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The Power of Engagement

Resolving conflict is often the most effective way of avoiding
it, and avoidance may be the number one problem we face in han-
dling conflict constructively. Of course, a genuine and thorough
resolution of all issues involved is a worthwhile goal, but few reso-
lutions of difficult conflict-actuaily achieve this. We are always
faced with the challenge of deciding what level of resolution to
seek, how to determine what the real issues are, and how o know
when genuine progress has been made. As mediators or facilitators,
for example, we are always considering how deeply to probe, how
much dirty laundry to air, and how much to.delve into the emo-
tional and atricudinal dimensions of conflict, as well as its behav-
ioral or substantive aspects. Disputants and their advocates have
to figure this out as well.

When we consider the entire trajectory of conflict, from its on-
set .ﬁrﬂocmr its conclusion, and the full spectrut of the roles we
could be playing, we can see that the concept of conflict resolution
is limiting. We can play roles that range from advisers, to mediators,
to decision makers, to process desipners. We can help people initi-
ate conflict, and we can help them resolve it. We can assist people
when their primary task is to get their issues noticed—ro vaise the
level of conflict—and we can help them handte conflict and con-
duct themselves through the course of a conflict, well before the
situation is ripe for resolution. And, of course, we can assist people
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in recognizing and using the opportunities for genuine resolution
when these arise. .
If we erabrace this whole trajectory and the multiplicity of ways

in which we can assist people throughout the course of conflict, we .

can begin to think of ourselves as conflict specialists, and we can
chirk of our task as helping people to engage in conflict powerfully
and wiscly. Engaging in conflict is our consistent and overriding
purpose. While cngaging includes conflict resolution since that is
an appropriate goal and focus ac the right point in the trajectory of
conflict, it does not assurae that to be the goal. Rather, engagement
is about helping people be effective in addressing conflict at what-
ever point in its progression they may be, whether their necd is to
prevent it, identify it, cscalate it, manage it, deescalate it, resolve it,
or heal from its impacts. Rothman (1997) discusses the importance
of “creative engagement in decp and persistent conflict,” which he
defines as occurring “when all sides can give voice to their essential

concerns and can hear and recognize the essential concerns of the

other side as well” {p. 8}.

In this chapter, | discuss the concept of engaging in contlict.
\What does it mean? Why focus on engagement rather than resolu-
rion? What makes conflict productive, and how can conflict be
viewex] as an adaptive system? In what specific ways do people need

assistance with engaging? By understanding the concept of engage- .

tnent better, we can get a better handle on what aur focus as a field
and as conflict practisioners should be. We start by considering the
problems with an exclusively resolution-oriented focus.

The Resolution Trap

By auromatically thinking in terms of resolurion, we inevitably drift
toward a shallower and more behavioral definition of the issues be-
cause thase are the ones that are usually the most easily available 1o
resolution processes. But by doing so, we inevitably avoid some of
the deeper and motc poignant aspects of conflict—the elements
that often keep people at adds, in rurmoil, and dissatisfied. Often,
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actdressing these would require encountering a considerable amount
of pain, fear, or anger or making some very difficult choices.

We avoid conflict in this way all the time—as individuals,
groups, and communities. For example, couples argue about chores,
money, free time, or parenting rather than deal with their growing
unhappiness with their lack of intimacy. And business teams grap-
ple with work assignments and office space rather than face con-
cerns about incompetent job performance or plummeting morale.
As a society, we struggle about the fine poines of affirmative action
rather than face the destructive long-term cffect of institurional
racism and discrimination.

If we reach an agreement about the smaller issues, we achieve a
temporary tespite froro having to deal with the larger ones. Butin
the long tun, real concerns are not addressed, significant problems
remairy, and the long-term pattern of alienation or dissatisfaction is
allowed to continue. Often people come to us because they don’t
want to deal with these morc perplexing or frightening issucs.
Instead, they want a relatively painkess, usually quick, and sometimes
cosmetic resolution to easier prablems, which can help them avoid
facing their more profound issues. Sometimes it is best to avoid this
deeper level, but if over time, these concems are not dealt with by a
community, an organization, or a marriage, they erode the structure
of the relarionship and the cffectiveness of the systetn.

By offering people a service that is primarily defined along the
lines of resolution, we arc playing into this tendency, and as a field
we pay the consequences. When a conflict is brought o us, we de-
fine our tasks in terms of steps toward resolution, and we instinc-
tively focus on the part of the conflict that is amenable to resolution
efforts. In this way, we can easily play into the conflict-avoidant
tendencies that we all experience, and we can also play into the
hands of those who have an interest in maintaining the status quo.

We all want to be helpful to others, and thac has been an im-
portant motivator for engaging in conflict resolution work. We
don’t want to see people in pain or to leave a condlict in an unre-
solved and perhaps escalating state. If we can ease some immediate
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and nageing pain, that is particularly satisfying to those of us who
are motivated by helping impulses. But thar is also why people are
suspicious of conflict resolvers and why we are not used except with-
in tight boundarics. People often sense that only superficial reso-
Jution is possible through our efforts. None of this is to say that
resolution services are not sometimes exactly what people want or
that they are not often very beneficial; rather, it is that our constant
and systematic focus on resolution reinforces the natural and uni-
versal tendencies ro avoid condlict.

When disputants successfully take on the most challenging as-
pects of the conflicts they face, they arc almost always stronger and
more powerful as a result. But engaging in conflict in this way is dif-
ficult, at titnes dangerous, and always unpredictable (Cloke, 2000}
Effective engapement is challenging but empowering, We have a
role to play in helping dispurants with this challenge, and it isa role
that inevitably takes us beyond a resolution focus.

what Is Conflict Engagement?

Engaging in conflict means accepting the challenges of a conflict,
whatever its type ot stage of development may be, with courage and
wisdom and without automatically assuming that resolution is an
appropriate goal. Effective cngagement requires finding the right
level of depth at which to engage. It also means being fully awarc of
the many different ways we could choose to avoid conflict, includ-
ing trying to resolve it prematurely.

Certain conflict resolution toles are more appropriate for some
phases of conflict than for others {for example, see Curle, 1971).
Negotiation and mediation generally imply trying to explore the

. potential of reaching resolution. Conciliation or restorative justice
processes generally involve some type of healing or working on rela-
rionships. Community organizing and advocacy approaches are ori-

ented to changing the power dynamics and structure of interaction.

and helping people find a voice so that they can raise theiv issues to
the level of effective conflict. Therefore, engagetment implies con-
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sidering a multiplicity of levels to work at and roles to play in con-
flict. This is challenging for conflict resolution professionals because
we usually market oursclves from the perspective of one or two roles.

Finding the Right Level

What further confuses the concept of engagement is that each party
to a conflict may desire or need a different approach to engagement.
Those who do not want a conflict to grow or a fundamental prac-
tice to be challenged may want to prevent, suppress, or quickly
resolve a conflict. Those who wish or need a more fundamental

change may desire a conflict to escalate and take root, Consider this
community conflict:

A middle-class community swas upset about a community pub-
lic health clinic that was being expanded and moved to their
neighborhood. Although the existing facility was located only
two blocks away, this felt like yet another intrusion into an area
already containing more than its share of social services. Lead-
ership of the clinic voiced a commitment to work with che
neighbors to address their concerns, but also expressed a belief
that their resistance was probably related to the high numbers
of minority clicnts who used the clinic. Neighborhood leaders
articulated concerns about traffic, parking, substance abuse (the
clinic had a number of substance abuse treatment programs),
and intimidating conditions their children would face ac public
transportation facilities that both adolescents on their way to
school and clinic patients used.

A series of public forums was convened, and a small work-
ing group of neighborhood representatives, clinic staff, and city
officials was also formed to look at these issues. Through these
processes, d number of agreements were arrived at and commit-
ments made. Policies regarding substance abusers who were
“under the influence,” oversight of particular clinic programs,
design considerations for parking and taffic flow, clinic size, and
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ongoing communication with neighbors were all discussed, and
commitments from the clinic were elicited.

Based on the success of these negotiations in addressing
many of the concerns that the neighbors raised, the city ap-
proved a permit that incorporated these new agreements into
its terms. Nonetheless, many neighbors felt extremely skeptical
and resistant (o signing off on any agreement. Suits were threat-
ened (and some were filed, although they did not go anywhere),
and many neighbors insisted that they *had never really been
heard or acknowledged,” that they were being painted as “ene-
mies of the poor,” that their concems had never been taken
seriously, and that “we may not get our way, but we are not will-
ing to give up simply because we are fighting an uphill battle.”
They appreciated the cfforts of the facilirators to organize a
forum for discussion, but they did not believe rhat the clinic or
the city would ever really listen to them— despite the face that
the clinic’s plans and operations were significantly altered as a
result of these discussions.

This is a typical example of how muddy it can get to consider
what “effective engagement at an appropriate level of depth means.
The decision about clinic location was representative of much
broader issues conceming the ways in which the neighbos felt they
were being treated by the city govermment.

Specifically, they felt that because they were a less established,
and in their view less powerful, neighborhood, an unfair proportion
of undesirable facilities was being located there, and furthermore
they felt that they had no genuine voice in city decision making. To
get ac their real concerns, they needed to deepen and expand this
conflict, whereas the city and the clinic wanted to make sure that
this did not expand into a major confrontation about values and
ncighborhood relations, so they wanred to prevent or quickly re-
salve any conflict chat mighe arise.

For the most part, the city and clinic met their goals, and this is
partly because the desien of the process was behavioral and solution
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oriented. The neighbors did get some of their needs met, in particu-
lar their concerns about the specific impact of the clinic, but at the
deeper level, their issues were not only never addressed, they were
never given an effective forum for presenting them. Their more
fundamental need {at least for a substantial namber of neighbors)
was for conflict escalation. Had a process been established to allow
the city and the neighbors to look beyond rhe clinic, issues ahout
the disproportionate location of public services in their neighbor-
hood, the difficulty in obtaining a response from the city to neigh-
borhood concerns, and their averall sense that they were being
treated like second-class citizens would have at least been discussed.
By framing their concerns in terms of the impact of this specific
tacility, the neighbors contributed to the narrower focus of the dis-
cussion. One of the ways in which a conflict engagement approach
might have helped thern would have been by strategizing how they
could increase their ability to raise their more fundamental issues—
knowing that these might not be solved quickly or easily—while also
accepting the proffered forum for dealing with the specific concerns
about the clinic, Without engaging this conflict on a decper level,
there was no way for the neighbuors 10 address cheir more fundamen-
tal concerns. If the deeper concerns of the neighborhood had been
articulated more forcefully, there might havé been a two-part process
initiated: one addressing the immecdiate issue of the clinic, the other
dealing with the neighborhood’s overall relationship with the ciry.

Understanding the Developmental Tasks of Conflict

Conflict is as varied and unpredicrable as human relations. There are
no set stages or established progressions for conflict. By referring to
conflict as a trajectory, we roughly imply that there is a period of ris-
ing conflict and a period of diminishing conflicts and some discern-
able point between the two that is a point of crisis or dénouement.
But as with all other metaphors, there are truth and inaccuracy here.

Another metaphor might be to view conflict as a river that has
its calm moments and its rapids; sometimes it even has treacherous
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watetfalls that require avoidance at all costs. We can enter and exit

this river at many different points, and just because we have made

it through one challenging rapids and reached a calm streech does
not mean that another set is not around the next bend.

My point is nat to find the perfect metaphor, but to-avoid a
misleading or limiting one. We use the metaphor of stages or steps
to describe complicated processes, as if they are linear events, and
that having accomplished one step, we are now ready to go on to
the next.

[ prefer two other metaphors for understanding the nacure of
conflict. One is that of a complex adaptive system, something akin
to a living organistn, which I discuss tater in this chapter. The other
is of a developmental process.

In other words, we can look at conflict as requiring a series of
developmental tasks. They can be accomplished in ditfercne ways
and in different orders, but at some point they need ta he accom-
plished if a conflict is to be addressed effectively. The role of the
conflict specialist is to help people engage with these tasks in a pow-
erful and productive way. Let’s consider several of these tasks:

& Agareness—becoming aware that there is something we are
in conflict about or sumeone we are in conflict with. This can be a
clear and rationally deseribed awarencss or an inchoate or experi-
ential one. Interestingly, many people do not become aware of a
conflict until they are well into the process—sometimes at the end
of it.

» Articulation—giving voice to the existence of the conflict in
soroe way. This too can be done directly and clearly, or it can be
indirect and through actions more than words. This also means cre-
ating a story that explains the conflict to oneself and usually to oth-
ers. This story can include positions, interests, values, frames of
reference, metaphors, characterization of participants, a narrative
of what happened, and all the other elements of a conflict drama.
When we give vaice ta the existence of a conflict, we define snd
characrerize it. .
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¢ Mobitization—mobilizing resources to assist in carrying an the
conflict and bringing it to a level of intensity and action where par-
ticipants want it to be, This can involve mobilizing our internal re-
sources (such as our will, determination, clarity, energy) and external
resources {allies, lcpal arguments, finances, organization).

* Activation—taking the action steps that bring about a re-

‘sponse to further a goal. This can range from a direct communica-

tion with someone eise to war. Usually when we describe conflice,
we ate talking about all the different ways in which conflict has
been activated. Activation can be escalatory {raising the awarcness
and intensity of conflict) or deescalatory (taking conflict to a lower
level of intensity). Both are often happening at once.

» Connection—finding a way of interacting with others with
whom we are in conflict. This can be accomplished through nego-
tiation, but it can occur in many other ways as well: through public
actions, court fights, political struggles, private discussions, third
parties, and many other ways. If we have not succeeded in con-
necting in some way with the others involved in conflict, we are
probably not in a very powerful place. :

» Need sansfuaction. We engage in conflicr to try to sarisfy cer-
tain needs, but these needs may change through the course of a
conflict. For example, an essential early need may be for voice and
legitimacy, but at some point, we may be more interested in peace
and security. Until we have reached the point where our needs can
best be satisfied through deescalarion or agreements, then we are
probably not looking for a quick resolution.

» Release. At some point, we want the energy occupied by a
conflict to be freed up, at least in part. We may be ready to give up
the conflict, resolve it, or change our stance within t.

* Process selection. Disputants need a process by which to accom-

“plish all the other tasks. We often think of our role as a process-

oriented role, and that is certainly one of the tasks that people need
help with, but it is not the only one. Often this involves designing
processes, sometimes it means entering into existing ones, and some-
tinnes it means continuing with an existing process in an effective way.
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Prevention, management, resolution, or healing functions might
be involved in each of these developmental steps. Conflict enpage-
ment as an approach is not committed to any one of those functions
but implics helping people accomplish whichever of these rasks
they are struggling with. As conflict specialists, we can do a great
deal o assist with each. From within this broad concept of what we
do, there are many particular stratcgies or actions we might takeé or
toles we might play, but they are subservient to the larger goal of ef-
fective engagement.

One way of looking at the conflict specialist’s job is through the
lens of these developmental tasks. Our task is to understand which
of the tasks disputants are most in need of assistance with and then
to consider how we can help—what roles we should be playing and
what strategies we should be employing. By looking at conflict in
this way, we can escape the trap of automatically assumning our job
is to take people through a predetermined lincar process toward an
inevitable end of resolution. Instead, we are helping disputants deal
with the particular challenge to engagement chat they are experi-
encing at any given timc.

Engaging or Transforming?

By arguing for an orientation to conflict thar promates engagement
rather than resolution as a goal, I am making a somewhat similar
point to what Bush and Folger have said in The Promise of Mediation
(1994). In this influential book, they argue that mediation has the
potential to transform disputants but thar this potential is often
squandered by an automatic and unwise assumption that outcomes
and resolutions ought to be the focus of mediators. But if we con-
sider the concept of engagement and transformation morte deeply,
we will see that they are very different concepts and the underlying

approach of engagement versus transformation is really very differ-

ent. The goal of engagement is ta help people enter into condlict at
whatever phase they are in and to work with them on accomplish-
ing the developmental tasks of conflice with which they are strug-
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gling. The goal of a transformative approach is to change disputants
in some significant way through the conflict experience.

I believe effective conflict interventions can result in the trans-
formation of individuals and groups, but | do not think that there is
any way to take this on as a primary goal of a conflict specialist with-
out imposing our values and purposes on disputants. Conflict is prob-
ably a necessary force for transformation, and transformarion of some
kind is often necessary to deal with conflict. By focusing on helping
people engage in conflict fully and courageously, we prabably
increase the likelihood that the conflict experience will have a sig-
nificant impact on disputants and may even transform them in some
ways. But that is at most a secondary benefit. If we take thatonasa
primary goal, then we will in fact interfere with our ability to help
people engage in conflict because we will have a goal that is very dif-
ferent and potentially contradictory to their needs from conflict.

In fact, I think Bush and Folger’s view of transformation is actually
quite narrow and fails to address the potential for the social transfor-
mation of conflict, the alteration of how conflict is conducted within
and among cultures, societies, comraunities, and organizations. This -
concept is eloquently developed by John Paul Lederach among others
(see Lederach, 1995, 2003; Kriesberg, Northrup, and Thoron, 1989).
Their vision is less restricted to an interpersonal context and does
not impose the same agenda on disputants that Bush and Folger's ap-
proach does. In Lederach’s view, we can help people transfonn ¢heir
relationship to conflict through our intervention, but the most appro-
priate route to do this is through an elicitive approach, in which we
help disputants articulate their own ideas and approaches to conflict
and then assist them in catrying these forward. [ believe this is a much
more profound view of transforration, and one that is more akin to
the ideas that I am discussing in this chapter,

I hope that as conflict specialists we do not prevent construc-
tive transformation from occurring (destructive transformation—
witness the Middle East—also occurs), and that we are sometimes
even the agents or catalysts for transformation. But T also believe

that people and conflicts transform themselves as they are ready to
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and when circumstances allow. The concept of engagement is some-
what different from even this broader view of transformation, al-
though it shares many of the same valucs.

1 believe that our most appropriate approach to maximizing the
potential gains people can realize from conflict is to focus on helping
them engage successfully in the various development tasks of conflict.
If we do this well, we will increase the possibility that they can trans-
form themselves when they are ready and that they will resolve con-
flict as appropriate. Engagerment is in some sense a more modest goal
for conflict specialists, bur it may actually be a more challenging and
mportant goal as well.

This is not an abstract distinction. There are in fact pracrical
ramifications to this stance. Empowerment and recognition, to use
the key goals that Bush and Folger discuss, arc appropriate under
the right citcumstances, but not all circurnstances. When there isa
disconmect between what disputants need in order to engage ef-
fectively and what we arc trying to offer them because of our own
values about conflict and transformation, then our goals, laudable
though they may be, can pet in the way of constructive cngage-
ment. We have to make sure that our own hopes for transformation
or social change do not take over from disputants’ sense of their
own needs and goals.

Conflict engagement is both an arganizing principle and a goal.
Lt is what our work should be all about. When we can help people be
fully engaged in conflict in a constructive, powerful, and effective
way, we have accomplished something important. By taking this on
as our purpose, we avoid the twin traps of focusing on premature and
shallow outcomes ot on a personal change agenda that might appeal
to us but is ot the reason dispurants seek our services. Addressing
the developmmental needs of people in conflict can organize our
appraach to our work, help us stay in tune to our clients’ needs, and
define a path to participating ina far wider range of conflicts.

One challenge in helping people engage in conflict is to develop
an understanding of what constitutes constructive, effective, and wise
engagement. [f we are going to help people engage in conflict, what
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are the principles of engagement we are going to promote? This raises
the question of how can we define constructive engagement.

What Makes Conflict Engagement Constructive

Conflict is often incredibly destructive and should be avoided, hut
it is also necessary for social cohesion, social change, and personal
growth. Qur challenge is ro help people engage in conflict in a pro-
ductive and constructive way. This raises the question of what is a
productive way of engaging in conflict, what makes conflict con-
structive rather than destructive, how conflict can be growth pro-
ducing rather than disabling, and how it can be adaptive rather
than dysfunctional.

Certain characteristics of how we engage in conflict, whether as
disputants or intervenors, are both causes and indicators of a con-
structive approach, no matter what part of the process is occurring:

* Congruence with our values. Nonc of us can be very effective
in conflict over time if we are in violation of our own basic valucs.
We can violate more superficial values about politeness, language,
tone of voice, or even listening. But we cannot violate our core val-
ucs about human dignity, truth, human life, or equality if we are
going to engage in conflict effectively. People violate these values,
and often gain a short-term upper hand in this way. But in the long
run, this disempowers them and makes it considerably more diffi-
cult to address their real issues. People are more powerful when they
are acting in accordance with their most fundamental values and
beliefs, whatever they are.

o Authenticity of voice. When all thoge involved in conflict have
found an effective and authentic voice, that is a way of speaking to
their issues and needs in a way that addresses their most significant
concerns and reflects cheir sense of how they see themselves in rela-
tionship to the conflice, then they are most likely to be able to carry
on conflict effectively. People sometimes put on masks or take on
roles that are not congruent with who they are, and this makes ic
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harder for them to speak ta what is really important to them ot to
be heard by others in the way they intend and need to be heard.

* Addressing the right tssue. When disputants are ralking about
the right issue and hearing the issues of most concem to others,
they can be the most effective in conflict—even if that does not
lead to resolution. This does not always mean speaking to the nice
or polite issue. If a conflict in a workplace is in fact about the
actempts of some to maintain positions of privilege based on eth-
nicity or gender, then it is far better to hear this and address the teal
issuc than to work instead on a sutrogate issue, such as seniority or
jobr security. The right issue is subjective, changing, and hard to
define, but finding it is critical to effective conflict engagement.

* Getting to the right level of depth. Issues and needs can be ad-
dressed at an overly superficial or overly deep level. Finding the
level where an issuc lives for people is part of the art of all forms of
effective conflict cngagement and perhaps all interpersonal rela-
tions: too shallow, and we are avoiding the penuine conflict; oo
deep, and we are wallowing in the mire.

* Inuolving the right people. The right issue at the right depth
addressed to the wrong people or to the wrong range of patticipants
is a prescription for frustration. For divorcing parents ro argue about
custody arrangements for teenagers without the involving the teens
is not likely to be very productive. Community activists who arc at-
tacking a local governmental representative for what is a national
policy do not often accomplish much.

* Appropriate time frames. Taking too short a view of a conflict
or interaction can result in a failure to consider the real conse-
quences of our action. Taking too long a view can lead us to fee]
that nothing we do will make a real difference. Historical context
is imnportant but not determinative. To look at a conflict from a
variety of time frames and (o be infonmed but not disabled by his-
tory are critical to effective engagetnent .

* Alloswing for change. A fundamental ameliorating factor to
deadlocked conflict is che idea that people change, relationships
change, and circumstances change. We should never act in a way
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that assumes that the peaple we are in conflict with cannet change,
that we cannot change, or that our relationship cannot change. A
principle of nonviolence is thac all of our adversaries are our po-
tential allics, and this is a principle that we can adopt in all conflict
situations. By allowing for the potential of change, we can avoid
precluding the possibility of change. This does not mean being
naive or taking unwise risks, but it docs mean not letting our pes-
simism or negativity become a self-fulfilling prophesy.

* Autending to both the distributive and integrative dimensions of
conflice, Most conflicts, perhaps all, have an element that calls for
creativity in understanding how conflictants can meet each ather’s
needs and cxpand the available benefits to be distributed. This is
often referred to as the integrative dimension of conflict {Thomas,
1983; Walton and McKersie, 1980). Conflicts also have an aspect
that demands making the hard decisions about dividing up benefits
when there is not enough to go around and people want more than
they can get (the distributive dimension). If we fail 1o pay attention
to the first, we fail to explore the potential for cooperation and
leave a lot of unrealized value on the table. If we fail to attend to
the latier, we are not being realistic abour the hard choices that
have to be made and the need for people to take difficult steps o
protect their own interests.

* Fundamenta safety. Engaging constructively in conflict is
very hard and may not be possible if we don't feel we are funda-
mentally safe. Of course, we frequently engage in conflict from a
fundamentally unsafe position, usually because we have no other
choice. However, constructive engagement is much more likely if
basic needs for safety can be addressed.

* Grounded optimista. It’s easier said than done, perhaps, but
when people are optimistic about their own ability to engage in
conflict or the long-term likelihood that a conflict experience can
lead to positive results, they can engage more effectively, mote pow-
erfully, and at the same time with more respect for the neetls of oth-
ers. OF course, ungrounded or baseless optimism is not real and
therefore not effective.
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o Uncertainty. If we are sure we are right, surc that we know
what will happen over time, sure of our arguments and evaluation
of others, sure that virtue is on our side, then we are not only harder
to deal with, more rigid, and less appealing, we are also less effective
in the long un. Uncertainty does not mean lack of clarity, deter-
mination, or consistency. Rather, it is the characteristic that gives
us flexihility and, to some extent, humanity. Furthertnore, given the
nature of human interaction, uncertaingy is realistic. We can’t know
what is going to happen. All the preparation and analysis in the

world will nor guarantee an outcome, particularly in the highly fluid-

context of intense conflict. So if we are not uncertain, we are not
facing reality.

Helping People Fight

Let’s consider ane particularly challenging part of the engagement
process: helping people fight. Tempting as it might be to add the
word fairly at the end of that sentence, that would take our focus
off the fight part and onto the containment or management part of
the task.

Sometimes fighting and escalation ate neccssary. People are
prone to two key kinds of problems when fighting is necessary: they
avoid the fight, or they fail ro fight effectively. Conflict specialists
sometimes have to help people face the necessity of escalating a
conflict in order to meet their needs. Keeping in mind the first prin-
ciple of constructive cngagement, value congruence, we should
consider why we might want to help people fight and how to do it.

In the early 1960s, I was active in the civil rights movement in
the Notth and the South. Something that | have often thought
about, given my commitment to nonviolent social change, is the
impact on national and stute policy of the riots in American cities
and the rise of the Black Panthers with their implied or outright
threat of violence. How much change would have occurred with-
out the threat of social disruption and violence that these forces
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represented? As necessary and influential as they were, would the
work of the Southemn Christian Leadership Conference, the Con-
ference on Racial Equality, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating
Committee, or the NAACP have had the same impact were it not
for the threat of violence and escalation that hovered over the
times? Does this mean that the riots in the end were a force for
social good? There was much accomplished, of course, before the
rise of the Black Panthers, but would the changes that the civil
rights moverient achieved have gone nearly as far as they did with-
out the disruption and even the chaos represented by these more
militant groups?

These are not easily answered questions, but they point out that
without ar least the threat of escalation, or some other powerful
BATNA (best alternative to a negotiated agreement), disputants
are less likely to be effective in conflict. Sometimes we have to help
people face the need to raise the ante, cscalate a conflict, or threaten
negative consequences in order to help engage in a conflict effec-
tively. 1 am not promoting violence or the threat of violence here,
just pointing out that without the possibility that a conflict may
escalate, change may be impossible.

The Value of Fighting

Tt may he that strikes are a ridiculous way to get to a new contract ot
address conflicts between labor and management, both with a strong
interest in a profitable, efficient, and productive workplace. How-
ever, without the threat of striking or some similarly powerful action,
it is hard for workers to have a genuine voice at the table. But the
threat of strikes is not credible if they do not occasionally occur.
Therein lics a real dilemma for our field. If we always are help-
ing people avoid strikes or similar job actions and never helping
cither management or labor prepare to deal in a powerful way with
a breakdown in negotiations, then we are helping with only one
side of an equation thar necessatily requires both sides. Labor and
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management have to do all they can to negotiare solid agreetnents,
but if they do not prepare for the possibilicy of a breakdown in nego-
tiation, they are making themsclves very vulnerable and undercut-
ting their own patential power.

In their comprehensive and insightful book about negotiation,
The Manager as Negowator, Lax and Sebenius (1986) discuss the
cension between creating valuc and claiming value {the integrative
and distributive dimensions). They point out that the more we
focus on clatming value {getting the most for oursclves), the harder
it is to discover the potential for joint gain and the more likely it is
that a conflict will escalate. But the more we focus on creating value
{enlarging the amount of value available to all), the easier it is to
make oneself vulnerable to exploitation by others who are focused
on claiming value.

"To turn the Einstein quote on its head, we often have no choice
but to prepate for war and peace at the same time. By preparing for
war, that is, by developing the capacity [0 fight, to take a distribu-
tional approach to conflict if necessary, we make it clear to othess
(and to oursclves} that a more cooperative approach may be desir-
able. But we also have to prepare for and work toward a cooperative
rclationship, or we can get swept up in the momentum of con-
frontation. So if we are unable or unwilling to help people fight, to
help with the distributive dimension, to assist with claiming value,
then we will often also forgo the opportunity to help people con-
sider how to create value—to work on the integrative dimension ot
to consider win-win possibilities. Preparing for peace is impottant.
Being willing to escalate is often important as well.

How to Assist with a Fight

How can we assist people to fight, from the vantage of our expertise
and values as conflice specialists? In the next chaprer, I discuss the
roles we can play; bere I focus on the skills and concepts that we
offer. We can assist people to fight by working with them in four
fundamental ways:
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» Help them develop the legitimate power they can bring to the

conflict—and prepare to deal with the power that is likely to be
directed at them.

o Help them consider rights-based approaches o accomplishing
their objectives.

+ Help them understand the array of intetests involved in a con-

flict and what these suggest for how to develop an effective
conflict strategy.

¢ Help them examine their own values and those of others in a
conflict to consider how a fight can be carried out in keeping
with the system of values in play.

We bring other assets as well: understanding communication,
the cultural context, historical factors, and the systermn within which
a conflict is playing out. But our particular value may be in helping
people consider the interplay of power, rights, and interests withip
the context of our own values.

Conflict as a Complex Adaptive System

If we arc to help people successfully engage, we bave to face an im-
portant aspect of conflict: its unpredictability. As much as we might
like to think that we can choose the optimal approach to handling
a conflict through analysis, planning, and the application of our wis-
dom and experience, there probably is no such thing as one optimal
approach. We can't predict with certainty how conflice will evolve,
what the impact of a particular intervention will be, or what the
long-term outcome will be. To understand this point, we only have
to look at some of the many well-intentioned efforts, conducted by
wise and well-informed people, that ended badly. The considerable
efforts made during the last year of the Clinton administration to
achieve a breakthrough in the Middle East and the many different
initiatives to deal with North Korea are two examples that come to
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mind. This unpredictability can ke disconcerting, but it opens up
some important insights about what we can do as a field to help
people engage in conflict.

Conflict as a System

To start, we have (o understand contlict as a system of interaction;
like all other systems, a change in any onc part of it can lead to a
~ realignment of the whole. This means that we need to understand
that the direct and immediate conftict we observe may not neces-
sarily be the most productive place to intervenc or even the genuine
source of the conflict. An ongoing conflict between a special educa-
tion teacher and a regular classroom teacher may be best handled
between the two of them, or the issue may acruatly be a reflection of
a lack of clear leadership by the principal or an overall atmosphere
of stress caused by poor school scares on standardized tests.

Where to intervene becomes an important guestion, but not
one that can be answered with certainty. One question we can ask,
however, is what simple change is most likely to stimulate the larger
system to reorganize in a productive way. This cannot be answerad
authoritatively either, but ic points our thinking in dircctions that
are both broader and more focused—broader because we look
beyond the direct conflict toward the larger contexet, morce focused
because we do not have to intervene in cvery problem that exists
and instead have to look for that key change that can causc a sys-
tem reorganizatior.

Conflict as an Adaptive System

But conflict can also be viewed as a particular type of system—a
complex adaptive system. In adopting this view, we think of conflict
as a system of interaction that is constantly evolving and adapting
to new inputs in ways that we cannot fully understand, predict, or
control, but can watch with an idea of trying to enter something
new into the system to see how this alters the nature of the interac-
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tion. This is the concept of nucleation: the idea that a srmall change
can have large effects through how it causes a system to reorganize.

In order o understand the impact of viewing conflict as a com-
plex system, we need to distinguish it from a complicated system.
Jones and Hughes {2003 ) contrast a complicated system, such asa
computer network or a jetliner, with a complex adaptive system
such as the human brain, an ecosystem, or a community conflict.
A complicated system can be understood through linear and
analytical processes. That is, we can break it down into its compo-
nent parts, analyze them, and thereby understand the system. Fur-
thermore, we can assume that a given input will produce the same
output under sitnilar circumstances. Bur this is not true of a com-
plex adaptive system, because this system is constantly reorganiz-
ing and adapting itself to any new input, such as the intervention
of a mediator.

When we try to analyze conflice as if it is a complicated system,
we might look at the needs of all the individuals, the past relation-
ships, the relarive power, the legal framework, and thereby feel we
can construct an approach that is going to produce predictable and
consistent reselts. But when we look at it as a complex system, we
realize that we can't really break it apart in this way; instead, we have
to enter into it and in a sensc join with it. This makes tree neutral-
ity, objectivity, and objective standards of fairness itnpossible.

For example, Jones and Hughes say:

First we must recognize the invalidity of the concepts of neu-
trality and impartiality and, in their place, tecognize that medi-
ators are coparticipants in the conflict who bring their own
unspoken and often unrecognized biases to the conflict. . . .

As mediators, we must also embrace our own existence in
the mediation as feeling heings with thoughts and share that
realization with disputants. Only then can we begin to con-
structively engage conflict and individuals in conflict, and thus
begin the incredible search for new understandings about con-
flict [pp. 492-493].
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Taking the more linear and straightforward approach to under-
standing and intervening often helps us choose a direction in the
mniddle of what fecls like a chaotic system. This can be comforting
and on occasion effective. But as any experienced mediator knows,
what is 2 brilliant intervention in one situation will be a total flop
in a different conflict, no matter how similar the circumstances ap-
pear to be.

Conflict is chaotic—or, more accurately, complex and adaptive.
When we think of conflict as a complex system, akin to organic sys-
tems that have a great capacity to adapt to different stimuli, new sit-
uations, and unpredictable events, we can understand that there is
no one best approach or specific set of steps that can be counted on
to guide people through the turmoil. We then have to fall back on a
very valuable but challenging asset, our ability to tolerate bigh lev-
els of uncertainty, and to help others tolerate this as well. When we
try to help people engage in condlict, we know we are helping them
enter into a very uncertain and unpredicrable system of interactions
and that our guidance may help make their experience more pro-
ductive or not. (For an interesting application of complex adaptive
systems to consensus-building forms, see Innes and Bocher, 1999.)

The Yalue of Complexity

This uncertainty, unpredictability, and complexity make conflict
engagement especially important. Disputants know that conflict is
unpredictable, that no one knows for sure what will happen, that to
enter into a conflict system (which they are probably already part
of) will take them on a journey that they cannot map out. Anyone
who pretends otherwisc and acts as if conflict can be predicted or
determined is not going to be a credible resource to disputants. But
if we acknowledge the uncertainty of the process, the limits on how
much can be controlled, and we are still comfortable with the value
of what we bring, people will resonate to this. .

Anyone who approaches people deeply embroiled in conflict—a

dysfunctional couple, an embarttled community, or Palestinians and -
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Istaclis—with a process that they guarantee will improve the situa-
tion is probably fooling themselves and no one else. That does not
mean that we cannot be useful, because we can. But we can do so
only if we are clear about the unpredicrability of the process, the sys-
temic nature of the interaction, and the importance of looking for
those few key actions that ac the right time can help the system re-
organize effectively. We can offer our conceptual and interactive
tools—they are the source of our added value—but we should never
think of these as enough to predict or control the course of a conflict.

The value of thinking about engagementr as our primary focus
in the complex system of conflict is the recognition that we are
helping people take a more conscious and intentional role in the
ongoing system of interaction, while acknowledging that the out-
come is unpredictable and resolution is only one possible goal or
end point. This does not mean that we are never resolution focused.
It may be that our most important task is to press people to resolve
a particular issue in order to fornent a reorganization in the pattern
of interactions. Bue it is hard o know what the specific impacts of
our interventions will be. 1t is equally hard to predice which of the
many ways in which we try to help people in conflict will have a sig-
nificant beneficial effect.

Consider this example of unintended—and beneficial— con-
sequences:

After months of fierce and unproductive interactions, the man-
agement and union negotiation teams decided to seek out the
services of a mediator to try to change the way they were work-
ing together, Their last contract negotiations had been disas-
trous, leading to a strike that almost did the company it But
changing how they interacted was not so easy. Despite having
received some training in interest-based bargaining and com-
mitting 1o a new approach to negotiations, discussions between
them continued to be bitter and recriminatory.

I participated as a trainer-{acilitator in a three-day retreat.
Dhuring this time, many different interchanges and discussions
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took place, We reviewed the history of the last negotiations and
their hopes and fears about the next, and a number of commit-
ments were made to do things differently. I don't think anyone,
myself included, thought anything was really gomg to change—
until two things happened.

In a conflict simulation excreise, one of the union people
thought he was being double-crossed by 2 member of the man-
agement negotiating team, only to find out that it was another
member of his own team that had roade the decision that fele
unfair to him. This was only a simulation, but it seemed to
have a profound impact on him. He could immediately sense
the difference in how he reacted to the behavior when it came
from management versus when it came from a fellow union
member, and this caused him to reconsider his entire approach
o managermecnt.

Toward the end of the time together, one of the leaders of
the union made an offer concerning a concrete way of doing
things differently that the union viewed as a major concession.
Management instinctively went through a process of reactive
devaluation: if it came from the union, it must be manipulative.
1 said to the management team in a private meeting that offers
like the one they had just received could be viewed as a glass
that is half empty or half full, and which half they decided to
relate o was significant. | also suggested that this was a time in
which taking a risk and offering an olive branch might have an
enormous impact, and this might not be an opportunity they
would have so quickly again. This mixed metaphor—the olive
branch to the half-full glass—became the frame for a discussion
that led to an exchange of concessions and seemed to lead to a
significant improvement in the relationship..

What I did not know until several years later was that the
simulation and the glass-olive branch metaphor were used very
effectively and productively throughout the whole contract
negotiations and for several years after. This was not an inter-
vention that could have been planned or an impact that could
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have been foretold. But the exercise serendipitously crystallized
a lot of the issues this conflict system was struggling with, and
the exchange of procedural concessions hecame a metaphor for
a new way of relating as well. .

When the system is primed for change, many things can stimu-
late a systems reorganization, but you can't plan it. The lens of com-
plex adaptive systems is a powerful one to use in understanding
conflict and helping people engage in it. We help people by offer-
ing our best advice, insights, and skills, but we do so knowing that
we 100 arc entering into this adaptive system, which will adapt to
our intervention in unpredicrable but potentially constructive ways.

From Avoidance to Engagement

Avoiding conflict is a powerful instinct and one that should often
be honored. Same of the best and worst decisions we make in life
are around when to avoid and when to engage in conflict.

No matter how hard we try to handle a conflict effectively and
productively, there are times when nothing we can do will lead
to productive ends. Moreover, it is sometimes unsafe to take on a
conflict. Although no one wants to face the diletnma of wotnen in
abusive relationships by suggesting that sometimes they had best
stay put, there are also plenty of women who tried to leave and did
not survive the effort. One of the more prevalent norms of our field

suggests that virtually all conflicts can be handled productively and

therefore ought to be faced. But conflict cannot always be cngaged
in effectively or safely, We have an obligation to face this very un-
pleasant fact and to know that we cannot necessarily predict what
will happen if peaple move from avoidance to engagement.

Bur avoidance as a gencral pattern of handling conflict is also
destructive and sometimes lethal. Women who are not willing to
confront their abusers are often doomed to a downward and ulti-
mately lethal spical of interactions. One of the most important func-
tions we can provide, therefore, is to assist people in assessing when
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and how to avoid or engage in conflict and to try to help them find
a path for successful engagement. We can do this by providing assis-
tance with all elements of the engagement process: awareness, ar-
riculation, activation, mobilization, connection, need satisfaction,
release, or process selection.,

Deciding to Engage

Exactly how we help people decide between avoidance and engage-
ment depends on our specific rale and how and when we are brought
into a situation. Following are some of the specific ways in which we
can help people decide to take the step from avoidance to engage-
ment and to do so in an effective way:

» Naming the conflice. This is related to both awareness and
articulation. When people label an interaction as a conflict and
identify its nature in some way, they have taken a significant step
past avoidance. A named condlice is much less likely to be avoided
than an implied one. The moment we say, “We have a conflicr ... ,"
some further step is almost always necessitated. How we help peo-
ple name it is critical too—implying the who, what, and why of a
conflict and also whether further action might be fruicful. Far ex-
ample, if one parent says to the other, “l don't like the way you dis-
cipline our children,” the implication is that the dispute is between
the two of them about how to set limits. If, however, the parent
says, “I don't think you know the fitst thing about parenting and |
don’t trust you alone with the children,” a much broader problem
is implied, perhaps necessitating the involvement of other people.
Working with the parent to name the cxistence of a conflict and
identify its nature is an important first step to helping him or her de-
cide to engage.

* Considering the costs and benefits of engagement and avoidance.
Helping people consider the costs and benefits of engagement and
avoidance with an open mind about which direction to go in can

both help them decide about engaging and actually set the grounds -
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for an effective process of engagement. Bur it can also help them let
go of a situation they decide that they had better avoid. One parent
may be better off letting the other discipline a child differently
given the relative costs and benefits (the child’s interests are a dif-
ferent macter), bur this may mean chat they have to let this issuc go.

Of course, this is not about an entirely rational caleulus, and the
emotional messages people are receiving as well as their instincts
are important information for them as well. Nonetheless, surfacing
pecple’s concerns about this and helping them think it through s
very important to people who are on the verge of taking what may
be a perilous journey.

® Discussing uarious approaches t engagement. People ofren ger
locked into an unproductive pattern in conflict—or fear that they
will and therefore avoid the conflict entirely—because they have
only one model of how o engage. They may believe the only
choice when facing a looming conflict is between a fight-or-flight
response. But therc are many approaches to enpaging, and one of
the ways we can help peaple is to consider a tange of possibilities.

Conflict can be entered into in a gradual and nuanced way or
with voices raised and fists clenched. If our goal is not necessarily to
resolve, contain, deescalate, or in some other way manage a con-
flict, but ro help people figure out whether and how to engage in it
powerfully and effectively, then we face a very different rask. Maybe
the parent in the above exatnple should sit down directly with his
or her spouse, or maybe a report should be filed, a child therapist
contacted, an intermediary used, and so forth. We are often un-
availablc to people at this critical point in the process when a deci-
sion about engagement or avoidance must be made, and we therefore
miss onc of the most powerful apportunities to have an impact on the
caurse of the conflict.

® Rehearsing engagement. | think most of us have used soreone
at some point in our life to rehearse or at least talk through an
upcoming charged interaction~—whether positive or ncgative. This
is a type of assistance that most or us could use mare often. How

- often do managers have a chance to practice how they are going to
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raise a difficult issuc with an employee (say, suspicion of alco-
holism), ar a public official to respond ta hostile questions from an
audience, or 4 community orgatiizer to confront a government rep-
resentative for insensitivity to his or her concerns? Often, when
practice is available, it comes from public relations consultanrs,
legal advocates, or other managers. Conflict practitioners have a
special angle on this that can be useful—and one that can be as
much oriented to taising the level of conflict as resolving it.

» Finding un appropriate forum or agent for raising issues. Some-
rimes the lack of an appropriate forutn or agent for raising an issue
or engaging in a conflict stymies people who want to take the step
into engagemenc. Forums can range from private meetings to facil-
itated dialogues to public confrontation, and the forum chosen is
very important in determining the nature of the engagement. Help-
ing peaple find or providing a forum for cngagement can be critical.

Whatever critics of the United Nartions may say, it is an impor-
rant and often productive arena for raising a contlict. In designing
dispute systerns for organizations, the designation of a safe person or
mechanism (such as an ombudsman) for airing a conflict. is usually
critical. Citizens often are limited (or think they are) to unproduc-
tive forums for taking their issues to government, such as the open
comment portion of city council or planning board meetings. One
of the functions we can serve is designing, creating, and improving
such mechanistns or, altemnatively, helping people locate and con-
sider different forums or individuals to assist in raising an issue and
cngaging a contlict.

o Raising the conflice directly. Depending on our role, we can
sometimes raise a conflict—that is, we can be the ones to assert that
a conflict exists and work is needed on it. Sotetimes we do this
from a neutral position, but we can also do this as coaches, consul-
tants, and advocates.

& Discussing issues of iming. To avoid or to engage is not a once
and forever decision. We can help sequence engagement—that is,
work with disputants on when to raise which issue and at what level.

.
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* Bringing the conflicting partics together. Sometimes our role will
be to bring parties together, not necessarily as mediators or facilita-
tors—but also as conveners, process designers, providers of “goad
offices,” and negotiators as well. Whatever role we play, the act of
bringing disputants together to talk—sometimes to fight, sometimes
to seek resolution—can be a significant contribution to helping peo-
ple engage. As a manager, ] have sometimes heard separately from
two employees that they had a problem with cach other that they
want me to resolve, Sometimes as a manager, my job has been to
provide resolution, buc at other times, the best thing [ can do is to sit
people down, with or without my presence, state the usually obvious
fact that they are in conflict with each other, and ask them to work
on it. Sometimes | have had a role to play as facilitator, ac other
times as arbiter, but most often the main contribution 1 have made
is the simple act of bringing them together and stating the obvious.

* Providing safeguards for engagement. Because engagement is
sometimes dangerous, one way we can assist people is to put safe-
guards in place that can mitigate some of the danger. Are there
equivalents to peacekeepers or restraining orders that we can put
in place as conflict specialists? [ believe so, and [ think this is an
area ripe for the development of new services. For example, we can
provide

[nteraction observers

Ground nules for interaction

Distance technologies
“Goad offices”
Group settings

Time-out mechanisms for conflictual interactions

Cool-down activities and periods

Debriefing mechanisms

Agreed-on consequences for the violation of boundaries
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There are two essentially incscapable dilemmas that conflict pro-
fessionals face in assisting with the transition 1o engagement. One is
that engagement often occurs in an entirely chaotic and unplanned
way. People have avoided a conflict or decided to handle it in a very
low-key manner, but then something is said or done that elicits a
response {such as losing one’s temper), and far better or worse en-
gagement has occurred. The second has to do with the dynamics of
avoidance. The more individuals or groups are in an avoidance
mode, the less ikely they are to reach out to anyone for assistance in
deciding whether and how to engage. This is similar to the problems
faced by any preventative program—whether it is in the arena of
mental health, medicine, special education, or conflict.

As a field, we have not seriously addressed issues of prevention,
and when we have, we have sometimes cquated prevention with
avoidance. Prevention is as much abour helping people decide
whether and how to engage in conflict before it has spun out of
control as it is about preventing conflict from arising to hegin
with— especially since conflict is often a healthy response to social
and interpersonal problems. We can be more available to dispurants
cluring this eritical phase of the conflict pracess if we do not limit
our thinking o the conflict resolution task. As system designers, we
can build in consultation and early intervention programs. As con-
sultants to groups or organizations, we can be available to help peo-
ple consider whethcer to engage. As trainers, we can help peaple
identify the potential conflicts in their organizations or their lives.

As coaches, we can work with individuals on whether and how 1o

maove.to engagement. We can offer our services in such a way thar

people can consult with us at a very carly point in a conflict process.
Of course, no matter how attentive we are to being available ar the
point where people decide whether or how to engage and no mat-
ter how hard we work at removing the bartiers of structure and self.
concept that make it less likely people will use our services ar this
time, people’s avoidance tendencics will keep many away until a
conflict has fully crupred.
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Engagement as an Ongoing Activity

These modes of assistance are not necessarily new to us. If we are
going to work in conflict, we will have to help people decide wheth-
er, when, with whom, and how to engage. Bur if we do this from the
new standpoint of a conflict specialist and not necessarily as conflict
resolvers, we do this in a different manner and spirit. We do not as-
sume that engagement is necessarily connected to resolution. We
recognize that engagement is potentially dangerous, We are willing
to help people consider how to engage with different values or goals
than win-win. We are clear that conflict is a complex system of
inceraction and that powerful engagetnent approaches can some-
times lead o good resolutions, but thar conflict i unpredictable,

..,x\c%im fror an engagement perspective involves more than
simply taking people from avoidance to n:mm.maamsr We need to
find ways of helping them through an interaction process that can
be quick or lengthy. While we may be asked to assist with a very
particular part of this process, we raay also need to play 4 role aver
titne. [f we are going to work on very serious and difficult problems,
We re not going to be able to come in with a single wonderful in-
tervention and fix things, The more serious the conflict is and the
more intractable it is, the less we should think of ourselves involved
Int titne-limited ways. People who have made & difference in major
conflict situations have normally been involved in one way or
another for many years.

The ways in which we help people move from avoidance to en-
gagement are also appropriate for assisting with the angoing demands
of engagement. We can help with awareness, articulation, activation,
mobilization, connection, need satisfaction, release, or process selec-
tion throughout an engagement effort. We can help people work on
all the elements of constructive conflict: achieving value Sbmaﬂdo.n.
authentic voice, dealing with the right fssue, at a productive level of
depth, with the right people, using appropriate time frames, allowing
for change, working along hoth the integrative and distributive
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dimension, attending to fundamental safety, grounded optimism, and
creative uncertainty, We can also help people ight productively. We
have a powetful role to play throughout the engagement process, and
[ believe we have a great deal of value to add because of our under-
standing of conflict and conflict interactions.

We sometimes will have access w a conflict, for financial, struc-
tural, or other reasons, at only one ot two key points. In that case,
we should atrend to the particular developmental requirements of
the conflict at that point. But our overall understanding of what is
needed should be framed by an understanding of the ongoing
nature and demands of cngagement. When we enter into a conflict
will be determincd to some extent by how we market our services
and what responsc we receive [rom our client base. [ discuss the
business of conflict engagement in the final chapter.

From Engagement to Resolution

In this chapter, | have emphasized our role as engagement special-
ist with particular emphasis on how to understand conflict from this
petspective and the ways in which we can help people engage suc-
cessfully in conflict. Because | am trying to provide an alternative
way of looking at what we do that takes us beyond focusing on the
resolution of conflict, I have not examined that part of what we do.
After all, that is what our field has focused on for over thirty years.

1 end this chapter with a clear acknowledgment that helping
people move to the resolution aspect of conflict is also a critical role
for conflice specialists, and one that we will continue to play. [ don’t
believe we will reach our potential as 4 field by ignoring or under-
selling the importance of this. Instead, I believe we will build out
from this importanc element of our work; in particular, we will ex-
pand from out original rales as mediators, facilitators, dispute sys-
tem designers, and trainers.

Qur dilemma will be how o continue offering the valuable:

contributions that we have historically made, how to retain the
market base that has allowed our field to develop to the extent that
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it has, but how at the same time to expand the boundaries of our
work in some fairly fundamental ways. The challenge of helping
people engage in condlict is not so much that we have to develop a
whole new set of skills or even conceptual frameworks bur instead
that we have to open up cur thinking about cur purpose, function,
and role.

No matter how we proceed, however, we will always have a crit-
ical role in helping disputants resolve conflict. We will do this by
using all the tools we have always used: cormunication, problem
solving, negotiation, rapport building, forum creation, faciliration,
mediation, system design, convening, interest-based bargaining,
and so forth. We have worked very hard to develop these skills, and
it is on that foundation that we will build a larger, more viral field.

One of the crucial ways we can help is by identifying when a
resolution focus is appropriate and how to take the first steps in that
direction. We can also help people identify the potential forurns
and the resolurion strategies disputants might use and consider the
range of resolution options that might be available, We have not
given adequatc thought to how to identify when a conflict is really
ripe for resolution, that is, when it has matured to that poin.

I have sometimes thought of conflict resolution as a dramatic
process, with the mediator as stage manager or director. Our job is
to help the drama develop so that plot unfolds in an effective and
powerful way, the players emerpe as rich and understandable char-
acters, and the scene or context unfolds as the clitmax approaches.
At this crucial moment, the conflict has reached its richest point
and we are ready for the dénouement of resolution. At that point,
the enerpy can change, and a critical exchange can oceur. The role
of the conflict specialist is to provide the best opportunity for this
to happen in an effective way.

Where this metaphor breaks down for me is that che drama
does not. end after resolution; in most iraportant conflices, it con-
tinues to unfold in different ways. In peneral, our work is not over
with a resolution, although depending on cur role in a specific con-
fliet, our particular involvement may or tay not continue. In fact,
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resolution can come at almaost any stage of a conflict engagement
process, including the preengagement phase.

Sometimes our role will be to help people resist a premature
resolution. At other times, it wilt be to help them use resolution as
an OPPOrtUNity to CONtNUE T eNEAST in conflict more effectively
(many of the most important international conflict resolution efforts
have been about helping to find alternative routes for engagement,
such as the Northern Ireland peace accords). And sometimes reso-
lution will be the signal and the means for discngaging from conflict,
for release. As conflict specialists, we will have a varied and multi-
faceted role to play in resolution, as well as in all aspects of conflict,

There is a looming question that L have touched on throughout
che book but have not directly explored. If we are not only third-
party neutral conflict resolution professionals, who are we! What
role can we play? How will this role be different from that of tradi-
tional advocates such as lawyers and union organizers? Is there 2
market for us in this way? How do we really do this? | address these
issues in the next two chaprers.

7

e ——

The Conflict Specialist

1§ we are not just mediators, facilitators, arkitrators, or dispute
system Jesignets, then who are we? I believe we can move forward as
a field only by adopting a new way of thinking about our fundamen-
ral identity as a field and as practitioners within that field. 1 don’t
think that this new identity is going to emMerge because of this or any
other book; rather, circumstances will demand and opportunities will
promote it. The specific ways in which we characterize ourselves will
develop as the roles we play develop. Whatever label we select now
could well evolve into an entirely different term as we become in-
creasingly clear about exactly what we do and understand the inpli-
cations of these different names for how the public views us.

I have suggested that we think of ourselves as conflict special-
ists {or conflict engagement specialists) for two reasons. One is that
[ believe our focus will need to be on the entire conflict process, NOT
simply on how to resolve conflict. The other is that we nead to think
of ourselves as a profession in Lerns that imply role flexibility. In
Chapter Six, | discussed how we might assist disputants in cngaging
in conflict throughout its entire course rather than focusing pri-
marily on how to help them move toward resolution. In this chap-
ter, I focus on the hroad variety of roles that we might play under
the rubric of being conflict specialists.

| am not implying that any ope of us will fulfill all the potential
roles 1 discuss in this chapter. As in many other fields, we will have
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