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Abstract

This reflection examines the decision of the Bridgeway Group, a conflict resolution non-profit
organization based in Massachusetts, to exclusively offer negotiation preparation and training to
one party in a conflict context in the United States. The Bridgeway Group has historically focused
on conflict contexts outside of the US, helping parties in conflict to find less violent and more
constructive solutions to their differences. Generally, the Bridgeway Group works with all parties
to a conflict, enhancing negotiation and conflict management skills and analysis. The
aforementioned decision was taken when the Bridgeway Group embraced the opportunity to
work on a deeply polarizing domestic issue in the field of reproductive health, embarking in a
new direction for the organization. The project shed light on the importance of value alignment
and clearly articulated goals when pursuing new work. The Bridgeway Group's experience
underscores the challenges associated with working with only one party to a conflict. The two-
year engagement with the client, a reproductive rights organization, revealed important lessons
about the need for an explicit, mutual commitment by the client organization and The Bridgeway
Group to improve negotiated outcomes, enhance sustainable solutions, and engage ongoing
learning, all without contributing to further political polarization. Mr. Konradt was tasked with
writing this reflection as part of his research fellowship. The project was completed before he
joined the organization.
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1. Introduction

A non-profit organization, the Bridge-
way Group (BWG) was founded in
2005 and traces its origins to the
Harvard Negotiation Project, founded
by Professor Roger Fisher in 1979.
The Bridgeway Group is committed to
providing individuals and organiza-
tions in conflict-affected environments
with pragmatic methods, tools, and
skillsets to help them more creatively
manage conflict.

In 2021, a reproductive rights organi-
zation approached the Bridgeway
Group, asking for assistance. The
organization sought to more effec-
tively manage internal issues and de-
velop strategies to build more sustain-
able coalitions between different orga-
nizations in the field of reproductive
health. The decision to request assis-
tance was driven by the perception
that previous strategies undertaken
by the organization were too posi-
tional and not sufficiently collabora-
tive. In the lead up to the U.S.
Supreme Court decision to overturn
Roe v. Wade, the organization also
sought to nurture relationships and
better manage conflict between its
regional and national offices, in antic-
ipation of a decision that might go
against the organization’s position of
free access to reproductive choice.
The organization wanted to be better
prepared to face this new reality.

The client analyzed here was special
for BWG, marking the first time they
worked exclusively with one party in a
U.S. conflict, training and advising a
reproductive health organization in
the U.S. to address a deeply polarizing
domestic issue. While BWG has exten-
sive experience with the World Health
Organization on global health issues,
this project felt more personal due to
the team's strong opinions on repro-
ductive rights. The decision to engage
in this project and the lessons learned
will shape BWG’s future work. This

reflection aims to answer the following
questions:

What motivated the decision to
work with a reproductive rights
organization?

e Do the values of the two organiza-
tions align? Did that impact the
way in which the work was imple-
mented?

e What are the implications of work-
ing with one party exclusively,
given the organization’s value of
helping all conflict parties improve
the way in which they engage with

“the other(s)”?

What was learned from working in
the context of this client?

Are the outcomes satisfactory for
BWG and the client organisation?

This reflection is designed to help the
BWG team fulfill one of its central
goals: push the boundaries of its
conflict management practice and
hopefully expand the theoretical foun-
dations of the field by sharing the
insights learned with the broader con-
flict management community (Practi-
tioner 1, June 27, 2023)!

2. Pros and cons of engaging all
parties

Working with only one party engaged
in a deeply divisive conflict raises a
question about the purpose of doing
so. Many practitioners in the field of
conflict management believe that to
truly resolve conflicts, one should
always engage all parties involved.
This is a fundamental principle in the
fields of negotiation and conflict reso-
lution and is often referred to as "in-
clusive" (Paffenholz, 2014) or "multi-

party" negotiation (Shonk, 2023).
! Practitioner Interviews - List available upon
request.
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However, there are pros and cons to
this approach. The pros include:

e A Comprehensive Understanding
of the Issues: By including all
parties, practitioners can better
comprehend the problems, under-
lying issues, and viewpoints of each
party (Practitioner 5, July 5, 2023).
This approach allows for more in-
formed capacity-building and the
development of immediate practi-
cal solutions.

¢ Enhancement of Empathy and
Trust-Building: Inclusive negotia-
tion processes foster empathy,
build trust, and humanize the
“other”. Although in a completely
different context, it is worth men-
tioning that in the case of Colom-
bia’s FARC negotiations, a con-
scious effort was made to invite
victims and other affected groups
into the process to explicitly rebuild
trust (Carl, 2019).

e Promotion of Sustainable Solu-
tions: Involving all parties in nego-
tiations increases the likelihood of
sustainable solutions by fostering
ownership of outcomes and replac-
ing the image of the "other" with
personal connections. This helps
resolve misunderstandings and im-
proves effective implementation
(Practitioner 5, July 5, 2023).

There are downsides to the all-inclu-
sive approach:

e Representation: An all-inclusive
approach implies that all critical
parties are included. However, this
is a challenge: how many parties
would be sufficient to label the
process “all-inclusive”? Are those
parties sufficiently representative
of all the views? What are the
criteria for whom to include or
exclude (Paffenholz & Zartman,
2019)?

e Time-Consuming Processes:
Multi-party negotiations can take a
long time and may include many
failed attempts before eventually
achieving any tangible results.

e Potential Power Imbalances:
Weaker parties might feel over-
whelmed or hesitant to voice their
concerns openly, and stronger par-
ties may have a tendency to assert
their dominance.

e Decision-Making Challenges: The
greater the number of parties in-
volved, the more challenging it
becomes to reach a consensus.
Each additional party increases the
number of interests that must be
considered, complexifying the
process of option generation and
complicating the impact of parties’
alternatives to negotiation (Hamp-
son & Hart, 1995).

e Resource Constraints: Due to
financial or other resource issues,
the organization(s) working to as-
sist the parties may not have the
means to involve several parties in
an equitable and effective way
(Practitioner 5, July 5, 2023).

3. Working with one side
Inclusiveness is one of the BWG's core
values and aligns with their experi-
ence. Designing processes that take
into account multiple parties’ interests
tends to result in more sustainable
agreements and those processes are
often perceived as more just. At the
same time, there are several factors
that need to be considered when mak-
ing the choice to engage. These fac-
tors depend on the specific conflict,
the circumstances surrounding it, and
how the organizational values impact
and are impacted by the issue(s)
being addressed.
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In the interviews conducted with prac-
titioners, several reasons for working
with only one party to a conflict were
mentioned:

e Willingness: It is a challenge to
include those who don't want to be
involved in the conflict resolution
process (Practitioner 3, June 30,
2023). Parties may refuse to partic-
ipate in negotiations. Reasons for
this refusal might include ideologi-
cal differences, lack of trust in the
process, previous negative experi-
ences, or because the party in
question benefits from the existing
conflict situation.

e Access: The inability to reach cer-
tain stakeholders also hinders in-
clusiveness. This could be due to
the confidential nature of an orga-
nization's work, the lack of a robust
network to reach stakeholders, or
circumstances surrounding the
conflict (Practitioner 3, June 30,
2023). It is possible that the iden-
tity of the ‘other side’ is unknown.
Extreme polarization can also limit
access to certain parties due to
ideological conflict. The “other”
party may not reach out or may be
unresponsive when contacted
(Practitioner 6, July 18, 2023).

e Urgency: Time constraints may not
allow for comprehensive inclusive-
ness in certain situations. For in-
stance, in humanitarian crises
where immediate action is re-
quired, negotiations may need to
proceed rapidly, limiting the ability
to involve all stakeholders.

e History: Previous negative experi-
ences, historical grievances, or
deep-seated animosity between
parties may hinder efforts to in-
volve all parties (Practitioner 5,
July 5, 2023).

e Language: The involvement of in-
terpreters can bring its own chal-
lenges, potentially increasing the
risks of misunderstanding, creating
a barrier between parties. While
interpreters translate words, they
are sometimes unschooled in the
meaning of the concepts or ideas
being shared. This lack of under-
standing can add confusion even
when negotiations are held in the
same language. In challenging
negotiations, where trauma and
emotion inform the communica-
tion, the risks of misunderstanding
are even greater. Interpreters must
be first trained in the concepts
before engaging their work. Work-
ing with only one side allows them
to explore meaning, clarify con-
cepts, and better prepare to en-
gage with the other party (Practi-
tioner 3, June 30, 2023).

4. Motivation for working with a
reproductive rights organization?

These factors did not influence BWG’s
decision to work with this reproductive
rights organization. Given the nature
of the issues (reproductive rights and
access to abortion) and the ‘firsts’
mentioned above, the decision was
largely value-driven (Practitioner 4,
July 4, 2023). The key question BWG
asked was, “do our values on this
issue align with those of the organiza-
tion?” The answer was “yes”. Three
considerations influenced their an-
swer: (1) the spirit in which the orga-
nization approached them (i.e. did
they come with a competitive mindset
seeking to silence the other perspec-
tive, or did they have a proactive
mindset, where they sought to em-
power themselves to more effectively
engage the work of advocacy and
influence?); (2) the organization’s
goals in learning the skills offered;
and (3) the larger issue of the team
members’ respective positions on how
reproductive rights are exercised and
protected in the United States.
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One principle on which the BWG
remains firm: they ask that clients
and communities express their com-
mitment to resolving or dealing with
their conflicts in a nonviolent and -
ideally - in a more constructive man-
ner (Practitioner 4, July 4, 2023). This
is important because clients who
choose to hire BWG are sometimes
frustrated and often come with a po-
larized mindset. Their past substan-
tive and emotional histories cause
them to negatively view the other
party and mistrust their motives
(Practitioner 5, July 5, 2023). In cer-
tain contexts, this could potentially
lead to violence. Thus, the BWG seeks
- where possible - a commitment to
the principle of nonviolent conflict
management from its potential
clients.

Some in the field contend that em-
powering only one side of a conflict by
providing them with negotiation tools
and skills could worsen a conflict.
Acknowledging these concerns. BWG
relies on other factors in its decision-
making process when choosing to
work with only one of the parties to
the conflict.

First, if a particular party lacks the
necessary tools and preparation to
effectively engage in negotiation that
could potentially empower the other
party, thereby worsening the conflict
(Practitioner 2, June 27, 2023). For
example, in a dispute over land rights,
if one group has legal experts and
experienced negotiators while the
other group lacks such expertise,
empowering the well-prepared party
without addressing the lack of pre-
paredness of the other party might
lead to an inequitable or unfair resolu-
tion and exacerbate the animosity
between them.

Second, the tools and skills we impart
to any party in a conflict have the
potential to introduce dynamics that

would benefit the overall system
(Practitioner 1, June 26, 2023). For
instance, in a labor dispute, if a union
receives training in effective negotia-
tion, they may develop more con-
structive ways of communicating with
their employer. Even if the employer
received no such training, this shift in
dynamics could lead to a more pro-
ductive bargaining process, benefiting
both workers and the employer, po-
tentially reducing the likelihood of a
prolonged strike or future conflict that
would damage both parties. However,
the BWG might be hesitant to accept
a request to work with management
without the reassurance that they
would use the skills to improve rela-
tions with the union, rather than sim-
ply overpower them (Practitioner 5,
July 5, 2023).

Third, BWG views both the work and
the philosophy of continuous learning
as an antidote to polarization (Practi-
tioner 3, June 30, 2023). While the
specific parties and individuals may
change over time, polarization is
static: it locks the conflict into a fixed
and unchanging state, conceptually
akin to opposing magnetic poles,
making progress toward resolution
often near impossible. Any attempt to
reconcile the competing perspectives
only entrenches the parties in their
positions, unwilling to consider alter-
native viewpoints or seek common
ground. This rigidity can hinder mean-
ingful dialogue and collaboration,
eventually leading to a complete
deadlock. One way to move beyond
this polarization is through continu-
ously reflecting and learning, being
open to other perspectives, and re-
maining open to persuasion (Practi-
tioner 5, July 5, 2023).

5. Do the values of the two
organizations align?

The client was and is navigating a
difficult environment. Its national
office must balance its nationwide
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strategy with the needs of a diverse
group of affiliates. In addition, they
are required to confront an increas-
ingly hostile reproductive health envi-
ronment while forming alliances with
both traditional and non-traditional
reproductive health organizations.
The client approached BWG with a
concrete challenge of building more
coherent and effective coalitions to
advance its interests.

Before beginning the work, BWG
sought to ensure their values aligned
with those of the client. Through
diagnostic interviews, both organiza-
tions found common ground in key
values such as equal access and
education—both are committed to
providing services and accurate, evi-
dence-based information to those in
need. The client’s focus on providing
reproductive health services, while
avoiding polarization and ideological
battles, further resonated with BWG's
commitment to prioritizing dialogue
and creating a secure environment for
their work (Client staff, July 7, 2023).

If a “pro-life”? organization ap-
proached BWG, they would consider
working with them if they demon-
strated a similar commitment to a
constructive conversation about ac-
cess to reproductive care, rather than
to promote increasing polarization
(Practitioner 5, July 5, 2023). Values
will ultimately determine the decision
of whether to engage in a particular
setting (Practitioner 6, July 18, 2023).
Conversely, BWG would not work with
an organization that espoused a
violent mindset, intent on sowing
polarization, as that does not align
with BWG values (Practitioner 5, July
5, 2023).

2 Editorial Comment: "The term 'pro-life' carries
significant connotations, especially in the United
States, where it is often used by individuals or
groups that oppose reproductive rights.”

6. Lessons Learned

The Bridgeway Group does not engage
in projects purely from the perspec-
tive of what it can offer the clients. It
is equally important to understand
what can be learned from the work
with that client throughout the project
and how that can contribute to more
effective collaboration on the issue
more broadly. Engaging with this
client was enriching for several rea-
sons:

e Legitimacy: By working on an is-
sue which is very divisive in the
U.S., BWG gains legitimacy - both
at home and with partners abroad
(Practitioner 2, June 27, 2023).
Addressing issues within the U.S.
demonstrates a deeper commit-
ment to bringing about positive
change on a global scale. It recog-
nizes that the United States is not
immune to conflict and can benefit
from the same negotiation and
conflict resolution skills offered to
clients elsewhere.

e Innovation: The unique challenges
posed by the political landscape in
the United States regarding repro-
ductive rights demanded an inno-
vative, nuanced, and adaptable
approach. The work allowed BWG
to develop new ways of reaching
the target audience, including the
modes of delivery (online, in-
person), the format of that delivery
(workshops, reinforcement ses-
sions, and coaching), and the
adaptation of tools and materials
(next bullet).

e Contextualization: Part of the suc-
cess with the client - as reported by
participants - resulted from contex-
tualizing the materials. The diag-
nostic interviews and research
conducted early on allowed for a
better understanding of the organi-
zation's challenges and their reflec-
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tion in the materials (Practitioner 5,
July 5, 2023).

¢ Preparedness: The work positively
alleviated the overall conflict by
cultivating the client organization’s
preparedness to negotiate both
internally and externally. Without
addressing internal issues, it is
much more difficult for an organi-
zation to properly engage in exter-
nal negotiations (Practitioner 2,
June 27, 2023). Organizations
equipped with the ability to engage
more effectively with the other
party can create more durable
solutions. Participants learned that
they could prepare to engage with
the “other side” by conducting an
interest analysis from the other’s
perspective. This helped partici-
pants understand what might be
more persuasive to the other party.

e Relevance: Desighing a program
for a reproductive rights organiza-
tion was an opportunity to test the
relevance of the BWG toolkit in a
new setting. Participant feedback
underscored the relevance of the
skills and tools.

¢ Framing: The framing of the work
as "negotiation" training was met
with some skepticism by client staff
(Client staff, July 7, 2023). Staff
reported thinking, “but I don’t ne-
gotiate so why would this apply to
me?” A better understanding of the
organization's internal perceptions
would have allowed for a broader
framing of the training, including
descriptions such as “understand-
ing influence and persuasion”,
which ultimately resonated with
workshop participants.

e Focus: At times, internal conflicts
present a greater threat to the
sustainability of an agreement than
those with the other party. Invest-
ing in one side can yield a better

understanding of internal interests,
provide an opportunity to reality-
test options, and develop strate-
gies to manage key constituencies
(Practitioner 7, July 20, 2023).
These are important advances in
the collaborative process that
might not have emerged had the
client been brought together with
their partners, without the benefit
of first working on their internal
negotiation dynamics. The focus on
one party allowed for individual
goal-setting, and goal-tracking
became easier, permitting partici-
pants to better take advantage of
the follow-up sessions and the
coaching process (Practitioner 6,
July 18, 2023).

7. Satisfaction with the outcomes?
The Bridgeway Group team would
respond with a resounding “yes” to
the question if the project has been a
success. In addition to the rich lessons
listed above, the project offered the
opportunity to test pedagogy and new
methods of sharing concepts.

BWG experimented with a model that
they rarely use due to the challenges
of working with international clients
and unstable internet connections
abroad. By combining online and
in-person sessions with individual
coaching, BWG was able to iterate on
the concepts and address real-life
client challenges in smaller groups.
This approach allowed for more per-
sonalized follow-up, reinforcing the
learning in a way that's often not pos-
sible in their international training
programs.

In terms of impact on the client’s
ability to engage in negotiations more
effectively, client staff has received
positive feedback. According to them,
the reason is twofold. First, when
engaging the Bridgeway Group, the
client’s staff stated that there was a
need to build more effective coalitions
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among reproductive rights organiza-
tions to prepare for the aftermath of
the overturning of Roe v. Wade by the
U.S. Supreme Court (Client staff, July
7, 2023). The client needed a neutral
negotiation framework to build those
coalitions, which BWG provided.

Second, during the project, the client
staff realized that there was a strong
need within the organization to better
identify and comfort their own posi-
tions, in addition to those of the peo-
ple with whom they negotiate. The
project addressed both issues. The
client staff reported that the overall
objective of contributing to their skills
to build coalitions between the differ-
ent reproductive health organizations
was accomplished.

The project ethos purposefully consid-
ers the perspective of the “other”
(Practitioner 3, June 30, 2023). The
learning methodology includes ques-
tions that require clarity on one’s own
interests, as well as the interests of
the other party, and to put themselves
in the shoes of the “other” - a basic
tenet of interest-based negotiation.
Through this process, the client is
encouraged to engage with their
counterparts on the other side of the
conflict (Practitioner 2, June 27,
2023). The structure of the training
process helped the client staff to see
the world through the eyes of these
other organizations, allowing them to
better understand their interests, as
well as to develop more effective
strategies of influence based on that
understanding.

The project was tailored to the needs
of the client to the point that one
participant expressed that she felt she
was reading internal emails (Client
staff, June 30, 2023). Another com-
mon sentiment expressed during the
evaluation was that the client finally
had a framework to analyze difficult
conversations; likewise, the training

allowed them to develop more aware-
ness and intentionality on how to
engage in difficult or challenging
conversations (Client staff, July 7,
2023).

Ultimately, the reach of the project
within the organization was limited
due to negative or simply ambiguous
connotations of the term “negotia-
tion”. Another challenge was buy-in by
participants of the value of the train-
ing. Had the value been more effec-
tively articulated from the beginning
of the engagement, that might have
resulted in greater prioritization of the
project activities by staff and affiliates
(Client staff, July 7, 2023). Structural
changes within the training depart-
ment, which occurred not long after
the engagement ended, meant that
there was no one on the client’s side
who was able to advocate for taking
the project forward. The impact could
have been expanded if the client’s
team had had the chance to integrate
the BWG approach into their general
training framework (Client staff, July
7, 2023).

8. Conclusion

The monumental shift in the political
landscape following the decision to
overturn Roe vs. Wade has revealed a
growing need in the reproductive
health community for the tools and
training offered by BWG. It has be-
come increasingly difficult to work on
polarizing issues or work with organi-
zations that address such issues in the
U.S. An adversarial mindset persists
among large parts of the population,
irrespective of their political affiliation.
This mindset increases the emotional
intensity at which each person com-
municates, reduces their capacity to
empathize, and erodes any common
ground that previously existed.

Polarization is static and dangerous.
The radical standpoints that are devel-
oped rarely change. As citizens, we
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have the ability to move beyond a
polarized environment by challenging
our biases and entrenched mindsets,
and by moving away from old thought
patterns and behavior (Lebow et al.,
1987). A key to doing this is continu-
ous learning. This is the motivation for
this reflection.

The client with whom BWG worked
strives to minimize radicalization, and
instead provides its services to those
who need them and might not other-
wise have access to them. The goal of
this work was to assist a client in
building stronger coalitions, more
effectively managing their negotia-
tions, and engaging in more targeted
advocacy. This work allowed the
Bridgeway Group to embrace the
opportunity to influence the overall
issue of better access to reproductive
health by adding non-polarizing nego-
tiation frameworks to the client’s tool-
box.
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