SHOULD THEY REALLY STOP FIGHTING?

Dealing with conflicts in organizations, a Gestalt approach.
FRANSMEULMEESTER

Summary

In this article we present the Gestalt approach sigecific way of looking at and dealing with
conflicts. Conflicts are often seen as a waigtro€, as unnecessary, difficult situations. We
avoid them or — if that is not possible anymorey-d solve them as quickly as possible.

The Gestalt approach, however, sees conflict astansive moment of contact and as an
expression of important (hidden) issues in relaj@mnoups or organizations.

Although conflicts can also be very destructive hod people, the Gestalt approach embraces
conflict and invites participants to take the titnestay with it and explore it rather than
focusing on quickly solving it, knowing that thipmroach will lead to better results on the long
term.

1 Introduction

Conflicts are part of life and so, also part ofarizational life.

Although, nobody likes to be in a conflict (there axceptions!) and many of us try to avoid
conflicts as much as possible, all of us are coniéd with minor and major conflicts.

A common way of dealing with conflicts, especialtyorganizations, is to solve them as
quickly as possible. Most of the time, this is diayemeans of negotiation, mediation or
arbitrage and sometimes by authoritarian intereastor decisions.

However, from a Gestalt point of view, we see dflatiras a fruitful, intensive moment of
contact, from which we can learn; conflict can hadpto take the next step in the development
or evolution of the organization. It is seen asnaportant and valuable phenomenon in the field
of the organization.

We do not want to deny the fact, that conflicts also be very harmful or destructive, but most
of the time, destructive conflicts are due to thet that the original conflicts have been kept
‘under the carpet’ for too long or that people -déealing with the conflicts - have been too
much focused on quick solutions instead of takirgtime to explore and process the conflicts.

In this article, we will present the Gestalt ap@toto conflicts as a possible view, attitude and
method to deal with conflicts in a more construetivay with better results in the long term.

Before we speak about this Gestalt approach, wediost like to present a definition of the
word ‘conflict’ and give some basic general infotioa on conflicts. After that we will say
some words about the basic principles of the Gestabry and subsequently we will translate
these basic principles to the approach of conflicts

We will end up this article by presenting a shade;, which illustrates the Gestalt approach.

2 Definition and Per spectives



When we look in the literature on conflict we camdfseveral definitions of conflict. A sort of
basic idea in all these different definitions ie thea that a conflict is a state of discord caused
by the actual or perceived opposition of needsjeshnd interests. A conflict can be internal
(within oneself) or external (between two or mardividuals).” (see e.g. Glasl, 2001; Fritchie
and Leary, 2000; De Dreu, 2005; Euwema and Wil@62®Robbins, 1974; Mastenbroek, 1979
and Johnson and Johnson, 1995)
In almost all definitions we find some common elatsewhich in our opinion are basic to
most definitions of conflict:

» there must be at least two persons or groups, wekated to each other

» there must be opposing needs, values, views aestte

» the opposing needs, values, views or interestaidgctach other.

An important aspect in some of the definitionghsit the opposition does not have to be an
actual one, it can also be a perceived one, whedins that it is not important if people agree
on the_actuabpposition, but that it is enough if one of thetiggpants perceives it as an
opposition.

Finally, there is a difference between internal artérnal conflicts. In this article, we will
restrict attention to external conflicts, thatdenflicts between two or more persons or groups.

At first, | like to offer you different lenses oegspectives to look at conflict. These perspectives
are based on my experiences in dealing with caasféad on the various perspectives you can
find in literature. We can differentiate six perspees:
1. The content perspective (what is it all about?)
2. The relational perspective (how far are the pebplelved and how did this influence the
conflict and their relation?)
3. The procedural perspective (how did/do people heatia procedures to prevent or solve
the conflict?)
4. The behavioral perspective (how does the behavitireopeople influence the conflict?)
5. The organizational perspective (how is the confhffuenced/caused by organizational
aspects?)
6. The cultural perspective (how is the conflict irfhiced/caused by cultural differences?)

2.1 Thecontent perspective

From this perspective we are interested in the leipfiasic question: What is it all about?
Although, this might seem to be a simple questiba,answer is not always clear, but is crucial
to the strategy or way we want to deal with theflocin For example are we dealing with
differences in vision, goals, values or interestare we dealing with conflicts about tasks and
responsibilities, or power or is it about the rnela® Sometimes, at the surface the conflict
seems to be about a difference in view or opinan,actually, on a deeper level, the conflict
deals with the question: How do we relate to edbbr@

From this perspective, it is important to know, hibve participants define their conflict and if
they agree on this definition. When there is a &mdntal difference in definition, this is the
first topic to discuss.

Sometimes, it helps to ask the participants whay think, the other might say about the
definition or content of the conflict. This interwén can help to clear up possible projections



or gossip.

2.2 Therelational perspective

The first question here is: Whose conflict is itfeAhere just two persons involved or are we
dealing with a conflict in a group or a team or Imayn the total organizatiori?

And what is our own position? Are we an ‘outsidarare we involved too? How do the others
perceive us and how much do they trust us? Thigjlesstion is especially important, when we
are asked to intervene or consult or mediate.

According to the relational perspective we alsogh@viook at the phase of the conflict or at the
degree of escalation.

Is the conflict still (1) quite latent or implicigyr is it (2) open and acknowledged? Or, is the
conflict already (3) increased and even hardendd)dcold’. In that case, people are, for the
most part, no longer willing to be in contact ovaived with each other anymore.

The relation of the people involved varies regagdimese phases of the conflict.

1. When a conflict is stillatent orimplicit, the people involved are working together in a
‘normal’ way. There are no open discussions, bdeuthe surface we can notice some
irritation and tension. One of the things, we canrdsuch a situation, is to share our
awareness or perception of the situation and geeoible recognize this.

2. When a conflict i9open, the people are still in contact with each othet having open
discussions or maybe even open confrontationgjbtgiabout the topic involved. We
can work with the participants to reach a win—wtoation by, e.g., process-facilitation.

3. However when the conflict isardened, most of the times, the relation has become
worse and we often see tendencies of de-persotiafizd he participants are probably
more focused on reaching a win—lose or even lose-Hesult. These are situations,
where a conflict can become very destructive anteuce can become a part of the
conflict. We can try to improve the situation byppess-facilitation or mediation, but
sometimes we have to be very clear on the conseqaei the situation and intervene
or suggest arbitrage.

4. When the conflict has turned intaald-conflict, we’ll first have to create commitment
again. Most of the times, people are no longeoimact with each other. We can create
this commitment by process-facilitation, but somrmets we need more ‘power’ and have
to go into a confrontation or even have to make@asion based on authority.

2.3 Theprocedural perspective

From this perspective, we are looking at the qoastiow do people handle procedures to
prevent or solve a conflict? In some organizatientams, they have strict rules and
procedures for handling a conflict, e.g., in margemizations, they have the rule that the first
step in a conflict, is to speak about it with thilees person(s) involved before speaking about it
with others. Or, they have a rule that people hawensult the internal ombudsman or
mediator before taking the conflict somewhere ddseaking these rules can easily lead to an
increase of the conflict.

1 As we will see later, from the Gestalt point &w, a conflict between two people in a group @amization never is
a conflict of just these two persons. It is alwaganected to the larger whole (see page 5)



24 Thebehavioral perspective

Another interesting and important issue to looksathe question: How do the participants
behave toward each other? Partly, the behavi@lased to the phase or degree of escalation of
the conflict, but partly it is also related to s@ecific person(s) involved.

Some people have a tendency to behave in quiteecaiiye and constructive ways, whereas
others behave in more aggressive, passive or veaetys. Some people are very authentic,
where others are always behaving in a stratediaabical manner.

As we will see later, the behavior of people is totlly standing on its own. It is also related
to the whole of group or organization. Especialififen someone’s behavior is extreme, it is
wise to explore, how this extreme behavior is egldb possible taboos of the group or
organization to which this person belongs. (see pégje 8)

2.5 Theorganizational context

Especially when there is a conflict in an organ@atwe have to ask ourselves, what the
function of this conflict is in relation to what @ppening in the whole organization, or in
relation to the development of the organizationnficts seldom stand on their own.
Somehow, they are always connected to the largler &f the organization. It is possible that
the conflict is a sign of differences in tempo bedw two or more departments regarding the
development of the organization, or the confligust an outcome or symptom of uncertainty,
ambiguity or vagueness, which are present in atspe the organization including
management.

Some other possible causes for organizational ictsire: lack of shared values or policies,
vagueness in crucial aspects like goals, contrtagks etc., the internal and external
economical situation, the social environment, fh@er) structure and the culture
(organizational, national or international) andexsally discrepancies between the structure
and culture.

A specific phenomenon, which can lead to conflictshe development or change in structure
and culture in an organization, e.g., an orgaroratat changes from a family structure and
culture into a more business-like structure antucaloften goes through difficult periods with
many conflicts.

The old, traditional ways of decision making anddiang differences do not function anymore,
because they are no longer accepted, but the newstdanction either, because they are not yet
accepted.

2.6 Cultural perspective

When we are dealing with conflicts in situationsraérnational cooperation or in
organizations, in which different nationalitiesouitures are represented, we have to be aware
that the cause for the conflict can also be cultura

We have experienced several times that in orgaarmtvith different cultural or national
backgrounds, many conflicts were caused by misstaiedings due to these cultural
differences.

Our typical Western individualistic culture doed atways match with the more collective or
familial culture, like we have in Africa, or in tiiddle East, or in China. If we force our
Western way of dealing with negotiations, decigiwaiking, leadership etcetera upon Eastern
organizations, we can expect a lot of — rather dndd conflicts. But also in dealing with these
conflicts, we have to be aware again of possibleial differences in defining and handling



conflicts.
A nice illustration of these differences in cultwan be demonstrated by the model of styles in
dealing with conflicts according to Kenneth Thomd@homas, 2002)

Kenneth Thomas differentiates five different stydéslealing with differences, which are
related to the focus on the content of the condliabn the relation.

His five styles are:

Styles Focus on content  Focus on relatjon
1. Avoiding -- --

2. Covering up / Giving in -- ++

3. Forcing on / Overruling ++ --

4. Compromising + +

5. Confronting / Negotiating ++ ++

In our Western society, we see a preference falraoting or negotiating, while in Eastern
societies we see a preference for covering upvam@in. This can easily lead to the
misunderstanding that the Western person thinkshéh&ias ‘won the race’, because his
opponent is silent, but after a while he will fiadt, that nothing is won. His opponent was just
silent out of politeness, but this does not meawilidollow the negotiated contract.

We had some similar experiences when we starteatk in the Czech Republic. As Dutch
trainers, we assumed that an agreement was amagmeeOur Czech colleagues had ‘agreed’

to all of our proposals: they did not oppose, miehed silently and even said “yes” to some of
the proposals. Later we found out, that a Czec$ ‘gees not always have the same meaning as
a Dutch ‘yes’. Due to the many foreign oppressbrsughout the years, the Czech people have
learned to be silent or to say “yes”, in ordertayut of trouble.

So, cultural differences are influencing conflictsnore than one way at the same time: they
can be the cause of a conflict and they also infteghe style of dealing with the conflict,
which — of course — can be a cause of a new conflic

3 The Gestalt approach

Now let us have a look at the Gestalt approaclotdlicts. What is so special about this
approach? To give an answer to this question, iseHave to look at some basic elements of
the Gestalt approach on groups, teams and orgamgah general. After that, we can translate
this to the approach of conflicts.

3.1 Theorganization asa Gestalt

From a Gestalt point of view, a group is seen gsstialt, as a meaningful whole. This means
that a group is seen as an entity in itself wighoitvn dynamic and its own themes, which are
definitely different from the dynamic and themegtdd individual group members. There is a
transcending dynamic and there are transcendimyefevhich find their basis in the needs,
experiences and behavior of the individual groupnimers, but are not fully determined by



them. More than that, the individual behaviors graup are rather an expression or reflection
of this transcending dynamic and theme.

This is a crucial principle in reflecting upon temaim organizations. Here too, we can speak of a
transcending dynamic and of transcending theme=aims. What at first may seem to be an
individual issue or an issue of just two peoplemige an element of a common theme or
development on the level of team or the organiratiovhen looked at it more closely.
(Meulmeester, 2006 and Wollants, 2008)

Another principle is that each individual in a gooar team reflects the transcending themes
and has his or her specific function in this cohtex

This principle is also important for people who waerith teams in organizations. Too often the
behavior of an individual worker is only seen asratividual, personal event and therefore,
possible reactions or decisions are only focusettigrindividual worker, with the risk that this
worker will become a so called ‘identified patieat’ scapegoat.

However, the moment we realize the principle thatwhole is reflected in each part, we can
see that whatever an individual worker says or d®esmehow connected to the whole team
and the possible transcending themes of this t@éith. this in mind we get a better
understanding of the behavior of this individuale \Afe better able to perceive it as a
phenomenon in the field of the whole team andrnisrenment.

This does not mean that this individual has no tokhis issue. Of course this specific
individual worker has a connection to this transiteg theme otherwise he would not bring it
out in the open. He resonates (the strongest)thishtheme, presumably due to his personal
history.

It is our experience, that the group or team membko is most strongly connected to the
transcending theme of the group, will bring thiertte out in the open and make it visible.

We can compare this with the strings of a guitéie €-string of a guitar will start to tremble
with the sound of a piano, the moment someonelnte-key of this piano. The sound of the
piano will fill the room and because the e-strig lthe strongest connection to this e-sound, it
will resonate first.

In a team where the rules and boundaries are eat,¢he person, who has an issue with
boundaries, will presumable begin to overstep thenbaries.

Therefore, it is important that we are able totbeebehavior of an individual as a figure against
the background of the team or organization as deyland the possible transcending themes
that are present. Otherwise we risk perceivingoifgavior as only a reflection of the individual
and will put the person in the role of the ideetifipatient, which will undoubtedly lead to the
treatment of symptoms.

Another phenomenon in teams and organizationsateatould like to describe is the tendency
in groups or teams to attribute specific qualiteegist one group or team member. And, of
course, this will be done with the team member Was a specific connection to this quality or
pole.

In a team which is afraid of conflicts and wherdody expresses any criticism, the team



member who resonates with hidden criticism or gotsfiwill pick up this denied quality and
express criticism to others or start conflicts. Wiigs person does his ‘task’ well, the team
will attribute the quality of ‘being critical’ orgoing into a conflict’ to this individual, while ¢h
rest of this team can stay friendly.

Unfortunately, people do not understand that tbistgn is only temporary and that this team
has actually amputated itself.

3.2 Gestalt approach in dealing with conflicts

What does the above mean for the way we like tbwlitla conflicts?

When we accept the fact, that every event in aarorgtion is somehow related to the bigger
whole, to the team or the organization in tota, finst thing we like to do with such an event is
to explore it.

So in case of a conflict, we like to explore hows ttonflict is related to the whole. This means
that we will take the time, together with the peojpivolved to look at this possible
relationship.

When we say ‘people involved’, this does not oeffer to the people, who are directly
involved in the conflict, but also the others orstieam or others in the organization.
Depending on the extent of the team or organizati@ncan decide to have all members in or
just some key figures.

The first question we can ask ourselves and thplpaavolved is: What is happening here and
how do you think, this is related to other topicshie team or the organization?

Concerning the answer of the people and regardingwn awareness and ideas, we can
decide to share our awareness or continue to exgteroutcome of the people.

It is important that we keep on seeing the conéiEt part of the interacting field of the team or
organization and that this conflict contains pogsualuable information about the team and
organization.

When we share our own awareness, it is importadotthis in a non-judgmental way. The
more we can stick to the phenomena we observedgetter it will be accepted by the others.

For a lot of people at first, this initial stepladlding still and just staying with what is present
in the here and now feels like a waist of time.

“Come on! Let’s solve this conflict and go on wihr real job!”

However, they forget that if we do not take thedita explore the conflict and just solve it as
quickly as possible, chances are high that welmstesplving the symptoms, not the real
problem.

So, after a short period of time, the same confliltcome up again or a new conflict occurs,
which is in fact — on a deeper level — just a rigipet of the first.

By taking the time and staying with the here and/,n@e support people to increase their
awareness of the situation and help them to exphareonflict on this deeper, implicit level.
This demands that we and others are willing to@ephnd even appreciate the differences
which might have led to this conflict.

Very often, people have the tendency to cover egtfierences: “Come on! We all want the



same! The two of you just have a small differemcepinion, but for the rest we all think the
samel!!!

With this tendency, we risk restricting our selioar creativity. Creativity can only flourish
where differences our appreciated. So, by covermthe differences, we are also covering up
our creativity.

It is because of the darkness, that we can enlight of the stars.

However, by taking the time to explore the differesand maybe even for a while by making
them a bit bigger, we can create tension and ewreit¢ again.

Related to this topic of differences is also th@dof polarities. Some differences are related to
each other; they need each other to exist: we ghrspeak about ‘darkness’ if we also know
‘lightness’ or we can only speak about ‘warm’ if aso have an idea about ‘cold’ etc.

We call these kind of differences: polarities. Agsity is an opposition of two elements which
are inextricably connected to each other, liketttee sides of a coin.

When we are confronted with polarities, we somesifmave difficulties in handling them. We
prefer one of the two poles or we even restrictelres to one.

If we like a person, we find it difficult to seeshdlark sides and vice versa: if we hate a person,
we have difficulties in seeing the good sides.

This tendency can also be present in a team on@aj#on and what we notice then, is that the
team or organization as a whole tries to deny tie fhey do not like or can not handle.

This denied pole can become the ‘taboo’.

If we have a nice atmosphere in the team, we aagdab lose it and, therefore, we
easily restrict ourselves to stay nice to eachrathd deny the fact that we are
sometimes irritated. After a while, expressingations or criticism has become a taboo
on the team. Nobody does it anymore.

As a result of this restriction, one or two persu#itstart to represent this taboo: they are no
longer happy with the situation and start to expiggations. But because they are the only
ones doing itthey haveto do it for everybody.

No wonder, they will have lots of conflicts withhetrs and therefore, it is necessary that when
we are confronted with a conflict like this, thag are not only looking at the people involved,
but that we take a better look at the whole teadhthe function of the conflict in the team.

The conflict is not the problem; the conflict isjwne of the ways the deeper, hidden problem
in the team comes to expression.

That is why we say from a Gestalt point of vievgtthve sometimes embrace a conflict, because
we see it as a valuable expression of possibleshigdoblems. The conflict invites us to take a
better look at the situation in the team or orgatidn.

A last concept, we like to discuss here is the phemon that a conflict can also be the first
expression of a new step in the development cdua ter organization.
When an organization is developing, it is possibst the ‘new’ (whatever it might be!) is not



yet fully present, but beginning to take its platkis can lead to frictions with the ‘old’, which
can come forward by smaller or even bigger corslig¥e have to let go of the ‘old’ or even the
‘old’ has to be destroyed, before the ‘new’ carually take its place.

If we would try to solve these smaller or biggenttiots right away, there is a big chance that
we are actually blocking this natural, healthy depment.

As we have mentioned before, we have observed Kiedef conflicts many times in
organizations, which grew from a family run compama business run company, but also in
companies that grew bigger or companies which egbfiom a pioneer phase into a more
stable phase.

Especially, when the structure of the organizatioas not fit the new evolved culture anymore,
many conflicts can occur. Solving all these cotdliane by one after the other, without taking
the time to explore them in their wider contextll wrobably lead to a big waste of time and a
lot of frustration. So, instead of solving the devh we can explore and facilitate it as a healthy
opportunity to change.

Therefore, when confronted with a conflict in ouganization, we can start with asking our

self the question: “Should they really stop figlg®i “What might happen if we do not solve
it?”

4 Case

We would like to end this article with a short césdlustrate the Gestalt approach in dealing
with conflicts in organizations.

One day, we were asked to coach a team in a nunsimg. There were several conflicts going
on between the team members and this had a negdfiaet on the atmosphere in the team and
also on the quality of care. Residents and thé&tives complained a lot.

The team manager had already been speaking witiedhe members involved and every time

it seemed that a specific conflict was solved,dftdr one or two weeks another conflict
occurred.

Somehow he had the idea that something more wag @i, but he could not lay his hands on
it. Therefore he contacted us, to investigate wies going on and how he (or we) could handle
the situation.

During our initial meeting with this manager and hssistant we observed several times that
they both regularly interrupted each other, to@dra statement or to give an opposing view.

It made us feel quite uncomfortable and confused.

After a while, we asked them to hold still for amment and to look into what was going on.
When we shared our awareness with them, we natia¢dt came as a surprise to them that
they were interrupting and correcting each other@eating confusion.

So, we asked them if it was okay to look into @h&nomenon a bit more and see how this was
connected to their every day cooperation and congatian.

During this conversation we and they discoveretlttiiay had some quite small conflicts too
and that they also had different views on how toage the team and how to organize the care
for the residents.



Therefore we agreed, that before starting any s@aching we would first work with the two
of them for a couple of times to explore their diot$ and differences and to see how this
relates to the conflicts in the team and possildy & other conflicts or differences in the
larger field of the organization.

We met three times and each time we had askedtthenmepare the meeting by doing some
homework like writing down their view on managemant care, their view on each other
(qualities, compliments and critics), their ide&she goals to be reached and — not unimportant
— their view on the organization as a whole.

During the next meetings it became clear that petisons empathized with each other, which
offered us a good, solid basis for further coopenat

Further on it became clear, that their differerinegsews of care were not so big as originally
presented, but that the differences were more pras¢he way they wanted to organize and
manage the care.

When we explored these differences, it came outthieahead of the department, who was
working in this organization for a longer periocuhhis assistant, had more problems in
deviating from the formal structure and formal @dares than his assistant. The assistant just
took the freedom to overstep the rules or to ieterfvith the formal structure, the moment he
felt this was better for the residents or the staff

Secretly, the head of the department admired Bistast for doing this, because he was
convinced that his assistant was actually operattogrding the mission and goals of the
organization, but the formal structure did notalloim to legitimate or support this behavior
openly. And because he was afraid of having a mnfith his manager, he started to criticize
his assistant.

It was clear, that this situation had led to ungieas and even a split in the team regarding the
view on care and the procedures to follow.

So actually, we were dealing with a team in an oigtion, where one had decided to change
the mission, goals and policy into a much more@ermiented way of care, but the structure of
the organization had not been changed accordittggmew policy. Therefore the ‘old
structure’ did not fit the new policy anymore.

Both the manager and the assistant had the idethtegproblem’ was present on all levels of
the organization, even on the level of the bodrdiak a publicly secret that there were big
discussions going on about the structure in thedooeeetings and that some board members
also had conflicts with each other.

So, our conclusion was that the problems and aisfin this team were an expression or
symptom of a deeper conflict in the total organ@atTherefore, intervening only on the level
of this team would probable not bring a solutioat, ke doing just ‘more of the same’.

When this became clear, we agreed on having a mgeetth the general manager to share our
view with him.

The manager was very willing and open to listeng@nd in fact, he recognized the problem
and actually, this outcome encouraged him to hitwegtopic up to the board again.

He even asked us, if we were willing to coach tbartd in dealing with this problem properly.



We attended the board meeting twice and we weeetaldupport them in having an open
discussion on the structure and how to adjuststinigcture more to the culture they wanted to
achieve. What was very important during these mgstwas the step of going back to the
initial goals and mission of the organization aged 8 there still was a general commitment to
this. This was in fact the case and it was cleair ¢éhleryone was willing to improve the
situation, but that they did not know how to doTiherefore, we suggested that they visit some
other organizations, which had dealt with this &drae in a proper way and see how this could
inspire them. Not to copy their solutions, but ezbme inspired by them.

We also suggested a colleague consultant who @adized in developing structures which
contribute to a person-oriented culture in healtacaganizations.

Later we were informed that — with the supporthod bther consultant — the organization had
changed the formal structure in a much more sw@tatslicture, which gave more space and
freedom to the departments to have their own bualggtcompetence and to make their own
decisions. This dramatically increased the possédslito work in a more person-oriented way.

Another result, which we encountered, was thetfattthe moment the manager of this
department and his assistant became aware of vdsag@ing on between them, their attitude
and behavior towards each other and the team ctargkby that, the situation for the team
became much clearer.

After a few weeks the team, as well as the resgdandl their relatives reported much more
satisfaction and positive feedback. Also the r&téireess among the team members decreased
significantly.

The change in the formal structure consolidatesl psitive development in the department.

Our conclusion was that it was a good thing thatidenot just solve the conflict between the
workers or between the manager and his assistainth#t we took the time to explore the
conflict in its broader context, to see how it wasnected to the larger field of the organization
and by that, gain more insight in the underlyingmdmena and created a solution, which had a
much better result on the long term.
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