Healing Ptgudicial Attitudes in Intergroup Conflicts:
The NCBI ControversialIssueProcess
by CherieR Brown

Cidzensarebecomingmore and
more discouragedwith negadve
' political campaigningand
partisanpolitics. In the lastyearthe federal
governmentwasrepeatedlyshut down,
becauseelectedleaderscould not agreeon
prioritiesin an operatingbudget.
Religious,cultural, and political groups
haveadoptedstrategiesfor gainingpower
by pitting variousconstituenciesagainst
eachother. In light of thesedevelopments,
practitionersin the disputeresolutionfield
arein a uniqueposidonto offer their skills
ro improvethe qualiryof public discourse
and reduceintergroupconflicts.The
NationalCodition BuildingInstitutet
(NCBD Controversial
IssueProcessr
providesone way to assistembatded
groups,offeringa structuredmethodology
for airingand listeningto entrenched
positionswhile keepingan eyetoward the
goalof reframingthe issuesthat drive
intergroupconflicts.2
THe NmoNAL CoALrrroN

BunorNclNsrrrure(NCBI)
The NationalCoalidonBuildingInsticute
(NCBI), an internationalleadership
and
diversitytraining organization,hasfor over
a dozenyearsbeena pioneerin the field
of prejudicereducdonwork and
NCBI has
inrergroupconflict resolution.3
workedwith a varieryof organizations
in
dealingwith high profile racialincidents.
NCBI trainedthe PoliceAcademyand
commandstaff of the LosAngelesPolice
Departmentduring the O.J. Simpson
Tiial; workedwith the managers
of
FlagstarCorporation, the parentcompany
of Denny'srestaurants,following the
settlementof a classactionlawsuitalleging
widespreadviolarionsof federalpublic
accommodation
laws;and workedwith
personnelat Fort Bragg,N.C., following
dlegationslinking the brutal murderof an

African Americancouplein Fayetteville,
N.C., to enlistedpersonnelat the
arrnybase.4
NCBI haslaunchednearlya hundred
prejudicereductionleadershipteamsin
cities,universities,
corporations,
public
schools,unions,governrnentagencies,
law
enforcement
departments,
religious
organizations,and voluntary associadons.
'With
ongoingNCBI trainingand support,
the leadership
teamsareableto implemenr
effecdveprejudicereductionwork in rheir
and communities.5
organizations
A number of yearsago ir becameclearthar
manyparticipantswho attendedNCBI
trainingprogramshad a distorted,naive
pictureof how to implemenreffective
prejudicereductionwork. Therewasa
widespread
beliefthat cooperative
societies
would naturallyariseafterthe eliminadon
of bigotry.Though it is importanrto
recognizeand dealconstructivelywith
prejudicialattirudes,what wasmissing
from the work wasan understandingof
how deeplyentrenchedprejudicesaffecr
intergroupcontroversies.
Positionsbased
on firmly held religiousor politicalbeliefs,
or positionsconnectedto emodonally
chargedexperiences,
do not easilygiveway
to traditionalconflictresolutionefforrs.Ar
NCBI we recognized
the needto developa
new methodologyfor integratingprejudice
reductiontechniqueswith strategiesfor
conflictresolution.As a result,we creaced
NCBI's Controversial
IssueProcess,
which
givesleadersa way ro take on someof rhe
mostheatedcontroversies:
abortion,death
penalry assistedsuicide,gay-lesbian
ordination and marriage,and affirmative
action.Discussingtheseissuesremainsso
difficult for eventhe most seasoned
practitionerin conflictresolution,because
the questionsthey raisechallengecore
cultural and religiousidendties.
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At NCBI we
recognized the need
to develop a new
methodology for
integrating prejudice
reduction techniques
with strategies for
conflict resolution.
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Tse NCBI CosrRorcRstruIssuEPRocess

tWhat reaches
someonet heart is the
hearing of an
emotional life-story
that has formed the
person'sposition.

Issue
rheControversial
NCBI teaches
ofa
three-day
or
Processin the contexr
five-dayrraining program,which provides
a foundadonalorientadonto NCBI rheory
and praxis.6NCBI offersspecificskillrrainingin lisreningfor detail,understandingrhe role of emodonalcontenrin
rheformularionof a posirion,and the
of persondstoryrellingin
significance
breakingrhe impasseberweenrwo parries.
at a seminaror in
In reachingrhe process
an organizationaluaining program,we
beginby havingparticipantsidendfr a live
'We
askrhe
conrroversywithin the group.
group to proposea topic that satisfies
four crireria:
(l ) the issueis highlyemodonaland the
pardcipantshavesrrongadvocacy
positionson the issue;
(2) the issuecan be framedin two
disrinctpositions(r.g.,yes,rhe
dearhpenalryshould remaina legd
punishmentfor capitalcrimes;or
no, the deathpenalryshouldbe
abolishedin all cases);
(3) rhe issueis likely to generare
sufficientconrroversyamongthe
group members;and,
(4) the issueis excitingor relevantro
rhe group members.
Once the group agreeson the issueto
examine,rwo volunteers,
eachholding
oppositeviewpoints,comeforward to
speakfor eachsideof the conrroversy.
The
(Person
first volunteer
A) statesher
posirionin front of the group.Sheexplains
why shethinks the way shedoeson rhe
issue.The secondvolunteer(PersonB) is
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coachedto listencarefully.PersonB is
rhen askedto repeatback everFhing he
heardPersonA say,payingspecial
artencionto avoid paraphrasing.PersonB
is challengedto mirror the precisewords
and tone ofvoice PersonA used.In doing
this exercise,evenwith highly skilled
professionalmediators,we discoveredhow
poorly the repeadngback is actuallydone.
in conflict resolutionshould
Pracdrioners
note thar mosr listenerswill tend to disrort
the other'sposition in rwo ways.First, they
will tend ro omit the pointson which both
partiesagree.The resultis that the
commongroundfor building agreementis
ignored.Second,listenerstend to blank
out and fail to repeatback the points
having the most emotionalconrentfor the
other pcrson.One of the most vduable
skillsin conflictresolutionwork is
recognizingin a person'sposition the
phrasesthat contain an "emotionalring."
Ironically,thesephrases,the ones
conrainingthe mostimportanceto one
parry,are the very points charwe have
observedin yearsofpracdcethat the other
parry hasthe most difficult rime hearing
and remembering.
After repeadngbackPerson,{sposition,
PersonB is encouragedto askPersonA a
quesdonto elicit what we at NCBI call a
Speak-Out.tA Speak-Outisrhe telling of a
personalexperienceof opprcssion.
Underlying the requestfor a Speah-Outis
an undersrandingthat we do not change
peoples'minds regardingentrenched
beliefs;instead,we reachtheir hearts.
\7hat reachessomeonethearris the
hearingof an emotionallife-story rhat has
formed the person'sposirion.Eliciting a
Speah-Outenablesthe listenerto
understandthe hurt or life experiencethat
underliesthe other'ssrrongadvocacy
posirion.Often, thesestoriesare
accompaniedwith an emodond release;
tearsand shakingarenor uncommon.

The entire listening processis then
repeared.This time, PersonB stateshis
position. Person A repeatseveryrhing she
has heard: then she asksPerson B a
question to elicit a Speah-Out.
Nexr, the group participants, who have
been quiedy listening ro both parties,
generatea list ofthe concernsarticulared
on both sidesof rhe issue.The concerns
areposted on a flipchart.
In small groups, participants attempt to
reframe the issuein a way that will build
bridgesby answering three quesdons:
(l) \X/hat do both partiessharein
common?'What are their common
concerns?
(2 \X/hat is an umbrella question - a
question that will not be another
yes/no quesrion, but insread,will rise
abovethe Ewoparties' positions to a
broader concern that both pardes
might be interestedin answering?An
example of an umbrella question on
the issueof abordon might be, "How
can we prevent unwanted
pregnancies?"
(3)Vhar is a "coalition-building
question?"The new quesrion may
follow the formula, "How can we
(meet one of PersonAs key
concerns)while at the same rime
(meet one of PersonB's kev
concerns)?"
Finally, rhe group brainsrorms possiblesoiurions using the best reframed quesrions.

IvpLurarNtettoN:
TurcE Cnsr Sruoirs
Herearethreeexamples
of how rheNCBI
Controversial
IssueProcess
hasbeenused
to resolve conflicts involving deeply

embeddedprejudicial ardrudes.
CollegeControverqr:Tensionsberween
BlacftsandJewson C-ampus
The firsr exampletook placeon a U.S.
collegecampus.The direcrorof the
African-AmericanCenrerinvired a
controversialspeakerto rhe campus.The
speakerallegedlysaid,"The only good
Zionisr is a deadZionist." An irateJewish
studentstoodup to refirtethe commenr,
callingout in the auditorium,"l'm proud
to be a Zionist!" Sudenrcaroundhim
attackedhim and the ensuingmeleemade
the 6 o'clock and I i o'clock eveningnews
on local televisionstations.
Nervousuniversityofficialsinvited NCBI
to the campus.lVe kept nariond relevision
cameracrewsout of the room aswe mer
with 100 BlackandJewishstudenrleaders
and faculry. Ve led severalSpeah-Outs
with both Blackand Jewishstudents
beforestarting the Conroversial Issue
Process.s'We
led a Speah-Outwithrhe
Jewishstudenrwho had beenassaulted.
Fighting to keepbackhis rears,the srudenr
saidthat throughout his life his father,
who had escaped
Germanyin 1930,had
ried to rell him abourhis fearsasa Jew
The studenrsaidhe had neverunderstood
his father'sfearsundl he went ro hearthe
controversialspeakeron campus.\7hen
we askedthe other participantswhat had
touchedthem abourtheJewishsrudent's
story the director of the African,American
Cenrerpur up his hand and with rearsin
his eyeslooked overar the Jewishsrudent
and said,"I felt when I waslisteningto
you that I could removeyour faceand pur
a Blackfacetheresayingthe samething."
Severdother BlacksandJews did,SpeahOuts,rclling their personalexperiences
with racismor anri-Semitism.

...the director of
the A.&ican-American
Center...looked over
at the Jewish student
and said, "I felt when
I was listening to you
that I could remove
your face and put a
Black face there saying the same thing."

\(i'ethen beganthe Conroversial Issue
Process.
The srudentschoseto examine
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the issue, "Should speakerswho are
divisive and have a porential hate message
in rheir speechesbe welcomed onro
campus?" The students were evenly
divided. As rhe rwo volunteer speakers
articulated each side of the conuoversy, the
underlying group issuesbecame clearer.
For many Blacks, the Jewish studenrs'
relling them who they should or should
not lisren to on campus was a form of
racism, and the parronizing messagewns
that Blacks are not intelligent enough to
choose for themselvesand to listen
critically to controversial ideas. For many
Jews, the Black srudents' insistence on
trusr was a form of and-Semitism, and the
unsenling messagewas that Jews were to
rrust that others would recognizeanriSemitism despitea painful history ofJews
being betrayed by group after group.

...the rest of us who
heard their accounts,
gained a deeper
understanding of how
religious beliefs are
intimately connected
with life experiences
and the histories of
our peoples.

.

In reframing the conuoversy, the students
came to a new question, "How do we
welcome Black members on campus to
have self-determinarionin selectingtheir
own leaderswhile at the same time making
sure that Jewish students and faculry do
not get isolatedor abandoned?"The
reframed question led to a solution. The
students decided that each group would
invire a controversial speaker to campus,
one whom rhe other side might fear.
Howwer, they dso agreed to attend the
speechestogether as a joint codidon,
teaching each other whar was helpful and
harmfi,rl in each speaker'smessage.By rhe
end of the Conrroversial Issue Process,
those who had been struggling with BlackJewish rensions found a constructive way
to deal with the issuescausing the
controversy.

CouperrNcRllrcrous Curvs :
CHzusrraxEveNcu-rzRrroN
AND
IxorceNousSPrRrruALrrY
The secondexampletook placeat a NCBI
Train-the-Tiainerssessionin Toronto.

I
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Canada. The group decidedto work wirh
rhe issue,"Is Jesusthe only way?' The
personspeakingon rhe sideof "yes"wasa
Vhire malefrom a Southernciry in the
'When
the ottrer
United States.
askedhim a Speah-Out
spokesperson
question,to learnwhat in his persond
experienceled him to his position, rhe
man srartedto weep.His story was that he
grew up in a home in which both parena
werealcoholics.His grandmother,a deeply
religiousChrisdan woman, intervenedand
raisedhim. Shefrequentlytook him with
her to church. He said that he knew when
he died he would be with Jesusin heaven,
and he wanted everyoneto havethe same
opportuniry He said that his grandmothcr
and his belief in Jesushad savedhis life.
A First Nadons/indigenous
woman spoke
on the sideof "no." Shewasborn on a
Canadianreservationand asa young girl
had beensentto Chrisdan schools.In a
quiet voice,shesaid that throughout her
life shehad alwaysfelt that therewas an
inexplicable"hole in her heart."As an
adult shewent to a conferencewhereshe
heardthe rhphmic beadngof Nadve
drums. The sound offeredher healing,and
led her eventudly to rhe reclaimingof the
indigenousreligionof her ancestors.
Not
untilshe heardthe drumming did she
begin to feelwhole again.
The man from the SouthernU.S. was
wide-eyedasshecontinucd, "I want to see
my grandparentswhen they die, too. But
accordingto the religion of my people,my
grandparents
wonr be in heaven.Their
spirits arepart ofthe earth; they arepart of
the trees;theyarepart of thewind."
Each of them, aswell asfor the restof us
who heardtheir accounts,gaineda deeper
understandingof how religiousbeliefsare
intimately connectedwirh life experiences
and the historiesof our peoples.In
reachingtoward generositywith each

other, we do not change minds, we change
hearrs,through hearing and understanding
eachother'sstories.
Defining a Legislative Agenda: Seeking a
Common Policy on Tiansracial Adoption
The last example comes from NCBI's
work wirh severalmembers of the United
SratesCongress.A bill had been proposed
in the U.S. Senatero eliminate raceas a
factor in seiectinga suitable family for the
adoption of a child. The bill stirred heared
debareamong child advocateson all sides
of the rransracialadoption issue.Some
groups, such as the Black SocialWorkers,
had adopted a policy to place Black
children only with Black families.In light
of Lr.S.racism,they
of the pervasiveness
firmly believedthar Black children would
onlv have a fighting chance if they were
piacedwith Black families.Others with
equallvsrrongconvicrionsbelievedthar
finding a loving family, regardlessof race,
is cheonly acceptablestandardin placing
children in adoprivehomes.
Sponsorsof the federallegisladoninvited
NCBI to facilitare a daylong conference
for nadonal leadersin the field of adoption
policy. Nearly every key advocatehad a
personalsrakein the formulation of the
national policy, not onll' becauseof a
professionalinterest in the subject but
becauseso many were adoptive parents-

opposed her views. She said, "l have to tell
vou, I haven'tchanged my position on rhis
issueby being here todal'. Bur I've
discoveredthat I like you; and becauseI
like you, I'm going to stay in a room with
you until we can hash out a bill that we
can both endorse."
PRo-si,ecrtvE APPLtc.{TIoNs
Communiry leadersare currentlv planning
ro use the NCBI Controversial lssue
Processin a variery of senings. Narional
leadersof the U.S. Episcopai Church plan
ro use the processin discussingthe
ordinarion of openly gay and lesbian
clergy.\7ith the approaching presidenrial
elections,Californiat pending I 996
statewidereferendum on affirmative action
is being closelywatched acrossthe United
Srates.In preparation for the Republican
convenrion in San Diego and rhe
California referendum vote, the San Diego
Chapter of NCBI is collaboratingwith the
San Diego Human Relations Commission
ro launch "Talk San Diego," a novel
program that will rrain hundreds of
volunteers to lead the NCBI Controversial
IssueProcessthroughout the ciry on the
topic of affirmative action. The use of the
Conuoversial IssueProcessmay enable
thousandsof San Diego cirizensto heal
their own prejudicesand to formulate a
poliry that can reflecr the concernsofall
sideson the issue.

many with transracialfamilies.

Surt,rt.rRt
Many of rhe ieading advocateson both
sidesof the issuehad never met each other
before.They knew each other only
through literature in the field, the
acrimoniousarriclesthel'had publishedin
responseto eachother in professional
journais. After working through the NCBI
Controversial IssueProcess,a healing
momenr came at the end of the day.A
leading advocatecaught the eye ofone of
her colleaguesacrossthe room who

Now more than ever there is a need for
practitioners in the field of dispute
resolurion to bring prejudice reducrion
skills to public conversationson divisive
issues.The NCBI Controversial Issue
Process,which enrails careful listening,
personalstoryrelling, and confl ict
resolution techniques,is one approach rhat
communiry leaderscan use to move a
contentious subiect forward.
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e02) 785-9400
I The Narional Coalirion Building
lnstirurc. NCBI. and thc NCBI
Conrrovcrsial lssue Proccssare
protcctcd bv inrcrnational
copvright. Usc ofthc namcs
and/or proccss rcquircs thc cxprcss
pcrmissionof NCBI.
2 I wish ro acknowlcdge rhc cdirorial
suggesrions
of Georgc J. Mau in
preparingthis articlc.
3 Scc,c.g., ltabari Nicri, The
Conqucsr ofHatc: Bv Turning
Conflicr lnsidc Out, a New Breed
of Mcdiarors Finds a Wav to Bring
Pcaceto the Ciry, Los Angclcs
Timcs Magazine(April 25, 1993).
i Seealso Eric Johnson. Policc
Bruralirv and thc Prciudicc
Reducrion Modcl, l:w and Ordcr
( N o v e m b c r1 9 9 2 ) .
i For a dcscriptionof NCBt's
PrcjudiccRcducrion Modcl, scc
Chcric R. Brown and Gcorgc J.
Maza, Pcer Training Strarcgics for
Vclcoming Divcrsiry, Racism on
Campus: Confronring R:cial Biro
Through Pccr lnrcrvcnrions (Ns
York: Josscy-Bass
Inc., l99l).
{' Scc Chcric R. Brown, Hcaling
Pain and Building Bridgcs,
'Woman
of Powcr (Summcr
-

1992),pp.16-2r.

Brown and Maa, Pccr Tmining
Srrarcgies,
p. 45.
t In working with a group following
ovcrt hostiliris, ir may bc
necessaryto facilitatc haling
rhrough prcliminery Spak-Outs
bcforc using thc NCBI
Controvcrsial lssue Procss.
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