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Conflict Handling - A Map For Facilitators
A major difficulty encountered in the escalation of conflicts, is that once a phase of intensity is reached and there is movement to the next phase, it is difficult to go back.  It is like descending the rapids in a canoe; it is easier to go down over the rapids, than to return.

There are essentially three main phases of escalation which are separated  by thresholds, or points of "no return", and these phases could be defined as follows:

PHASE 1 - nervous

The parties have a weak and nervous disposition towards each other; they are irritable and over-sensitive, and little sustained energy characterises the relationship between them, but they remain problem-orientated.  There are various views as to what the problem is.  One has the impression that  discussions of varying degrees of intensity could resolve situations in this phase.  Hence the phase could be characterised as a kind of emotional nervousness.

PHASE 2 - neurotic
This phase is characterised by a clear deformation of images, and negative attitudes between the parties.  Strong group stereotypes exist.  Belief in the integrity of the other party is suspended.  Resentments and feeling of revenge creep in.  The atmosphere becomes highly competitive, rules are bent, and gaps are sought within the pattern of what has been accepted hitherto as normal behaviour, to use against the other party.  The way in which the conflict itself is conducted becomes a major issue,, and elements which may have once bound the parties together are dissolved.  It would be difficult, in such a situation, to find solutions simply by group discussions, and intervention by a third party becomes necessary.  The label that seems to characterise this phase is neurosis, since the problem is deeper than an emotional state.

PHASE 3 - pathological

This is a phase almost of mutual destruction.  There seems to be no higher ethic acting as an over-riding umbrella to the hostile groups.  At this level of conflict any objective elements have disappeared, and moralising and appeals to the parties to see sense are useless.  The level of consciousness of the parties themselves about what is happening has been reduced to a very low level.  Ensuring that the other side loses is far more important than "our" side winning.  There is less and less acknowledgement of normally considered acceptable standards of behaviour, and destructive aims predominate.  The pathological label seems to fit this area since the conflict has now become chronic.  

SPECIFIC STAGES WITHIN THESE PHASES

In Phase 1, the Nervous phase, there are three stages:

Stage 1. Discussion

There is still the possibility of co-operation, and the conflict is largely on the level of thinking and ideas.  Good discussion, frankness and openness would help considerably in this area since there is an underlying willingness to co-operate.

Stage 2. Debate

Typical points characterising this area include: simple stereotypes and personal patterns of behaviour arising; separation of feelings of both parties .

Stage 3. Deeds not Words

Typical symptoms include: people walking out of meetings; people not coming to meetings; strong crystallisation of roles; lack of empathy about the other side.

Competitiveness is now a dominant characteristic, as opposed to the first stage where co-operation was an important factor.

Phase 2, the Neurotic phase, is marked by:

Stage 4. Fixed images
The images presented by each party are increasingly extreme and distant from one another.  In particular, each group has a negative picture of the other, almost thinking of each other in opposites.

Stage 5. Loss of face

In this stage the parties hate but still paradoxically need each other.  There is strong, projection, and growing distortion of images, and the conflict now seems to be getting out of control.  Negative images could become translated into destructive behaviour.

Stage 6. Strategies of Threat

At this stage there arises the feeling of "no return".  Bridges have been burned; strong threats leave hard scars; and little belief remains in the integrity of each other.

Phase 3, the Pathological phase, displays extreme forms of conflict not normally found in organisations.  They may be described as follows"

Stage 7. Inhumanity

Stage 8. Attack on Nerve Centres

Stage 9. Total Destruction and Suicide
In all these phases and stages of escalation, one observes that the parties more and more lose control of the situation.  They involve themselves in double-bind mechanisms, lose consciousness and become almost childlike.  To the outside observer it seems that the parties become bent on self-destruction, and although points of commonality may exist, this becomes increasingly less evident in the perception of either party.

The opportunity now exists for the third party to begin to intervene and de-escalate the conflict level where it can be managed by the opposing parties themselves.

BASIC CONFLICT HANDLING STRATEGIES AND ROLES OF THIRD PARTIES

In the stages of escalation, different kinds of intervention would clearly be appropriate.

For example, Phase 1 would respond more readily to the skilful handling of a good chairman, whereas in Phase 2, a third party would have more process consultation skills and a good knowledge of psychology and social therapy.  In the more intense stages of Phase 2, mediation and arbitration maybe necessary.

There is a temptation to imagine conflict handling as being only the specialist preserve of experts and outsiders.  It is true that in certain circumstances an outsider coming in as a conflict consultant can exploit his neutrality to do things that an eternal agent would find difficult if not  impossible.  However, conflict is likely to increase and it is unlikely that we will have enough people with expert skills, so that leaders must look to the development of their own conflict handling skills as an ever increasing part of their work activity.

DESCRIPTION OF INTERVENTION STRATEGIES

Moderation by a Chairperson or Discussion Leader
For conflicts of low intensity an approach of moderation may be all that is required.  This consists of someone clarifying the misunderstandings and inaccurate perceptions that arise.  Differences in the early stages of escalation tend to be arguments about words and ideas, and therefore skills can be developed by managers to handle this effectively.

Process Consultation
This role is more demanding than that of moderation, although it may seem very similar.  It entails greater knowledge of group dynamics and better understanding of psychological mechanisms that can increase or reduce the dynamics of the conflict.  A thorough knowledge of group dynamics would be appropriate.

Social Therapy

Here the aim of the therapist is to work, not in a medical sense, but in a social, human way.  Because wounds and scars have been inflicted, there is to be a building up of self-esteem, self-confidence and respect of each other.  A good knowledge of a humanistic approach to counselling would be valuable in this area.

Mediation

This role is strongly identified with the classical third party position.  It is well know in industrial relations and international diplomacy.  When the parties believe that there is no basis for joint conflicts resolution, and continued meeting will only cause the conflict to escalate further, then the mediator can do a useful job and help as a go-between.  The aim however, in healthy mediation, would be to help the parties to stand on their own feet.

Arbitration
Here the emphasis moves much more into the legal sphere, and the third party has definite status.  He hears the case of both sides and gives a decision which is binding, as opposed to the mediator who acts as a go-between.

Power Intervention

Mediators and arbitrators have various degrees of power but in the case of the third person involved in the power intervention situation he has the necessary force behind him to implement the decisions, and both parties know it.  

Although there is very little healing in this kind of intervention, the main point is to stop the parties doing damage to each other and perhaps even to the surrounding environment.

From the model, it becomes clear that it is useful to begin to diagnose the intensity of the escalation of the conflict, before considering the king of intervention that would be appropriate.  More and more we see examples of conflicts which could be resolved by a good healthy discussion being handled in a heavy-handed way but very sophisticated psychological approaches.  Alternatively, some situations which call for arbitration, mediation and even some kind of power intervention are approached by group discussion.  Usually when this happens it simply opens the door for the parties to attack each other more and open more wounds.

QUALITIES REQUIRED BY THE THIRD PARTY

Just as the stages of escalation appear to descend into the depths, to a kind of "hell", so the qualities required by the third party become in contrast almost more "heavenly".  Certainly, greater moral qualities have to be developed by the third party himself, extending beyond mere techniques and recipes which are bound in text books.
As conflict escalates, positions become more polarised, there is less movement between the parties, and eventually they are reduced to mere shadows of their former selves.

There is enormous pain, suffering, and destruction in the process.

If individuals are to cope, particularly in the roles of mediator and arbitrator, and in some cases in the power role as well, they should at list cultivate the ability to be good moderators, or chairmen of meetings, and have knowledge of team building required of the process consultant. Also it would be valuable to develop some of the healing qualities of a social therapist.

CONCLUSION

The different stages of escalation and third party intervention highlighted in the above model allow the third party to understand which role he/she adopt, and its implications.  Clarity about this increases the chance of successful intervention, and a deeper understanding of the process of escalation and the intervening stages helps to determine the right course of action. 
