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“The weapon is an enemy even to its owner.”   Turkish Proverb

Coming Back From Polarization:

Thoughts on Listening and Transparency

in Psychotherapy and Mediation

Applications of Jourard, Lincoln, Fischer, Ury, Maslow, 

Keen, Kopelman, Rogers, and Schneider

By Skip Robinson Ph.D.

Quick  summary

Much of bargaining in recent times has been characterized by increasing polarization, which is common in adversarial bargaining. Cooperative interest-based bargaining about basic and fundamental human needs and interests is a good and increasingly used alternative.  Transparent talking and actively listening in tandem can significantly increase progress toward fair and enduring resolutions.  Final thoughts on growing steps include notes on paradox, multiple legitimate realities, “partners we’ve been seeking”, and the effect of sharing tales of suffering.  Steps end the chapter.

Polarization and transparency

Polarization

It is understandable that people accustomed to adversarial negotiations, ones unfamiliar with collaborative interest-based negotiations (or without trust in it) would be skeptical of this approach.  For instance, as Dr. Sidney Jourard stated (1978), referring to therapy cases with individuals: "One who never has known dialogue--only deception, duplicity, and cunning--believes that a person who is open, and invites others to be open, is crazy!"  (p. 49) 

Jourard, the late American psychologist and teacher, wanted people and organizations involved in psychotherapeutic healing, problem-solving, and peace-making to explore increasing the practice of transparency. Without it, as he saw it, dysfunctional dynamics tend to grow, interlace, become more complex to unravel, threatening resolution.  Not listening, anger, distortion, and a number of problems from adversarial negotiation may lead into questionable communications and more polarization. (Note:  For a study of negative psychological effects of adversarial negotiation, such as perception distortion, see the Bibliography for my (1999) “Transparency and Interest-Based Collaborative Negotiation About Basic Human Needs,” which goes into greater detail on the number of negative effects shown and developed there and noted more briefly in this chapter.)

Fisher and Ury explain that “we often handle conflict poorly because we are each prisoners of our own thinking….We tend to collect evidence that supports our prior views and to dismiss or ignore nonconforming data.  This screening process has at least three levels:  We selectively remember what we want to; we selectively recall what we remember; and we revise our memories to fit our preferences.  The more we become convinced of our views, the more we filter out information that would lead us to question them.” 

(pp. 21-22)  In the beginning of Out of Egypt, the protagonist says that the more he feels his anger rising, the more he is convinced that he is right.  (The reptilian part of our brain works differently.)

Fisher and Ury state: "In taking positions, we tend to assume that an adversary's interests and ours are directly opposed." (p. 36) Antagonists often polarize, each individual or group feeling that its side holds the only legitimate position and that the other side is wrong, a side populated by fools or worse.

In Faces of the Enemy, Sam Keen (1986) shows that once we polarize, we seem to dehumanize those at the other pole.  This dynamic can lead to serious perception distortions which can lead, in turn, to negotiations which are anywhere from ineffective, to destructive of vital working relationships, to outcomes utterly tragic or even catastrophic.  

This can be the case, whether it occurs in an individual family or on the world stage.  Charles Webel (1996) concludes that "...splitting self and others into irreconcilable and antagonistic poles is both infantile and pathological.  It degrades and sometimes demonizes other nationals and societies, many of which have cultures and histories at least as varied and complex as our own."  (p. 19)

Cooperative interest-based bargaining about basic and 

fundamental  human needs and interests

In The Transparent Self, Sidney Jourard (1964) differentiates  collaborative interest-based negotiation from adversarial negotiation.  Whereas adversarial negotiation seeks to be opaque for self-protection and keeping the other party blind, cooperative interest-based negotiation seeks through humanistic and transpersonal ways to have the parties work more transparently together to find mutually fulfilling solutions.  

Bill Lincoln (1990) taps the chalkboard insistently.  He is showing students how he insisted that opposition negotiators pay attention to his client's key human needs and interests, which he had listed on the board in front of them in that negotiation.  "Everything you say," Bill repeated for the class what he had previously said to the other side's negotiators, "everything you say and propose, I and my team will look at by evaluating whether or not your proposals meet my client's key interests that I've put up on this board.  If your proposal meets these listed key priority interests which we have, we will pay attention and study what you've done and try to work with you to resolve our conflict.  If your proposal doesn't meet my client's key interests listed here on the board, you can be sure that we will reject your proposal on the spot and act accordingly." 

In the Glossary of In Pursuit of Promises: The Practitioner's Course in Collaborative Negotiations and Cooperative Problem Solving, Bill Lincoln (1995) provides his short definition of a more functional process of negotiation:  

...a complex yet manageable process (composed) of three primary subprocesses - proper communication, effective education, and the responsible utilization of power -- intended to prevent, manage, and resolve dysfunctional conflict via interest satisfaction as provided in the development, exchange and maintenance of promises (p. xxi).

Such books as the best-seller, Getting to Yes (Fisher & Ury, 1981) and In Pursuit of Promises (Lincoln, 1995), show how  collaborative interest-based bargaining has so much to offer the person frustrated with adversarial bargaining, with the old standard.  

These persons often want to explore more collaborative interest-based work and cooperatively search for common ground.  Using a collaborative interest-based method looking at basic human needs and interests often stimulates much deeper and better conversation and hearing that can lead toward each party ending up walking away from the negotiation table as a substantial “winner," along with the others.  

It should come as no surprise that principles in cooperative interest-based conflict resolution, especially mediation, regularly parallel processes in the process of psychotherapeutic healing.  In Lincoln's view, “specific basic human needs and interests contain crucial principles, values, belief systems, those which "need" to be satisfied if the conflict before the parties is to be equitably, practically, legally, and durably resolved”.

As one becomes more conscious of the dynamics and substance of the negotiations of which one is a part, one can increasingly look for those interests and issues which one and one's opponent have in common.  In addition, one may be able to identify those which, while different, can be provided for in a complimentary fashion. As Fisher, Kopelman and Schneider (1994) put it, 

…(I)n looking behind the other side's positions, we will first be looking for interests which we and they may share.  Both passengers in a lifeboat want to get to shore and may subordinate their differences in pursuit of that common purpose.  But we will also be looking for areas where their interests differ from ours.  Upon examining their respective interests, passengers in a lifeboat may discover that one prefers bread and one prefers cheese, leading to a prompt and amicable division of the rations. (p. 38)

Seeking out the other party's interests and needs in negotiation and mediation leads to increased clarity.  It is considered imperative for the parties in therapy to gain such understanding.  Fisher and Ury (1981) advocate reversing roles in one's mind to try to empathize with how the other side is thinking and feeling.  "Role reversal and the other techniques discussed above not only help us understand another's point of view, they help us find room to maneuver by illuminating needs and concerns that lie below the surface." (p. 46)  Lincoln adds that "effective negotiators often prepare a chart that compares the elements of their proposals with the other side's interests, and then try to test the other side's receptivity to proposals before they are even offered.  Areas of overlap will serve as areas for possible compromise...."  (p. 202)  Therapists often urge their clients to do this with those from whom they having become estranged.

Interest-based dialogue opens up psychotherapy and negotiations.  Whether negotiations are occurring in the family, the workplace, or internationally, negotiators (sometimes through mediation) seek clear language to have clearer communications with the other side(s.  Lincoln encourages negotiators to "learn why an offer is being made or resisted...for such will always be related to interest satisfaction or interest dissatisfaction."  Increasing transparency enables the parties to learn more about each others' priorities and thus prepares them to figure out how to incorporate each other's primary needs in cooperatively fashioning solutions.  

Such solutions have a better chance of being accepted with the resultant agreement having a better chance of becoming durable. (p. 208)  

“No durable settlement agreement is possible unless signficant self-interests for all disputants are satisfied at acceptable levels -- all things considered."  (Lincoln, 1995, p. 210)

Talking

Transparent talking

Jourard says: "I think it is almost self-evident that you cannot ... behave toward (another person) so as to foster his happiness and growth, unless you know what he needs.  And you cannot know what he needs unless he tells you." (p. 3) 

This is not a poker-like approach.  No “dead-pan” impenetrability.   Nor is talking just coming up with remarks and letting them loose. 

On our first teaching and listening day in Havana, in April 1995, Bill Lincoln made an opening comment on what happens when we speak: 

The first ingredient in a negotiation definition is to deal with proper communication.  Is it noise?  Are people really hearing what we're saying, in terms of fact, and in terms of the emotional context about it?  Are we really sending a message that is full, that is complete, that is comprehensive, not only in fact, but tells truly where we're coming from in terms of our spirit, our hopes, our fears? (1995, p. 19)

(The Instituto Superior de Relaciones Internacionales, senior graduate school for the Cuban Foreign Ministry, Havana, and the Conflict Resolution, Research, and Resource  Institute, Inc. (CRI), Tacoma, had negotiated a week-long professional cooperative exploration and research project that week in Havana.)

Jourard (1978) puts it this way:  

What is dialogue, in that it so seldom happens?  It is, first of all, catching someone's attention so he or she listens to what you are saying.  And it is your dialogue partner giving you evidence that he or she hears and understands, or at least wants to do so.  This implies a capacity to imagine, or tune in to the reality of what is being said, the phenomenological reality of the speaker's world.  Then dialogue calls for the listener to speak truth in relevant response.  The goal is to understand and make oneself understood, so each participant shares in the world of the other's truth.  This sharing is an offering and an opening, not the imposing of oneself or the self-negating "swallowing" of another person's views.   (p. 49)

Fisher, Kopelman, and Schneider (1994) add that "before attempting to communicate our own view of a problem to someone with whom we are in disagreement, it is often wise to go through his concerns and arguments first and to convey our comprehension of them."  (p. 29)  

Also, see Rogers and Roethlisberger (1952) as they explore powerful dialogue methods by means of which to hear and understand the other with more clarity and compassion.)

Listening

Non-listening

An old common saying among lawyers is that they have two gears, talking and “reloading”.  Any "listening" which occurs may be primarily to see whether the other side is listening, capitulating, stalling, or fighting back.  This is not going to help.

Roger Fisher and William Ury (1981) observe that "angry people often fail to hear what others have to say.  And whatever they hear, they are likely to put the worst possible interpretation on both the words and actions of someone who is seen as an adversity."  (p. 24)  Furthermore, anyone who has spent much time at the bargaining table understands what Jourard (1995) means when he describes much of contemporary communication as like the 'parallel play' of two-year-old children, or like the professors in Stringfellow Barr's 1958 novel who, when together socially, lecture past one another alternatively and sometimes simultaneously."  (p. 68)

From Jourard's point of view, "the learned incapacity to hear and understand what another human being is saying... is (a key to) the heart of our dilemma on the shrinking planet we call home." Note that Jourard studiously uses the word "learned" in this comment.  The problems being discussed here are not just inherent and fixed in the human organism  We have choices.  We may have predispositions, but we can become conscious of them.  We can break into more satisfying territory..  Although the problems are made manifest as outgrowths of confrontations involved in adversarial negotiation, we can modenize our approach..  Although in childhood and adulthood, we learn alienating habits, which then become part of a negative self-reinforcing loop, we do not have to continue this way.

Active listening

Vivekananda talked about our brain’s “drunken monkeys” of the mind, that we can be listening to someone but that the drunken monkeys are jumping and hooting leaving little room for real listening.  We need to calm down.  They can too.

Carl Rogers, the late psychological theorist and practitioner, mapped out a method to develop active listening half a century ago.  Quieting down inside, focusing on what the other is saying, making room for empathy, considering the other’s being .  (Harvard Business Review, Summer 1952)  Fifty years later, it still may be the best writing on the subject.

Jourard (1978) could sense how important the listening process could be to developing trust and transparency.  To understand the other, we must listen.  Jourard said, "while education is not only listening, listening is a necessary part of it....It is no small thing really to listen, because we listen, not just with our ears, but with our entire being---our imaginations, our memories, our feelings, our bodies.  Really listening means stopping the random noise with which we silently occupy ourselves.  What we hear said to us can be a matter of life and death."  (p. 50)

Listening and what we can discover by listening can make all the difference, even in situations of great importance.  Jourard says that "when we trust someone enough to listen to them, we derigidify our model of the world.  Familiar talk concretizes, or "sets," our model of what the world is like, while new language, if we hear it, remodels our image of the world as a sculptor shapes clay into new images.  The greatness of psychology theorists Freud, Sullivan, and Rogers is the greatness of a great listener!  They focused and really listened to, heard, and understood people to whom their colleagues would not listen. I hear the person, and I attempt to make my imaginary model of reality correspond with his or her sensory reality." (p. 51)

Closing thoughts

Across paradox – multiple legitimate realities

F. Scott Fitzgerald: “The sign of a first-rate mind is the ability to hold two contradictory positions and not lose the ability to function.”  The mediator and therapist both need to develop this basic skill for their practices.  Scott Peck (1987) adds that "the capacity to accept ambiguity and to think paradoxically is...one...of the requirements of peacemaking."  (p. 220)

Paradox is a condition where apparently irreconcilable opposites both appear to be true.  Yet when we study such a situation, we find that each side holds important elements of truth.  

Fortunately, the paradox actually can be the doorway at the start of the next stage of deliberation together.  I wondered then: What if each side were encouraged to listen again to the other side, realizing that the other side had legitimate needs and interests to satisfy as well?  How could the “opposites” find a creative way to blend?
So, let’s take a mediation-facilitation-redesign case in which both sides had legitimacy, a  labor-management near-strike in an East Bay city which asked us to help.  After finding in initial caucuses what seemed like remarkable truth on both sides, when we gathered the sides together for our first joint session, we asked each side to listen again and more attentatively to the other side’s worries, suffering, and alternative ideas for resolution.  

When parties did so, listened well, spoke clearly about their needs, the sides seemed to realize the other side had legitimacy in what they wanted – it ceased being two antagonistic teams - it began what seemed more like “a single team with a serious problem in common to solve”.

Partners we've been seeking

Lincoln offers that "the opposing disputant [can become] the partner for whom we are looking to join us…."   For the health of individual and organization, partnerships can be so much more valuable than antagonistic teams – and with satisfaction for the parties  – and an agreement likely to be more durable over time.

Lincoln then advocates  that the parties [make and keep “promises which will resolve the conflict in an equitable, practical, and durable settlement agreement."  (p. 88)

Brainstorming

In the case just mentioned, an East Bay city, when each side reached the point of realizing the deep legitimacy of the other side’s point of view,  labor and management came together to collaborate in a session in which everyone was encouraged to propose to advance an idea they had on how to solve problem.  The proposals would all be put up around the walls.  Soon 14 proposals on heavy paper were up all around the walls of the council chamber.  (Note that different forms of psychotherapy as well as the Organization Development field uses problem-solving methods like this.  By asking them to begin to choose, we helped them work the preferred proposals back to two and then reached a complicated but equitable and durable solution.  All parties agreed, their constituencies agreed, and we were done for the present.

Humanistic and transpersonal psychology

The humanistic psychology movement grew in influence in the 60’s and developed theory, clinical practice, and the national and international human potential movement.  This in turn influenced the furthering of humanistic values in both psychotherapy and in the development of the modern theory and practice in organization development and in the development of cooperativeinterest-based conflict resolution.

Toward the end of the life of one of the parents of the humanistic psychology movement and the human potential movement, Abraham Maslow, Ph.D. refocused his efforts almost totally toward the coming into being of a coalition calling itself transpersonal psychology.

In this last stage of his life, Maslow posited an even stronger connection among people only touched on in his previous “self-actualization “ concept, within his hierarchy of human needs. According to colleagues, he decided in his mind on a firm “transpersonal” top to his hierarchy of human needs..  He, Tony Sutich and others formed an association, started publications.  But relatively soon, Maslow was dead.  In the transpersonal way, one develops more empathy and even identify with the other party.  This manuscript’s last comments deal with a potential effect of this empathy growing toward compassion.

Sharing tales of suffering
“Allah husamahus salaam”

“The name of God is love”

Thich Nhat Hanh says mediation depends on only one thing really:  The mediator goes to one side and learns all about the suffering of that side.  The mediator goes to the other side and deeply learns their suffering as well.  Then the mediator goes to each side and tells them all about the suffering of the other side.   According to him, then the healing can begin.

"Understanding," Fisher, Kopelman, and Schneider (1994) remind us, "is not simply an intellectual activity.  Feeling empathetically how others may feel can be as important as thinking clearly about what others may think." (p. 33).  They write:  If we want to affect what is going on in the heads of others, we will want to be aware of emotions and motivations that may be surging through their hearts. (p. 24)

In considering the important discussions they had ahead, a Cuban leader, Dr. Oscar Garcia, (Cuba, 1995), former Cuban Ambassador to Spain, then Rector of the Instituto Superior de Relaciones Internacionales, said:  "(We must) plan to talk about what is in our hearts and on our minds." (p. 14)

His Holiness the Dalai Lama says that the better we know people, the closer to impossible it is for us to sit by and have them suffer.   This would help explain why when disputants reach a stage of becoming strongly empathetic or even compassionate about  the needs of the other side, as well as their own, a more cooperative creative approach to resolution can emerge and flow with more momentum toward creative solution.

At this turn, the parties can find their logical and defensive primitive thought getting  balanced by empathy and compassion.  Another way of shedding light on this advanced stage of development, Dr. Martin Buber speaks of a deeply needed movement from I-it relationships (treating the other as a thing) to I-Thou relationships (treating others as family – and as another side of oneself).
Here to end this chapter is a intriguing thought: Tomson (1996)  notes that "Jung observed that the way his clients resolved important problems was not [necessarily] by solving the problems logically, but rather by achieving 'a new level of consciousness' from which the problems 'faded out'."   (p. 41) 

SOME STEPs FOR coming back from polarization

What if you find yourself working with one or more bargaining parties who have apparently regressed, perhaps to the limbic system/reptilian brain level? (One could expect significantly elevated cortisol levels and more in the blood of the parties in conflict.)  What if you know you want to come back from this and act to bring the party or parties back to 

refocus on the work of resolving the conflict? What if you also want to reestablish positive and functional relationships.

(Note: Of course to start with, if you come to be in this situation, you can alter the meeting by having the parties take a good long break, by re-scheduling the meeting, by scheduling caucuses, by scheduling one-to-one meetings, by going home to start again another day.)
STARTING POINT: One can re-energize through one’s own stillness - quietude – centering – slowing down - paying attention to breathing – sitting up straight posture – feet solidly on the ground.  Such stillness abets grounding and re-centering, which is the starting point.  One can even do this quietly right in a group setting.  Or one can also take a step further and ask the other or others if they would like to try doing this together. (Note the work on this of Dr. Carl Rogers and HH the Dalai Lama.)  (Note: Interestingly enough, such activities can also significantly drop the cortisol level in the blood.)

The parties will need to begin to consider agreements on procedure for meeting together, so chances can grow that the talks will be safer and more productive.

It will be important to keep considering three key satisfactions which all parties will need during and after the dialogue:  procedural satisfaction (a sense that the meeting’s collaboratively developed procedures are working fairly), psychological satisfaction (sense and intuition that things are getting back on target), and substantive satisfaction (a sense that overall the concrete terms of the contract developing are going to be satisfactory).  Fortunately, parties can put their own active curiosity to work on finding a better “fit”.

Employ “active listening” with the other party. Understanding and empathy can now grow better. Factual and motivational issues can become clearer with the improved listening. (Note the work of Dr. Carl Rogers).

Employ “transparent” talk with the other party – This balances with the active listening and centering by the other party. (Note the work of Dr. Sidney Jourard.).  These activities so far can facilitate a more accurate mutual one-to-one communication process.

“Looping” begins, neural and biochemical processes in each party, the “formation between two brains of a functional link, a feedback loop that crosses the skin-and-skull barrier between bodies”.  Perceptions and judgments can begin to change. (In research, this effect is so powerful that parties are increasingly said to “create each other”.)  (See the work on social intelligence of Dr. Daniel Goleman.)

During the steps below, movement increases perceptually and biochemically from I-it toward I-Thou.

In turn, each party expresses its own side of what deep suffering is going on among those of its own side.  This is done in earnest with and to each other, perhaps with facilitation, while the other side is actively listening.  Both sides get heard out much deeper. Active listening makes these descriptions of the other side’s suffering of much more impact. 

The parties can begin to bridge a conflict paradox – Each side begins to understand the other side (and its different reality) more and, with this, experience growing empathy and compassion. One can see and feel polarization and its stereotyping easing off.

The parties recognizing that each party has a separate reality may make a case of multiple valid realities.  (Rather than each side feeling they have the “only” truth.)  (Both sides have elements of truth and good sense in their own positions. One studies how to creatively meld each party’s high priority needs toward a collaborative resolution which optimizes shared success.) ( Each party can better reassess the nature, character, and fairness of what the other party’s reality is seeking.)  (With a little more trust, which can build in this kind of safer atmosphere, transparent talk and active listening each way can increase and intensify.)

The parties come to reframing the matters to be negotiated into basic human needs and into needs they believe they have in common.  There may also be elements that are complementary or different.)  (This can be a change from priority “positions” in negotiation toward satisfaction of priority “interests” each must solve for.)  (Even opposed interests can ease as more can be worked on in common.)

Opponents begin to appear more like “the partners we have been seeking”.  (Note the work of Bill Lincoln.)

Beyond self-actualization, transpersonal actualization begins and increases.

Parties increasingly cooperate in collaborative research and proposal development.

(When the steps above have taken place, a problem may literally “dissolve”. Note Dr. Carl Jung’s observation that this dissolving happened regularly in his psychiatric practice.) By this point, the parties will certainly be amenable to working things out.

The parties creatively find ways to agree on a settlement they have developed together using their collaborative skills, which they have tested and which they believe will prove to be durable and sustainable.

ENDING POINT: Ongoing productive dialogue channels are again open and flowing. 

•
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