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The understanding and the resolving of  conflict needs to be set in the context of  power and oppression within our society  and within the groups and organisations  of which we are part. The more groups  and organisations attempt to adopt  "equal opportunities" practices, maybe  involving and/or employing people from groups under-represented within their  organisation, the greater the potential for  exploring differences and power  imbalances; the greater the potential for  conflict.

Too frequently these conflicts are not  used creatively; they are either  suppressed, the "new" members expected to fit into the existing culture  practices and structure of the group/  organisation; or if they question or  criticise these they are often not listened  to and/or individually seen as a "problem"  or "trouble maker" within the group/  organisation. The potential for change,  development and growth is not used or  acted on clearly throughout the whole of  the organisations'/groups' practices. Too  frequently equal opportunities issues are  seen solely as interpersonal rather than  connected to the structure and practices  of the whole organisation.

We need to be aware of:

· Focusing the problem/conflict on the oppressed members of  the group rather than the oppressor group members looking  at themselves, their identity, values, strategies and actions.

· Forgetting that each individual within the group whatever their  composition, e.g. race, class, gender, is also unique with their  own values, opinions and experience.

· Over-concentrating on oppression conflicts at the expense of  other fundamental problems within the organisation (which  may be connected to the former).

· Avoiding addressing issues of power and oppression within  groups, organisations and its implications on policy and  practice overall ... Whatever the composition of the group  members.

· Ranking oppressions, as one e.g. sexism being worse, to be  taken more seriously than e.g. racism or classism. To do this  doesn't allow for the complexity and interconnectiveness of  oppression in any one individual.

· Being patronising, fear and guilt preventing honesty, fear of unfair  treatment, defensiveness.Assuming the notion of "you fight my oppression and I'll fight  yours"; we need to be committed to fighting oppression  unconditionally.

· How power/oppression issues affect our ability to  communicate clearly and directly to each other. e.g. Being patrionising, fear and guilt preventing honesty, fear of unfair treatment, defensiveness.

PROMOTION OF CONSTRUCTIVE CONTROVERSY

As mentioned earlier, such controversy in organisations is healthy  and necessary.

It is not possible to address "equal opportunities" or "commitment  to the community" if people are unwilling to value and hear  everyone's ideas, opinions and contributions.

In order to do this it is necessary in your organisation to create and  a climate/culture where controversy is valued and promoted.

Controversies among members should be initiated by highlighting  contrasting viewpoints, pointing out disagreements and promoting  challenging tasks.

If agreement appears in the group too easily or quickly, time should  be taken to reconsider the situation and think about it more, rather  than feel relief that an agreement has been reached. All members  should be encouraged to be assertive and state their opinions. Don't  assume silence of certain members is their agreement.

The more controversy is promoted the more at ease group members  will feel at airing their opinions, giving criticism etc.

