CONFLICT AND YOU

Why Emotional Intelligence is
Critical for Mediators

By Maureen F Fitzgerald

It goes without saying that emotions significantly impact mediations. As mediators, we see

emotional reactions to all sorts of situations and understand that people are influenced both

positively and negatively by their emotions.

Four Ways for Mediators to
Augment Emotional Intelligence
Emotional intelligence includes
several of the skills that we use as
mediators, such as interpersonal
relationships and empathy. But it
also includes a whole bundle of
“intra-personal” skills that most
definitely have an impact on media-
tions. For example, I suspect that most
good mediators have a great deal of
emotional self-awareness, assertive-
ness and self-regard. Emotional intel-
ligence also includes some qualities
such as stress tolerance and impulse
control that are most definitely useful
when managing conflict.

The following four contexts
provide specific examples of how
mediators can draw on their emotional
intelligence in mediation.

1. Before mediation even begins
During my training as a mediator,

one of my mentors told me that his
only preparation for mediation was an
exercise to help him to get centered.
He felt that he needed to block out

the other things that might be going
through his mind so that he could be
present for the mediation.

All good mediators should be
aware that they come to the mediation
with other things on their mind and
that those other things can impact the
mediation. They must also be aware
of things that might be triggers for
them and how they can manage their
emotions raised by these triggers.

In his recent book, Mediating
Dangerously, Kenneth Cloke goes even
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further bv suggesting that mediators
examine their inner processes that
limit their effectiveness. He urges
mediators to avoid the easy route to
a quick compromise and take a more
impactful; but “dangerous,” route of
exploring the real centre of conflict,
including fear, revenge and oppres-
sion. This requires courage, honesty
and self-knowledge.

2. Setting the tone
As most mediators know, a critical
first step in any mediation is setting
the tone. This involves developing
rapport with the parties so that they
feel comfortable enough to be able to
engage in an open conversation with
the mediator and the other parties.
Mediators should be aware of the
emotions that a new participant in the
mediation process might be feeling.
These emotions would likely be
compounded by the physical presence
of the disputing party. A mediator
might notice, for example, that both
parties start with their arms folded
in front of their chests. A mediator
should know that the tone of his or her
voice has an impact on the conversa-
tion. A mediator must also maintain a
general tone of optimism throughout
the mediation and believe at a fairly
deep level that resolution is possible.

3. Listening to the parties

As suggested above, one of the kevs to
active listening is the ability to listen
not just with your ears but also with
your heart. Binder, Bergman & Price
describe a good listener:

Just what is it a good listener will
hear? Of course a good listener
will hear factual content. But a
good listener will also hear feel-
ings that accompany that content.
(Binder, Bergman & Price, 1991:
20)

We learn as mediators to listen for
specific words that reflect emotions.
For example, we learn to delve deeper
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Some other key points...

if we hear phrases such as:
* [ was really upset at the time
* Thinking about it makes me mad
* [ am nervous about settling
* I feel overwhelmed
* I was shocked and surprised

A good mediator will detect emotions
from words, body language, eye
movement and other clues. I surmise
that some of the exceptional mediators
develop a sixth sense around emotions
and intuitively know when feelings
are impacting the mediation. They
then use their skills to delve deeper.

4. Uncovering interests
In addition to listening, mediators
must be continually trying to uncover

hidden interests. Mediators must be
empathetic communicators. They
must ensure that the parties feel
heard, understood and accepted.

This is not simply an exercise in
nodding your head or selecting the
best word —although this is part of
it. Empathetic listening involves the
whole body —mind, heart and soul. It
involves the capacity to truly feel what
another person is feeling. I suspect
that if we worked harder at devel-
oping empathy, the communication
techniques that we learn as mediators,
such as paraphrasing, summarizing
and re-framing would become second
nature or simply an extension of
a curiosity that arises when in an
empathic state of mind.

In conclusion, 1 recommend that
mediators do four things:

* learn more about emotional
intelligence,

* investigate how emotional intelli-
gence can enhance their abilities as
mediators,

* measure their own emotional
intelligence (a few simple tests are
available), and

* continue to develop their emotional
intelligence through reading and
training.

I am convinced that if we learn more
about our own emotions and the
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emotions of others, we will be more
prepared to embrace them in media-
tion. &

This is an excerpt from a longer article by
Maureen Fitzgerald. available on her Web site
at www.maureenfitzgerald.com
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