Seven Principles of Communication in Conflict Resolution

Effective conflict resolution invariably comes down to effective communication. In a therapeutic setting, this remains true even if a violent individual has had to be restrained. I have always held that it is possible (even essential) to be in a situation where it is necessary to restrain and still maintain a therapeutic relationship during, and after, the restraint.

While communication, and de-escalation, is a broad field, I have identified 7 key principles that I believe provide effective guidance in improving communication in conflict situations. These seven principles (including the exercise in number seven) are core to the principle of respecting the individual and communicating your genuine desire to seek a resolution.

1. Be clear about what you want to achieve.

· It is unlikely to be enough just to want to be rid of the angry client (although this can be a natural response).

· It is usually more satisfactory (and satisfying) to set out to have the other person satisfied that their complaint has been dealt with in the best possible way.

2. Never, ever promise what you can't deliver.

· It may make them feel better now, but tomorrow...

3. DO take responsibility for what you can.

· There is nothing more irritating than someone who says "There is nothing I can do about that... it's company policy"

4. Validate the client's feelings.

· In their world, they have every reason to be angry. It's OK to tell them that you can understand why they might be angry, as long as you are seen to be seeking a solution. “I know you are angry… I also know that…”

5. DO get as much specific information about the client's perception of the problem as possible.

· Not only does this communicate interest, it will help you in resolving the problem in a manner satisfactory to the customer.

· and asking questions and listening to the answers can turn an argument into a discussion. “Who, precisely…?” “What, precisely…”

6. Stay calm and focussed on the desire to resolve the client’s problem.

· When confronted with anger and aggression, the normal response is to prepare for fight or flight by producing adrenalin. If you have to, pause and take a slow breath, relax your shoulders. Do not allow the client's anger to provoke you.

7. Take time to walk a mile in the other person’s shoes.

· If you have time (e.g. if you have to return to a previously confrontational client or before a potential conflict situation), there is a valuable exercise derived from the field of NLP (neuro-linguistic programming) that is useful in all sorts of conflict situations.

The Perceptual Positions Exercise

This exercise is based on the idea of adopting different perceptual positions when wishing to learn from a conflict situation. It is a useful training exercise and I have used it to good effect in conflict resolution training, but it is also an excellent exercise for assisting you in learning from or preparing for potential conflict situations. It can be done content free, by which I mean there is no need to tell anyone else about the situation you recall or your thoughts as you work through the exercise.  In fact, the exercise works better without the sharing of content.  You may find it useful to run through the exercise a few times with a partner before using it by yourself.

First, choose the communication that you wish to explore. 

In the case of using this as a learning tool, this will be a communication you had with another person.  This exchange will have felt unsatisfactory and resulted in conflict and you are curious to learn how you could benefit from this experience.  It is usually easier to learn through this exercise with an example of not so good communication rather than a really bad experience.  If the communication lasted some time it is also useful to identify a particular part of it that seems to be more significant for your learning.

In the case of using this as preparation for a potential conflict situation, you will be using your imagination throughout, to see in your mind’s eye how you feel the communication will go.

It can be useful to rate how you feel about the situation on a scale of 0 (absolutely calm) to 7 (major anxiety) before you start.

Step One

In your imagination go back to the time of the communication.  Think about it first from your point of view, seeing through your own eyes, hearing through your own ears.

· What makes it difficult?

· What are you thinking and feeling in this relationship?

· What do you notice about the environment?

· What do you notice about your behaviour?  What you do?

· How you being challenged?  How are you being threatened?

· Is the other person saying one thing, but conveying something else in their body language?

Step Two

Now leave your own viewpoint and prepare to look at the situation from a very different point of view.  Imagine the situation from the other person's point of view (second position).

See this situation as if through their eye's.

· As the other person, what do you think and feel?

· As the other person, how do you see yourself in this relationship?  How do you react?

· Does the other person (you) in this interaction seemed to be congruent?

When you have explored this, shake off that second position and come back to yourself in the present moment.

Step Three

Take another step to third position (standing outside the interaction looking in).

Consider both sides of the relationship dispassionately.

· What sort of relationship is it?

· What do you think of yourself (first position in this relationship)?

· How do you feel towards yourself in this relationship?

Once you have some intuitions from third position, come back to yourself in the present moment.

Step Four

Now take a further step back (the fourth position).  From this point of view, think about how your third position relates to your first position.

· For example, in third position were you angry with yourself?

· Resigned about the situation?  

· Wishing your first position would assert themselves more?  

· Feeling that your first position should be less assertive?

Be clear about how your third position relates to your first position.

Once you are clear, come back to yourself in the present.

Step Five

Now switch around your first position and third position reactions.  For example, in first position you may feel overawed by the other person.  In third position you may feel angry with the ' you' who is overawed.  Switch the reaction and take the anger to first position.  In first position, notice what it is like to be angry with the other person.

· What is that like?

· What has changed?

· How could this feeling be a resource here?

Step Seven

Now visit second position.  

· How is the relationship different when the first position you has this new resource?

Step Eight

Finish in the present in first position. Some people find it useful to “ground” themselves, by going through a familiar ritual, or simply recalling what they had for breakfast this morning… this simply helps you change state from any residual anxiety that might remain from recalling a difficult situation. If you initially rated how you felt about the situation, do so again so you can note any difference.

