CROSS-CULTURAL ISSUES IN
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Neutral

and Impartial

One of the key assumptions of the predominant model of me
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of emotions
Different
is also an important factor.
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of processing
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partially depending
of emo
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versity factors (Tannen,
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styles into account.

from the Problem

The traditionalmodel of conflict resolution is also problematic

to separate
the people
from the problem.
In
people
are deeply
and problems
in
conflicts, people
many cross-cultural
tertwined. One cannot separate
them. For some groups, harmony
it asks

because

is highly valued; they cannot have a conflict with others and still
maintain a positive relationship (Duryea, 1993). The difference

must

be

resolved

in order

to reconcile

the relationship.

Another

problem with separating the person from the problem is thatmany

are identity-based
cross-cultural
that is, each
conflicts;
disputes
sees
the other through the prejudices,
of
party
myths, and biases
his or her cultural
In order to resolve
group
(Rothman,
1997).

to confront the people
needs
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as
as
ones.
well
the
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between
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Jews are often identity-based,
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revolving around the ways
the individual
and one another. Vic
themselves
parties perceive
timization
is a common
trait, on both sides. Both secular and reli

gious Israelis often see the other as part of a powerful group in
Israeli

society,

while

viewing

themselves

as oppressed.

For

reli

gious Israelis, these perceptions may be reinforced by identities
that are wrapped up in the history of oppression of Jews through

out

the world.
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needs

to make

connections

between

the specific issue in dispute and the parties' identities, if theme
diator is going to have any chance of helping the parties come to a
mutually

agreeable

solution.

The difficulty of inter-groupanxiety also challenges the no
tion of separating the person from the problem (Leung and Chan,
1999). When people from different backgrounds are brought to

stress related to a number of factors:
gether, they may experience
or understanding
lack of knowledge
of the other party, negative
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or past negative
with people
from the
stereotypes,
experiences
other's
Once
to address
need
the
background.
again, mediators
in order to deal with the substantive
issues
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If the
people
one another, they will have dif
about meeting
parties are anxious

ficulty focusing on the substance of theirdispute and themeans of
to help them establish
trust at a per
it. Interventions
resolving
sonal level can serve to reduce anxiety and promote rational prob
lem-solving.

Equal
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assumes
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the
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This
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power
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conflicts.
imbalances
hold true in cross-cultural
power
Significant
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major
people
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ity groups
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because
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financial

resources,
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tion skills, better language skills, and so on. If themediator tries

to re-balance

power

in favor

of

the weaker

party,

the stronger

party may object: how can the mediator redistribute power and
still be impartial?
are often related to gender differences.
For
imbalances
men and women
to
tend to have different approaches
are often socialized
to
1998). Men
dealing with conflict (Tannen,
to try to win the dis
be competitive
using strategies
negotiators,
threats, or focusing
information, making
pute (e.g., withholding
Power

instance,

are often socialized
to be
his own needs). Women
a
strate
to using appeasement
with
accommodating,
propensity
in the effort to
their own interests are sacrificed,
in which
gies
If the mediator
does not do any
relationships.
improve personal
on

satisfying

thing to equalize power (Leung and Chan, 1999), then dominant

ones. If there is a
of weaker
parties will be able to take advantage
needs to take
then the mediator
for violence,
history or potential
a mediator
must not
ensure
to
the
Ethically,
safety.
party's
steps
or abuse
remain neutral on the issues of violence
1999).
(Coker,
here is how to ensure the safety of parties who are
The challenge
most vulnerable.

Objective

Standards

mediators
Although
use
to
objective
parties

for Fairness

or Justice

using the interest-based
for fairness
standards

model
encourage
cross
or justice,
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cultural
differences
often mean
that each party has a different
sense of what
a
is fair or just. In the Israeli context, for example,

religious person might emphasize the principles of Jewish law as

the basis
for decision-making,
Each
framework
could
potential
lead to a radically different decision.
At a normative
from diverse cultures have differ
level, people
on what they view as desirable
ent perspectives
outcomes
(Leung

and Chan, 1999). An individualistic culture focuses on the rights

of individuals.
A collectivist
culture focuses upon the rights of the
Culture
also shapes expectations
in terms of types of
community.
or identity based
be
relational,
goals, whether
instrumental,
they

(Kopelman and Olekalns,

seek

to maximize

their

1999). While

individual

some parties to a dispute
others

outcomes,

focus

on

im

proving the relationship, and the mediator must decide which
to encourage.
Norms,
values,
goals
to change
in a short-term process

and

such

are difficult

expectations
as mediation

(Leung

Chan, 1999).

Possible

Frameworks

and

for Solutions

Before applying mediation
in cross-cultural
to consider
mediators
need
the assumptions
model
of mediation.
there are
Essentially,

conflict

situations,
their
re

underlying
three possible

sponses: (1) apply one's generic model of mediation, but try to be
sensitive

to cultural

issues;

(2)

one's

adapt

model

to better meet

the needs of the parties, given their cultural backgrounds; and (3)

new conflict
resolution
models
develop
tional norms and practices
of the groups

ach, 1986; 1995).

in the tradi
grounded
one is mediating
(Leder

The

first response,
cultural
the main
preserves
sensitivity,
of the interest-based
mediation
The mediator,
process.
aware of cultural factors and how
needs to become
however,
they
the
affect
mediation
For example,
in
process.
eye contact varies
elements

differentcultures: in some cultures, giving direct eye contact is a
in others, direct
sign of respect;
is offensive.
can
The mediator

eye

contact

adjust

eye

in certain situations
contact
accordingly.

Similarly, the mediator tries to be sensitive to the participants'

The mediator
values,
beliefs, and other norms of communication.
also use cultural
in
to
more
order
learn
about the
interpreters

may

culture (Barsky, Este, and Collins,

1996; Freshman, 1998). The

to the process
are minimal
in comparison
to the other
adjustments
two approaches.
Mediators
also need to be aware that they do not
in a stereotypical
for example,
manner;
apply adjustments
just be
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cause
indirect eye contact may be a norm within a culture, there
are individual
and situation-specific
where more
differences
di
rect eye contact may be called for.
In the second
the mediator
starts
approach,
adapt-a-model,
with the generic model
and makes
of mediation
to
certain changes
are not
the culture of the parties.
accommodate
If the conflictants

used to having formalmeetings in the offices of professionals, for

a model where the meetings
instance, the mediator might establish
are less formal and take place
in the homes of the parties.
If the
to
tend
with
be
the
mediator
very expressive
emotions,
parties
will allow more time for expression
of feelings and de-emphasize
rational decision-making
techniques.
is an elicitive
The final model
Rather than impose a
approach.
on
from
model
all
the
conflict resolution
cultures,
generic
people

professional (CRP) first learns about the culture, including its
methods for dealing with conflict. The CRP works with people
from the culture to support existingmethods of conflict resolution
or to create new models
that build on existing strengths in the cul
can act as a consultant
ture. The CRP
to the cultural community.
or
For instance,
if rabbis2
other leaders
in a community
have a

conflict resolution role, the CRP can teach these individuals con
flict resolution skills that they can use when people approach
them. Alternatively,

the CRP

can provide

conflict

resolution

ser

vices using a model of interventiondesigned specifically for the
The

culture.

interest-based

approach

is based

on

satisfying

the

interestsof the individuals; if the parties come from a communi

could focus on satisfying
tarian culture, then the new model
the
The model
of intervention may
needs
of the community.
look
more
work
like community
1997) than
development
(Campfens,
clinical mediation.
models
sounds attractive,
the
Although
creating ethnospecific
in time. Some
elicitive
investment
requires a significant
approach
con
of the more
successful
attempts at drawing upon traditional
include Ho'opononpono
flict resolution
among Native
approaches

Hawaiians
circles

(Wall and Callister, 1995), peace-making and healing

among

Native

North

Americans

(Bear

Chief,

Barsky,

and

Este, 2000; Coker, 1999), and family group conferencing among
theMaori of New Zealand (Hudson, Morris, Maxwell, and Gala
way, 1996). In Israel, there have also been attempts at supporting
traditional conflict resolution processes within a number of eth
nocultural

groups,

including

Bedouin,

Arab,

and Ethiopian

com

munities (Al-Krenawi and Graham, 1999; Jabbour, 1996; Sharon
often provide
traditional processes
and Shwartzman,
1998). While
to
constructive
how
conflict
resolu
into
establish
useful
insight
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tion systems for different groups, caution must be taken so as not
to over-romanticize
these processes.
Traditional
processes
might
some tra
be fraught with ethical and clinical
issues: for example,

ditional processes might subjugate women or other groups (Coker,
1999); othersmight restrict the autonomy or self-determinationof
the conflicting parties.
When

community

mediation

was

popularized

in North

Amer

ica during the 1970s, most mediators assumed that one model of

mediation

worked

for all people.
Cross-cultural
issues have been
last
in
the
attention
fifteen
years. As Israel em
greater
receiving
barks on new research and service projects
in conflict resolution,
it can learn from the experiences
abroad. Given
the diverse nature
of the population
in Israel, the mediation
in that coun
community
soon
to
will
have
much
teach
other countries
about how to
try

handle

cross-cultural

issues.

Notes
1.

2.

Some writers speak of mediator neutrality rather than impartiality. This
article uses the term impartialitybecause it suggests lack of bias or favorit
ism to one party or specific outcome. Neutrality is sometimes construed as
having no values.
The role of clergy in conflict resolution varies across religious groups and
cultural backgrounds. For example, Haredi communities in Israeli often use
their rabbis to assist with conflict resolution. While less orthodox Jews in
Israel might not view rabbis as resources for conflict resolution, Conserva
tive and Reform rabbis inNorth America often assist individuals and fami
lieswith conflicts.
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