant tendencies. I also consider what to do when the wisest course may be to avoid a dangerous conflict. In Chapter Four I discuss how we can help disputants frame an enduring conflict constructively, which usually means altering the conflict narrative.

Chapter Five focuses on communication, with an emphasis on establishing durable approaches to communication and responding over time to dysfunctional patterns of communication. Chapter Six deals with power and escalation. Power differentials, the inappropriate and oppressive use of power, and the desire to maintain power are key factors in perpetuating conflict. Helping people learn how to develop constructive sources and applications of power and how to respond to the power of others is often the key to helping them stay with conflict. This sometimes requires that we guide people in escalating a conflict appropriately.

Chapter Seven focuses on the role of negotiation and agreements in enduring conflict. Agreements are viewed as tools for ongoing constructive conflict engagement rather than as the end point of a conflict process. Chapter Eight takes on the question of how people can sustain themselves over the long haul in an enduring conflict. I discuss how to help people develop the substantive and emotional resources necessary to stay with conflict, and then I consider how we can help disputants to encapsulate conflict so that they do not avoid it but they do not allow it to take over their lives either.

Chapter Nine looks in more detail at the different roles that conflict specialists can play in assisting disputants engaged in enduring conflict. I revisit our sense of our purpose and look specifically at the relationships among conflict resolution, transformation, and engagement. I then look at how conflict specialists can work in enduring disputes as third parties, allies, and system interveners. I also consider the challenge of marketing this approach. The Epilogue revisits the fundamental challenge of enduring  conflict, summarizes the essential approach I am advocating, and ends with a consideration of the dynamic nature and potential of enduring conflict.

Throughout I rely on examples drawn from a broad variety of conflicts from interpersonal to international. I do this in the belief that the challenge presented by enduring conflict and the skills that staying with conflict requires are not specific to one type or arena of conflict and that the lessons we learn from one area can be adapted and applied to other circumstances.

Note also that I have changed the specifics of some of these case examples considerably, and in a few instances I have combined several cases into one, both to protect confidentiality and to consolidate the presentation. Although the specific facts have been altered, the dynamics and essential stories have not. In examples drawn from events that were open to public and media participation (for example, the Alaska Wolf Summit), I have tried to present what occurred as accurately as possible.

I have tried to maintain a focus on the conflict field, the role of conflict specialists, and the goal of conflict engagement. I have avoided referring to the field of conflict resolution or alternative dispute resolution. I believe that one way to begin to change our sense of purpose is to change the way we refer to who we are and what we do. When we fall into identifying our role as agents of conflict resolution and our approach as third-party intervention, we do not adequately describe our potential and often our practice, and we limit the scope of our services. I also focus on conflicts that are enduring, ongoing, or long term rather than ones that are intractable or irresolvable, because I think the latter terms suggest that conflict duration is itself a problem or that progress is hopeless. I believe that enduring disputes are important and necessary expressions of individuals’ struggles as social beings and that their enduring nature is not itself the problem.

I have addressed this book specifically to conflict specialists. But the ideas and approaches are relevant to anyone who is faced with an enduring conflict, which of course means everyone. The challenge of staying with conflict is a fundamental one, and I hope that discussing how we can help others with this challenge will also help us consider how we can face it for ourselves.
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1

A New Direction for the Conflict Field

Divorced parents returning yet again to court have been referred to mediation because of disputes about child rearing. They have profound differences about religious upbringing, parenting practices, and education for their children. One of the parents now wants to move to a different state, partly in the belief that this will finally resolve their conflict—but it won’t.

The principal partners in an engineering firm are embroiled in conflict about how to compensate themselves. Some argue that all profits should be shared equally, others that allocation should be based on billable hours, on dollars earned, or on business generated. Some believe that special credit should be given for enhancing the firm’s profile or for providing public service. This dispute has been going on in various versions for many years and has led to the departure of a number of key staff.

An electricity generating facility has a long history of labor relations problems, including highly publicized job actions, threatened facility closures, lawsuits, and multiple grievances. Union leadership and management have an antagonistic relationship, and the membership has just issued a vote of no confidence in the management over a plan to outsource certain plant maintenance functions.

Traffic in an attractive and prosperous midsized city has grown tremendously over the past ten years, and downtown parking has become especially challenging. Every time there is a proposal to increase parking capacity or engage in major transportation infrastructure development, conflict erupts between those who feel that automobile traffic should be limited and discouraged and those who feel that unless more parking is made available the local economy will suffer.



Most of us who have worked in the conflict field have faced situations such as these throughout our careers. They are emblematic of the most challenging disputes we face, as both individuals and practitioners—the ones that won’t go away. These conflicts are unlikely to be resolved, and they therefore call for long-term engagement strategies. This presents a terrific opportunity for conflict professionals, but one that we have largely neglected.

We can make progress in the management of these conflicts. We can help the parties to arrive at interim or partial agreements, we can guide them in escalating or de-escalating them, but we typically can’t help them to end these conflicts because the disputes are rooted in the structure of the situation (for example, limited resources or conflicting organizational roles), core values (for example, the kind of community people want to live in or the life they want to lead), personality traits (for example, being quick to anger or conflict averse), or people’s sense of who they are (for example, committed social activists or realistic business people).

As conflict professionals we exhibit a strong tendency to ignore the ongoing (or enduring, long-term, or endemic) aspect of these conflicts and to focus only on those aspects that can be resolved. In doing this we fail to address people’s most important conflicts and miss out on a major opportunity to increase the role and relevance of the work that we do. In each of the previous examples, if we limit our focus to the immediate conflict, we may provide some value but we overlook the underlying challenge that confronts the individuals, organizations, and communities involved. For example, if the only assistance we offer to the struggling parents relates to the proposed move, we leave them adrift with the ongoing conflict they are likely to experience for the duration of their coparenting years, if not longer. And although it is no doubt worthwhile to mediate an immediate solution to the out-sourcing issue, if we cannot help the union and the management to develop a more productive framework for confronting their  ongoing conflicts, we have failed to address the most important challenge facing the electricity generating facility.

In each of these conflicts, whatever the terms of our involvement, our outlook will expand dramatically if instead of asking our customary question, What can we do to resolve or de-escalate this conflict? we ask, How can we help people prepare to engage with this issue over time? As our outlook grows, significant new avenues of intervention become apparent, and our potential to help parties with their core struggles will grow as well.

Our challenge as conflict specialists is to meet people and conflicts as they are genuinely experienced and to help disputants deal with each other and their conflicts realistically and constructively. When we focus only on those elements that are resolvable, we are neither meeting people where they truly are nor offering them a realistic scenario for dealing with the most serious issues they face. Instead, we marginalize our role, limit the reach of our work, and fail to realize the full potential we have to help disputants. In the process, we also constrain the growth of our field and our economic viability as conflict professionals. We have the tools, the experience, and the capacity to do better than this, but too often we don’t have the vision.

Intuitively, we know that important conflicts don’t readily end. Each of us can think of a conflict that was present in an organization, community, or personal relationship when we entered it and will likely be there, in some fashion, when we leave. This is not necessarily a sign of organizational or personal pathology—it is rather a reflection of the human condition. That does not mean, however, that there is nothing to be done about these long-term conflicts. People can deal with these conflicts constructively or destructively. They can face conflicts or avoid them. They can escalate or de-escalate. They can let conflicts destroy important relationships or see them as the context for deepening these connections.

There is of course a role for mediating agreements or finding ways to de-escalate dangerous or destructive interchanges, and  there are times when our focus must be on the immediate and the short term. But we ought always to do this with a full appreciation for the enduring nature of most significant conflicts and with a clear view of how what we do in the immediate circumstances needs to be informed by the long-term struggle that disputants face.




CHALLENGING OUR CONFLICT NARRATIVE 

Perhaps the hardest challenge enduring conflicts present to conflict professionals is that they ask us to alter the assumptions we have about conflict and the narratives we construct to explain our approach. The story we often tell is that conflict is a problem in human interactions that might be inevitable but can usually be fixed. Conflict can be fixed by prevention, analysis, and intervention. We say that we can anticipate and prevent conflict by effective communication and decision-making processes. We can understand conflict by analyzing the interests, needs, values, and choices of all the players. We can intervene in conflict by bringing the right people together to engage in a collaborative problem-solving process. Most important, by doing this, we can end a conflict. We can address the key interests of the people involved and thereby solve the problems that led to the dispute.

This is a heartening story. It offers a simple and optimistic approach and suggests a clear and appealing role for conflict professionals. And sometimes an intervention works in just this way, producing constructive results that are welcomed by parties who had thought their conflict was unsolvable. But where profound conflict is concerned this story is incomplete and unrealistic, and people know it. The real course of the most significant conflicts people face is muddier, less predictable, and more impervious to intentional change.

Conflict professionals can anticipate conflict up to a point, but the more significant the conflict—the deeper its roots and the  further reaching its impact—the more likely it is that we will not be able to prevent it, only prepare for it. Conflicts involve chaotic and ever changing systems. The idea that we can find the key to solving a conflict by deploying ever more systematic tools of analysis is misleading. Understanding the nature of a conflict is an ongoing challenge, and our best hope is to gain enough insight to help us make good choices at a given time.

Rarely will analysis itself reveal a magic key that will transform the nature of a deep or complex conflict. We can contribute to a better understanding, but seldom can we offer the blinding insight that will alter the course of a conflict. And whether we are talking about the long-term struggle between divorced parents, warring business partners, ethnic or racial groups in a community, workers and managers in a troubled organization, environmentalists and energy producers, or religious and secular worldviews, such core conflicts do not get resolved cleanly, completely, or quickly—if at all.

The basic choice that each of the four situations described at the beginning of the chapter and countless others like them present to us is one of purpose. Should our intention be to identify those elements of conflict that are resolvable and focus on these or to devise ways to assist people to stay with conflict in a powerful, constructive, and effective way?




THE CHALLENGE FOR THE CONFLICT FIELD 

As conflict professionals we gain something and lose something by limiting our range of services to the resolution process. When we make resolution our focus, we are better able to explain our purpose and role definition, presenting them clearly to the public (and to ourselves). At the same time, we lose a great deal of relevance and opportunities for intervention, because disputants come to view our services as relevant for only a narrow range of conflicts. And this is why we are sometimes viewed with a  certain amount of mistrust, why people often feel that conflict specialists—mediators, facilitators, conflict coaches, and collaborative practitioners—are offering a formula that is too easy, too clear cut, and just plain naïve. We often feel that way ourselves.

People want help with conflict, but they also want realism. When we offer to help them prevent, resolve, or in some way fix conflicts that they are experiencing as inevitable, intractable, or deeply rooted, we are not seen as credible. This is not to say that the worst aspects of long-term conflict cannot be ameliorated, that complex and destructive interactions cannot be made more constructive, or that progress toward a more positive approach is impossible. But when we focus on preventing or settling conflicts that are not likely to be resolved, we lose credibility and forego the opportunity to help people in realistic and meaningful ways.

I am not suggesting that conflict professionals have created this problem out of either naïveté or hubris. We have responded to a clear need as we have seen it, and we are often asked to take on impractical goals—to resolve a long-term, deeply rooted conflict or fix a complex and entrenched problem. But if we buy into such unrealistic hopes or expectations, we are in the long run likely to disappoint our clients, and perhaps ourselves. Taking a request for assistance that may be unrealistic and negotiating appropriate and realistic terms for our work is often our first big challenge. In doing so, we need to maintain a clear view of the dispute and the possibility that it is an enduring conflict.

Sometimes the challenge of helping people face long-term conflict is obvious, either because the dispute cannot be mediated or because the disputants are clearly entrenched in their positions. Efforts to mediate disputes about abortion provide an interesting example of this. The fundamental conflict between the “pro-choice” and “pro-life” camps about abortion rights is clearly irresolvable—but that does not mean the conflict cannot be engaged with in a more constructive way. Ancillary issues (such as ground rules about picketing outside abortion clinics or  information that should be provided to teenagers about contraception, abstinence, and pregnancy termination) have also proved to be enduring because they cannot be disconnected from the core values and identity issues involved in the abortion issue itself.

Sometimes we have the choice of whether to look at the enduring aspects of a conflict or to focus just on the immediate and the resolvable features. For example, when mediating a high-conflict divorce we are occasionally presented with seemingly short-term disputes that are manifestations of intractable conflicts. A hiring conflict among business partners may seem like a short-term conflict, and we may chose to treat it as such, but it may also be a manifestation of a long-term struggle about organizational mission or direction, fair hiring practices, or power over decision making.

Sometimes our role in enduring conflict is short term, if for example we have been called in to mediate a conflict about a proposal to build a new parking facility rather than to address overall concerns about traffic and development. At other times we may find ourselves having a role to play over time, as when we are asked to work with organizations over a period of years or to set up and participate in ongoing systems for dealing with ethnic violence. But regardless of the specific circumstances of our involvement, the challenge is the same. Can we help people deal constructively with long-term, enduring conflict, and what tools can we bring to this task?

We have reached a stage in the development of the conflict intervention field where we are comfortable and often adept at working as third parties in time-limited, resolution-focused approaches. But if our field is to realize its full potential to assist with the key challenges conflict presents, we need to move beyond this zone of comfort, beyond this fairly circumscribed and limited role we have generally defined for ourselves.

We are therefore at a crossroads in the work we do as conflict professionals. We can take on the important challenge and  opportunity that enduring conflict presents, or we can continue to see ourselves primarily as agents of resolution. If we take on the challenge, we can increase our relevance and reach; if we do not, we will continue to limit ourselves to working at the margin of the most serious conflicts that people face.




NEW ROLES FOR CONFLICT RESOLUTION PROFESSIONALS 

In Beyond Neutrality: Confronting the Crisis in Conflict Resolution  (2004), I suggested that conflict professionals move beyond an exclusive focus on conflict resolution and look at how we can help disputants throughout the entire life cycle of a conflict—prevention, anticipation, management, escalation, de-escalation, resolution, and healing. I also called for an expansion in how we think about the roles we play in conflict, beyond our traditional focus on third parties. I identified three types of roles for us to consider fulfilling—third-party roles, ally roles, and system roles. In order to encourage this expanded view, I proposed that we think of ourselves as conflict specialists or conflict engagement professionals. Whatever specific names we use for identifying what we do, our basic challenge is to think more broadly about our purpose and our function.

I am now suggesting a further expansion of our roles in order to encompass the important work necessary to help people take a constructive approach to enduring and entrenched conflict. In this book I look at the specific skills and approaches that conflict professionals can bring to this challenge. I do this in the belief that we are well situated to take on this task. We have much of the necessary experience and many of the required skills and values, but we have to learn how to direct these qualities to the particular challenges that enduring conflict presents. In this book I discuss how we can understand these challenges, hone our skills, and refine our approach in order to address enduring conflict.  We have to start this process by taking on a new mission—we have to embrace the challenge of helping people stay with conflict.




STAYING WITH CONFLICT 

When people stay with conflict, they engage in the ongoing struggles of their lives directly, clearly, respectfully, without avoidance, and with a full realization that these are issues that will be with them over time. They do not run away from conflict, resort to destructive escalation, or attempt to find a grand resolution for a conflict that is by its nature ongoing and deeply rooted. When business partners are willing to engage over time with their most divisive issues without vilifying one another or resorting to superficial remedies, they are staying with conflict. When a divorced couple confront each other about their different views on child rearing, advocate for their points of view, arrive at whatever intermediate agreements are possible, and do all this without attacking the integrity or personality of the other, they are staying with a conflict. When community activists address local government officials directly, repeatedly, and powerfully, but without denigrating the competence or commitment of those officials and with an awareness that their concerns are unlikely to be completely addressed soon, and maybe not ever, they are staying with conflict.

The need to stay with the most enduring and emblematic conflicts is more than simply an inevitable and unfortunate reality in people’s lives. Staying with conflict is what allows all of us to lead life to the fullest. By staying engaged with the enduring conflicts in our lives we involve ourselves in core questions of identity, meaning, values, and personal and systems change. Staying with conflict requires courage, vision, resources, skills, and stamina, and all of us need help and support in this effort. Our satisfaction with our lives may be more determined by our ability to stay and evolve with enduring conflicts than by the success we have in resolving those conflicts.

We can see this on the many different levels at which enduring conflict is experienced. For example, the success of an intimate relationship is determined less by the parties’ resolving conflicts than by their productively and continuously engaging with conflicts—be they about child-rearing practices, communication styles, time together and apart, or power in decision making. At work, the more people avoid potentially conflictual issues of responsibility, direction, decision making, and strategy, the more they disengage and alienate themselves from an important part of their experience. For this reason the union activist is generally much more engaged in his or her working life than is the cooperative but passive worker. On a larger stage, those who embrace the challenge of struggling for a better world—whether they see this in terms of social justice, environmental sustainability, economic strength, or family integrity—are likely to lead full and rich (if not always easy) lives.


Enduring Conflict 

To face the challenge of staying with conflict, conflict professionals have to start by understanding and accepting the role of ongoing conflicts in people’s lives. Whether we refer to these conflicts as ongoing, intractable, entrenched, long term, or enduring, we are basically talking about struggles that do not go away. They stay with people over time. If they die down in one form, they reappear in another. Disputants may resolve particular issues, but the essential conflict does not get resolved, it endures.

When I first moved to Boulder, Colorado, in 1972, the city was struggling with a variety of views on how to deal with traffic, transportation, open space, and affordable housing. Today, more than thirty-five years later, the community is still struggling with those same issues, and they continue to generate conflict. There have been all sorts of master plans, citizen task forces, public dialogues, and specific agreements over the years. I have facilitated several such efforts myself, and they have seemed to be  worthwhile endeavors. But the fundamental conflicts have not, likely cannot, and probably should not be completely resolved because they reflect the necessary and often healthy competition of a variety of values and the reality of limited resources.

Are all such conflicts irresolvable? Not necessarily. Some long-term, deeply entrenched conflicts do get resolved for all practical purposes (perhaps that is what is happening now in Northern Ireland) or they transform into virtually unrelated conflicts (an adolescent’s power struggle with his parents may eventually transform itself into struggles with other authority figures, for example). But these conflicts are fully resolved only after their structural underpinnings undergo fundamental change, and this does not often happen through direct resolution efforts.

We can think of enduring conflicts as those struggles that are embedded in people’s lives, relationships, and institutions because they stem from their most deeply held values, their sense of who they are, and the structure of the organizations and communities that they are part of. The circumstances that give rise to these conflicts might change, and personal development might eventually move a person to a place where an enduring conflict is less toxic or relevant to her experience. But enduring conflict normally stays with people over the long haul, and so the challenge is to learn how to stay with it.


What Staying with Conflict Looks Like 

All of us face the challenge of dealing with ongoing conflict in our lives. At our best we handle enduring conflict effectively—that is, we learn to stay with it. But what does it look like when we stay with conflict in a constructive and effective way?

When we stay with conflict, we remain engaged with the core issues that we care about, we continue to work on the problems or concerns that are important to us, and we continue to relate to the people with whom we are in conflict. We also continue to communicate about the conflict and to advocate for what is  important to us, and we always try to deepen our understanding of how others think and feel about the issue. We develop the emotional and intellectual capacity to live with our enduring differences but also to continue to work on them, even though we know that the core conflict will likely continue for a long time. We look for areas where general progress can be made, but we do so with the full knowledge that progress does not mean final resolution.

For example, consider this conflict, one that is typical of many situations faced by teachers and parents working with special needs children:John is an eleven-year-old with severe learning disabilities and behavioral problems. He has been diagnosed at various times with attention deficit disorder, Asperger’s syndrome, and various developmental disabilities. John has been tested repeatedly, seen many specialists, and been provided with individual assistance from teacher’s aides and a special education teacher. But despite these efforts, he is reading at barely second-grade level, has very poor social relations, and often seems extremely anxious or unhappy in the classroom.

His teachers and the school principal are recommending that John be referred to a different school, one with classes especially designed for children who cannot function in regular classroom settings. John’s parents, Frank and Dorothy, want John to remain in the neighborhood school and in his regular classroom and have asked that a specially trained teacher work with him individually for half of each day and that a teacher’s aide be assigned to him the rest of the time.

This is the latest manifestation of a conflict that has been going on for several years about the resources the school should commit to John’s education, the appropriate educational setting for John, and whether John should be in a regular school at all. At times the relationship between the parents and school personnel has been  testy, volatile, and litigious. But at other times the parents and school staff have been able to talk about the concerns they share about John’s falling further behind and becoming increasingly stigmatized and isolated.

Can Frank and Dorothy continue to negotiate with school personnel when they believe their child’s needs have not been properly addressed? Can the school staff continue to remain flexible and open-minded about what to do for John, even while believing that no matter what the school offers it won’t be enough? Can everyone remain optimistic about the possibility of making progress and the potential for working together when the conflict history does not support this? Can everyone approach each new negotiation in a constructive spirit, knowing that in one form or another, negotiation will have to occur repeatedly over the years, as John’s needs change and innovations in treatment and special education programming are made? It is people’s response to these kinds of challenges that determines whether a long-term conflict process can be productive or whether it will degenerate into pointless and harmful confrontation or, perhaps even worse, a pattern of avoiding the most significant issues that need to be addressed.

At some point taking legal action to argue for more resources for John might be helpful, but no matter the outcome of litigation, the essential conflict is likely to continue in some form. No single remedy will solve the problems faced by John and his parents or by the school as it struggles with resource allocation decisions. Instead, the parties will need to reengage frequently to set, review, and revise baseline standards and expectations and to modify their approach as John develops and as new information and ideas emerge. They will need to work together but also to struggle with each other as they learn to function with the stress and doubts characteristic of this situation of enduring conflict.





The critical point about this level of engagement with enduring conflict, whatever the context, is that the most important  result of disputants’ best efforts is constructive interaction with incremental progress, rather than final resolution.


Challenges for Staying with Conflict 

Staying with conflict requires us all, whether disputants or interveners, to communicate even when we believe communication will not produce solutions and even when little trust exists to facilitate communication; to be prepared to negotiate, even on issues we consider nonnegotiable; and to remain flexible about the ways we are willing to approach a conflict even as we remain true to our core values. It is especially challenging for disputants to do this when negotiating or communicating feels not only difficult but pointless because no end to the conflict is in sight.

We need to stay with conflict and meet these challenges on issues that range from those that can appear to be trivial (how we divide up housework) to fundamental societal issues (global warming, racism) and on any issue that represents something important about who we are or how we want to be in the world. We must try to do this with both optimism (believing that we can make progress on even the most serious conflict and the most painful personal differences) and realism (understanding that we can’t find easy solutions to basic problems and that enduring conflicts do in fact endure).

Staying with conflict also requires that we gather and use power wisely and constructively. Many enduring conflicts play out against a background of serious power differentials and the misuse of power. The challenge is to respond to others’ power and to use (and increase) our own without allowing a situation to devolve into a destructive exchange and without violating our values about human relations. This challenge is seen every time one party to a conflict ups the ante by threatening to use a particularly destructive alternative, whether it be legal action, a strike, public exposure, dissolving a business partnership, pulling out of a negotiation, or military force.

In order to advocate effectively for our interests, we sometimes have to be prepared to be less cooperative or collegial than we usually are, and we sometimes have to escalate a conflict in order to move toward a more constructive engagement. At most times, however, these tactics do more to sour the atmosphere and impede communication than they do to leverage others to behave differently. For example, in the special education situation discussed earlier, Frank and Dorothy likely have legal alternatives they could pursue, and school staff are certain to be aware of these. But repeatedly threatening to resort to those alternatives will not create the long-term leverage that will help Frank, Dorothy, and the school staff stay with this conflict effectively. In enduring and protracted conflicts, making threats to up the ante may feel like a necessary exercise of power, but it often fails to produce a powerful and constructive step forward—because the parties have to be able to continue to engage with one another in order to make any progress at all.

In essence, staying with conflict means engaging with the issues most important to who we are, what we value, whom we care about, and how we understand ourselves—and doing so without seeking quick fixes to serious problems or final resolutions to entrenched problems and without throwing our hands up and walking away or burying our heads in the sand. Staying with conflict calls on all involved to develop their capacity to fully engage in life, with all its perplexities and challenges.




THE ROLE OF THE CONFLICT SPECIALIST 

We who have chosen the role of conflict specialist are not the only professionals with an important role to play in helping people stay with conflict—in their own ways, therapists, lawyers, police officers, community organizers, diplomats, organizational development specialists, and others face the same challenge. However, we may be especially well situated by experience and  skills to assist people involved in long-term conflict to develop the capacity and outlook that can sustain them and guide them in a more constructive direction. Indeed, staying with conflict builds on many of the same skills and tools that we use in a resolution model and involves challenges we have already faced. For example:• When we encourage government officials to open up a public hearing to genuine dialogue and disputation, rather than sticking to a pro forma input process, we are working to help them face the reality of a conflict and consider the consequences of avoidance, and we are encouraging a genuine effort to bring different voices to the discussion and to frame a conflict more authentically.
• When we work with divorcing parents with profoundly different beliefs about religion, discipline, and education in order to help them maintain a clear sense of their own values but also be open to a variety of ways of honoring those values and when we help them to find an authentic voice, and to reexamine their approach and beliefs, our goal is to help them stay with conflict.
• When we work with highly conflicted workplaces where there is a history of mistrust between management and workers, we often find it essential to assist in the development of effective channels of communication, coach individuals to use their power effectively and wisely, work on agreements when appropriate, and find appropriate arenas for interaction.
• When we work with child protection disputes, with ethnic conflicts, or in restorative justice programs, we not only assist in developing an immediate or short-term solution but we also ask people to consider how to  develop the resources and approaches that will sustain them over time, often paying special attention to safety considerations.



 

These are interventions that we may apply to any conflict, but they are especially valuable in relationship to ongoing and enduring conflicts. When we mediate a plan that guides disputants in communicating around the inevitability of future conflict and when we facilitate dialogues between opposing sides in a long-term conflict, part of what we are doing is helping people stay with conflict. However, this kind of help is usually a tacit or unrecognized purpose. We don’t explicitly recognize, embrace, and articulate this element of our efforts as part of our core purpose. Nor do we develop the specific strategies and approaches that would enable us to more knowingly and effectively pursue this goal.

This means that the challenge of helping people to stay with conflict requires us to take on a significantly new role. Before we can apply our skills and experience to this difficult challenge, we need to break through the limits we place on ourselves with our current assumptions about our role and with the conflict narrative we promote. We have to develop a new frame of reference for our goals in conflict and for the ways we can achieve those goals. We also need to develop and hone tools specifically oriented to helping people deal with enduring conflict.

From both a personal and a business perspective it may sometimes appear far more attractive and indeed far simpler to emphasize our role in the prevention or resolution of conflict rather than our role in creating productive engagement in conflict. But if we are committed to addressing the most important challenges that conflicts present and if we want to open up significant avenues for our work, then we will have to take on the most difficult and daunting elements of conflict, not just those that are most rapidly and easily addressed and encapsulated. This requires us to develop  additional skills and tools and further avenues of service. How we can do this is the subject of this book.

The first requirement of any effective—and durable—approach to conflict is clarity about purpose, goal, and role. I am proposing that conflict specialists adopt a new overall goal: assisting disputants to develop a constructive approach to engaging in enduring conflict. In the next chapter I look at what this new goal means and its implications for the way conflict specialists approach their work.
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Conflict and Engagement

Conflict flows from life. . . . Rather than seeing conflict as a threat, we can understand it as providing opportunities to grow and to increase our understanding of ourselves, of others, of our social structures. Conflicts in relationships at all levels are the way life helps us to stop, assess, and take notice. One way to truly know our humanness is to recognize the gift of conflict in our lives. Without it life would be a monotonously flat topography of sameness and our relationships would be woefully superficial.

John Paul Lederach, 2003, p. 18

Staying with conflict begins with an understanding and appreciation of the nature and significance of enduring conflict in everyone’s life and a clear sense of what is required to engage in a sustainable conflict effort. Part of our job as conflict specialists is to explore this with the individuals or groups we are working with, but all of our work needs to be informed by this understanding.




THE ROLE OF CONFLICT IN PEOPLE’S LIVES 

Conflict is essential to everyone’s growth and survival. It is the vehicle all of us use to face our most significant challenges. Conflict is our stimulus to attack problems and gives us the energy to overcome our powerful inclinations toward passivity. Because conflict can push us to face what we would rather ignore and because it can be scary and dangerous, we avoid it, deny it,  or think of it as abnormal and transient. But the most important conflicts in our lives, the enduring ones, can be avoided only at great cost. We may be able to suppress these conflicts, but they do not go away. Instead they almost always reappear in various forms, and in one way or another, we are forced to deal with them.

This is not a bad thing, because enduring conflicts help us to define who we are and the path we need to follow. During this journey we may reach the true heart of these conflicts. We may achieve the wisdom and courage to deal with them in all their complexity and power, but we will not resolve or end them because they are deeply rooted in our personalities and our relationships. Our biggest life challenge is to learn to embrace these conflicts, accept their central role in our lives, and find an effective way to engage them.

The ongoing struggles that people experience even in well-functioning families offer the most universal examples of enduring conflict. Each of us can think of conflicts that have endured in his or her family with a spouse, children, siblings, or parents. The struggle between adolescents and their parents if not universal is extremely widespread, and even though people typically grow past the specifically adolescent characteristics of these struggles (at least most do), the underlying struggle between autonomy and belonging that is characteristic of adolescence has manifestations throughout their lives as they struggle with the balance between separateness and intimacy, family and work, individual recognition and group loyalty, independence and interdependence. This broad but essential conflict has manifestations in life relationships (family time versus personal time versus work time), work life (accountability versus individual initiative, flexibility versus consistency, clear lines of authority versus participatory management), and communal life (insularity versus openness to newcomers, dedication to the good of the whole versus a focus on one’s individual well-being). Enduring conflict is part of our everyday lives.




THE SIX FACES OF CONFLICT 

Significant conflicts generally have both enduring and time-limited aspects. When we as conflict specialists make a decision (or assumption) about which aspect to address, that may be our key strategic choice in how we approach a conflict—a choice we don’t always recognize that we are making. However, recognized or not, this choice is critical to how we (often unconsciously) frame the nature of the conflict and therefore to how we intervene and what we can do to help. I find it useful to think about conflict as having six overlapping categories, or faces. These categories are low impact, latent, transient, representational, stubborn, and enduring.


Low-Impact Conflict 

This is the most frequent face of everyday conflict. Conflicts over where to eat dinner, who folds the laundry, who gets to go on break first, who interrupted whom, and how to allocate limited parking are, for example, disputes ordinarily viewed as low impact, as not having significant consequences. However, even though these conflicts may appear trivial or inconsequential to some, they are often important to those involved in them and may become more serious if mishandled—especially if they become symbolic of deeper issues.

Sometimes low-impact conflicts fester because they do not seem serious enough to warrant the energy it would take to deal with them. Sometimes they are long lasting because they are reflections of personal characteristics that people cannot easily change (for example, I have tried for years, with varying degrees of success, to become less of an interrupter because my interrupting is a behavior that often leads to conflicts with family and colleagues). Sometimes low-impact conflicts mask other, more serious concerns and may get in the way of dealing with those concerns, as when business partners fight about the name for their enterprise rather than about their differing visions of purpose and  strategy (this situation is addressed further in the discussion of representational conflict later in this chapter).


Latent Conflict 

Latent conflict exists when the conditions out of which a conflict could arise are present, but there has as yet been no crystallizing event or issue. Latent conflicts are always present but vary greatly in the degree to which they are primed to erupt or to which they are already affecting behavior, decisions, and relationships. Greater tension in workplaces, growing racial separation in schools, rising resentment over economic disparity, and increasing differences in worldviews between religious and secular states suggest latent conflicts that may become manifest when a crystallizing event occurs.

The disintegration of Yugoslavia after the death of Tito and its rapid degeneration into warfare, ethnic cleansing, and brutality seemed surprising at the time. This society had appeared to be a peaceful one in which Croats, Serbs, and Bosnians (Catholics, Eastern Orthodox, and Muslims) were coexisting quite successfully. But the region’s centuries-old religious and nationalist tension had only been suppressed by the authoritarian rule of the Tito regime, not resolved or eradicated. The latent conflict was always present, and after Tito’s death it did not take long for it to erupt.


Transient Conflict 

Transient conflicts are those that can be resolved and are time limited, although this does not necessarily mean that they are not serious or do not have any long-term implications. A grievance about a promotion or pay raise, a collective bargaining dispute, or a disagreement over the location of a landfill or a plan to annex a neighborhood are all significant and sometimes extremely intense conflicts but also usually time-limited ones. The conditions that give rise to the conflict are not permanent and can be changed or eliminated by an appropriate decision or solution. Of course such conflicts often represent much deeper issues, but to the extent  that they are expressions of time-limited problems that can be addressed by specific outcomes, they are transient disputes.

Contractual disputes—for example, over a time-limited commercial relationship—are often transient. Concerns about where to build a new thoroughfare through a community can be resolved with a decision, although the consequences may continue to raise conflicts, especially in the eyes of the dissenters. Decisions about how to allocate marital assets or divide up parenting time in a divorce may be transient to the extent that they do not reflect more deeply rooted conflicts.


Representational Conflict 

Perhaps all aspects of conflict to some extent represent disputants’ deeper issues, but some expressions of conflict can be fully understood only in terms of these deeper issues, which they epitomize. Even though a representational conflict is usually time specific, it is fundamentally a manifestation of an enduring or core conflict. When Rosa Parks refused to get up from her bus seat for a white man, the specific issue, segregation on buses, could be and in fact was resolved. But that conflict also had a deeper significance; it was representative of a long-term pattern of discrimination that was very resistant to change and that to some extent is still ongoing, many years after the end of bus seating discrimination.

Similarly, when parents struggle over the division of child-care responsibilities, this may represent their fundamental differences about roles, commitments, and values or on a deeper level, differences in their senses of who they are, what gives meaning to their lives, self-esteem, and the need for control. They may resolve the immediate issue with a new arrangement, but the conflict is likely to recur unless the underlying issue is identified and addressed.


Stubborn Conflict 

Stubborn conflicts are those that are challenging, difficult to resolve, and resistant to resolution, but still potentially time limited—especially if handled appropriately. We may sometimes confuse  stubborn conflicts with enduring ones because of the difficulty of bringing them to closure, but a stubborn conflict is difficult because of the complexity of the issues, the intensity of the emotions, or the communication styles of the disputants and not because of the enduring nature of the conflict’s fundamental dynamics. The most dramatic moments in mediation may come when we break through an impasse or find a solution to a stubborn conflict, but this is not the same as solving the enduring elements that are manifestations of deeper issues.

When a divorced parent decides that he or she needs to move to a different geographical region, it can lead to a stubborn conflict. Even when both parents share important values about parenting and respect each other’s roles, the relocation presents them with stubborn practical challenges. A contractor on a large construction project who is in dispute with a subcontractor about cost overruns, delays, and defects in workmanship may be in a stubborn conflict, one that could take quite a while to resolve. Different understandings of contractual obligations and past communications, personality clashes, and different predictions about legal alternatives may all contribute to stubbornness. So may the very complexity of the issues involved.


Enduring Conflicts 

As discussed earlier, enduring conflict is that aspect of a dispute that is embedded in structures, systems, values, or identity and will therefore not be resolved through short-term, resolution-oriented conflict interventions. Enduring conflict is long lasting because of its nature, not because of ineffective or inappropriate efforts to resolve it. Until the roots of the conflict change, the system evolves, or the identity- or value-based elements are profoundly transformed, the conflict will remain, although how it is manifested may vary over time.

Enduring conflict is unlike stubborn or transient conflict because it is by nature long lasting and not amenable to resolution efforts. It  is unlike low-impact conflict because it represents core issues in the lives of individuals, families, groups, communities, and organizations. Although all conflict has representational aspects, enduring conflict—once clearly identified—can be seen as a foundational or essential struggle in itself. Struggles over chores, child-care practices, or money, for example, may be representational conflicts that can be resolved; however, the conflicts underlying these struggles may involve values, power, or gender roles, and are most likely to be enduring.




WORKING WITH THE SIX FACES OF CONFLICT 

Most of the significant conflicts I have been involved in have manifested a number if not all of the six faces of conflict, and I have had to chose, in partnership with the parties involved, which elements to address. Sometimes this meta-negotiation (negotiation about a negotiation) was the heart of the process and determined the success or failure of an effort. This was the case at the “Alaska Wolf Summit”:In 1993, my partner Christopher Moore and I were asked to facilitate the Alaska Wolf Summit (an effort to bring together a broad range of groups with widely different views about appropriate policies for controlling the Alaska wolf population). We were thrown into a situation in which every issue was representative of the deepest identity concerns and values of all the parties (First Nations participants, other Alaska residents, hunters and trappers, environmentalists, biologists, animal rights activists, government planners, political leaders, and more). We were continually faced with choices about which element of the conflict to take on—the basic values and beliefs, immediate or long-term policy decisions, short-term questions about how the summit should be organized, or fractured personal relationships.

For some, dealing with anything other than the most fundamental issues involved was avoidance and capitulation. For others, tackling “yet again” these issues was a big waste of time (“although good midwinter entertainment in Fairbanks,” as one participant put it to me) unless the summit could make concrete progress on immediate policy questions. Negotiating with the participants about which aspect of the conflict to focus on at which time proved to be our greatest challenge. In the end the summit focused on the broader value and policy questions, encouraged a dialogue about the principles that ought to govern wolf control, and allowed a great deal of communication among people who normally never directly communicated with each other. No concrete agreements were reached, but this context eased the way for the ongoing policymaking process to occur in a less destructive and acrimonious way than previously.

However, what the summit did not (and in the context probably could not) address were the enduring elements of the conflict and how the problem could be engaged with over time. To this day (over fifteen years later), the conflict about wolf control in Alaska remains intense, high profile, and often extremely acrimonious. Many of the same arguments heard in 1993 are still being put forward by people on all sides of this issue. The conflict continues to be carried out in many arenas (courts, legislatures, and the media). I suspect that this will continue to occupy an important place in Alaskan discourse for many years to come.





Frequently, the key decision that conflict professionals make (consciously or intuitively) is which face of conflict to tackle. Often I am asked to go into an organization to deal with a specific conflict or issue—for example, about job assignments or compensation policies. Upon further inquiry I often find that the real concern is that “people aren’t communicating” or “there is no trust” or “relationships with management suck.” This poses an interesting dilemma—do I focus on the presenting conflict and hope that working on it will contribute to a more favorable overall climate,  or do I go for the deeper problems, knowing that unless these are discussed the toxic climate is likely to continue?

The appeal of focusing on the transient, representational, low-impact, or stubborn faces of conflict is that they lend themselves to the resolution processes that we conflict professionals are most familiar and comfortable with. And sometimes that is the best we can do and the most we are asked to do. But focusing on these aspects of a conflict dynamic often takes us away from the real work to be done, which is to help people understand and develop a strategy for coping with the enduring aspect. Sometimes beginning where the client is requires us to start with the nonenduring aspects of conflict, but as we work with these we will inevitably be led to the enduring dimensions. To be effective, conflict professionals have to stay attuned to all the faces of conflict and to think strategically about which aspect to work on.




THE CHARACTERISTICS OF ENDURING CONFLICT 

Enduring conflicts are an essential part of the human struggle. They define who we are as individuals and as societies. Many of the key philosophical and psychological theorists of the past two hundred years have focused on the enduring or developmental conflicts that inform our lives. Freud talked about our intrapsychic conflict, Marx about class conflict, and Darwin about our evolutionary adaptation to the struggle for survival. Sociologists such as Coser (1956) have identified the key role of conflict in organizing society and building community.

When we talk about what defines the purpose or challenge of our time in history, we are largely discussing enduring conflicts—for example, those involving global climate change, human rights, limited resources, differing worldviews, north-south tensions, or values about families. We can look at almost any level of human organization from the individual to the global and see the central  role that enduring conflicts play in the formation and expression of identity and worldview.

Earlier I introduced the characteristics of enduring conflict, traits that both define and explain its ongoing nature. We can assess the degree to which enduring conflict is a critical component of a dispute by considering the presence of these traits. So let’s look at these defining characteristics of enduring conflict in more detail.


Enduring Conflict Has Deep Roots 

A conflict may seem trivial but be genuinely enduring if it is connected to deeply rooted issues in the lives of the people or the structures of the organizations involved. Enduring conflicts are not superficial. A couple may struggle throughout their marriage about housework or frugality. Perhaps these are simply low-impact conflicts, but if they are ongoing sources of significant tension, then they are almost certainly connected to deeper issues such as differentials in power, privilege, and responsibility.


Enduring Conflicts Reflect Identity Issues 

One reason conflicts do not get readily resolved is that they reflect core concerns about meaning, community, intimacy, and autonomy—in other words they involve questions of identity. Sometimes a person’s identity is wrapped up in the conflict experience itself, as may happen with the union activist whose life has been devoted to the struggle against management. For many such activists the goals and outcome of any specific struggle or issue may be less important than their own long-term participation in a struggle against the power of corporations or managers. One of the most famous statements of principle in U.S. labor history—made in the early part of the twentieth century by Eugene Debs—exemplifies this: “While there is a lower class I am in it; while there is a criminal element I am of it; while there is a soul in prison, I am not free” (Andrews and Zarefsky, 1989).

At other times it is the content of the enduring conflict that is rooted in identity issues. For example, religious conflict is often related to the desire among a group of people to defend both the beliefs that give them meaning and the community with which they identify. Religious conflict throughout history—whether between Catholics and Protestants during the Thirty Years War, between Islam and Christianity during the Crusades, or among Shias and Sunnis today—has been more about the communities that different people identify with and struggles in defense of those communities than about theological differences.

Identity conflicts cannot easily be resolved by time-limited negotiations or by the exercise of either rights or power. These conflicts can be suppressed, but genuine progress requires time, work at a deep level, and the emergence of a new sense of identity. Northern Ireland appears to be experiencing this process as people there are gradually accepting that their needs regarding identity and survival can perhaps be achieved in partnership with long-term adversaries, but this has been a long, slow process with lots of detours. Many Protestant and Catholic activists in Northern Ireland have risked their lives, gone to jail, sacrificed careers and normal family lives, and in some cases lost their lives to carry on a struggle that has both given them meaning and promoted the values and community that are core to their identity. Now that the struggle has entered a new phase in which the conflict is redefined and the arena is more political and less violent, they face the difficult challenge of adapting their sense of who they are. This personal challenge can also be a challenge to the peace process.


Enduring Conflict Involves Values 

One reason people hold on to a conflict over time is that it expresses values important to them. Although temporary accommodations can be made, the long-term issue strikes to the core of participants’ belief systems. Values and identity are wrapped up in each other of course. The abortion debate, although significantly  related to identity, is conducted almost entirely in the context of values. The hardest conflicts to mediate are the ones that are genuinely about values (not the ones where values are used as a cover for other concerns). In several mediations I have conducted involving animal rights activists, hunters, trappers, and ranchers, the policy issues were almost always overwhelmed by basic differences in values about nature, wildlife, hunting, guns, and individualism.


Enduring Conflicts Are Embedded in Structure 

The structure that surrounds a conflict is a key element of the conflict. What people experience as conflict over natural resources and environmental values is deeply embedded in the nature of both economic and political systems. The economic system and the lifestyles it has enabled and on which its continued growth rests require the ever more intense use of limited resources, and this inevitably results in certain kinds of environmental degradation (Diamond, 2005). There is no simple or even complex resolution to this. This is a conflict that will inevitably endure over time, and a society’s success in sustaining a constructive engagement with this conflict is critical to its survival (the conflict over global warming is discussed further later in this chapter).

Other kinds of structural conflict involve roles, geography, limited resources, power, the tension between the needs of an organization overall and the needs of its parts, and the constraints of the legal environment (see, for example, Mayer, 2000; Moore, 2003). The common denominator is that conflicts rooted in structure cannot be resolved unless the structure is changed, and this is often extremely difficult if not impossible.


Enduring Conflicts Are Systemic and Complex 

Enduring conflicts are not easily encapsulated but involve the whole system of interactions among the people involved. What may manifest itself as a conflict between a minority community  and a police department (for example, the Rodney King riots in Los Angeles in 1992 or the outrage after Amadou Diallo was killed in New York in 1999) can be understood only in terms of the larger system of political, social, economic, and power relationships of which it is part. Furthermore, such systems are complex and adaptive in that they are constantly reorganizing themselves in response to new circumstances and new inputs. This also means that enduring conflicts are not amenable to linear, straightforward approaches to resolution. (Coleman, Bui-Wrzosinska, Vallacher, and Nowak, 2006, have described protracted conflicts as “dynamical systems,” which can be understood only in terms of the participants’ patterns of communication and interactions.)


Enduring Conflicts Are Rooted in Distrust 

Enduring conflicts both arise from and breed distrust. Communicating, problem solving, and negotiating are made more difficult by this lack of trust. Interventions in enduring conflict frequently have to deal with the issue of trust, either through trust-building activities or through developing some way of interacting in the absence of trust. Many conflicts (for example, high-conflict divorces, disputes in hostile working environments, racially based community conflicts) display the phenomenon of reactive devaluation (Ross, 1995), meaning distrust is so high that whatever offer or suggestion is made by one party, it is automatically discounted by the other. Although this is a problem in many conflicts, it is especially characteristic of enduring conflict. (See Lewicki and Weithoff, 2000, for a discussion of different forms of trust and distrust.)


Enduring Conflicts Involve Fundamental Issues of Power 

Power is a currency in all conflict, but in enduring conflict it is fundamental to the struggle itself. Enduring conflict almost always involves efforts by individuals or groups to secure a more favorable long-term power position. This may be a primary goal or a goal in service of other concerns, but the struggle for power is an  important part of the picture. Furthermore, enduring conflicts often involve concerns about survival or safety in the face of power. For some participants, therefore, enduring conflict involves a long-term effort to find a way of contending with the untrammeled use of coercive power.

 

All enduring conflicts exhibit some of these characteristics, and often all of them are present. For example, consider the nature of many labor management conflicts. The essential goals of labor are often at odds or out of sync with those of management—making a good living versus making a profit, autonomy and equality versus accountability and control. Labor and management generally have different values about work, authority, and distribution of benefits. Workers’ identity is often centered on their affiliation and solidarity with each other, whereas for leaders identity is embedded in their roles in the organizational hierarchy. These conflicts stem from the structure of the workplace and have deep roots in the  economic and political systems and the history of labor management relationships. Mistrust is often extremely high or at least close to the surface, and almost all negotiations between labor and management have power as a subtext.

None of this is to say that nothing can be done about enduring conflicts. They can be addressed constructively or they can be made worse. The challenge that conflict specialists face is how to help people engage in these conflicts in a wise and effective way.




FACING ENDURING CONFLICT: TWO KEY CHALLENGES 

What does it mean to take a constructive approach to enduring conflict? Even when we are faced with the most intractable and intense conflicts, it is important that we understand there are alternatives to either immediate resolution or despair, to victory or defeat, or to dominance or submission.

One of the biggest challenges we face in helping people through enduring conflict is to provide an alternative vision that is less polarized and more sustaining. This requires that we develop what John Paul Lederach (2005) calls a “moral imagination,” an ability to see beyond the polarities that people so easily fall into when hopeless, frustrated, and fearful. We gain this ability, I believe, by confronting two related challenges: we and those we help need to accept, even embrace, certain paradoxes that are almost always present in enduring conflict, and we all need to be able to live with uncertainty.


Embracing the Paradox of Enduring Conflict 

Enduring conflict presents a significant paradox. To successfully engage with it, people have to approach it with hopefulness, optimism, and a will to make things better—but also with realism and an awareness that the conflict will not be resolved and that the situation may improve only slowly and with many set-backs. We have to act confidently or at least decisively on the basis of the information and choices we have at any given time—but with the knowledge that we don’t really know all that is involved and that we are often plunging into uncharted seas. We need to embrace the conviction and beliefs that give us the courage to move forward at the same time as we recognize that these beliefs cannot be based on absolute truth and that opposing beliefs and convictions also have to be honored. This paradox poses a challenge that none of us is always able to meet.

Let’s consider the challenge of what to do about climate change—a widely discussed example of an enduring conflict that must be engaged but won’t be resolved for a long time (if ever).

Global climate change poses a challenge that will be around for the rest of our lives. There is no more critical international issue, and no definitive solution to this problem can be achieved through negotiation. We have already seen the limits of several negotiated accords, which even though representing important  steps in the development of dialogue around global warming were far from decisive answers to this challenge (even if they had been universally accepted and implemented). In fact it is hard even to imagine what a solution would look like or entail. But remaining locked in a hopeless conflict around this issue is also inconceivable, given the enormity of the consequences of not taking decisive action. We therefore have to face three paradoxes, or contradictions, in dealing with climate change:• There is no comprehensive solution that will fix this problem, but taking action directed to the comprehensive nature of the problem is critical.
• Many different players with profoundly different viewpoints will have to engage in a long-term struggle about what to do to deal with climate change, but cooperation on a global basis is essential.
• We have to act decisively and with conviction, but we must do so before we are completely certain of the ramifications of our actions.



 

 

If we get stuck in a mode of thinking that equates progress with solutions and that suggests we have only two choices—to come together in agreement as a world community about how to proceed or to face disaster—then our ability to cope creatively with this challenge will be significantly, possibly fatally, impaired. Instead we have to embrace these paradoxes. We have to engage in a long-term struggle, continue to keep the dialogue open, and seize partial (but not necessarily small-scale) solutions, agreements, and directions as they emerge, knowing that no one of them will fix the problem and that some may eventually prove counterproductive.

Our very survival depends on this, and yet the obstacles are enormous. This conflict is rooted in the structure of the society  we have built and the global population we have propagated. Core values and beliefs are involved. Sacrifices are needed (currently, everyone agrees that others need to sacrifice). Distrust among key players is enormous. The system in which this conflict is rooted involves the entire planet—ecologically, politically, and economically. Furthermore, time is of the essence.

If we believe that the solution to climate change necessitates a grand negotiation leading to a comprehensive treaty, we are significantly limiting our options and most likely pursuing an elusive or impossible goal. What we do need to do is develop a robust system for communication, negotiation, partial agreements when possible, and ongoing struggle. The three paradoxes, the enormity of the problem, and the complexity of the issues are disincentives for facing this challenge, but face it we must and with the same energy and commitment that we would muster if we had complete clarity and certainty about the correct path to take.

But we need not look only at global issues to see the challenges of enduring conflict. Divorced parents raising a special needs child and experiencing profound and heartfelt disagreement about how to deal with that child’s needs face exactly the same three paradoxes. They too need to prepare for a long-term conflictual engagement about this process and for the reality that although partial agreements will be important, no comprehensive solution is likely. The same is true in a business when its managers and its employee organizations are facing the challenges of changing technologies and market conditions.

And only when conflict specialists face the reality of these paradoxes can they begin to help their clients develop the moral imagination and courage necessary to cope with enduring conflict.


Living with Uncertainty 

To stay with conflict, people have to move beyond despair, rage, false confidence, and bravado and develop a willingness and  capacity to live over time with uncertainty. This may be the key to dealing with the paradoxes and challenge of enduring conflict.

In the face of conflict and stress, people want something to hang onto, such as clarity about the “correct” outcome, a simple view of right and wrong, a belief in the inevitability of victory, or even a conviction that one is part of a noble if doomed struggle. Sometimes hopelessness and cynicism offer the best prospects for some solid ground. If things are never going to get better, only worse—well, that at least offers some certainty, or as Kurt Vonnegut (1969) said, “so it goes.” But hopelessness, bravado, false optimism, and cynicism are all ways of avoiding dealing with vital conflicts.

To stay with conflict, all of us, disputants and conflict specialists alike, need to develop the capacity to deal with several dimensions of uncertainty or irresolution. We need to develop the capacity to live with

Anxiety. False certainties can be reassuring but misleading. Staying with conflict requires living with a certain amount of anxiety, without being debilitated by it.

Moral ambiguity. No one has to give up beliefs or commitment to stay with conflict, but to remain constructive we do need to get beyond the simplistic view that enduring conflict is all about good versus evil.

Emotional turmoil. Accepting a conflict’s uncertain and enduring nature—instead of distancing ourselves from it—means facing the ongoing emotional impact that the conflict will have on us.

Identity confusion. Most enduring conflicts are to some degree about issues of identity. We have to live with these issues that are important to our identity but that are not going to be resolved readily or neatly.

Cognitive dissonance. To stay with conflict we usually have to accept certain contradictory realities—for example, that someone whom we think is behaving badly is a good person, that we can communicate and work with people whom we view as untrustworthy, and that our beliefs and views are open to challenges just as we are challenging the views of others.

Intellectual uncertainty. Believing something does not make it true (or as my favorite bumper sticker says, “don’t believe everything you think”). If our views about a conflict do not change over time, then we are probably locked into a rigid stance that will not serve us well. Furthermore, the more complex and important the issue, the more likely it is that we will have to act without having all the information we would like and without complete intellectual clarity.


Individuals involved in a long-term struggle need to develop the capacity to live with these paradoxes and uncertainties. Moreover, they need to accept these dilemmas without sacrificing their commitment, involvement, or energy. This is no easy task. No one is continually capable of living with these ambiguities while maintaining his or her courage and focus. Sometimes the only way for someone to stay committed is to claim more certainty, assert greater clarity, and adopt a more defined identity than is warranted. But this also makes it harder to engage in enduring conflict effectively.

In order to stay with conflict effectively, people need energy and motivation to sustain them, and these vital resources are fostered by moral certainty and a polarized framing of the conflict. But in order to remain constructive in the face of enduring conflict, people also need to challenge such sustaining certainties and polarities. Accepting this task is perhaps the primary hurdle conflict professionals must jump if they are going to be effective at helping people with enduring conflict.




THE BUILDING BLOCKS OF EFFECTIVE ENGAGEMENT 

To help people stay with conflict, conflict professionals need to understand the characteristics of an effective and constructive approach to enduring conflict. Our essential goal here is to encourage people to focus on how they can engage in conflict constructively, rather than on how they can end it. In Beyond Neutrality I defined conflict engagement as “accepting the challenges of a conflict, whatever its type or stage of development may be, with courage and wisdom and without automatically assuming that resolution is an appropriate goal. Effective engagement requires finding the right level of depth at which to engage. It also means being fully aware of the many different ways we could choose to avoid conflict, including trying to resolve it prematurely” (Mayer, 2004, p. 184).

The challenge of engaging in enduring conflict requires that we accept the importance of dealing with a conflict constructively over time, knowing that it may evolve but is not likely to end. Taking a constructive approach to enduring conflict involves attending to conceptual, ethical, behavioral, and sustainability factors.


Conceptual (Cognitive) Factors 

Success in staying with conflict requires that people develop an effective way to think about their situation, one that allows them to be realistic, hopeful, flexible, and focused. The way in which our clients make sense of a conflict and the narratives they construct about it determine how they will approach it. Staying with conflict poses challenges of focus, definition, context, and flexibility. We need to help disputants with the following four approaches.


Keeping a Focus on What Is Essential 

What confuses or distracts people more than anything else is to lose sight of what is essential about a conflict. Disputes may be  turned into power struggles, morality plays, or campaigns for personal vindication. Disputants may maintain animosities even when they cannot remember the origin of a dispute. A constructive approach to enduring conflict requires maintaining a focus on what is essential about the conflict—why people are in it or what their most important goals are. It’s easy to lose sight of this in the face of intense interactions or dramatic events, but disputants need to be able to step back from time to time and ask themselves what is really important here, to do what William Ury (1991, 2007) calls “going to the balcony” to regain one’s perspective.


Finding the Appropriate Level of Depth and Breadth 

Conflicts can be viewed too narrowly or too broadly, too superficially or too abstractly. Therefore one challenge is to understand and articulate the conflict in a way that is broad enough to encompass disputants’ core concerns without trivializing them but not so broad as to make it impossible to take a meaningful approach to those concerns. A second is to frame the conflict in terms of the core needs that drive it, without going so deep into the human psyche that people become immobilized. (Effective framing of enduring conflict is discussed further in Chapter Four.)

For example, if on the one hand a struggle between managers and workers is defined very narrowly as centering on decision-making prerogatives in contractual issues (as it often happens in collective bargaining), then the additional key issues of management style, worker involvement, and resource allocation can be readily lost. If on the other hand the conflict is defined as an ideological struggle over management philosophy, these key issues can also be lost. If the important issue is worker involvement in resource allocation decisions, then it is important to frame the issue accordingly. Of course the frame for a conflict also needs to evolve over time—an inflexible framing, no matter how effective at one point, will eventually become an impediment to constructive engagement; frames need to be modified to reflect changing circumstances.


Putting the Conflict in a Historical, Cultural, Economic, and Political Context 

No conflict occurs in a vacuum, and understanding the larger context is enormously important. At the same time, although history, economics, culture, politics, and other systemic factors are important, a balance is required here as well in order to avoid both hopelessness and determinism.

For example, on the one hand the Israeli-Palestinian conflict cannot be understood without considering the relatively recent history of colonialism in the Middle East; the Holocaust; the strategic location of Israel, Gaza, and the West Bank; the politics of the Middle East; and the politics of oil. On the other hand, viewing the conflict as a 2,000-year-old struggle is basically inaccurate and leads to hopelessness rather than perspective. History is a factor to keep in mind, but it is not destiny. When we place a conflict in the context of the larger picture and forces involved, we can better understand why it is enduring, but that does not mean that the nature of the conflict cannot change, evolve, or improve (or get worse).


Allowing for the Possibility That Adversaries Can Change 

We don’t want to promote a naïve view of human motivations or capacities to change, but it is always helpful to assume that people can change their views, their behaviors, and their attitudes. One’s former adversary can become one’s future ally or at least a person with whom one can communicate and negotiate. Even if this seems unlikely, just maintaining the view that this could happen can guide disputants’ behavior in more productive directions. Of course this implies that every disputant can change.

The way people characterize or treat those with whom they are in conflict ought to reflect a belief that they might some day need to work together. People sometimes feel empowered by demonizing an enemy and defining a conflict as residing in the evilness or  maliciousness of a particular person or group. But enemies become friends, and friends become enemies. If disputants always treat each other as potential allies, they are less likely to burn bridges that they may someday need to cross or to find themselves behaving in a way not congruent with their values. To stay with conflict effectively, even while knowing that resolution is highly unlikely, people have to be open to the possibility that those with whom they can’t work at present may one day be sitting across the table from them.

This does not mean that consequences for destructive behavior are inappropriate. Finding the balance between defending oneself against aggressive tactics or unprincipled behavior and leaving the door open to constructive change is important though not easy. It requires holding people accountable for their behavior, withholding trust if necessary, and developing reasonable consequences for destructive behavior but not demonizing any one person. This is not about “separating the people from the problem,” because in enduring conflict they are often not separable. It is about recognizing that all of us are fallible and all of us can change. It’s also about recognizing that being involved in a long-term conflict with someone does not mean that discussions are impossible or that one’s adversary is evil.

This challenge is particularly dramatic when deeply held values are involved or when a history of oppression and domination is present. Struggling to end apartheid in South Africa required that long-term enemies with a history of serious conflict talk. Nelson Mandela had to be willing to talk with the leaders of the National Party, even though this governing party had imprisoned him for twenty-five years and killed many of his colleagues. On a smaller scale, unless people who have profoundly different views about race relations are willing to talk, racism and racial tension can never be confronted in communities, schools, and organizations.


Ethical Factors 

People are best able to stay with conflict when acting in an ethical way. When a person’s beliefs and behaviors are congruent, it is easier for him to stay centered, focused, and engaged over time. Often we see people use rigid adherence to a set of beliefs as a justification for harsh, rigid, punitive, and destructive behavior. This is usually a reflection of a bifurcated value system in which one set of values and behavioral precepts is applied to enemies or subservient groups and another set to allies, friends, or oneself. To stay with conflict and remain constructive, people need to be operating from a set of values that can be applied to both themselves and their adversaries. The most important ethical factors are value congruence, authenticity, accountability, and reflection and reexamination.


Maintaining Congruence Between Values and Behavior 

Clarity and steadiness of values and beliefs are an immense source of strength and resilience. When people are acting in accordance with their most important and deeply held values, they are most likely to approach a conflict constructively. How does this square with the many destructive actions taken in the name of an ideology, religious dogma, or system of belief? Many of the most horrendous acts of violence and oppression are done in the name of deeply held beliefs. But these acts almost always involve suppressing one set of values (human dignity, respect, kindness, and so forth) in order to further another, and thus congruence between values and behavior is sacrificed. Sustaining enduring conflict requires honoring basic commitments and beliefs without violating values about relationships, communication, or interpersonal interaction. Nonviolent approaches to social change derive much of their power from their commitment to value congruency and from their insistence that the goals of a struggle must be reflected in the means by which the struggle is conducted.


Being Authentic 

Finding an authentic voice in conflict, a voice that allows a person to speak her truth with power and to power while remaining true to her values about human relations and communication is critical to maintaining a sustained presence in conflict. People often adopt a face or a mask in conflict that is not congruent with their values or self-image. Although this may protect them or help them feel more powerful in the short run, over time it makes it harder to be both consistent and flexible and to approach a conflict with constructive power. When community activists demonize a government employee despite realizing that he is not responsible for the policies they are opposing nor able to deliver the results they desire, they are likely to be undercutting their ability to stay with conflict constructively. The activists may in the short term achieve the goal of mobilizing support and highlighting a conflict. But in the long run this approach can weaken their ability to stay with conflict because it is not authentic and leads them to direct their anger and protest toward the wrong target.


Being Accountable 

Ethical behavior requires some sense of accountability to others, such as to one’s community, partners, or family. Having a clear commitment to being accountable and a method for implementing this commitment provides an important mirror and check on one’s actions over time. As counterintuitive as it may seem, working with people to identify to whom they are accountable for their behavior in conflict can empower them over time, because it will connect them to the larger systems or groups that can sustain them through a long-term conflict.

The mediator or advocate who helps a very angry parent think through what her own values are about pursuing her goals and to whom she ultimately needs to answer for her behavior (her children,  church, family, or herself) is at the same time establishing some limits around acceptable behavior and empowering the parent for what may be a long-term struggle. Furthermore, when disputants fully understand the importance of developing reciprocal norms for the conduct of long-term conflicts, then they realize that in an important sense, they are accountable to each other.


Engaging in Reflection and Reexamination 

Unless disputants periodically reflect and reconsider their views, ethical behavior becomes a matter of rigidity. Staying with conflict requires that people have the courage to rethink their views and behavior regularly. This is not about wavering or self-doubt—it is about having the clarity and confidence to think about doing things differently from time to time. Otherwise people are acting in a particular way because they always have. When they can be reflective, they can also be more grounded and powerful in their approach to conflict. A process of ongoing reflection also assists disputants to live with the uncertainties and ambiguities of enduring conflict that were discussed earlier.


Behavioral Factors 

Behaving constructively in enduring conflict requires finding a way to be powerful and flexible, to stay both realistic and optimistic, to provide appropriate incentives and consequences, to keep open lines of communication even when talking seems counterproductive, and to use short-term goals and agreements in the service of a long-term presence in conflict. We can think of this in terms of power, communication, negotiation, use of agreements, and approaches to the conflict cycle.


Using Power Constructively 

All conflict involves power exchanges of some sort. But power is often used ineffectively or destructively. The key to using power constructively is to be clear about the purpose, the consequences,  the alternatives, and the sustainability of the approach being used, and to ensure that both the type of power used and the way that power is employed are consistent with long-term goals. Part of the challenge here is to develop and use consequences, rewards, and alternatives intentionally and wisely. The greater the number of realistic and effective alternatives that a party has for attaining his most important goals, the more powerful he is. This is a familiar concept, most notably discussed by Fisher and Ury (1981) when they introduced the concept of the BATNA (best alternative to a negotiated agreement). For example, divorcing spouses in a long-term struggle over financial issues are in a much better position to maintain that struggle when they are not desperate for whatever resources they can get. Workers who have no alternative but to work in a particular industry are much more vulnerable than those who have realistic and acceptable alternatives.

The ability to apply appropriate and measured consequences and incentives that are consistent with long-term goals and values is also essential to staying with a conflict. If there are no consequences for destructive behavior or rewards for cooperation, then there is no reason for adversaries to do anything but escalate. Part of helping people to stay with conflict involves helping them to develop more effective ways of standing up to oppression. However, if the only rewards or sanctions available are draconian or costly, they will be ineffective as well. Consider, for example, the limited practical power of having nuclear weapons. The degree to which legitimate, constructive, and ethical power is being used is the most important measure for determining whether conflict is being carried out constructively.


Building and Maintaining Lines of Communication 

Refusing to communicate directly may sometimes be a reasonable stance (for example, when ending an abusive relationship or responding to the manipulative use of communication), but it is naïve to think that this refusal means no communication  is occurring. Governments that have ostensibly broken off all contact (as the United States has at times with, for example, Cuba, North Korea, and Iran) find ways of sending signals, such as using third parties, the media, covert channels, or other approaches to deliver messages or maintain communication. Individuals who are alienated or who have broken off contact but who continue to be involved in an enduring conflict do the same.

If conflict exists over time, so will communication, and it is therefore important to build and nurture multiple channels of communication. Breaking off all contact or putting too many conditions on contact is often tempting as a way to show determination and to exercise a bit of power, but it is seldom effective and often dangerous. So the challenge is to create avenues of communication that don’t in themselves enable destructive behavior, convey an inappropriate message, or exacerbate a problem but that do give people a means of engaging in an ongoing discussion and carving out whatever agreements or rules of engagement  may be appropriate. The many efforts to find quiet third channels through which Catholic and Protestant leaders in Northern Ireland could talk, for example, were an essential prelude to changing the nature of that conflict. The ongoing debate about when and how to open negotiations between Western powers and Iran, North Korea, or Libya is airing different views about the best way to begin such talks.


Negotiating (Even When Refusing to Negotiate) 

As with communicating, people embroiled in long-term conflict are negotiating even when they say they are not. When hostages are taken, governments almost always say that they will not negotiate. Unions and managements put forth nonnegotiable demands all the time. Parents often assert that they do not negotiate with their children over any number of rules (for bedtime, curfew, chores, and the like). But in all these situations negotiations occur all the time.

If negotiation means a communication that is intended to produce an agreement or a resolution, then all of us are in negotiations all the time, even when we say we are not. When someone says she will not negotiate, she’s delivering an important message, but it’s not that there will be no negotiation. Usually, people are saying, “I will not enable your behavior by letting it leverage my behavior,” “I am not willing to compromise on my essential needs or values,” or even, “I do not feel like talking to you and will let you stew for a while.” Each statement still amounts to engaging in a form of negotiation. Important if coded information is being conveyed that is relevant to the conflict.

Whether it’s called negotiation or not, a constructive approach to long-term conflict requires avenues through which parties can try to resolve, ameliorate, or contain intermediate problems. An effective approach to sustainable conflict involves an intentional and wise use of negotiation—one that allows all parties to save face, advocate for their interests, address their legitimate needs, take time out from direct discussion, look for creative solutions, and contain the ongoing destructive consequences of conflict. Furthermore, the more people succeed in engaging in negotiation on intermediate issues, the more they develop their capacities to dialogue about broader and more far reaching concerns. This leads us to the next factor in constructive engagement, which concerns agreements.


Using Agreements Strategically 

Even when we are engaged in a conflict that will not end quickly or easily and for which there are no “agreement fixes,” we may still benefit from solving problems and reaching agreements. Environmental conflicts, for example, typically involve long-term struggles. Along the way, however, it is extremely important to find areas of agreement that solve specific problems and refocus the conflict in a constructive way. The Kyoto Treaty would by no means have ended the conflict about climate change, but it  did (even without U.S. participation) advance the conflict to a new level.

There will be times over the course of an enduring conflict when all parties share an interest in reaching partial, temporary, or conditional agreements. As discussed earlier, communication always occurs in conflict. Negotiation of some kind is usually present. In addition, agreements are occasionally reached. Disputants often view their choices in absolute terms—clear, open, and honest communication or no communication; negotiation on the fundamental problems or no negotiation; agreements that settle the big issues or no agreements. The reality is more complicated. Intermediate agreements may allow a respite for all concerned, and they can establish a new and perhaps better platform from which to engage in the ongoing struggle.


Attending to the Conflict Cycle 

Conflict is not a linear process that begins, escalates, de-escalates, and ends. Conflict may de-escalate and then escalate again. Agreements occur and the conflict continues. Prevention and healing are all wrapped up in each other. Conflict is a chaotic process. However, it is a process, and at different times it poses different challenges. The key challenge, for example, might be on prevention, healing, management, naming, escalating, de-escalating, resolving, encapsulating, or broadening (see Mayer, 2000, 2004). A constructive approach to enduring conflict requires an ability to discern which aspects of the conflict process require attention at any given time and how to engage in them while keeping the long-term goals in mind.

Sometimes escalating a conflict is necessary to ensure that essential concerns are noticed, to bring in more players, or to enhance a disputant’s legitimate power. Sometimes, de-escalation is necessary. The important and often counterintuitive point is that our goal should be not always to lower the level of the dispute but to take whatever action is necessary in a way that does  not prevent future constructive developments or compromise essential needs or values.

The most effective political movements are characterized by appropriate uses of escalation (in the form, for example, of sit-ins, boycotts, work stoppages, demonstrations, or petitions to recall elected officials) alongside the wise use of agreements, compromises, de-escalation, and negotiation. Groups, organizations, nations, and movements that are stuck in only one mode tend to be less effective or more destructive. Often, different organizations within the same general movement will focus on different aspects of the conflict process. In the environmental arena, for example, groups like the Natural Resources Defense Council or the Audubon Society are more likely to focus on negotiation and searching for agreements, whereas groups like Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth are focused on escalating conflicts, or at least maintaining them at a relatively high level of intensity, in order to raise public awareness and pressure.


Sustainability Factors 

If a conflict is truly enduring, then the challenge for all participants is how to sustain themselves—as individuals and as groups, communities, and organizations—to participate over time in an effective way. This means attending to resources, energy, emotions, and safety. It also means finding a way of encapsulating a conflict.


Developing Resources 

Finding allies, support systems, and the emotional, personal, structural, and material resources to participate over the long haul is essential to staying with conflict. For example, political movements that sustain themselves over time require effective organizational structures, ways to accommodate the life needs of activists, and an ongoing inflow of new energy.

At high points of struggle or conflict, participants may not focus on the sustainability of their approach, but if they put this  aside for too long, the effort will falter or participants will pay too great a price to endure. Building sustainable organizational frameworks has been critical to the sustainability of the labor movement, the environmental movement, and the civil rights movement (even though the bureaucratization of a movement carries its own risks). Many other social movements have faltered because they did not attend to this (for example, the antiwar, student rights, and welfare rights movements).

This is also true for individuals in a long-term conflict. A parent who faces the prospect of dealing with a contentious ex-spouse for many years needs to develop the support systems to endure. Business partners in a highly conflictual relationship need support systems if they are to continue to stay in business with each other.


Maintaining Energy 

A conflict that occupies all of one’s energy is probably not sustainable over time without incurring great personal costs. People need to learn ways to concentrate their energy on a conflict when necessary but also to maintain or develop other activities or resources that replenish and nourish them.

I have often been asked to work with organizations on the verge of disintegration ostensibly because of a long-term conflict. Unless the conflict is resolved, I am told, the organization will not endure. But often the conflict is not resolvable because it reflects structural issues or value differences that are intimately related to the organization’s purpose. The problem is not the existence of a necessary and inevitable conflict but the fact that it is occupying all the available energy and resources of the organization. The real challenge in these circumstances is to help people and organizations find ways of accepting and carrying on the conflict without having it occupy all their energy all the time.


Managing Emotions 

In order to stay with conflict effectively, disputants need an effective approach to managing their emotions. Usually, this involves  finding a way to experience, articulate, understand, and sometimes release the conflict-related emotions. This can be done in the context of the conflict itself or apart from it. Even for people who typically suppress their emotions or maintain a stoic front (and maybe especially for them), when there is no safe place to express and release emotions that inevitably go along with conflict, staying with conflict becomes very difficult.


Encapsulating the Conflict 

Conflict should not be the dominant feature of anyone’s life. Sometimes organizations let conflicts become more important than fulfilling the organizational mission. Sometimes a parent becomes so focused on a conflict with an ex-spouse that he or she loses sight of the needs of the children or his or her own needs. Sustainability almost always requires putting boundaries of some kind around a conflict. This does not mean denying it, ignoring it, or avoiding it—it simply means not letting it become the reason for one’s existence. I once asked a retiring government employee involved in an age discrimination dispute what his retirement plans were. The sum total of his plans, he told me, was to continue to pursue his grievance. That did not sound to me like a very rewarding approach to retirement. The challenge is to encapsulate a dispute, keep it in perspective, and engage with the rest of life without avoiding the conflict or failing to do the work that it calls for.


Attending to Safety 

Conflict is often dangerous—sometimes extremely so. Engaging constructively in enduring conflict is sometimes unsafe. It would be naïve to assert that effective engagement means ensuring that all participants are safe. What is important and possible, however, is to address issues of personal, physical, and psychological safety realistically and not ignore or deny them. Unless people find a way of facing the real challenges to safety without overstating, denying, or ignoring them and without becoming debilitated  in the face of them, staying with conflict constructively is not possible.




CREATIVE NONRESOLUTION 

Staying with conflict relies on the ability to remain productively, creatively, and even serenely in a state of nonresolution (not to be mistaken for irresolution). Many of us who help others with conflict are not particularly good at living with nonresolution. If there is a problem we want to fix it, if there is a conflict we want to resolve it, and if there is uncertainty we want to find the answer. Staying with conflict, however, requires us to live with unsolved problems, unresolved conflict, and more questions than answers. A need for certainty and closure often gets us into trouble; it impels us to act as if we know more than we do and to solve problems superficially or ill advisedly, and it limits our ability to think creatively and broadly about difficult issues.

Instead, if we are to stay with conflict ourselves and work with others to help them stay with conflict, we need to develop the ability to tolerate ambiguity, uncertainty, and contradictory needs and realities and to live with cognitive dissonance. We need to be able to make the most of nonresolution, and this calls for a special kind of creativity.

We are often taught that an important component of wisdom is knowing the difference between what we can fix and what we cannot. Indeed, a prayer about this—“God, give us grace to accept with serenity the things that cannot be changed, courage to change the things which should be changed, and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other”—has become popular enough to reach bumper sticker status. (Reinhold Niebuhr is often cited as the author of this prayer; see, for example, “Serenity Prayer Attributed to Niebuhr, Reinhold,” 1942.) The lesson some draw from this (not necessarily Niebuhr’s meaning) is that we should concentrate our energies on what can be fixed or resolved.  I am suggesting something quite different, particularly for those of us who work as conflict specialists.

We should indeed develop the wisdom to know which conflicts can be resolved or ameliorated and which cannot. But that does not mean that our energy should be concentrated only on the more easily resolved disputes. Working on the enduring conflicts in people’s lives may be the most important work that we have to do. This requires that we do the personal work that allows us to live and even prosper in conditions of nonresolution. Part of this work requires that we learn to accept a story that has no neat or foreseeable ending as an essential reality and that we find a way to help those we work with accept this as well. We also need to maintain a sense of what can be accomplished, of the constructive potential that exists in a conflict that continues, and of the ways in which we can lead our lives and help others to lead their lives productively and even to flourish in the face of nonresolution.

We face many obstacles in helping others stay with conflict creatively. Perhaps the greatest challenge we face is the powerful pull to avoid dealing with conflict at all. To help people stay with conflict we must confront the problem of avoidance. This is what I consider in the next chapter.
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