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The work of CCIVS is an important part of the Global Movement for a Culture of

Peace, as it was called by the United Nations General Assembly in its 1999 lan-

dmark resolution on the culture of peace.  Most recently, this has been expressed

in the CCIVS contribution to the report, Youth for a Culture of Peace, submitted to

the United Nations initiative "Alliance of Civilizations."  Thus it is a special pleasure

for me to introduce this publication.  

Let me share with you three brief thoughts on the value of conflict and conflict

resolution in the context of the movement for a culture of peace.

1) Conflict may be good or bad.  When it disrupts our social relations and

our work, conflict is bad.  But, on the other hand, the struggle for justice, demo-

cracy and peace is a kind of conflict that we should seek rather than avoid.   As

Martin Luther King said, "He who passively accepts evil is as much involved in it as

he who helps to perpetrate it. He who accepts evil without protesting against it is

really cooperating with it."  The key, of course, is to struggle against injustice with

the methods of non-violence, as Martin Luther King learned from Mahatma

Gandhi. 

2) Conflict resolution is a powerful tool that can be used for many pur-

poses, good and bad.  Conflict resolution makes our lives more enjoyable by resol-

ving the conflicts that threaten to divide us from those whom we love and with

whom we work.   Conflict resolution is good when it helps to ensure effective

results in projects like those of CCIVS, but not if it is used simply to increase pro-

duction by workers in a situation of exploitation.

3) Conflict resolution is an important aspect of non-violent power.  It is

needed to ensure unity of purpose in organizations and groups that are strug-

gling for justice.  We saw this when I was working with the UN to help the people

of Burundi develop a national culture of peace program.  We learned that the

bashingantahe, the traditional elders who practiced a form of conflict resolution,

had been systematically suppressed by the colonial powers and their successors.

Why?  Because the colonial powers recognized that the conflict resolution efforts

of the bashingantahe promoted the unity of the people and hence their ability to

resist colonial oppression.  Hence, one of our major tasks was the seek out the few

remaining bashingantahe and enable them to teach their talents of conflict reso-

lution to the new generation.

I hope that these thoughts may be of use to you in your important work.

David Adams was the Director of the United Nations International Year for the Culture

of Peace under the responsibility of UNESCO in 2000 and now works with the

Fundación Cultura de Paz and various Internet initiatives for the culture of peace.

FOREWORD

For further reading
- Fundación Cultura de Paz: http.

//decade-culture-of-peace.org/

- UNESCO's Culture of Peace website:

http://www3.unesco.org/iycp/ 

http://www3.unesco.org/iycp/
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Culture of Peace

In 1998, the United Nations General Assembly defined Culture of Peace as "a set of

values, attitudes, modes of behaviour and ways of life that reject violence and pre-

vent conflicts by tackling their root causes to solve problems through dialogue

and negotiation among individuals, groups and nations1". In 1999, it was decided

that responsibility and actions needed to be taken in this direction by various sta-

keholders. The aim of International Decade for a Culture of Peace and Non-violen-

ce for the Children of the World (2001-2010) is to make the movement for a cultu-

re of peace larger and stronger. Eight main domains of actions at national, regio-

nal and international level have been defined:

- foster a culture of peace through education

- promote sustainable economic and social development

- promote respect for all human rights

- ensure equality between women and men

- foster democratic participation

- advance understanding, tolerance and solidarity

- support participatory communication and the free flow of information and kno-

wledge

- promote international peace and security

1 http://www3.unesco.org/iycp/uk/uk_sum_decade.htm

Conflict and Volunteering _ Foreword

http://www3.unesco.org/iycp/uk/uk_sum_decade.htm
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About this publication 
Introductory remarks

"Since wars begin in the minds of men, it is in the minds of men that the defences of

peace must be constructed". (Initial phrase of the constitution of UNESCO1) 

"Conflict [is] a creative opportunity. […] Within each conflict lies the potential to move

the relationship, the situation or the system forward." (Cornelius & Faire 2007:XVIII/2)”

''The best method of fighting against those who serve violently is to serve non-violen-

tly" Pierre Ceresole - founder of SCI (from spaceforpeace.net, 10/07/07)

The Co-ordinating Committee for International Voluntary Service (CCIVS) brings

together organisations engaged in international voluntary service (IVS), and a

common element in the work of all these organisations is to build international

and inter-communal understanding. The organisations themselves may be con-

fronted with conflicts within their own organisations or between the participants

on their projects. Such conflicts may be a result of prejudices about "the other", of

disagreement on how to organise a project, of communication problems or of

opposing value systems. These conflicts are not necessarily of a very serious natu-

re, but they are, nonetheless, part of their reality. If organisations consciously and

constructively try to prevent, deal with and resolve such conflicts, they do not

need to be destructive or negative, and they may have the potential to lead to

positive change. 

A number of organisations run or support projects in areas recently or currently

torn by major political, social or religious conflicts or wars. They must have the

capacity to prepare, organise and carry out effective projects in such areas (see

Chapter 5). 

One of the main aims of CCIVS is to provide member organisations with resources

or support that will allow them to further develop and improve their work. This

publication aims to contribute to organisations' capacity to deal with conflicts

constructively and thus contribute to the fulfilment of our common vision of

international cooperation, intercultural understanding, local development, global

solidarity and peace. We hope the publication will raise awareness, encourage

reflection, and present possible ideas and strategies of how to deal constructive-

ly with conflicts.

The question running through this publication is: How can the issue of conflict be

addressed in the context of an international voluntary service project?

We cannot provide a complete answer, one specific recipe, or the perfect guide or

CHAPTER 1
Introduction and background
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toolkit, but we can raise awareness, encourage reflection and discussion, in order

to strengthen the competences necessary for dealing with conflicts. 

Background to this publication

CCIVS has worked for reconciliation and intercultural understanding since it was

established in 1948. It played a significant role in the days of the Cold War, creating

contact and friendship across the "Iron Curtain". More recently, with the support of

UNESCO, CCIVS has organised a number of seminars and workcamps on conflict

and peace issues in Africa - in Namibia (1993), Liberia (1997), the Democratic

Republic of Congo (2001), Zimbabwe (2003), and Kenya (2004). Many CCIVS mem-

ber organisations have been active in conflict areas, as can be seen in the exam-

ples in Chapter 5.  All these activities have raised awareness and have highlighted

the necessity of finding constructive strategies to deal with conflict. 

In the action plan defined by the General Assembly of CCIVS in Kenya 2004, it was

decided that one of the project areas to be given high priority during 2005-2007,

should be "conflicts and emergencies". One of the activities decided upon was to

update the existing publication "Volunteering in Conflict Areas", published in 1997,

which contains theories and reflection on ("macro-") conflicts in general, as well as

examples of IVS projects taking place in zones of conflict. Since then CCIVS has

also identified the need to widen the understanding of "conflict" to include smal-

ler scale ("micro-") conflict e.g. between individuals or within organisations. For

instance, during the compilation of the module on Cultural Diversity , CCIVS beca-

me increasingly aware of how a constructive approach to cultural diversity2 is clo-

sely interlinked with and dependent upon a conscious and constructive way to

deal with conflicts. This is why this publication is more than a mere update of the

1997 publication. Whereas the main part of the publication will deal with conflicts

between people and within organisations which take place on a daily basis,

Chapter 5 will be fully devoted to volunteering in (post)conflict areas. At the same

time, it is important not to divide the reflections completely, as interpersonal and

societal conflicts are interrelated.

How to read this publication

To help you make best use of this publication, we will briefly explain the structure

and the layout. 

OUTLINE: Chapter 1 will provide you with some history  of  the IVS movement.

Chapter 2 introduces concepts and theories relating to the issue of conflict, with

the aim of promoting reflection and raising awareness on the theme. In Chapter 3

the focus will be on the specific reality of IVS, giving examples of conflict situations

and ways of dealing with them. Chapter 4 provides a number of ideas, tools,

games and exercises, which can be used in projects, training courses and semi-

Note

Throughout the publication international

voluntary service will be referred to as IVS.

Conflict and Volunteering _ chapter 1
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nars. Chapter 5 will deal with volunteering in (post)conflict areas and present con-

crete project examples coming from around the world, as well as some general

reflections and recommendations.

You will find some boxes that contain illustrative examples, or related discussion

topics, or links and resources to further reading.

THEORY+PRACTICE, REFLECTION+EXERCISES: We encourage you to read also

the background and theory, as we believe it is important to have reflected upon

certain issues and aspects in order to carry out a fruitful exercise. To keep in view

the connections between the different levels and chapters, we will regularly pre-

sent different links that relate to specific parts of the publication. 

START WITH YOURSELF: To a large extent a "conflict sensitive approach" begins

with questioning yourself and your behaviour. How do you react if you feel frustra-

ted or angry? How do you communicate when you find you are being disrespected?

How do you react when a group of people are fighting? How do you deal with conflicts

that originate from cultural differences and values? Since conflict is a subject that

cannot be learned by heart, a capacity to respond to conflict is connected to a

process of reflection. We therefore encourage a constant reflection, and not at

least self-reflection, throughout the reading of the publication.

Th e  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  vo l u n t a r y  s e r v i ce  m o ve m e n t :  
s o m e  h i s t o r y 3

International voluntary service (IVS) grew directly out of a response to conflict.

Pierre Ceresole, a Swiss pacifist who had observed the massacres and hatred of

the First World War, was present at the inaugural meeting of the Fellowship of

Reconciliation in 1919. A German delegate, Walter Koch, whose brother had been

killed at Verdun, rose to speak: "We have been talking for two days now", he said.

"Is talking all we can do?". He proposed something practical and creative - to work

together on reconstruction. Ceresole decided to take action. He found Esnes, a

devastated village near Verdun in France, which was ready to welcome an inter-

national group of volunteers. 

The first workcamp

For the first workcamp, volunteers from Germany, Britain, Hungary, Switzerland,

Austria and the Netherlands came together to work with the French villagers of

Esnes to reconstruct their homes. Any person of goodwill was welcome. Ceresole

was a pacifist; his brother, a Colonel in the Swiss army, also took part. The work

went well for several months but after a time some of the local people felt that

their presence was "an insult to the dead of France" and the German and Austrian

volunteers were asked to leave. This wrecked the whole idea of a reconciliation

project and the project came to an end.

Conflict and Volunteering _ chapter 1
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Despite this setback, this first project illustrated the potential - that working side

by side to achieve a common task, living, eating and relaxing together enables

people to learn to understand each other in a way that no other activity can.

Convinced of this truth, Pierre Ceresole and his colleagues went on to establish

Service Civil International (SCI) which, in the inter-war years, brought international

teams together to respond to emergency situations - floods and avalanches in

France and Switzerland; an earthquake and flood in India (the first time Indians

saw Europeans labouring as equals); and a small town demoralised by unemploy-

ment in Wales.

Others took up this model of voluntary service: Quakers were involved in some ini-

tiatives (and in SCI). The origins of the Christian Movement for Peace (CMP), now

Youth Action for Peace (YAP), also goes back to 1921. But it was really after 1945

that there was a much larger flowering of IVS. New organisations sprang up, main-

ly in Western Europe, with the primary aim of post-war reconstruction and recon-

ciliation. These included Concordia in the UK and France, IJGD in Germany and a

number of new SCI and CMP branches. Other international networks were also

created in some cases from an initial US-German contact: ICYE (International

Christian Youth Exchange, now International Cultural Youth Exchange) and AFS,

the American Field Service with its European offspring EFIL (European Federation

for Intercultural Learning). Despite the fact that several organisations initially stres-

sed their Christian inspiration, they did not make any distinction based on race or

religion and in most cases explicitly define themselves today as secular.

This proliferation of volunteer activity lacked any kind of coordination. At a UNE-

SCO conference in 1948 this problem was addressed by the creation of the

Coordinating Committee for International Voluntary Service (CCIVS) with an

office in UNESCO's headquarters in Paris, where it is still based. From a mainly

European start, membership of CCIVS widened over the years to include new

organisations in Asia, Africa, the Americas and in the then socialist countries of

Eastern Europe. These organisations have peace and inter-community understan-

ding high on their list of priorities, but they are also concerned with social justice,

human rights, the environment and grass-roots development. International wor-

kcamps and longer term volunteer exchanges are the principal ways of working

towards these objectives. 

What is a modern workcamp? 

Workcamps vary greatly according to the country, the culture and even the indi-

vidual project. Having said that, an average workcamp today might consist of 10-

30 volunteers, open to all, but most volunteers are aged between 18 and 30,

coming from different countries; or sometimes from different cultural or social

backgrounds within the same country. They live simply and communally for a

Conflict and Volunteering _ chapter 1
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period of 2 to 5 weeks, usually with the participation of the local community in

the work and in the hosting of the camp. Special qualifications or experience can

be useful but are usually not required - just the motivation to do useful work in an

international and culturally diverse atmosphere. Most organisations provide trai-

ning, especially for workcamp co-ordinators. Food, lodging and local transport is

normally provided.   

Longer term voluntary service

Many of the organisations which run workcamps, also exchange volunteers for

medium term (3-11 months) or long term service (a year or more). Such place-

ments are often in more specialised projects where particular skills and experien-

ce are sometimes needed. The main focus of IVS projects of any length lies howe-

ver on the experience of living together and the acquisition of capacities and atti-

tudes such as intercultural competence and active citizenship on the part of the

volunteers involved and of the local people they work with. The European Union

appreciates the value of international volunteer exchange and it has established

the European Voluntary Service (EVS) which also encourages the recruitment of

disadvantaged young people.

Since the 1950s and 1960s there have also been many programmes of long term

volunteering in "developing countries" with the aim of aiding development and

funded by the governments of the "developed" countries e.g DED in Germany,

VSO in the U.K., or government-run as in the case of the U.S. Peace Corps.

Development cooperation of this kind has seen the "volunteers" in effect become

paid "development workers" whose mission is the transfer of knowledge and

capacities. In 1970 United Nations Volunteers (UNV) was established under the

authority of UNDP. UNV works for development through the UN system with a

majority of volunteers now coming from "southern" countries. UN volunteers are

generally over 35 years of age and are recruited on the basis of several years of

professional experience.

CCIVS and conflict

At the height of the Cold War, CCIVS played an important role in promoting

exchanges between the youth movements in the communist countries and

voluntary associations in other parts of the world. With its base at UNESCO, CCIVS

was seen by both sides as a neutral intermediary. In the 1990s, many new, smaller

conflicts broke out and CCIVS members felt that they should have a role in addres-

sing them. A resolution at the CCIVS General Assembly in Moscow in 1993 was fol-

lowed by a seminar in France in 1995 at which IVS organisations were urged to

study the dynamics of the conflicts that faced them and to try to take appropria-

te action. The 1997 booklet was the result of this seminar. This publication has a

larger perspective on conflicts, also focusing on the everyday interpersonal con-

flicts that take place in the projects. Thus, for several reasons, the theme of conflict

Conflict and Volunteering _ chapter 1
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is highly relevant for CCIVS and its member organisations. 

"We believe that young people have an essential role in our societies to act within the

conflicts and in the promotion of non violent values and attitudes. It is important that

young people become aware that there are non-violent ways to deal with conflicts

and to provide them with knowledge and skills to change the aggressive trends of our

societies." (Youth Action for peace,

http://www.yap.org/index.php?tab_id=4&link_id=3&link_pos=2).

We have no illusions. IVS organisations are small and have few resources. Yet they

have a formula that has been shown to be successful on a person to person scale;

in situations of community tension which could lead to conflict; and in places

where post-conflict healing and reconstruction are needed. The examples in this

publication show that, in spite of difficulties and disappointments, voluntary

action can be successful and that, as Walter Koch suggested in 1919 (see page 10),

talking is not the only thing we can do. 

"We believe that young

people have an essen-

tial role in our societies

to act within the con-

flicts and in the promo-

tion of non violent

values and attitudes”

For further reading
- CCIVS website: www.unesco.org/ccivs

- T-Kit (no. 5) International Voluntary

Service Youth Partnership

1 The constitution is available at the UNESCO website, translated into six languages

(http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=15244&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html)
2 No size can fit all  CCIVS: http://www.unesco.org/ccivs/New-SiteCCSVI/CcivsOther/culturaldiversi-

ty/nosizecanfitall/x1.html
3 The chapter on history has been written by Nigel Watt.

Conflict and Volunteering _ chapter 1
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To be able to prevent, resolve and transform conflicts better, we should try to

understand and analyse what conflicts are about, and then reflect upon what is

the best way to deal with the specific conflict. In this chapter the aim is to present

a theoretical background and some reflections on conflict - on important related

concepts, how conflicts can be understood, and how they can be dealt with. 

GUIDING QUESTION: 
What concepts, tools and strategies can help us to better under-
stand and deal with conflicts?

Different perspectives - different understandings

There are many ways of understanding conflicts. Different perspectives emphasi-

ze different aspects. Different countries or cultures approach and deal with con-

flicts very differently. Any point of view regarding conflict is thus influenced by

pre-conceptions. We encourage readers to keep a critical perspective, and to bear

in mind that there is no absolute truth or magic recipe for the comprehension of

the causes, effects and management of conflicts (see also pages 6, 16, 27).

What is conflict?
Conflict takes many different shapes: it may be played out between friends, within

an organisation, or between states. It may have various consequences: feelings of

frustration and unhappiness, arguments, even violence. There are many different

definitions and ideas of what conflict is. Below you will find a few examples.

> “Conflicts are disagreements that lead to tension within and between people” 1.

> ”[Conflict] is the expression of disagreement over something important to both (or

all) sides of a dispute”2.

> Conflict is part of life. As individuals with different needs, tastes, views, values and per-

sonalities, sooner or later we are bound to clash. Its scale may be small or large. 

Conflict can flare up between neighbours or between countries; cleaning up the kit-

chen or cleaning up the environment. It happens in the briefest interactions with stran-

gers and in our most intimate relationships. (Cornelius & Faire 2007:1). 

> In Chinese, the sign for conflict is made up of the signs of danger and opportunity3 .

All definitions are different but they also show some similarities. The first definition

highlights two points. The disagreement refers to the issue in question: what is the

conflict about? The tensions refer to the relationship between the people invol-

ved: how is the relationship between the actors? Not all disagreements lead to

conflict. When you try to understand and deal constructively with conflicts, a use-

CHAPTER 2
About conflicts

Conflict is part of life.

As individuals with dif-

ferent needs, tastes,

views, values and per-

sonalities, sooner or

later we are bound to

clash.
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ful first step is to separate the issue from the relation and the problem from the

people involved. By separating the "WHO(s)" from the "WHAT(s)" you will get a bet-

ter understanding of the conflict and it can become easier to avoid personal

attacks, direct confrontation or other destructive behaviour4.

The conventional approach is usually to view conflict as something negative and

destructive. That is why many people and organisations are eager to avoid or sup-

press conflicts5. However, conflicts can also have a positive effect when the parties

involved are ready to learn the lessons and not to pretend that all is well. As the

Chinese sign illustrates, conflict can both be a danger and an opportunity. If dealt

with properly, conflicts can lead to improved situations and relationships.

In the discussions that follow we deal with issues that sometimes appear abstract.

So at this point we want to introduce two examples of conflict situations. We hope

that by referring to these examples you will more easily understand the concepts

and issues.

CONFLICT EXAMPLE 1: AT THE OFFICE

John and Emma work together as paid staff for an IVS organisation. They have

a different idea of time management. Emma is always late and John gets very

angry.

CONFLICT EXAMPLE 2: AT THE WORKCAMP

Maria is the workcamp coordinator of an international workcamp. Pedro does

not approve of her leadership style. He wants to lead the group and tries to con-

vince people to support him. Maria is very angry with Pedro.

There are many different types and levels of conflict: some are between two peo-

ple (interpersonal), some are between groups, or within an organisation, and

others are international (see Chapter 5 on projects in [post-]conflict areas). Some

talk of "micro" and "macro" conflicts to separate these levels. However, often it is

not possible to say that one conflict is only interpersonal, or only international. A

conflict with someone of another culture or nationality may be connected to the

political or historical relationship between your home countries, e.g. a Czech and

a Russian, a Chinese and Japanese. Similarly, even in international "macro" con-

flicts, interpersonal issues may influence the conflict. The different levels are often

interlinked. It might help to think of conflicts as a concentric circle illustrating how

the different levels are closely interlinked and dependent on each other.

Related concepts
Communication and intercultural learning are concepts that are relevant to our

context, and we will touch upon these issues. Before deepening our understan-

Discussion topics
Have you recently experienced any con-

flicts with another person? Have you expe-

rienced any conflicts within your organi-

sation or in a project where you participa-

ted?

When you try to under-

stand and deal con-

structively with con-

flicts, a useful first step

is to separate the issue

from the relation and

the problem from the

people involved. 
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ding of what conflict can be about, here is a brief introduction to the concepts.

Communication

Communication takes place everywhere. Communication links people with

people, and through it we gain information and knowledge. In communication

there is always a sender, who sends a message to a receiver. It can be seen as a

process or exchange of information or meaningful interaction. A message can

contain practical information, but it can just as well express feelings. 

Messages can be verbal or non-verbal. Verbal communication means the

exchange of spoken or written words. Through discussions, e-mails, letters, lectu-

res, telephone calls, a message is transmitted in the form of words. However, there

are many different ways of communicating that are non-verbal, some without

using language at all. The way you greet someone, shake someone's hand or kiss

someone on the cheek or raise your eyebrows, your "body language" during a

conversation - all these send a message. Sometimes you may say something but

your "body language" says something else. Communication is not always easy!

Communication is highly cultural. The words you use, the way you greet peo-

ple are a result of your cultural background. Eye contact can be a sign of respect,

but it can be seen as insolence. Lack of communication, unclear communication

or intercultural differences in expression can lead to misunderstandings - even

conflict. It is therefore crucial to be aware of the importance of communication,

since it can prevent misunderstandings but it is also the key to dealing with con-

flicts in a constructive way. We will later use the example of NonViolent

Communication (see pages 28, 43) as an approach. In an intercultural context

such as in voluntary projects, the ability to communicate (expressing yourself,

interpreting the other, being aware of differences) is closely linked to being capa-

ble of dealing with conflicts in a constructive way and facilitating intercultural

learning.

Intercultural learning

One of the most important aims of IVS is to promote intercultural learning and

understanding. 

Cultural diversity is the uniqueness and plurality of the identities of the groups and

societies making up humankind as a source of exchange, innovation and creativity"

(UNESCO Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity)

Intercultural learning is the deep understanding in practice (while interacting with

others) of cultural diversity. 6" 

In communication

there is always a sen-

der, who sends a mes-

sage to a receiver.

Messages can be verbal

or non-verbal.

For further reading
To know more on intercultural communi-

cation , see Chapter 1 in No size can fit all:

http://www.unesco.org/ccivs/New-

SiteCCSVI/CcivsOther/culturaldiversity/no

sizecanfitall/x1.html
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Cultural diversity is a complex concept. Many different, unique cultures make up

our societies. Cultural diversity refers to the mixture of different identities, expe-

riences and backgrounds. It contributes important perspectives, capacities and

creativity to our society. Migration, urbanisation and greater international mobili-

ty have all contributed to our increasingly diverse societies. To make the most of

cultural diversity, respect and intercultural understanding are needed. It needs to

be understood and lived in practice. In IVS projects there is cultural diversity, but

this does not in all cases result in intercultural learning.

Intercultural learning can be seen as the active and lived experience of learning

more about yourself and other people, your own and other cultures in an atmo-

sphere of respect and understanding. Intercultural learning is also difficult to defi-

ne and to recognise or "measure". 

A major purpose of this publication is to show that the competence to deal con-

structively with conflicts is closely linked to a setting which allows for deeper

exchange and fosters intercultural learning. Cultural diversity and intercultural

learning go far beyond the encounter of people from different countries.

Volunteers are not only from different national backgrounds but their identities

vary according to gender, socio-economic background, sexuality, educational

level, family situation, belonging to subcultures etc.. In other words, encouraging

intercultural learning is not merely about providing space to share and recognise

national particularities - it is a general approach that values the cultural diversity

and promotes understanding - and peace. It is about being able to put ourselves

in the situation of the other, to step out of out "ethnocentric shoes" (see below). 

To make sure intercultural learning is really happening, it is useful to have someo-

ne to facilitate the process, e.g. the workcamp coordinator on a workcamp pro-

ject. Encouraging a positive way of dealing with differences -  to see them as a

richness - will also help us to be able to prevent destructive conflicts, or to deal

with them in a constructive way if they occur (see also page 45).

Ethnocentrism7 means believing that the ways of thinking and acting of our own

culture is "the most logical, the most preferred - in short, the "best".. "

The idea that you value your own culture more highly can be an unconscious

one, and that is why it is useful to be aware of, and to question, your own and

others' perspectives. "They are crazy in that country, why do the women wear har-

dly any clothes?" or "They are crazy in that country, why do the women wear

veils?" 

Understanding conflict

To deal with and resolve any conflict, it is crucial to have some instruments to help

For further reading
For more reflections and methods For

more reflections and methods connected

to cultural diversity and intercultural lear-

ning see:

No size can fit all: How to seize the

chance for intercultural learning in

international voluntary service pro-

jects? CCIVS 2007. CCIVS: Paris 

http://w w w.unesco.org/ccivs/New-

SiteCCSVI/CcivsOther/culturaldiversity/no

sizecanfitall/x1.html Module with reflec-

tions, examples and methods related to

intercultural learning and IVS.

T-kit (no 4) on Intercultural learning

Youth Partnership 2000. Council of Europe

Publishing: Strasbourg. Also available onli-

ne:

www.youth-partnership.net/youth-par-

tnership/publications/T-kits/4/Tkit_4_EN

' Reflections, resources, tools on the theme

of Intercultural learning. See also Chapter

4 and references at the end.
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understand and analyse it8 . The following sub-chapters will look at ways to detect

a conflict which is building up and introduce different dimensions and types of

conflicts, which can be useful when analysing them. The sub-chapter also propo-

ses different ways of mapping or portraying a conflict in order to grasp its dyna-

mic and to address it at various levels. 

Indications of conflict

There is a tendency to believe that a conflict is not a conflict until there is a crisis

or confrontation - but often there are earlier indications that something is wrong.

If you are aware of this it may be possible to deal with the conflict before it beco-

mes a crisis. These indications range from discomfort to crisis.9

1. Discomfort: a feeling that something is not quite right.

2. Incident: minor episodes that upset or irritate, but are seldom dealt with.

3. Misunderstanding: false assumptions or misinterpretations. 

4. Tension: negative attitudes, fixed opinions and emotions expressed openly. 

5. Crisis: extreme behaviour and strong emotions, heated arguments, violence.

If you are aware of the different indications of warning signs, you may be able to

deal with conflicts before they reach crisis point. Let us use the example of John

being irritated about Emma being late to the office. Even before John "lectured"

her and called her "disrespectful", there were other indicators or incidents that

showed that a conflict was on the way. One incident was when she was late for a

meeting and John made an ironic comment about it. If this incident had been

dealt with directly,  the issue might have been sorted out before becoming a real

crisis. 

Dimensions of conflicts

Conflicts can be of different types and of different dimensions. It can be useful to

think through what the conflict is really about, trying to find its "centre of gravity".

Some conflicts are more "instrumental", while others are more personal. Some are

conflicts of interests, while others are conflicts of values.

FOUR DIMENSIONS OF CONFLICTS 10

Instrumental conflicts

About: Tangible issues, means, methods, procedures, structures etc

Example: How to organize the cleaning at a work camp.

*Often experienced but not necessarily any negative feelings involved. 
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Conflicts of interests

About: allocation of time, money, labour, space (things perceved as limited)

Example: How to spend the allocated money for youth activities. Some want to

spend it on a campaign, others on a conference. 

Conflicts of values

About: political, religious, moral values

Example: Should we have parties without alcohol in order to accommodate non-

drinking members?  

*Often combined with an instrumental conflict. 

Personal conflicts

About: identity, self worth, loyalty, breach of confidence, rejection etc.

Example: A participant at a workcamp feels left out because of language difficul-

ties. 

Of course, in real life the dimensions are often mixed. At the CCIVS seminar in Italy

in September 2007, the participants discussed their experiences of IVS projects.

Some found that the same conflict could be interpreted differently depending on

the perspective of the different actors. Maybe someone experienced it mainly as

an instrumental conflict, whereas someone else would say it had more to do with

a conflict of values. If we take the example of cleaning (in the first box above) - is

it only an instrumental conflict? If someone feels they do all the work, the conflict

could be related to personal issues as well. Thus, the idea of reflecting about the

dimension of the conflict (or the centre of gravity) can help you to sort out what

it is really about, and thus to see what is the best approach.

Conflict Mapping

Conflict mapping could be a fruitful way of analysing and understanding better

what a specific conflict is about. Through symbols and signs you can map out the

conflict, with its actors, relations, issues etc. Below is an example of what a conflict

map might look like. This is a map that analyses the second conflict example in the

introduction of the chapter.

When you apply this analytical tool, you may find out new things about the con-

flict you are trying to understand. For instance, you would not have thought about

the support that Maria has in the two volunteers Sara and Samuel, if you had not

asked yourself if there are any links or alliances. Or you would maybe not have

become aware of the different power positions (cf. in relation to the size of the cir-

cles). 
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MAPPING: EXAMPLE
Below is an example of what a conflict map might look like:

José
Vol.

Kim
Vol.

Maria
Leader

Pedro
Vol.

Sara
Vol.

Samuel
Vol.

Issue:
leader ship

KEY:  In mapping, we use particular conventions.  You may want to invent your own.

circles indicate parties to 
the situation; relative size 
= power with regard to 
the issue

square or rectangle 
indicates an issue, topic, or 
something other than 
people

straight lines indicate 
links, that is, fairly close 
relationships; 

dotted lines indicate 
informal or intermittent 
links

double connecting line 
indicates an alliance

arrows indicate the 
predominant direction of 
influence or activity

lines like lightning 
indicate discord, conflict

double line like a wall 
across lines indicates a 
broken connection

Outside Party:
- organisation
- coordinator
- partners
- group

shadow shows external 
parties which have 
influence but are not 
directly involved

Discussion Topics
Try making a map of a situation that you

are currently working on.  Some questions

you might ask are:

- Who are the main parties in this conflict?

- What other parties are involved or con-

nected in some way, including marginali-

sed persons and external parties?

- What are the relationships between all

these parties and how can these be repre-

sented on the map?  Alliances?  Close con-

tacts? Broken relationships?

Confrontation? 

- Are there any key issues between the par-

ties that should be mentioned on the

map?

- Where are you and your organisation in

relation to these parties?  Do you have any

special relationships that might offer ope-

nings for working on this conflict situa-

tion?

Did you learn anything new about the

conflict when you did the mapping? Did

you find the tool useful? 

For further eading
See also annex to seminar report Conflict

and Communication, Okello Sunday

Angoma's handouts:

http://w w w.unesco.org/ccivs/Ne w-

SiteCCSVI/CcivsOther/CandC/CandC_ann

exB.pdf, p 6-7
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