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ABSTRACT

SHIFT HAPPENS: TRANSFORMATIONS DURING SMALL GROUP
INTERVENTIONS IN PROTRACTED SOCIAL CONFLICT

Berenike O.H.M. Carstarphen, Ph.D.
George Mason University, 2003
Dissertation Director: Michelle LeBaron

Deeply divided societies are characterized by fractured, hostile and oftentimes
violent relationships. A key question for conflict resolvers is how can we get individuals
and groups to stop fearing and hating each other and to come together in reconciliation
towards building peaceable societies. How, why, when and under what conditions do
individuals and groups experience a shift — a positive, qualitative change in the relationship
between conflict parties, including changed attitudes toward oneself and the other party, the
conflict issues, and the conflict situation as a whole — that paves the way for reconciliation
and conflict resolution? This dissertation explores the process of how individuals and
groups achieve such a shift through small intergroup dialogues.

This study explores the argument that shift is a dynamic, relational phenomenon that
is facilitated by certain conditions and processes at the individual (intrapersonal),
transactional (engaging with the other), and situational (small group intervention)
dimensions of analyses. The research uses a multi-method inductive and deductive design in
three phases: (1) an analysis of the film, The Color of Fear, to identify indicators of shift
and factors that may facilitate shift; (2) interviews with intergroup dialogue participants of



pro-choice/pro-life abortion dialogues, race/ethnic dialogues, and Jewish-Palestinian
dialogues in the U.S., and with third-party facilitators of intergroup dialogues in a variety of
conflict settings to further explore shift and develop a process model of shift; (3) an
experimental design that uses a simulated, written intergroup prenegotiation dialogue (no
actual dialogue occurs) to compare the efficacy of affective appeals (personal stories) and
cognitive appeals (rational explanations) to change attitudes.



CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

To illustrate why I chose to research shift— positive changes in adversaries’ attitudes
toward and refationship with one another—I will first tell you a story. Storytelling emerged
as one of the key factors for facilitating shift, so it seems fitting to begin with a story.

In the fall of 1995, I had the wonderful opportunity to co-facilitate a dialogue
between a small group of community police officers and gang-involved youth in a
predominantly Latino neighborhood in Northern Virginia.! We were asked to conduct this
dialogue by Bamios Unidos, a gang intervention and prevention organization, which had
been working for several years with youth in this neighborhood to provide them social
services and positive social alternatives to gang-related criminal activities. Barrios Unidos
asked for our help in response to growing tensions and hostilities between youth and police
that were having damaging side effects in the community-at-large. The dialogue group
included six male Latino youth, ages 15-19 (current and past gang members) and three male
community police officers (two White, one Latino). Some of the young men had strong
personal grievances towards some of the officers. The dialogue group met for ten two-hour

sessions over a six-month period.

' Co-facilitated by llana Shapiro, supervised by Frank Blechman, assisted by Joan Orgon
Coolidge, as part of the Institute for Conflict Analysis and Resolution’s Applied Practice
and Theory course. See the article, “Facilitating between gang members and police,” by N.
Carstarphen & 1. Shapiro, Negotiation Journal, 13, 185-207.



When we paint a “before” and “after” picture of the two groups’ attitudes toward
one another and their relationship, we have two starkly different pictures. Before the
dialogue, the picture is characterized by misunderstanding, distrust, hostility and blame.
After the dialogue, the picture is characterized by greater understanding, trust, liking, respect,
and accountability. How did this happen? The first dialogue session focused on
introductions, groundrules, goals, and agenda setting. The air was filled with tension and
repressed anger and was so thick you could cut it with a knife. The second session focused
on perceptions, attitudes, communication and behavioral patterns between the two groups
and was filled with blame and accusations. The youth wanted to know why the police did
what they did (which they perceived as harassment) and the police wanted to know why the
youth were in gangs (which they perceived as criminal organizations). During the third
session, each group developed a list of recommendations for how they wanted the other
group to behave on the street. The discussion was tense, but increased understanding
somewhat. The fourth session focused on violence in the community and the two groups
traded “war stories” of being attacked and proudly displayed their respective scars. These
stories revealed an important source of common ground —all participants in both groups
had been victims of violence and everyone wanted to reduce violence in the community.
Tensions eased more as they began to recognize common experiences and goals.

The fifth session again focused on why police use certain behaviors (e.g., frisking
youth, asking them to get out of their cars), violence and personal safety. After much
discussion and watching a video on police safety issues, we asked the participants to play a
role-reversal. We asked them to identify a typical encounter between each group on the
street that they wanted to better understand and prevent. The scenario was two youth
“hanging out” in front of a convenience store and two police officers arrive and start

asking them questions. Two officers role-played the youth and two youth role-played the



officers. After about five minutes, we stopped the role-reversal and debriefed. First, one of
the police officers complimented the two youth on how well they played police officers and
kept the situation under control —“Y ou’re better than our rookies! You should be cops!”
The youth laughed and blushed in response and said, “Man, | was nervous,” referring to
being worried one of the “youth™ may have been armed. They all laughed and suddenly
started making jokes with one another, slapping each other on the back. One of the officers
let one of the youth (the two participants who had the most hostile relationship) try on his
bullet -proof vest; an amazing gesture. The rest of the session was a friendly discussion and
light-hearted banter between the two groups. Shift happened.

To ensure we facilitators weren’t just imagining that we had witnessed a
transformation, we asked the two groups separately what they had thought and felt about the
fifth session. Both groups reported what we had seen. One officer said he asked his
partner after they left the fourth session, “Wow, what happened back there? Something
changed.” The participants’ behavior was significantly different towards one another after
this shift occurred. They were different in their tone, language, attitudes and relationship in
general. They greeted each other in a friendly manner before meetings, officers gave the
youth rides home after some late meetings, and they even played basketball together one
weekend.

An evaluation conducted at the end of the dialogue process revealed that both groups
felt they had increased their understanding of one another, had developed positive attitudes
towards one another, and both groups reported positive behavioral changes in one another
when interacting on the street. One youth noted, “Before, they would stop people for no
reason, now they are friendly when they see me. I feel protected by them.” Furthermore,
both groups reported the dialogue had created a positive “ripple effect” among other police
officers and youth who were not directly involved in the dialogue. The positive changes



reached beyond the dialogue participants. For example, a school police officer noted,
“There hasn’t been near the type of mob assault that there’d been before, or even the one-
on-one fistfights at school because of a new respect for the rules and to keep their friends
out of trouble.” Another officer, who had initially been skeptical of the dialogue process,
said to one of the police participants, “I don’t know what you’re doing in there, but keep
doing it!”

My experience facilitating this dialogue was powerful. The questions that lingered
were, “What happened? How did that shift in their attitudes, behaviors and their
relationship take place?” I had ideas of what I thought had happened, but wanted to better
understand such changes in attitudes and relationships in the hope that I could facilitate
such changes again in the future. This dissertation seeks to help illuminate these questions.

Deeply divided societies, whether between police and youth as in the example above,
or between ethnic, religious, or ideological groups, are characterized by fractured, hostile and
oftentimes violent relationships. Most third-party intervention efforts seek to stop the
violence and to achieve negotiated settiements over substantive issues, such as resource and
territorial disputes. These efforts are important components of peacemaking. However, in
order to achieve a just and lasting peace in these societies —peacebuilding— individuals and
groups must develop relationships characterized at minimum by mutual acceptance,
tolerance, and reasonable trust, and preferably by mutual understanding and positive
attitudes toward one another. Individuals and groups in conflict must go through a process
of reconciliation during which they experience a shift in attitudes towards one another and
the conflict that leads to healing and constructive relationships. This is true regardless of
whether groups strive to live in an integrated or segregated society. Intergroup attitudes
influence whether intergroup conflicts will be resolved through violent or peaceful means,
and whether conflicts will be resolved at all. As such, a shift in attitudes is a necessary



component of the reconciliation process and is the central focus of this research.

How do we transform relationships from destructive to constructive ones? How can
we get individuals and groups to stop hating each other or seeing the “other” as their
adversaries, and to have a positive shift in their attitudes toward one another and to come
together in reconciliation towards building peaceable societies? While others and | have
witnessed palpable shifts between individuals and groups in conflict, and I think “I know a
shift when I see one,” this phenomenon has not been adequately studied to confidently
define, measure or anticipate shift, or to ‘make’ shift happen. This study explores several
basic questions about shift: (1) What is shift? Does shift happen? Can it be reliably
identified by different people across contexts? (2) What factors facilitate the occurrence of
shift? (3) What is the relationship of shift to reconciliation and conflict resolution? and (4)
What are the implications of the findings for conflict intervenors?

For this dissertation, shift is defined as a positive, qualitative change in the
relationship between conflict parties, including changed attitudes toward oneself and the
other party, the conflict issues, and the conflict situation as a whole. Shift includes cognitive
change (e.g., perceptions, attributions) and affective change (e.g., feelings, evaluations)
within and between the individuals and groups involved in conflict and is expressed through
positive behavior (e.g., cooperative, friendly) towards the other party. This definition is
similar to attitude change, described by Fisher (1990) as including a more accurate
cognition that incorporates all the parties’ perspectives, positive affect and a cooperative
behavior orientation. However, shift goes beyond attitude change, which focuses on
individual or intrapersonal change, to include changes in the relationships between the
parties at the interpersonal, intergroup and total group levels of analysis.

[ use the term shift not to introduce yet another new word to the conflict resolution
field, but rather to offer a metaphor for the types of transformations I have observed



between conflict parties during my work and that others have described to me. These
transformations led me to want to study this phenomenon in order to gain a greater
understanding of what factors facilitate the occurrence of shift.

I am especially interested in shift that seems to “happen suddenly,” the “aha”
experience, which dramatically changes the conflict attitudes and dynamics in the
relationship between the conflict parties. The witnessing of such shifts has been the
highlight of my practice in the field, as exemplified by my opening story. While intervenors
often observe and talk about shifts between conflict parties taking place, there is little
empirical research on this phenomenon within conflict resolution research (Colby &
d’Estrée, 1997, d’Estrée & Colby, 2003). The research in our field that does exist on shift
focuses primarily on “tumning points” in behavior during negotiations (e.g., Druckman,
1986). However, | am primarily interested in the attitudinal or psychological shifts
(cognitive and affective) within conflict parties and the relationship shifts between conflict
parties, which has received relatively little attention in our field. Therefore, research on shift

is warranted.

Gaps in the Conflict Resolution Field

The lack of research on shift can be explained by two “gaps” in the conflict
resolution field: (1) the paucity of systematic research on conflict attitudes, relationship
issues and reconciliation; and (2) the insufficient attention paid to the constructive role of
emotions and affective processes (affective shifts) in favor of cognitive processes (cognitive
shifts) in our theory and practice. Both of these gaps are described briefly below. One
caveat is offered: by “gaps” in the field, I do not mean to presume that no one in the
conflict resolution field is aware of, focused on, or “filling” these gaps. | merely intend to

point out that these gaps exist, relative to the most common theory, research and practice,






