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Put on the &Lfor Conflict Management

by Karolina Vrethem

If vou hear the word "conflict” - what do you think
about then? Quarrels, disagreements, blockage of
roads, people throwing stones, war._.¥ One of the
challenges in discussing conflicr management is the
range of issues the werm "conflict” covers, The wom
is also wsed o cover both the cause (eg a
disagreement) and the oulcome (eg. fight).
Moreover conflicr management is a ich subject w
loak into, since it i inseperable from subjects such
4% communication, emotions, power, rekuitions elc,
all of which are worth exploring on their own,

Is conflict mavagement not part and parcel of
managing a sociery or any group of people? I is also
a personal issue that most people easily relate to.
Few of us, if any, have gone through life without
being invelved in personal or societal conflicts, As
soon as there is sodal interaction, there is potential
conflict, Some have even said that conflict is the
essence of social relitions and that all our
communication bebaviour is aimed at proventing or
solving conflic.  If, which I believe, bad
communication is the norm  amd  pood
comimunication is a skill, this idea is reinforced,
Conflict management is increasingly asked for in
training. Whether this reflects an increased
awareness of the potential central role of conflicis in
any refation or is 2 response w the state of the world
and our socicties would be interesting o know.

Doing the hat-trick
The pool of trainers of the European Youth Forum
addressed the issue and focused its first training
event specifically for the Pool on Conflict
Management. The trainers pool is a group of active
vouth rainers open w member organisations of the
Eurnpean Youth Forum. Member otganisations are
invited 1o contact the pool if they want additional
skills in seminars or wainings. As members of the
pool we come from different realities and have
dlifferent experiences. The rraining was therefore
designed as a Taborsony” where we would wy ow
and expeéniment with methods as well as discuss
theorics. Afierwards we would then evaluate how
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A Training Session of the

useful wi thought this was and in which
crcumstances the methods could be used. This
méta-rellection was done through a hactick. Every
pamicipam pur on a {selfmade) hat w step into the
ke of reflector after each session. As a wol it was
very useful. 1 have put on my lat to do some
reflection for this anidle,

What is conflict?
To start with we looked at different causes of
conflict. Mentioned as causes of conflict were a range
of issues such as misundersiandings, supression,
clifferent values or needs. We then identified steps of
escalation and of constractive management. Looking
at the steps of conflier evolution it was evident that
within the group we more than often saw conflicr as
leading to a destructive confrontation rather than
increased learning. Maybe this way of thinking is
relaied 1 the disastrous effects conflicts can have if
ill-managed and so we see them as a cause of
problems. [s this the reality or are we just used o
recognising conflicts when they wm into flames?
Working with conflicr management we need 10 ask
ourselves how we regard conflicts, How often do we
acknowledpe or see the scope of the potental
learning with which conflicts provide us? Are more
conflices managed poordy rher than consiructively?
In comflict management training the Chinese sign for
conflict is ofien inwoduced. It stands for risk and
opportunity and it is worth thinking about. Whar
would happen with ouwr conflices if we could see
them as leaming opportunities and as possibilities
fior finding new and coeative ways forward?

Trainers as facilitators in conflict
One way of changing the chain of events and 1o sce
altematives o "discomfont” leading o "crisis” is w
look at where and how vou can inervene. Mediation
and facilitation were chosen as a focus of the
training, Different skills were identificd as well as the
imporeance of looking at needs. Needs which in the
first instance seem incompatible might very well not
he. Expressing what we wanr might not be
expressing what we need. If we look at underying



needs and rthe reasons for them, we are a big step closer to managing the
conflic. When ralking of mediaton or facilivation, the learning process
showld be encouraged rather than seeing mediaion and Facilivation just
as methods of prevention and avoidance of conflice. Both mediation and
lacilitation emphasise: e process, but a mediawor would ke on a more
prominent role than a fliator, ongaging heohimself also in the
content, providing alternative solutions or expert influenee,

W concluded that as trainers we probably find ourselves more often in
the role of fcilicators than as mediators. By letting evervone express
themselves, create safe environmenis and propese a process, facilitatoes
can play a major role in managing or resolving conflicts. A facilitaor can
help o balance power in unequal situations, encourage people to break
the dead-lock and look ar things from dilfecenr perspecrives. A key to
successful confllict management is to explore what the conflict is really
abol.

Importance of qualities rather than skills
Trainers can have many roles which relate w conflice management, We
1rain 1o prevent orisis sinatons and on how 1w work in conflict, We end
up in confliciual sineations berwecn ourselves and others, we encounter
conflicts berween individuals o groups with wherm we work. Some of us
work with voung people who live in or come from a conflict or post
comflict society and who suffer the consequences of destructive conflict
management, To tackle some of these issucs we set ug a few workshops
tluring the weck-end. We realised ﬁ:rlﬁmlp]c thal knowing how o 1rain
conflict management skills and theories was not enough when working
with people direcdy involved in conflicts. A workshop was therefore
arranged on how to work with young peoaple who are directly bruised
andfor angered by tensions berween groups in 3 sodety or by
geopolitical conflicts, The main outcome was the importance of the
personal qualities of winers. To undersiand onesell was chosen as the
most imponant competence of triners working with people in conflict,
followed b gualities such as creariviry, care and an open mind.

How interesting are conflicts?
Orher issues which were highlighted theough the workshops were the
role of emotions and of active listening. We abso disoussed nepodiation

and win-win solutions. A kit of interesting theory surrounds népotiation.
The win-win solutions are generally seen as the most Fvourable
outcome of a negotiation and rebate 1o sitcations in which both parties
ser what they want. In a conflict {of different interesis or of wanting the
sarne) it is casy to think that one party needs o lose in order w make
the other win, Tn simple words the win-win approach says T want 1o win
but T want you Lo win 100",

There is much more to be said about our training course and sthout
conflicts. For example: woukl vou agree that as much as we might avoid
our own conflicts, we are auracted Dy the conflics of others? (Would
gossip magazings be as popular withour conflices o indule in? How
interesting would Kosovo be to us if there had not been a conflice?y I
this is so, whar cloes thar say abour conflicts and what does i say about
ourselves?

Many questions pop ug. 1 need to ke off my hae but T would like 1©
inviee cvervone who has thoughts or expeciences 1o share on tbe wple
trs do so. After all - if you excuse the cliche - living is not shout winning
or lesing - i0's ibout learning,

Contact 2ddress: Karoling Veethem, Peoni Instivute of Social Education,
Central Bosnia, e-mail; proniw@elihnet ha
web site: hop:SSvww. pronise

If you ave interested in the full report of the eraining course contact
Carol Ann Mormis 31 the Furopean Youth Forum secretariat,
tel.: +32 223021 23
e-mail; vouthforumEovouthomm.ong
web site: hip: S vouthforum orgfwww. forumjeuncsse. org
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Conflict in Chincse

Picture
Trainers Pool meeting on
conflict manaygement
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