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Introduction 
 

Collaboration, Decision-Making, Power 
Foundations for Constructive Engagement 

 
 
Here you will find three short articles. 
 
In the first, I offer you a way to subjectively measure your collaborative capacity.  A link to this 
article was re-tweeted for weeks following its first publication.   
 
Collaborating with people you know you can work well with is relatively easy. The real test of 
collaborative capacity is when we are engaging with those whose values or personalities clash 
with our own. In order to remain constructively engaged, we need an inner foundation of 
beliefs that support collaborative practices. My questions in this article will assist you to 
surface and address unconscious or semi-conscious attitudes and beliefs that can inhibit your 
ability to be collaborative.  
 
In the second article, I outline different blends of authority and collaboration that you can use 
when making decisions with others. I believe that being transparent about how input will be 
incorporated (or not) supports team trust and productivity.  
 
We all feel the results of power, but do you know where power comes from? In the third article 
I explore the nature of power and provide examples that are meaningful to me. Being more 
aware of the elusive nature of power provides insight into how we can be more constructively 
influential.  
 
You will find other articles on my blog that can further assist you to be effective in conflict and 
develop greater skill and comfort in your interactions with others: theconflictjourney.com. 

 
 

http://www.theconflictjourney.com/
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Five Questions that Test Your Ability to be Collaborative 
 
Collaboration can be described as a style of conflict engagement 
that seeks cooperation with the other party and strives to 
generate outcomes that benefit both parties in a maximum and 
balanced manner. 
 
Here is one of the frequent challenges presented by a conflict: 
how much do you compete with the other party and try to maximize the benefit to yourself, 
versus how much do you collaborate and work with him or her for your mutual benefit? 
 
I have developed a set of questions that I think help to surface unconscious or semi-conscious 
attitudes relevant to collaboration.  
 
Where do you stand in relation to the questions below? 
 
1. How do you view a challenging relationship with another person? 
 
If you believe that a challenging relationship is an important milestone to be met and learned 
from in a full manner, such a belief will motivate you to keep working at resolution even under 
demanding circumstances. Turning against someone else would be a last-resort strategy.  
 
On the other hand, if you believe that relationships are chosen based on positive benefits, then 
you are less likely to be concerned about a relationship in an irksome conflict. You would be 
more likely to turn against someone or terminate a relationship.  
 
Collaboration does not require friendship. It does require a constructive working alliance. 
 
2. In conflict, is justice black and white or complex? 
 
In conflict, belief about justice is often reflected in expressions of who is wrong (the other 
party) with the implication that you are right. Parties tend to locate themselves on higher 
moral ground than the other party. They also generate logical explanations that hold the other 
party largely accountable for what happened. Black and white. 
 
However, alternative views are available. Disputants have frequently been through a complex 
interactional sequence in which each has contributed to the negative outcomes they 
experience (whether or not one is more accountable than the other). Frequently, at various 
junctures, each has occasionally behaved in a manner that is questionable. Furthermore, both 
are often subject to influences beyond their control.  
 
Worldviews that appreciate the complexity of justice and the value of participating in how 
justice is carried out are supportive of collaborative capacities under challenging 
circumstances. I find that disputants need each other's stories in order to assemble productive 
understandings of their conflicts. 
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3. How abundant is the universe? 
 
Consider the amount of spousal support to be paid in the case of a 
marital separation. Legal counsel may agree that the courts would 
likely award $1,500 to $2,000 a month. The parties and legal counsel 
are left challenged to find an acceptable figure in that range.  
 
People may vary widely in their attitude to where and how they 
acquire support in life; for example, 'Whatever happens I will be OK. 
I will manage because I always have,' versus, 'I need $2,000 a month 
from my former spouse, otherwise life will be difficult.' If both view 
the general environment as abundant and rich in a variety of 
sources of support, it will be easier to settle. The receiver will feel 
more self-sufficient and less in need. The payer will feel relaxed about  
generating and budgeting for the monthly disbursements. 
 
4. How potent are human creativity, intelligence, and imagination in solving problems? 
 
Conflicts present people with problems; for example, how much is owed by a contractor for a 
flawed job? Or, how can we work better together on this team? If you have unconscious views 
that find people potent in solving problems, you are more likely to have endurance in a 
challenging interaction; for example, 'This is a difference we can resolve if we keep working on it.'  
 
5. Are people generally good, bad, or neutral? 
 
When bad behaviour is equated with a bad person, constructive attitudes are difficult to 
maintain. On the other hand, if one believes that others are good at the core, it is easier to view 
behaviour as misguided rather than malicious. It is more likely that we will try to see a positive 
slant to another's viewpoint when we are immersed in differences. 
 
The value and benefit of collaboration as the preferred style of conflict engagement in most 
situations is widely acknowledged amongst many dispute resolution professionals. However, it 
is clearly evident that when faced with the challenges of a stressful, confusing, painful, or bitter 
conflict, parties tend to revert or gravitate to one of the less ideal and less beneficial styles of 
conflict engagement. 
 
When it comes to collaborative engagement in conflict, people require an inner foundation 
(worldview) that will sustain them through the challenges.  
 
I hope that I have given you some food for thought, and a means of strengthening your 
foundation for collaborative engagement.  
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Avoid a Pitfall: Be Transparent About Your Decision-Making 
 
You might be a manager speaking to subordinates, a coach talking to players, or a respected 
older sibling being consulted. When you have different priorities than those you have some 
influence or control over, how do you work out differences?  
 
In every case your approach will lie somewhere on the continuum of telling the others what to 
do at one end, and deciding together what should happen at the other end. More concisely, 
your approach will lie on a continuum between directing and collaborating. 
 
This is a rich continuum of possible practices. Problems arise in relationships from not being 
transparent about what approach you are using. One of the worst and most common errors is 
to consult with your team over a decision, giving the impression that they will influence it, then 
decide on a different course of action than they suggested without any explanation. Your team 
will tend to feel that their input was not valued and you may lose some of their trust. 
 
You are much better off to say at the outset, "I think I have made up my mind, but I want your 
input in case I have missed something," or "I want to hear your views, digest them, and then 
come up with a decision." Below is a list of possible approaches on a continuum towards 
greater inclusion of input in decision-making: 
 
 

Decide without involvement Simply tell others what you have decided 

Allow or encourage voice Allow or encourage others to give their perspective and 
understand it, then without being influenced make your 
decision 

Give consideration Accept the understandings of others and allow them to 
influence your decision-making 

Conduct consultation Discuss the issues with others and incorporate their 
perspectives into your decision-making 

Embrace participation Share information fully, decide through deliberation with 
others, but reserve the right to have the final say 

Engage in collaboration Share decision-making power equally with those who 
participate in the decision-making process 

Delegate authority Give someone else the responsibility of making the 
decision for you 

 
 
Each approach is appropriate for some circumstances, but not all. When you are in a leadership 
role, I believe that you gain from being transparent about how the input of others will 
configure into a decision. It enables those on your team or in a group to know how to bring 
themselves to the conversation and what to expect afterwards. You will get more value from 
their input. And, you are maintaining clarity of roles within that circumstance. I encourage you 
to use transparency about how decisions are being made, and see what effects it has on your 
team dynamics.  
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What is Power? 
 
In interpersonal relationships, power is frequently defined as the capacity to produce a 
particular outcome. Last year I followed a discussion thread devoted to defining power in a 
Harvard Business Review (HBR) LinkedIn group. Thousands of people contributed. The vast 
majority put forth a definition that described power in terms of its effects.  
 
Joan Balmer, a retired colleague, has pointed out to me that although these are the accepted 
definitions of power, they fail to truly capture what power is. It is like defining running as the 
ability to move rapidly in an unassisted manner from place to place. Such a definition of 
running tells you nothing about how the limbs work together in relation to each other in a 
manner that would clearly distinguish running from walking, crawling, and jogging.  
 
So.... what do you think power is? What power does is evident, but what power is, is not. I don't 
know what it is, but I have a few thoughts that may shed some light on its nature. 
 
Look at the universe and material world around us. Early in the industrial revolution, heat from 
coal was applied to water, yielding steam under pressure, which was then used to power 
machines such as the railway locomotive. By gaining a deeper understanding of the chemistry 
of fossil fuels, diesel engines were developed and over time more sophisticated chemistry and 
physics have led to more and more efficient engines. 
 
The philosophies of relativity and quantum mechanics required probing deeper into nature in 
order to verify some of their mysterious assertions. The probing led to the release of atomic 
energy, which is geometrically more potent than any power released at a chemical level of 
fossil fuels. It is fair to infer that probing further into principles operating in sub-nuclear realms 
will yield a power source that is massively more powerful than that available through atomic 
fission or fusion.  
 
It seems that the deeper into the nature of the material world one is able to probe, the greater 
the source of power. Returning to power in interpersonal relationships, I make the same 
assertion: accessing deeper levels of oneself makes one more powerful.  
 
A Buddhist fable is perhaps instructive here. A great warrior invading a town said 
to a monk, "I could cut your head off in the blink of an eye." The monk's reply – "I 
could have my head cut off in the blink of an eye" – provoked the warrior to lay 
down his sword and reconsider his life. I gather that the warrior in this fable 
noted a greater strength and freedom in the monk's instant willingness to 
embrace death than in his ability to kill in an instant. I believe that such 
statements yielding powerful harm-reducing effects come from deep inside 
someone's nature.  
 
The monk in this story did not have a stronger physical weapon but he saved many lives 
without one. His statement certainly arose from the deep foundation of his character. 
Think of a time when you were powerful. Where did your power come from?  
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◇◇◇ 

 
Like what you've read? Receive more content like this every two weeks by subscribing to my blog 
at theconflictjourney.com, which is published every two weeks. When you sign up you will also 
receive an article, 'The Seven Mistakes that People Make in Conflict and How to Avoid Them.'  
 
 
 
 Stay connected: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.theconflictjourney.com/

