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• When does a ‘difference’ become a conflict? 

• Conflict is a natural part of human life. Then how 
can we handle conflicts more effectively?  

• How can we turn a conflict into a creative 
problem-solving opportunity?



What is a conflict?
• A common and natural part of human behaviors!

• Incompatibility between two or more people or groups (may be real or perceived) 

• Conflict may be hidden (it exists but is not expressed) or overt (expressed in actions 
or words )

The way we express conflict can be positive or negative and we have choices about 
how we express conflict.

■ Can lead to destructive behaviors 
■ Can tie up resources that would be better 

spent on creative activities!
■ Can be a painful experience 

Positives

■ Signals an issue that needs to be 
addressed. 

■ Promotes needed change in 
organizations or systems 

■ Can lead to creative problem solving

Negatives



Conflict Triangle

Perceptions of each other; 
including feelings, beliefs and 
emotions such as fear, distrust or 
anger. Fear, prejudice, or 
assumption can bring about 
conflict behavior as a reaction. 

Behavior resulting from their 
‘incompatible goals’, and 
actions taken to influence the 
other including threats, 
coercion and destruction; or 
discussion or persuasion

Underlying situation, including 
the "incompatibility of goals”; 
this may come from the 
"contradiction" of their interests, 
or directly from the structure of 
the organization 

Attitude Context

Conflict Triangle

Behavior



Information 
Gathering

Strategy

Analysis

• Draw on a wide variety of sources 
• Gather data on 
- opponent’s organizations 
- opponent’s needs/interests  
-  strengths and weakness of the 
environments 

- sources of support or leverage

• Understand who is responsible 
• Identify channels to 
influence the individual 
• Analyze possibilities for leverage 
• Creatively seek channels to 
understand and influence the 
other 

• Be aware of own biases

•  Who is most susceptible to 
influence? 

• What can influence?  
• What generates incentives 
• What generates pressure? 
• What risks may be involved?

Information gathering and Analysis



Conflict Escalation
1. Problem-solving: disagree but share 

problem

2. Person seen as problem: ‘She is always…       
I can’t trust her’

3. Issues move from specific to 
general: ‘I heard he acted the same 
way with…’

4. Triangle: getting people to see it my way

5. Withdrawal: defense, antagonism, hostility

6. Polarization and cut-off



Envisioning 
restorative & 
social justice

   Negotiating 
solutions, joint  
   planning

Reconciliation

Choice to forgive

Acknowledging wrongdoing, 
    apologies, truth-telling,  
         re-writing history     Identifying needs:  

       “Why them?”  
Re-humanizing the “other”

Facing fears

   Mourning, 
expressing grief,  
 accepting loss

Realization of loss

Suppression of 
grief/fears

   Anger:  
“Why me?”

   Desire for justice/
revenge

Creating myths, heroes  
   & the “right” history

Act of “justified”  
   aggression

 Injury, pain, 
shock, denial

Aggression

Cycles of Escalation & Transformation



Reflecting on and Acknowledging  
the Story of the ‘other’ 

Human beings are meaning-making creatures 

Acknowledging the other also has a story allows us to: 

• Understand root causes 

• Examine own lenses/perceptions 

• Rethink us/them identity 

• Re-‘humanize’ the opponent 

• Notice the meaning given⇒ Reframe!



Conflict Resolution Steps    
Stage 1) Establishing Common Intensions/Rules and Creating Space 
• helps prepare participants that they may need to try new ways of communicating 
• important that people feel emotionally safe (no verbal attacks or humiliation) 
• helps people understand what is expected  
!
Stage 2) Sharing Experiences and Perspectives  
• brings the views, ideas, and opinions of all vested parties in conflict  
• takes time to gather relevant facts and check or verify assumptions 
• essential to truly understand all points of view and explore what they might mean 
• requires active listening, suspending judgment or conclusions until all relevant data have been collected 
!
Stage 3) Understanding the REAL ISSUE and Identifying Common Grounds 
• focuses on helping people reexamine experiences of both sides (everyone) in a larger context 
• develops a deeper understanding of what the real issue is and identifying how to meet the both needs 
!
Stage 4): Exploring Possibilities for Action (Next Step) 
• Involves summarizing what has happened to date and often involves reflection on what they have learned 
• makes people often feel energized and motivated to enact change and often make plans to work together



Conflict resolution facilitation tools: 
Cool tools for hot topics

• conflict spectrum 

• samoan circle 

• fishbowl 

• the spiral 

• no crosstalk dialogue

• open sentences dialoge 

• circle of allies 

• polarity management 

• timeline stories 

• study circles



Conflict Spectrum
• Procedure: identify one end of the room for people strongly 

convinced of one idea, the other for those convinced of 
opposite. Ask everyone to take a position somewhere on or 
between. Then individuals speak why they take those positions. 
Group them into  three: two ends plus middle. Have each group 
prepare a list of strengths and weaknesses of its position. 

• Strengths: quick, easy and amazingly effective in reducing 
emotions. Helps people say calmly things that may come out in 
an open discussion setting. 1 min can provide the 20 min of 
data in a group discussion. 

• Special concerns: not appropriate when people are highly 
conflicted or in a situation of high power imbalances



Samoan Circle
• Procedure: Make a circle and appoint one person to 

represent each of the views needing to be heard. 
speaker is asked to choose someone to be a listener. All 
communications need to take place in a circle.   

• Strengths: the act of coming forward and taking a seat 
in the midst of a group puts speakers on their best 
behavior. There is more depth to the conversations 

• Special concerns: hold the listening group to complete 
silence


