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From Conflict to Conversation: The Art of Conflict Management in Mediation

Aditi Prasad

Conlflict is often associated with business dealings and personal or professional relationships.
For this reason, it tends to have a negative connotation in most contexts. However, the fact
remains that conflict is a near-guaranteed occurrence in the lives of multiple people working
and interacting with one another. As such, it is important not to try and avoid it, but instead
learn how to deal with it appropriately. The practice of mediation is especially beneficial in
this regard, as it enables not only a resolution of a dispute but provides a chance to converse
openly and come to an agreement.

A conflict can stem from various sources, and more often than not, its precise cause can be
difficult or impossible to establish. Most often, a disagreement begins as a result of differing
interests and conflicting expectations between the parties involved. Nevertheless, even if not
stemming from one, these factors can contribute to the development of a conflict. It is
especially common for arguments to break out in the workplace between colleagues due to
disputes regarding responsibilities, methods of operation, interpersonal feelings, and status
and recognition. Disagreements between multiple parties are inevitable aspects of work;
however, they may frequently spiral out of control and become personal. The root cause of a
disagreement may sometimes be much deeper than it first appears and should be addressed
accordingly. Conflict management strategies should therefore be aimed at understanding
exactly what happened and what needs to be resolved, rather than jumping immediately to a
solution. The problem is rarely a single point that could be amended, but instead a
complicated set of circumstances and personal considerations that must all be taken into
account.

Mediation, being a mean of conflict management, is especially effective due to the
involvement of a third party that guides both sides through the process. It is essentially an
organized conversation between the disagreeing parties that aims to help them both
understand the problem and possible solutions. It is vital to keep in mind that the role of a
mediator is to assist in solving a dispute, rather than dictate terms and decide who is at fault
and who is not. This, however, can be a challenge in itself, since conflict management often
sees the parties involved becoming fixated on one another’s mistakes instead of attempting to
build upon the suggestions made by either side. Mediation is also particularly beneficial
because it focuses not on addressing the problems, per se, but managing the process.
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Managing the conversation and ensuring that both sides are heard is vital in resolving a
dispute as it enables addressing the very heart of the matter.

From Positions to Interests

One of the most essential parts of conflict management is distinguishing between positions
and interests because it creates an opportunity for addressing the issue more closely. In a
disagreement, each side takes a position on the matter, which reflects their preferred outcome.
They may believe it to be the best or most fair option, although it might not take into account
the other side’s interests. The positions taken by the parties involved will reflect what they
want to achieve, although they could also be based on assumptions regarding the other side’s
interests. It is important to keep in mind that behind every position, there is a set of interests
that must be taken into consideration. If one takes that into account, resolving the conflict
becomes much easier, as addressing those interests would lead to a mutually beneficial
outcome.

This is why parties in a dispute should engage in mediation. If they base their considerations
purely on positions, arguing will become the main source of conflict management. On the
other hand, considering interests not only enables a resolution but allows for addressing the
causes of a dispute. In many cases, the reasons why disagreeing sides are taking the positions
that they do are much more important than the positions themselves. Therefore, conflict
management should be aimed at identifying these reasons and addressing them directly.

Managing Emotions, Not Thoughts

In most cases, mediation and any other conflict management strategy should involve
considering parties’ emotions. It is a natural response to the frustration and disappointment
that can arise when one’s expectations are not fulfilled or when one feels ignored by the other
side. At the same time, attempting to deny one’s emotions is unproductive, as it may lead to
suppression. Emotions should rather be acknowledged and taken into consideration rather
than attempted to be eliminated. The mediator’s role is to ensure that both sides’ concerns are
heard and that each is heard, rather than arguing over whose concerns are more prevalent or
should be more closely addressed.

During the mediation, the discussants should spend time communicating their concerns and
the reasons they are feeling the way they do about the disagreement. They may also have the
choice to speak one-on-one, allowing the mediator to understand how exactly the parties
involved perceive the situation before moving on to a full discussion. Listening to the other
side is a vital step in managing a conflict, as it is an essential part of acknowledging and
addressing the issue. After all, people can rarely acknowledge what they do not perceive, and,
in this regard, conflict management is a personal endeavor. A discussion of the thoughts and
concerns related to the dispute is important, but so is listening to the reasons why the other
side is taking that position and how they feel it needs to be resolved. Listening to the other
side can enable perceiving the conflict in a new light and responding to it better than if the
situation was addressed from one’s side only.
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Timing, Trust, and Limits

Mediation is a useful tool in conflict management that is suitable in most cases but not in all.
Sometimes, there may not be a need for it, while in some circumstances, it is not beneficial. It
is essential to understand the role mediation plays and what it can and cannot do in order to
make sure it is suitable in the given scenario. It is a tool that can help manage a dispute and
facilitate a resolution but is not always able to provide one. Mediation requires trust from the
parties involved, as it is important to know that everything discussed is confidential and will
not be used in the future proceedings if any other legal or business-related action is necessary.
On the other hand, it may not be useful if there is no trust, as the discussants will not feel as
safe to speak openly. It is also important to understand that situations requiring mediation
require it under certain time constraints. The longer the disagreement has been ongoing, the
more difficult it will be to be resolved, even with the help of a mediator. The involvement of
a third party is also conditional upon the level of authority and responsibility one possesses in
the given context. All of this makes it clear that mediation is not a one-size-fits-all solution,
but that does not reduce its effectiveness as a tool of conflict management.

From Conversation to Agreement

The purpose of mediation is to facilitate a conversation between disagreeing sides. That, in
and of itself, is a goal worth pursuing because it enables responding to not just the problems
but how the other side feels about the issues. Conflict management involves recognizing
other parties’ positions and responding to them in a way that addresses them more closely. It
is, in many ways, a conversation about conversation, about how it can help to respond to the
problem, as well as the concerns and fears of those involved. This can mean different things
in different cases, but it should always be the goal to manage the conversation in a way that
helps to address most of the concerns.

It is important to note that mediation does not guarantee an agreement or a complete
resolution of problems. It should be understood that in some cases, the most that can
potentially be achieved is addressing the grievances and determining how to manage the
ongoing relationship. The goal of conflict management should not be to eliminate any
potential problems but rather to respond to them in a way that minimizes their impact on the
further relationship between the parties involved. After all, some conflicts can be beneficial,
as their presence can indicate potential issues that need to be addressed while also being
productive in helping to uncover and resolve them. They may also help to improve the
relationships and working conditions if the discussants recognize them. The most important
part of conflict management is responding to the disagreement in a way that enables
communication. After all, it is one of the primary reasons why arguments in general, and
especially workplace disputes, become problematic in the first place: communication. It is the
art of conversation, and mediation helps people to navigate it and move towards a resolution
of the dispute.
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