
Prepared Remarks for Seattle WA October 10-11 Conference, “Civil Discourse to Resolve Governmental 
Crises”.  Authors Read-Overfelt  © 10/5/12.  All Rights Reserved.

1

Session:  Navigating Conflict To Reach Successful Outcomes.

Paper Title: Conflict Clues That Help You Navigate To Resolution

Our work: I’m Dave Overfelt, an Associate Consultant with the Communications Center, 
Inc. in Columbia, MO where I started working when earning my Ph.D. in Sociology.  I 
am currently also a Visiting Assistant Professor of Sociology at the Rochester Instiute of 
Technology, working with the Urban and Community Studies program.  Sarah, our 
president, who could not be here today, has a background in law and conflict resolution, 
and spent many years working on complex regulatory and policy issues in energy and 
telecommunications.  Together we have worked on various public engagement and 
collaborative processes.  Our focus in the last few years has been to translate conflict 
theory into practical tools that can be used by civic leaders to plan for, implement, and 
effectively evaluate efforts that promote both civil discourse and the resolution of 
complex issues.  We have recently developed a workbook called the “Civic Health 
Diagnostic Workbook” to help communities chart a course through conflict.

Thesis: Our experience has shown that successful navigation of complex conflicts 
requires “diagnosis” of both its root and contributing causes, its intensity, and the 
underlying health of the environment in which it occurs.  Existing and historic conflicts 
within in a community provide the clues that allow for such a “diagnosis”.  Diagnosis 
enhances the potential for successful resolution because it allows for a better planning, 
helps to guide the choice or mix of processes to be used, and also provides opportunities 
for participants to build new skills as they work through the conflict.

Discussion:
Intro:  Although many “collaborative” or “dialogue” processes and templates have been 
designed to promote more civil discourse, less work has been done in developing 
practical tools that will help civic leaders diagnose the causes of uncivil discourse so as to 
successfully intervene.1 Like any other form of navigation, your journey will be smoother 
if, in addition to  considering how you will travel, you also have a sense of the direction 
you will go in, awareness of the contingencies that may arise, and knowledge of the 
terrain or medium you are traveling through.  To use other analogies, diagnostic tools in 
medicine help doctors decide the course of treatment, and surveys of the terrain and 
underlying conditions help architects adjust their plans to build structures that will last in 
the place that they are built.  In the same way, diagnosis can help those involved in public 
engagement promote both civil discourse and sustainable resolutions. 

“Conflict Clues:”   The historic and current patterns of conflict within a community 
provide several clues that can be analyzed to chart a path for successful navigation. These 
can be grouped and analyzed as follows:  (i) the type and number of conflicts;  (ii) the 
intensity of the conflicts; and (iii) the navigational assets within the community.

  
1 UN World Public Sector Report, 2008. People Matter:  Civic Engagement in Public Governance.
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Sources of Conflict: There are 5 core sources of disputes that are widely recognized 
within the field of conflict resolution: these are differences in Values, Information, 
Interests, or understanding of Relationship, and flaws in Structure (or systems).2

The more of these elements that are present in any given dispute, the more difficult that 
dispute is to resolve. If you happen to be in a dispute that is rooted in the rules or 
processes of a given situation, for example, it will not be solved by providing more data 
or information. The failure to think about these structural issues could mean all your 
efforts to build consensus within that system are doomed to fail. Conversely, if a dispute 
is rooted in one area, like different interests, yet there are strengths in another area such 
as strong relationships, you may be able to build a foundation for successful dialogue by 
focusing first on the stronger area. Thus, in analyzing each of the five areas (Values, 
Information, Interests, Relationships, and Structure) for planning purposes, you are 
looking for both strengths and weaknesses.

You can start this analysis by identifying issues or arguments that arise repeatedly within 
your community and those that are currently “hot”. These then need to be grouped into 
broad areas, like “development”, “law enforcement”, “resource allocation”, etc. Then 
analyze whether certain themes are repeated in how these issues are framed, and what 
groups tend to be involved within each area. Do those themes suggest the conflict
involves deeper differences than differences over interests or information? For example, 
is there a clash of values, or arguments regarding the “justice” or “fairness” of 
governance systems?

Note that conflicts often seem intractable because many think an issue based conflict 
ends when the yelling stops or parties come to a settlement. But then the same parties 
begin fighting over a new issue when the most immediate one is settled and there is no 
real forward progress. Stopping and settling arguments are the two lowest levels of 
resolution.

  
2 See Christopher W. Moore, 1996.  The Mediation Process:  Practical Strategies for Resolving Conflict.
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Stopping and settling fail to resolve key concerns underlying issues, particularly concerns 
relating to values or identity.  In fact, if you “stop” a dispute by declaring a winner and a 
loser, or “settle” the dispute by apportioning interests, these deeper roots of that dispute 
can spread like crabgrass. You need to aim higher – by resolving or reconciling 
underlying concerns – if you hope to move through conflict and help the parties find new 
ways of working together.  When “information issues” multiply or similar issue conflicts 
occur over and over, that is a clue that the root causes of the conflict are not being 
adequately addressed. 

Levels of intensity: Other clues that will help you chart a path to resolution will be 
found in analyzing the intensity of the conflicts.  One measure of intensity is the 
inflammatory nature of the language used and the tendency to characterize (and dismiss) 

others as “enemies” or “fools”. Efforts to engage on issues related to areas where 
conflicts are recurrent, deeply rooted, and intense are more likely to see flare-ups and 
require careful planning on when, how, or even whether to engage. When parties lack 
trust or when emotions run high, it is difficult, if not impossible, for them to accurately 
process information. If participants cannot process new information, it is unlikely that 
they will resolve their dispute.

In helping others work through conflict, you have to pay attention to their interactions at 
three levels of discussion: how the parties view themselves and each other (trust/identity), 
what feelings are present (emotion), and what data and experiences each has seen or 
viewed (information).3 Issues that involve questions of trust or identity are the hardest to 
navigate, and simple informational differences are the easiest.

If there are serious differences at the trust and emotion levels, those need to be addressed 
before or in conjunction with the introduction or sharing of information. If issues of trust 
or emotion are ignored, the level of conflict is likely to deepen, and participants are likely 
to anchor more firmly in their original point of view.  Note that “intensity” can be 
measured by heat or cold.  When cold, it is evidenced by “active disengagement” and 
entrenched cynicism although this type of intensity may not be as obvious as the “hot” 
kind.  We have found Robert J. Sternberg’s “taxonomy of hate” useful in analyzing the 
intensity of conflict.4 You can read more about the taxonomy of hate and how it can help 
you navigate conflict on our blog. 

  
3 Douglas Stone, Bruce Patton, Sheila Heen.  1999.  Difficult Conversations:  How To Discuss What 
Matters Most.
4 Robert .J Sternberg.  2004.  The Psychology of Hate.
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Navigational Assets: Some communities are ready to collaborate, meaning they have 
many of the foundational skills and other factors that support collaboration in place.  Not 
surprisingly, public engagement efforts often will work relatively well in these 
communities. Other communities are not ready. A community that is clearly ready to 
work through difficult issues together will exhibit the following characteristics: a strong 
sense of community, clear vision, strong and collaborative leaders, easy flow of 
information, and a demonstrated ability and willingness to work through conflicts. At 
the opposite end of the readiness spectrum would be communities that have high levels of 
distrust (demonstrated through either high levels of conflict or active 
disengagement), few shared values or interests, and leaders who behave in a highly 
partisan manner.  Most communities, of course, fall somewhere in between these two 
extremes.

Key Assets that we have found useful to analyze in diagnosing conflict are:

Ø Information – both the quantity and quality of what is available and the ease of 
accessing it need to be assessed.

Ø Monetary and In-Kind Resources – if money is not regularly allocated to engaging 
the public or available through grants, and so needs to be taken from another source 
that can create problems.  Fortunately many communities can access in-kind 
resources of rooms, facilitators, training etc. even if monetary resources are not 
available.

Ø Process Skills – this includes skills and experience available within the community in 
the areas of planning, implementing, facilitating, monitoring and evaluating a public 
engagement process.  It also includes the abilities of the population in the areas of 
listening, articulation and critical thinking. All of these skills can be strengthened if 
looked at in advance and thought about in planning the process.

Ø Networks and Relationships – strong networks and positive relationships can help 
move any problem-solving process forward.  An absence of, or negative, relationship 
among key groups who need to be involved will slow or prevent progress.

Ø Vision – a shared vision for the future helps a community move forward.  Its absence 
means you need to take time to discuss hopes, fears, direction and goals.  If you don’t,   
differences in those areas will be indirectly debated as participants debate 
informational or interest based issues.  As I indicated earlier – if the group knows 
what direction you want to head, it’s easier to to find a common path.

Ø Sense of Community- shared interests and values, or a shared history or sense of 
place can provide a starting point and compass for navigating to resolution.

Ø Past Experience – communities that have had successful past experience solving 
problems together are more willing to try again.  If past efforts are instead viewed as 
“window dressing” designed to support a pre-ordained result, or worse resulted in 
political retaliation or scapegoating of one or more groups, you will have residues of 
distrust that affect your efforts to move forward.

Ø Leadership – consistent, persistent, collaborative and accountable leaders are needed 
to help groups and communities move through difficult issues.5

  
5 The kind of leadership needed would reflect the “resonant styles” identified in Daniel Goleman, Ricard 
Boyatzis, and Annie McKee.  2004.  Primal Leadership: Learning to Lead With Emotional Intelligence.”  
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Ø Goverance Systems – when both the formal and informal systems for information 
exchange, budgeting, decision-making, implementation, and evaluation are well 
integrated, navigation is much smoother than when these systems have different 
inputs and frequent disconnects.

Ø Civic Participation – citizens who care about and are willing to work together on 
improving civic life are an asset in any situation.6

Analyzing these assets can help you identify gaps and also areas that could be 
strengthened through the planning process.  Careful matching of process to your 
community’s strengths and weaknesses is important because a mismatch between process 
and the existing blend of root causes and underlying health is likely to both increase the 
intensity of the conflict and erode trust among the participants and within the community.  
Conversely, a process or mix of processes that is keyed to that blend can exponentially 
increase the chances of finding a successful resolution by rapidly increasing both skills 
and trust.

If you note gaps and areas you would like to strengthen, you can even use a dialogue on 
this assessment and the development of a plan for proceeding as opportunities to begin 
the process of can building collaborative skills among both staff and a key set of 
volunteers. For example, the work of establishing process goals, time lines, and initial 
informational materials can be combined with training to build facilitative skills. Talking 
through some of the assessment categories when creating a time line or outreach plan can 
help begin the dialogue and build some understanding of the differences on key issues. 
By inviting community volunteers to help at this initial stage and providing training, you 
can recruit a core group that is capable of  helping to maintain a collaborative 
environment as you navigate through a subtantive issue to resolution.

Analyzing these areas can also help you sequence dialogue sessions or segments in ways 
that will promote the success of your process. For example, participants need both 
adequate information and the time to review and absorb it if they are going to work 
together to resolve issues. Yet citizens are often invited to look at recommendations 
without an adequate opportunity to really develop an understanding of an issue and how 
it intersects with other concerns. Dialogues that begin with a focus on understanding, 
clarifying, and sharing information are less likely to degenerate into arguments over “the 
facts” than those which skip this step. Although it may take more time to start with 
informational dialogues, doing so can pay real dividends in terms of finding sustainable 
solutions.  This is because once participants have a common understanding of both the 
information available and the varying perspectives they bring to the table, they are better 
equipped to generate and evaluate potential solutions or recommendations.

    
See also the Public Agenda report on accountability:  “Don’t Count Us Out” available at 
www.publicagenda.org.

6 The component parts of civic participation have been studied for many years through indices such as the 
“Civic Health Index” published by the National Conference on Citizenship.
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For more on planning and managing dialogue, you may want to review our series of blog 
posts on Structuring Engagement.   Our workbook will also help you with this type of 
analysis. 

Ongoing Monitoring and Evaluation Is Also Needed: Good diagnosis helps you identify 
the realities you must contend with, and tools that might be needed.  Part of successful 
navigation is, however, confirming or updating that diagnosis as you go along and 
making needed adjustments. For this reason it is important to plan from the outset for 
how both the process and progress towards resolution will be monitored and evaluated.

Using your diagnosis to plan for ongoing monitoring and evaluation from the outset of a 
process has many benefits in addition to verifying, and improving the outcomes of 
engagement processes within your community.  First, the citizens who participate in a 
dialogue are always interested in knowing how their input will (or has) affected policy or 
other decisions. Developing a plan for monitoring and evaluation will help you clearly 
identify and communicate goals for the process. Identifying potential outcomes and how 
progress will be evaluated and reported also assures the public that the process is not just 
‘window dressing’ but a serious and sincere effort at public engagement. By discussing 
the methods for measuring outcomes, you can help to better frame public communication 
both at the outset and throughout the project, as well as at the end.  When you report on 
how citizen input is considered and applied, you strengthen your relationships with those 
who participated, and also confirm for others the legitimacy of your decision- making 
processes.  This then encourages more citizens to become involved in future engagement 
efforts.

Second, good planning for evaluation and monitoring also helps to mitigate the negative 
influences that media coverage can create. There are several widespread media practices 
that interfere with public understanding of available information and efforts to resolve 
complex and serious issues. These include the practice of reporting on political processes 
as if they were sporting events, picking “winners” and “losers” even from the outset of a 
process; failure to report on relevant context; and reporting “opinions” or “feelings” 
offered by various commentators on an equal level with factual information. Knowing 
that these are common practices, you need a plan for engaging with the media to mitigate 
these practices.  Part of that plan should focus on themes related to evalaution and 
montioring.  Themes like “the process will be complex and will take time”,  “each group 
has the responsibility over time to support their views with data and analyses”, or “we 
will evaluate the ideas provided and invite further comment on those evaluations,” will 
help make it clear that the issues are complex and that you will look at data and other 
facts in addition to opinions offered before decisions are made. If there are core 
principles that will guide the process, they should also be identified and announced so 
that you can refer the press (and participants) back to them from time to time. If there are 
other boundaries to the discussion, such as controlling statutes or limited funds, it is 
helpful to identify those as well.  You can read more about planning for positive media 
engagement on our blog.
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Third, considering how outcomes might be measured and evaluated will also help you to 
take a look at how your engagement process intersects with other decisionmaking 
processes that will come into play -- will short tem decisions continue to be made by 
regulatory and political bodies as needed?  Will input provided during a dialogue 
processs be introduced, heeded or ignored when regulatory or other decisions are made?  
How you handle these intersections will affect your ability to navigate now and in the 
future.  Consider these examples, one negative and two positive:  

+ In one process we observed, a city department held 14 public hearings, gained 
substantial input and offered a recommendation that at had broad public support among 
those participating.  When it went to the City Council, however, a small politically 
connected group complained, and the prior public process was given short shrift, and a 
new “public input” phase required.  Although the issue was ultimately resolved, this 
disconnect between decisionmaking processes resulted in many hard feelings within the 
community and lessened trust in community leaders and this has now echoed on other 
issues.  

+In contrast, when a small group challenged school boundary recommendations at 
a school board hearing after several widely publicized hearings, the board politely 
thanked them for their input, pointed out that there had been many opportunities to 
participate, and summarized the views and evidence from the hearings before moving to a 
decision that was clearly supported by that evidence.  That decision was then generally  
accepted by the public with little ongoing controversy.

+In another process, community leaders held a series of modified “World Cafes” 
to introduce and gain public feedback on a series of concerns, used that feedback both to 
frame issues and identify options, and then to report on what action had been taken and 
why, and to seek further feedback. The public response to the World Café format – which 
was focused, inviting, and did not require citizens to attend a long series of meetings was 
positive.  This type of ongoing, iterative dialogue, which integrates public input on values, 
direction, and desired follow-up with detailed analysis by adminstrators, can be 
extremely effective in building consensus on steps to be taken and understanding what 
progress is or can be made.

Overall, a focus from the very beginning of a resolution process on evaluation and 
monitoring helps with diagnosis, prognosis, and actual progress.  This is because 
commitment to ongoing sharing of information, a willingness to be accountable for 
progress, and an invitation to learn together builds trust.

We help these clues help you to navigate.  I appreciate your attention and thank you all 
for the work you do.  

-End-


