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Summary 

A conflict can be understood as an incompatible interaction between at least two actors (people, 
groups or states). Conflict analysis is the first step to dealing constructively with a conflict. The aim of 
analysis is to ask the right questions and focus the eye on the relevant aspects. There is no "objective" 
or "one truth" in conflict analysis. At best, a good conflict analysis reflects the situation of all the 
conflict parties, the result of having walked some miles in the shoes of all the conflict parties.  Conflicts 
can be characterized by different dimensions. Sometimes these characteristics have nothing to do with 
the cause of the conflict, but more with the conflict dynamics, for example, escalation or temperament. 
People deal with conflicts through coercive and non-coercive means. Both are needed. One can 
therefore give various levels of priority to "power," "rights" and "interests" in dealing with conflicts. 
Three forms of non-coercive conflict management are the Harvard approach (focusing on interests); 
the Human Needs approach (focusing on identifying and satisfying basic Human Needs) and the 
Conflict Transformation approach (focusing also on language, communication and value systems). 
The Conflict Transformation approach tries to make best use of the forms and resources that already 
exist in a specific culture for dealing with the conflict.  Conflict analysis tools help to focus our 
analysis, simplify reality, visualize important aspects and organize the information. Conflict analysis 
tools vary depending on if they are used for scientific research, early warning or Conflict 
Transformation preparation, implementation or evaluation. The conflict analysis tools in the tip sheet1 
focus on Conflict Transformation, that is, dealing constructively with conflicts. They can be 
categorized according to the six dimensions: actors/relations, issues, options/strategies, 
structures/context, causation and dynamics.  

                                                   
1 Conflict Analysis Tools – Tip Sheet, online: www.isn.ethz.ch/pubs/ph/details.cfm?lng=en&id=15416 
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1. Introduction 
 
Imagine you were participating in, or observing, one of the following four situations: 1) Your boss tells 
you "Re-write your paper!" 2) A more efficient irrigation system is implemented by the regional 
authorities, without prior consultation of the affected farmers. 3) The employees of two departments of 
the same ministry of education no longer speak to each other and avoid going to the joint canteen at 
the same time. 4) A president declares another country as a "rogue state," and promises to liberate its 
people using military force.  

Are these situations conflicts? If yes, what types of conflicts? The following chapter will help you 
answer these questions. Analysis for the sake of analysis is not our goal; rather it serves as the first step 
to interventions in a conflict. Without a solid analysis, your intervention in a conflict may make things 
worse. At best, the aim of interventions in conflict is to use conflicts for positive social change through 
empowerment of conflict parties2, and recognition of each others interests and needs. Constructive 
conflict interventions seek solutions acceptable by all parties. In many cases unnecessary human 
suffering can be avoided, and in some cases even violent conflicts prevented.  

This introduction to conflict analysis has four parts. First we will discuss what conflicts are, how they 
can be defined, what is the difference between conflict, competition or accidents. Second, we will look 
at various dimensions of conflicts, characteristics we need to keep an eye open to if we want to 
intervene in the conflict. Third, you will be introduced to three basic "world views," schools of thought 
about how to deal with conflict that influence any form of conflict analysis. Fourth, you will be 
introduced to various methods of analyzing a conflict to help you structure the complexity and find 
out first "entry points" where an intervention in the conflict could be constructive. Specific tools are 
described in the "Conflict Analysis Tools – Tip Sheet."3  To test you are awake while reading, questions 
have been inserted in the text with answers at the end. There is also a test at the end of this lesson that 
you should answer and send in to be corrected. While doing the test refer to the material here.  

The next time you come across a conflict – and everyone comes across conflicts or is directly involved 
in conflicts at one time or another – try to use some of these approaches. Different to many skills you 
learn in other specialized fields, the conflict expert has the great advantage that she can practice her 
skills nearly everywhere – as everywhere where there are people, there are conflicts! 

 
                                                   
2 Conflict parties are "part" of the conflict,  that is, people involved in a conflict. If conflict transformation is successful, 
conflict parties sometimes even end up at real festive "parties" with each other! Use the glossary at 
http://www.colorado.edu/conflict/peace/glossary.htm if you come across terms you do not understand. 
3 www.isn.ethz.ch/pubs/ph/details.cfm?lng=en&id=15416 

Lessons learned: When you have read this chapter and worked through the questions, you will be 
able to: 

1) Explain to a friend (or opponent!) the three aspects of the conflict definition we use:. 
incompatible interaction, negative intention and experienced damage 

2) List at least four different characteristics of a conflict, for example, escalation, 
temperament, level and power symmetry, and explain their implications for conflict 
management. Assess for a specific conflict where you could place it along the various 
conflict dimensions , for example, is it a high or low escalated conflict 

3) Analyse a specific conflict as a first step of dealing constructively with it, using one of the 
analysis tools of the separate "Conflict Analysis Tools -Tip Sheet" 
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2. Defining Conflicts 
 
If you discuss the four situations mentioned above, you will find that what you consider a conflict does 
not necessarily match what your discussion partner considers a conflict. Our assessment depends on 
what we understand to be a conflict, as well as what we imagine as being the background of the 
situation. Becoming clearer about the word "conflict" also helps our communication: There are 
approximately 200 definitions of "conflict." Before continuing, reflect on what you consider to be a 
conflict, define the word as you understand it:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There is no "wrong" or "right" definition, yet in order to talk about the same thing, we will agree to use 
the following definition in this course:  

 
This definition combines the aggressor aspect from Coser's4, and the recipient aspect of Glasl's5 conflict 
definition. The advantage is that it allows for a continuum between low and highly escalated conflicts, 
unlike definitions of "armed conflicts," based for example on the number of battle deaths.6 Yet, it is a 
sharper definition than "conflict = incompatible goals," "conflict = competition,"7 or "conflict = 
accident/unintentional damage." Competition does not necessarily lead to the damage of one or the 
other involved actors. An accident involves damage, yet it does not have to be intentional or even 
stemming from another actor. Unlike inner psychological conflicts, we are here explicitly discussing 
social conflicts between at least two people, regions or countries. These people have contact with each 
other, they interact (Lat. inter = between, agere=to do), even if this "action" is only vocal. In summary, 
                                                   
4 "For the purpose of this study, [the term social conflict] will provisionally be taken to mean a struggle over values and claims 
to scarce status, power and resources in which the aims of the opponents are to neutralize, injure or eliminate their rivals." 
(Coser 1956: 8).  
5 "A social conflict occurs when: 1) at least two parties interact in such a way that at least one of the parties experiences 
incompatibility in their interaction, and 2) the damage resulting from their incompatible interaction is seen as stemming 
from the other party. Interaction is understood as interaction of thought and/or feeling and/or will and action (action can be 
speech, perceptions alone are insufficient)" (freely translated from Glasl 2002). 
6 "The Uppsala Conflict Data Programme defines a 'major armed conflict' as the use of armed force between the military 
forces of two or more governments, or of one government and at least one organized armed group, resulting in the battle-
related deaths of at least 1000 people in any single calendar year and in which the incompatibility concerns control of 
government and/or territory." http://www.pcr.uu.se/database/ 
7 Competition is the act of seeking what another is seeking to gain at the same time.  

Definition of a social conflict:  
"A social conflict arises when: 1) at least two parties interact in an incompatible way; 2) at least one 
of the involved parties intends or ignores the negative impacts on the other party; and 3) at least 
one of the involved parties' experiences damage from the interaction."  
 

1 Task:  
 
Write down your own definition of a conflict: 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Give six synonyms of "conflict": 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
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we speak about conflicts if we have the following three aspects: 1) incompatible "frictional" interaction 
2) intentional or ignored damage 3) experience of damage.  
 
Let's revisit the four examples mentioned above.  
1) If your work is not sufficient, and your boss says with a smile "re-do your work" you may accept it 
kindly, and there is no conflict. If he or she does not explain why you should go over your work again, 
and you have handed in the 18th version and are fed up, we could speak about a conflict according to 
the above definition.  
2) The introduction of a new irrigation system may bring advantages to the farmers. At the same time, 
it could give rise to a conflict if the farmers are upset about any changes that happen without their 
consultation and the regional authority ignores negative effects.  
3) The two departments of the same ministry not talking to each other seems to be a "cold" conflict; 
there is ill-will and damage, but it is not expressed openly. On the other hand, the two departments 
could be participating in a meditation course, another explanation for the silence!  
4) A president calling another country a "rogue state" is more clearly a conflict, as "rogue" is not a 
flattering word, and implies ill-will toward this state, furthermore we all have the media coverage of 
this situation in our minds, which influences our assessment of the conflict. 

These examples show that the definition of a situation as a "conflict" involves subjective elements; we 
have to take the perception of the conflict parties into account. What is their view of the situation, 
what is their interpretation of the facts? As Fisher, Ury and Patton (1991) say: "Ultimately, conflict lies 
not in objective reality, but in people's heads." Our analysis should strive to be "objective," however, by 
taking all subjective sides of a conflict into account, by being even-handed and "multi-partial." 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Characterization of Conflicts 
 
Once we have decided that the situation that we are confronted with is a conflict, the next step is to 
provisionally set the conflict system boundary. A conflict is always about relationships and can 
therefore always be considered as a "system."8 Is the conflict we want to analyze about the two 
troublemakers in the class, or does it also involve the other pupils, their teachers, parents, the 

                                                   
8 A system is a set of elements interrelating in a structured way. The elements are perceived as a whole with a purpose. A 
system's behavior cannot be predicted by analysis of its individual elements. The properties of a system emerge from the 
interaction of its elements and are distinct from their properties as separate pieces. The behavior of the system results from 
the interaction of the elements and the interaction between the system and its environment (System + Environment = A 
Larger System). The definition of the elements and the setting of system boundaries are subjective actions (SSI 2003). 

1. Question (answer on page 12): According to your opinion, are the following situations "conflicts"? 
 
a) A man is shouting at a woman on the train: "Don't provoke me."  

Is this a conflict: Yes (    ); No (    ). 
 

b) A man is shouting at a woman on the train: "Don't provoke me." A tear runs down her cheek. Is 
this a conflict: Yes (    ); No (    ). 
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headmaster, the school board, the cleaning staff, the warden, the village drunkard, the education 
ministry, the media? Perhaps the two "troublemakers" are just a symptom of a larger, more entangled 
conflict. Whenever analyzing conflicts, we must consider the system boundaries we have set and reflect 
how they relate to the larger system. If we do not do this, we may be polishing an apple that is moldy 
inside. Depending on where we set the system boundary, the conflict will present itself differently.  

Once we have decided what to analyze (a conflict), its perimeter (system boundary), we can now look 
at its characteristics, keeping in mind that we may need to revise our first two steps as we proceed. 
Conflicts can be characterized and categorized using different dimensions, for example: the level or 
arena in which the conflict takes place , for example, inter-personal, inter-group, international; the 
level of escalation (low, medium or highly escalated conflicts);  the temperament of a conflict (hot or 
cold);the phases of dealing with the conflict, for example, pre-negotiation, during the negotiations, 
implementing the agreement;  the assertiveness of a third party , for example, a mediator, in dealing 
with the conflict, facilitative (focusing on process and communication, non directive), formulative 
(bringing in substantive proposals, influence on content) and manipulative (creating incentives and 
disincentives "sticks and carrots" to move the parties to an agreement; the availability of alternatives to  
negotiations, that often is linked to the degree of interdependence of the conflict parties; the degree of 
power balance between the conflict parties; the influence of any existing legal frameworks on the 
conflict.  These eight dimensions are visualized in diagram 1.1. A first simple conflict characterization 
or analysis is to situate a specific conflict along the scales of this diagram. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Diagram 1.1: various dimensions in analyzing conflicts. 
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Beside these general eight dimensions (and remember there are many more), we will deal in more 
detail with the following dimensions: escalation, temperament and power/rights/interests. These 
aspects exist in all arenas, in both interpersonal, organizational, departments of a ministry for example, 
and international conflicts. The similarity of conflict dynamics in different arenas is because 
individuals are behind all conflicts, local as well as international ones. In the words of Arnold Mindell 
(1995): "Behind the world's most difficult problems are people – groups of people who don't get along 
together." It is wrong to believe that interpersonal conflicts are less escalated or less violent than 
international conflicts. Over 15,500 people were killed by intentional killing ("murdered") 
(6.26/100,000) in the USA in 1999, and in the supposedly "safe" country of Switzerland 89 were 
intentionally killed (1.18/100,000) in the same year (Barclay et al. 1999). Thus a terrorist attack of the 
size of 11 September would have to occur every two months in the US to have a similar death toll.  
 
 
3.1 Escalation  
 
Escalation is an increase in tension in a conflict. During this process, conflict parties' capacity to 
differentiate decreases, stark "either – or" and "wrong and right" forms of thinking take over hand. 
Conflicts parties start by wanting something and end by also wanting to hurt the opponent. In order to 
make it acceptable to inflict suffering on other people, we go through a process termed "moral 
disengagement" (Bandura 1999). The descriptive aspect of the "Conflict Transformation" term 
propagates that people create and transform situations into conflicts, but conflict dynamics also 
change and transform people (Lederach 1995). We are affected and transformed by the conflicts we 
have created. An example of moral disengagement is the process of dehumanization, where we view 
our opponent as less than a human being. Examples are: "We'll smoke him out [...]," George W Bush 
(New York Times, 11 October 2001), referring to seeking terrorists as a fox hunt. Another example is 
the note found in one of the 11 September  hijacker's baggage "[...] make your knife sharp and not 
discomfort your animal during the slaughter."9  

The last stage of a conflict and highest form of escalation is mutual destruction, where ones own 
destruction is accepted as the price of the destruction of the opponent. Friedrich Glasl (2002) 
differentiates between nine levels of escalation, summarized in tool 4 in the annex. In his model, 
escalation is a downward movement, where conflict parties get sucked into the conflict dynamics; they 
are pulled into the abyss. This is not a gradual, linear process, but rather one over a series of plateaus, 
where one falls from one level to the next, staying for some time at each level. Important steps in this 
process is from escalation level three to four, when people resort to physical actions because they no 
longer believe that talking helps. Another decisive step is from level four to five, when conflict parties 
directly attack the other opponent seeking to cause face loss and humiliation in public.  

Another escalation model suited to the international arena is based on the actions of the conflict 
parties. According to the following scales, how would you rate the escalation level of the conflict you 
are describing (diagram 1.2)? 

 
 

                                                   
9 To test your own tendency for moral disengagement, take the peacetest at <http://www.peacetest.org/> 
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Escalation based on conflictive actions of the parties Yes No Don't know 
A. Opponents are verbally attacked in public (media, events)  ¨ ¨ ¨ 
B. Opponents are verbally threatened with structural violence (destruction 
of opportunities (political, economic, social) without the use of force) ¨ ¨ ¨ 

C. The opponents' "soft" resources (funding, reputation, political influence 
etc) are targeted (structural violence) ¨ ¨ ¨ 

D. Opponents are verbally threatened with physical violence ¨ ¨ ¨ 
E. Infrastructure is attacked and/or destroyed (physical violence) ¨ ¨ ¨ 
F. Individuals are injured or killed ¨ ¨ ¨ 
G. Minor armed conflicts: at least 25 battle-related deaths per year and 
fewer than 1,000 battle-related deaths in the course of the conflict ¨ ¨ ¨ 

H. Intermediate armed conflict: at least 25 battle-related deaths per year 
and an accumulated total of at least 1,000 deaths, but fewer than 1,000 in 
any given year 

¨ ¨ ¨ 

I. War: at least 1,000 battle-related deaths per year ¨ ¨ ¨ 
Diagram 1.2: Escalation model for the international level, source: Samuel Luzi, NCCR North South, dialog paper, 
forthcoming.  
 
The aim of analyzing the escalation level of a conflict party is that the method of intervention in the 
conflict should be adapted to the level of escalation. When two drunkards are hitting each other over 
the head with broken bottles, a forceful intervention separating the conflict parties is more adequate 
than a mediator talking to ears that cannot listen.  
 
 
3.2 Temperament 
 
A conflict can be "hot" or "cold" (Glasl 2002). A hot conflict is characterized by expressive, loud 
communication. Rules are ignored, one has a sense that people enjoy fighting, they gain manic energy 
by fighting their opponent. Hot conflicts are extrovert and explosive. Cold conflicts in contrast are 
characterized by an avoidance of the opponent. Rules are stressed, one seeks to block and out-
maneuver the opponent. Demilitarized zones are created (the two departments of the ministry use the 
canteen at different times), people lose energy, there is a depressive atmosphere. The importance of 
recognizing the temperament of a conflict lies in avoiding the mistake of perceiving a cold conflict for 
a low escalated conflict. Hot and cold phases may alternate, independent of the escalation level of a 
conflict. Suppressing a conflict is not the same as dealing constructively with it.  
 
 
3.3 Interests, Power, Rights 
 
Basically one can make a difference between coercive and non-coercive forms of dealing with a conflict 
– although in reality the distinction is difficult to make and both forms are complementary. The 
coercive use of police or military force, for example, is often needed to protect weak conflict parties.  
Rights and rules are partly non-coercive if accepted by a society, but once accepted, force is often 
needed to have them implemented. Negotiations are traditionally seen as a non-coercive form of 
dealing with conflicts, although here also "power" is used, and negotiation parties may refer to their 
"rights." Negotiations can be understood as the process of joint decision making. All human 
relationships are characterized by negotiations and the respective power of the parties, the rules and 
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rights governing their interaction, and interest-based dialogue between the parties (Ury, Brett, 
Goldberg 1988).  

 

Interest-based negotiations can be understood as communication between two conflict parties, where 
one focuses on each others' interests (reasons, motivations for wanting something) in order to arrive at 
a decision that satisfies both parties' interests. Negotiation is a process of give and take. Sometimes, it is 
done in a friendly and cooperative way aiming at a compromise (everyone's minimal requirements 
satisfied at least); sometimes it can be hard and confrontational. We will come back to interest-based 
negotiations in the section below  as one among three non-coercive forms of dealing with conflicts.  

 

Power refers to our influence on a situation and on other people and the means and ability to get what 
we want. Power can be seen as our possibilities, within the context of a social relationship, to enforce 
our own will, even against the resistance of others. One can differentiate between coercive power and 
synergetic power (power that comes from cooperating). In mediation, one seeks to tap into the 
synergetic power that arises when the conflict parties address their problem together. Here, if not 
specified otherwise, we use "power" in short to refer to coercive power. Power factors are specific to 
each situation and relative toward the other parties involved:  

Ø Micro level "power" factors affecting interpersonal relationships include age, education, skin color, 
economic class, gender, expertise, health, profession, nationality, experience, political views, 
religion, rhetoric and social skills. Mindell (2002) found that people who ranked themselves as 
high on these dimensions, in relation to a certain group, were more likely to speak out in the group 
than people who ranked themselves low. 

Ø Meso level "power" factors in organizations include available budget, number and quality of 
employees, achievement of objectives, media presence, large target public, clear roles and 
organization, networking and  alliances.  

Ø Macro level "power" factors in international conflicts include resources, socio-economic, military, 
cultural and geographical factors (lesson 4). 

Imbalance of power is one of the main causes of conflict. Power also affects the chances of success of 
consensual oriented conflict management. Consensus based negotiations need some degree of 
"coercive" power symmetry between the two conflict parties for them to be successful in generating 
"synergetic" power. If power asymmetry exists, it is tempting for the relatively more powerful party to 
use coercive rather than synergetic power. In this case a negotiated outcome may be blocked, one-
sided and the weaker party may be manipulated. Yet power is never equally balanced; awareness of 
power is necessary to deal constructively with it, to realize when a consensus approach is not advisable.  

For someone working with people in a conflict, empowering people helps them recognize the 
resources at their disposal. As a negotiator, it may even – paradoxically – be worthwhile to empower 
your opponent because weak negotiators are bad negotiators, they do not have the confidence to enter 
the game of mutual give and take.  

The "means," "power," or "resources" (both material and non-material) a conflict party has of 
influencing the situation can be represented in a conflict map (tip sheet 3) by the size of the circle, the 
power symmetry or asymmetry is portrayed by the relative size of circles. The conflict map can help us 
visualize our perception of the power distribution between the parties, pointing out if a consensus 
based conflict intervention could have a chance or not.  
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Rights and rules, formal and informal, are agreed on by a society, organization or group to regulate 
interaction, avoid violence and make life more predictable. Rules and laws represent a balance of 
interests on an abstract, generalized level.10 In contrast, negotiations represent a balance of interests on 
a concrete level. Land use plans, for example, specify where and under which conditions farming, 
industry or service activities may take place; when setting up my business one follows these rules. He 
or she does not have to negotiate with everyone afresh.  

Greater predictability reduces arbitrary actions of relatively more powerful people. Our freedom is 
curtailed by law to protect the freedom of others. "Where there is no law, but every man does what is 
right in his own eyes, there is the least of real liberty." Henry M Robert (1837-1923) is quoted to have 
said. Rules need to be backed by power to be implemented; the power should be separated to avoid 
power misuse. Having an independent lawmaker (legislative power) law administrator (judiciary 
power) and law implementation (executive power) helps to prevent its arbitrary application.  

Rules and laws are invaluable to protect human rights and prevent and regulate conflicts. Rules and 
laws, however, tend to focus on a "right-wrong" and "win-lose" way of thinking. Negotiations, in 
contrast, can discover new ways to meet the interests of both conflict parties. Negotiations focus on 
"compromises" (everyone's minimal interests satisfied at least), "right-right" and "win-win" solutions. 
Negotiating without consideration of the legal framework is as short sighted as application of laws 
when negotiations could reach better solutions. 

The difference between lose-lose, win-lose, win-win and compromise can be demonstrated in an xy 
diagram, depending on how far the interests of two actors are satisfied by the solution (diagram 1.3). 
"Win-win" solutions are mutually acceptable solutions whereby the interests of both actors A and B are 
fully satisfied. Win-lose situation are when the interests of one actor are fully satisfied at the expense of 
another actor. In compromises, each actor's minimal interests are satisfied. Lose-lose situations are 
often the result of highly escalated conflicts, where mutual destruction is preferred to giving in to the 
other party (Fisher, Ury, Patton 1991).  

In summary, all three elements of power, rights and negotiations are needed, it is a question of finding 
the correct "mix" to avoid frictional and escalating conflicts, relative to a given situation.  

Diagram 1.3: The further along the x-axis a solution is found, the more the  
interests of actor A are satisfied (adapted from Miall, Ramsbotham, Woodhouse 1999) 

                                                   
10 Martin Romann (Lawyer), in discussion with Simon Mason, Zurich 14 November 2003.  
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4. Interactive, non-coercive forms of dealing with conflicts 
 
Of the three forms of dealing with conflict addressed above (interests, power, rules), we will not further 
discuss the rights and power based approaches, although coercive forms of maintaining law and order 
are essential , for example, courts, police and military peace support operations. The interest-based 
approach can be refined and differentiated into three forms of dealing with conflicts. All of them are 
"interactive" and basically non-coercive: the Harvard approach, the Human Needs approach and the 
Conflict Transformation approach. These three "schools of thought" are world views that influence any 
conflict analysis and intervention.  In many of these approaches, a "third" person who is not involved 
in the conflict becomes involved to support the conflict parties to negotiate and transform the conflict 
constructively. A mediator must be accepted by the conflict parties. Generally, it helps if they are 
neutral or impartial, but this is not always necessary.  
 

4.1 Harvard Approach: shift from positions to interests 
The Harvard approach is popular in the West. In fact, many people learning negotiation and conflict 
analysis often only learn this approach. Fisher et al. (1991) point out that by focusing on interests in 
negotiations, we are more likely to find mutually acceptable solutions than if we focus on positions. 
Interests are the reasons why we want what we want. Positions are what we say we want. Often 
positions lead to fixed ideas and solutions to solving our problem (and the "other" person's problems). 
Often expressing and recognizing emotions , for example, fear, hate, guilt or joy, is one of the first 
steps to moving closer to our interests, as they indicate what is important to us (motivations) and we 
no longer have to grasp in panic at our positions. The skill of conflict analysis, according to this 
approach, is to unpack the positions and identify the interests.  
 

4.2 Human Needs approach: satisfy basic human needs 
Needs are the most powerful human interests, they refer to basic requirements, the need for 
independence (security, economic well-being, control over one's life) and relatedness (a sense of 
belonging, recognition, relationship). Often they are the same irrespective of the other differences 
between the conflict parties. According to Burton (1990), a conflict cannot be sustainable resolved if 
the basic needs of the conflict parties are not satisfied. The skill of conflict analysis and intervention, 
according to this approach, is to analyze the problem, the unsatisfied basic human needs, find ways to 
satisfy them, and the conflict is resolved forever. Rosenberg (1999) developed a useful form of "non-
violent" communication focusing on needs. In this approach, one seeks to communicate in a conflict 
by focusing first on the facts, then expressing ones feelings. Included is the identification and 
communication of one's needs (without expecting them to be fulfilled by any specific person), and 
then formulating one's requests. A request is thus specifically addressed to a person, while a need is 
more general. A request is a true ‘request’ if one leaves the person one is addressing the request to free 
to say yes or not, while if it is intended as a ‘demand’ one is actually trying to force the other person to 
do what one wants. Basic human needs are often seen to be universal – which may be problematic 
from a culture-sensitive point of view because experience shows that various cultures place different 
priorities on different needs, and formulate them in very different ways.  
 

4.3 Conflict Transformation approach: communication and values  
The Conflict Transformation approach sees conflicts as being socially and culturally constructed, 
giving more weight to the role of language and value systems than the other two approaches. "Values" 



Lesson 1: Conflict Analysis  19. Sept. 2007 

 11 

are culturally constructed judgments of "right" and "wrong," "good" and "bad," a group of ideas about 
how things should be. While conflict parties are supported by "empowering" them to identify their 
interests and needs (similar to the other approaches), one also seeks to support mutual "recognition" of 
each other, focusing on language and communication patterns (Bush, Folger 1990). Rather than trying 
to "resolve" a conflict, the Conflict Transformation approach tries to change the way the conflict 
parties deal with their incompatibility from a violent to a non-violent form. Some of the links between 
culture , that is, a group's norms, values and its patterns of behavior, and conflict include: cultural 
differences as a source of misunderstanding; cultural differences used and instrumentalized, but not 
actually the source of the conflict;  cultural differences where values clash; and cultural differences on 
how to deal and manage conflicts , that is, hot or cold, with or without a third party, linear or circular 
forms of dealing with conflicts. (Ropers 1999, Wüstehube 2002) . Various cultures have different forms 
of dealing with conflict as well as different forms of mediation (an acceptable third party assisting the 
conflict parties in dealing with the conflict). As the Conflict Transformation approach gives greater 
priority to working with the respective culture's existing forms of dealing with a conflict (the "elicitive 
approach" Lederach 1995) rather than prescribing in a top-down manner what should be done, it tends 
to be more suited to various cultures. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Conflict Analysis Methods 
 

Conflict analysis methods serve various purposes, including the following: to prepare for Conflict 
Transformation efforts; for scientific research to find causalities and develop generally applicable 
theories; as an early warning and monitoring system, to indicate what is happening in a country one is 
working in; or to assess the impact of a Conflict Transformation effort.  

Common to all such methods is that conflict analysis brings order into a complex situation by focusing 
our attention on certain aspects, visualizing important aspects, simplifying reality and organizing our 
information. Conflict analysis should aim to be "objective", that is, not biased to one or the other 
conflict party.  

2. Question (answer p. 12): Tick the box, are the following statements positions, interests or needs? 
 

 Position Interest Need 

A. A man shouts at his partner "don't provoke me."    

B. An upstream country wants to develop its water resources.    

C. "One person, one vote" shout the demonstrators.    

D. We would like greater participation in the government, to make sure we 
are not overrun by the government.  

   

E. A country wants to develop its water resources to feed its starving 
people. 

   

F. I want to build a house to have a place to live in.     

G. A political party declares it is fighting for human rights, employment 
and the right to express one's opinion.  

   

 



Lesson 1: Conflict Analysis  19. Sept. 2007 

 12 

This lesson does not focus on conflict analysis as a scientific or early warning method. Early warning 
conflict analysis uses a mixture of conflict analysis tools, qualitative and quantitative, for example, 
coding of media reports on a country. These are standardized to allow for greater comparability. An 
example of such early warning projects is the FAST project of Swisspeace.11 The country reports are 
broad, allowing for people working in these countries to assess the situation they are working in. 
Similar risk profile methods are used by banks to assess which countries are sufficiently politically 
stable for investment. Conflict analysis as a scientific method is often more focused on causation and 
discovering general patterns and not on how to transform the situation. Conflict mitigation and 
transformation research, however, uses some of the approaches discussed here, especially when one is 
directly confronted with a conflict situation.  
 
The conflict analysis methods we focus on here aim primarily at Conflict Transformation preparation 
or impact assessment: Seven conflict analysis tools are presented in the online text "SDC Tools for 
Conflict Analysis,"12 they can be sorted according to the "conflict wheel" depending if they focus on: 
issues, dynamics, context, causation, actors or options (tool 1 in the annex). 
 
 
 
 

Answers to question in the text: 
 
Answer to question 1:  
a) no, as it is not clear if the woman is hurt by the remark 
b) yes, there is interaction, intent and damage. 
 
Answer to question 2: A = position, B = interest, C = Position, D = interest, E = position and then 
interest/need, F = position and then interest, G = needs (however, one can argue about this…)

                                                   
11  For FAST country reports and the FAST method, see http://www.swisspeace.org/fast/default.htm 
12 Conflict Analysis Tools – Tip Sheet: www.isn.ethz.ch/pubs/ph/details.cfm?lng=en&id=15416 
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Conflict Analysis Test  
 
Your name: _____________________Instructions: Answers are to be sent for correction to the 
course trainer S Mason one week before the course begins. Multiple tick box answers are possible. 
Your case will be treated confidentially. If for any reason we must discuss the case in the course, we 
will ask for your permission first.  
 
Question 1: Reflect on a conflict you are involved in and apply one of the seven conflict analysis tools 
(www.isn.ethz.ch/pubs/ph/details.cfm?lng=en&id=15416), use maximum 1 page. 
 
Question 2: Reflect on the same conflict you analyzed above in question 1, indicate:  
a) Which level of escalation did it reach?  

- If it is a conflict in the international context use diagram 1.2: Escalation level: A,B,C,D,E,F,G,H,I 
- If it is a interpersonal conflict, use Glasl's escalation model (e.g. conflict analysis tools –tip sheet 
4): Escalation level: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 

b) What happened to stop the conflict from escalating further? 
_____________________________________________________________________ 

c) What was the "mix" of power, rights and negotiations in your conflict? 
Place Power P, Rules R and Negotiations N in priority sequence:__>__>__ 

 
Question 3. Are the following situations conflicts?  If yes, are they hot or cold? 
a) A man shouts at his football friends "You bloody fools!" His nose is bleeding, but he is laughing. 

no conflict (  ), hot (  ), cold (  ), depends on context ( ). 
b) Your boss refuses to give you an important document and does not speak to you. 

no conflict (  ), hot (  ), cold (  ) depends on context ( ). 
c) You call the police because someone has broken into your house 

no conflict (  ), hot (  ), cold (  ) depends on context ( ). 
d) The ministry of agriculture has moved people from their land to make way for a hydropower 

plant:  no conflict (  ), hot (  ), cold (  ), depends on context ( ). 
 
Question 4. How are the dimensions power, rights and negotiations related to each other? 
a) They can all be used to characterize human interactions: yes (  ), no (  ). 
b) Conflicts should be settled through negotiations, not through power dominated interaction: 

yes (  ), no (  ). 
c) The right "mix" of the three dimensions is important and depends on the given situation:  

yes (  ), no (  ). 
 
Question 5. Choose which of the conflict analysis tools is suited for each of the following tasks:  
a)   Focus on how two actor's relations and interactions. Tool No._______ 
a) Focus on setting the conflict system borders. Tool No._______ 
b) Focus on the different viewpoints of the conflict parties. Tool No._______ 
c) Focus on causation. Tool No._______ 
 
Question 6. The following statements are based on which worldview? 
a) "The problem needs to be analyzed in more depth, then we will see if the unsatisfied needs are likely 
to give rise to violence or not."  Interest-based ( ), Human Needs based ( ), Conflict Transformation  ( ) 
b) "We must focus more on how the parties are constructing the reality of this situation."  Interest-
based ( ), Human Needs based ( ), Conflict Transformation approaches ( ). 
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c) "Why is she saying what she is saying?" Interest-based ( ), Human Needs based ( ), Conflict 
Transformation approaches ( ). 
 
Question 7. Which of the following definitions is correct? Circle the answer that is closest to the 
definition used in the text above (no multiple answers allowed): 
 
 A B C 
1. Negotiation A. Joint decision  

making 
B. Decision making  C. Bargaining 

2. Compromise A. A solution that 
meets some of the 
actors interests, but not 
all of them 

B. Everyone's minimal 
requirements satisfied 

C. Everyone's minimal 
requirements satisfied 
at least 

3. Position A. A viewpoint, 
perspective of a conflict 
actor 

B. What an actor wants C. What an actor says 
they want 

4. Interest Empathy of one actor 
to another  one 

B. Why a person says 
they want what they say 
they want 

C. What a person 
wants 

5. Value A. Culturally 
constructed judgment 
of good/bad, 
right/wrong 

B. Absolute judgments 
of right and wrong 
universally shared 
(human rights) 

C. The financial benefit 
that comes from 
conflict 

6. Mediator  A. Neutral third person 
supporting 
negotiations and 
Conflict 
Transformation 

B. Acceptable third 
person supporting 
negotiations and 
Conflict 
Transformation  

C. Impartial third 
person supporting 
negotiations and 
Conflict 
Transformation 

 


