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On bridging the gap: the relevance of theory

to the practice of conflict resolution

Jacob Bercovitch, Kevin Clements and Daniel Druckman
*

It is often claimed that policy makers and scholars inhabit different worlds

and have little for each other. We challenge this perception and claim that

there is a strong symbiotic relationship between the two. This relationship is

particularly strong in the field of conflict where policy makers may be in

desperate need of guidelines, advice and analysis on how to transform

complex conflict situations into more peaceful ones. We suggest that policy
makers may think in terms of macro and micro-level theories and ideas if they

wish to embrace better strategies of conflict resolution.

Introduction

Conflict is without doubt one of the most fundamental of all social processes. It is
found everywhere, and at any level of social interaction. It is also potentially one
of the most destructive of them all. Trying to understand conflict and its causes,
so as to deepen knowledge about its resolution, has therefore been among the
most important scholarly and practical activities many of us engage in. Although
conflict resolution is a relatively new field, it has already experienced many
internal debates about paradigms, methods and perspectives. One of the most
poignant issues, and one which has generated much discussion, concerns the
relationship between theory and practice, between knowledge and action.
Is there a link between the two, or are they entirely independent? Can scholars of
conflict help practitioners to make better decisions or at least more informed
decisions? Can knowledge imparted by scholars of conflict change a conflict
situation for the better? Do policy makers have the time and inclination to
absorb more information on how best to approach a conflict? The main
argument we wish to advance here is that there is there a very strong connection
between theory and action, and it is in fact impossible to conceive of any action
in the absence of some theoretical understanding. If we truly want to understand
conflicts, and facilitate their resolution, we must, we suggest, discuss such efforts
only within a set of theoretical ideas. Such ideas can help us to understand all
manner of conflicts in our region and beyond, and help those directly involved in
it to find better ways of managing it constructively.

Australian Journal of International Affairs Vol. 59, No. 2,

pp. 133–140, June 2005

ISSN 1035-7718 print/ISSN 1465-332X online/05/020133-8 q 2005 Australian Institute of International Affairs

DOI: 10.1080/10357710500139540



Scholars and practitioners

In every field of human endeavour there is a tension between theoretical ideas
and the actual problems policy makers face. In the field of conflict resolution the
tension is often more like an unbridgeable gulf. Scholars and practitioners have
been socialised to look with dismay on the others’ efforts. Practitioners of
conflict resolution deal with everyday problems in international relations, and
usually search for a quick response to a particular conflict. Not for them is the
high level of abstraction or generalisation that a theory or a model might imply.
Practitioners work in the real world of policy making where time is precious,
alternatives are few, and next day’s headlines loom large in their minds.
Analytical techniques, broad generalisations or abstract ideas do not seem to be
of much use to a busy field officer looking for ways to bring violence against a
community under control. Practitioners also operate in a complex world where
they view each conflict as unique, and where they draw lessons based on their
own personal experience and familiarity when tailoring any attempts at
resolution.

Scholars, on the other hand, are usually described, not always in a
complimentary fashion, as being too academic and all too obsessed with writing
papers and monographs that will appeal to a few other specialists, and be largely
incomprehensible to anyone else. Practitioners and policy makers have a point
when they accuse scholars of using jargon-laden language and esoteric models to
complicate processes that are quite straightforward. There is, it seems, a total
inability by one group to understand, or learn anything from, the other.

If this is how things seem to some, then it is an erroneous perception. It may
seem to many that indeed there are two separate cultures: that of the scholar and
of the practitioner, but they are in fact much closer to each other, and we would
argue that neither can exist without the other. Knowledge and action are not
dichotomous, but aspects of one interdependent reality. Action without some
prior knowledge seems inconceivable, and knowledge that is not based on
previous actions and past experience is irrelevant. The main argument we wish to
advance here is that knowledge or theory, especially in a practical area such as
conflict resolution, is the only possible guide to action, and policy makers ignore
knowledge of scholarly theories and knowledge at their peril. Scholars and
practitioners may use pejorative terms to describe each other, but they are
ineluctably linked together in more substantive ways than either may perhaps be
willing to admit.

In many respects we feel it may be impossible to even imagine how a policy
maker can operate without a theory, a guide to behaviour, or some broad set of
ideas that imply particular relationships and levels of connectedness between
social problems. Although some practitioners may view theory with a sense of
aversion, it should be emphasised that a theory is neither more nor less than a set
of assumptions or ideas regarding how certain strategies work. Whether it is the
belief that power is the dominant motive of behaviour in international relations,

134 J. Bercovitch et al.



the idea that deterrence can actually dissuade an opponent from acting
aggressively, or the notion that all human beings have certain basic needs that
have to be met, these are general world views that shape the mind-set of
practically all practitioners.

In the area of conflict management, scholars can offer insights, useful ideas
and relevant theories. Generally speaking, these fall into two dimensions: (a)
macro-level theories and ideas which pertain to the context of a conflict and the
broad structure within which it is embedded, and (b) micro-level theories which
provide well tested ideas about specific actors or strategies in conflict. In the
sections below we offer some examples of each set of theories.

Macro-level theories

One of the more promising areas of recent scholarly research concerns the ideas of
conflict prevention. Here the basic idea is quite simple: it is better to avert conflicts
from escalating to war and violence than to deal with conflicts once they have
escalated. But how do we know which conflicts will escalate and which will just
fizzle out, and what sort of action can we take to stop conflicts from becoming too
disruptive? The sad reality is that once parties are embroiled in violence it becomes
much more difficult to apply any theory at all as most individual calculations
about when to cease violent behaviour rest on assessments of relative power,
intention, coercive capacity and ability to do harm. The scholarly community has
spent considerable time and energy on developing a theory of conflict prevention,
and in particular on identifying macro-level indicators that predispose a conflict to
violence. Once such indicators are identified, policy makers can take practical
action to prevent a situation from getting out of hand.

The analytical tools reflecting this orientation are peace and conflict impact
assessment or peace, conflict and development assessment methodologies. These
are methods aimed at identifying a host of structural conditions that may be
associated with or cause a resort to war. Some of the factors that figure
overwhelmingly in this kind of analysis include the democratic nature of a state,
observance of general human rights practices, previous military escalation, the
absence of civil society networks, ethnic fragmentation, reliance on one or few
primary resources, and major power interests. Where these factors are found,
there exists a real danger that a conflict will escalate to a serious dispute.
Regional bodies or the United Nations can take preventive measures to contain
the level of hostility. Such measures can include preventive deployment,
facilitation, third party mediation, and fact finding missions. The important
theoretical point we want to make here is that is it perfectly possible, if political
will and commitment are present, to identify which conflict will escalate to war
and which will not (and most, after all, do not escalate to war), and take
preventive measures where a conflict is showing all the signs of a malignant
process. We think of cases such as Slovakia, Moldavia and Macedonia, where
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preventive action by regional organisations and neighbouring states stopped the
conflict from spreading further afield or from becoming violent.

In the 2001 Report of the UN Secretary General on the Prevention of Armed
Conflict, Kofi Annan proposed that an effective preventive strategy requires ‘a
comprehensive approach that encompasses both short-term and long-term
political, diplomatic, humanitarian, human rights, developmental, institutional,
and other measures taken by the international community, in cooperation with
national and regional actors’. More recently he stated in his report, entitled In
larger freedom: toward development, security and human rights for all, that
there was a complex interdependence between development and security.
Building upon two previous reports by The High-level Panel on Threats,
Challenges and Change and The Millennium Project, the Secretary-General’s
most recent report advances the ideas of conflict prevention, and fuses together
issues of theory and practice more coherently.

The addition of economic, social, and political development dimensions into
this assessment is an acknowledgement that basic human needs and welfare are
critical to long-term transformation of violent environments. It is also a signal,
that while it is important to change attitudes, perceptions, and the unhelpful
framing of problems, as well as to develop altered approaches to negotiation,
these dimensions are by no means automatically or directly connected to
changed contexts or less violent behaviour. On the contrary, in terms of the
structural sources of conflict, the development/peace building focus is
deliberately intended to direct more attention towards macro- (institutional)
variables and a deeper awareness of the specific relationships between micro-
and macro-dynamics than has been the case in a lot of the more interactive,
dialogical approaches to conflict resolution and transformation.

The theory of conflict prevention gives policy makers concrete indicators to
assess. The basic message of the theory is the need to focus much more attention
away from short-term crisis management and preventive diplomacy to long-
term, structural prevention— addressing the root-causes of the conflict. This will
require more focus on satisfying basic needs economically as well as devising
institutions which can create spaces for the recognition and acknowledgment of
needs which fuel so many conflicts within divided societies. Here more attention
needs to be paid to political arrangements which emphasise co-operation across
identity groups and cross-cutting links between and beyond institutions. This
will take place only if the policy making community shows a much greater
willingness to think critically and to act expediently.

Micro-level theories

Once violence has erupted, the critical questions policy makers face have to do
with ensuring the survival of key stakeholders/partners, and the creation of
safe spaces within which some difficult conversations might begin about how
to generate and guarantee a ceasefire and/or, more optimally, the creation of
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conditions conducive to some medium to longer term settlement and resolution
of the conflict and the cycle of violence it spawns. Conflict management is not a
random process; it has its own logic, rationale and rhythm; micro-level theories
provide policy makers with ideas on how better to engage each other in this
process.

Three recent projects illustrate ways of packaging theory and research findings
for application. The packaging takes the form of training narratives, computer-
assisted mediation, and frameworks for international diplomats. Each project is
designed as a bridge between theory and practice at a micro-level of analysis. The
value of these designs is demonstrated by the results of experiments and other
forms of validity assessments.

The project on training narratives was implemented as part of the United
States Institute of Peace program on theory to practice. Sixteen narrative
descriptions summarised results obtained from negotiation studies conducted
over a twenty-five year period. Themes include achieving integrative agreements,
the role of emotions, culture, relationships, alternatives, time pressure, power,
and constraints on flexibility. The set of themes was organised and located in a
framework that connects preconditions, background factors, and conditions to
processes, outcomes, and implementation. Each of the 16 themes was
highlighted—as in a telephoto camera lens—for special attention in the form
of a descriptive narrative. The narrative is an analytical ‘break out’ of the theme:
For example, the narrative on integrative agreements specifies the preconditions
(studying the issues), background factors (experience with log rolling),
conditions (privacy) and processes (information search) shown by research to
increase the chances for getting optimal, ‘win-win’ outcomes. Counter-intuitive
findings discovered in each thematic area are also presented: For example, too
much time spent developing alternatives encourages a self-centred approach to
the talks; they also lead to judgments that the other’s alternatives are ‘better’.
A result is sub-optimal agreements. Review and discussion of the findings
prepare trainees for participation in exercises that correspond to each of four
negotiating functions: roles of analyst, strategist, negotiating performer, and
designer. Conducted usually over a three-day period, these activities are intended
to help develop skills of a reflective, theory-based practitioner. To ascertain how
well this package of narratives and exercises works, we have conducted
evaluation experiments. Key findings include the following:

a. When compared to a non-narrative control group, the theory-based narrative
themes significantly increased understanding of the concepts.

b. Particularly strong differences between narrative and control groups were
found when the narrative themes were linked to a broad overview of research
on negotiation and mediation.

c. Follow-up evaluations showed that some trainees used the narratives in their
professional work; these trainees were primarily those exposed to the broader
research field.
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d. Diplomats, more than graduate students, displayed an illusion of
comprehension; they thought that they learned more than they demonstrated
in written—but not oral—products.

Another project consisted of an evaluation of the impacts of an electronic
mediation (e-mediation) system on impasse resolution. The software system was
designed to capture three functions of mediation: diagnosis (where are we now,
and where are we going?), analysis (what are the sources of our impasse?), and
advice (what should we do to resolve the impasse?). Theory played an important
part in implementing each of these functions. The questions asked for diagnosis,
and the analysis of sources corresponded to variables explored in the research.
The advice that was linked to the analyses of sources derived from findings about
such strategies as fractionating and linking issues, log-rolling, searching for
information, and situation-related flexibility. The role played by research is
demonstrated by a sequence of experiments designed to evaluate the mediation
functions and the system used to deliver them.

Results from an initial experiment strongly supported the value of the
e-mediation system: e-mediation negotiators obtained more agreements and
judged the process and outcomes to be significantly better than negotiators who
only reflected on strategies between rounds. Further support for the system was
obtained from the results of a second experiment: e-mediation negotiators
obtained more agreements than negotiators who only received paper advice—the
same as the advice given by the e-mediation system but without diagnosis
or analysis. A third experiment compared three conditions: separate use of the
e-mediation system, as in the earlier experiments; joint use of the e-mediation
system, and a live mediator who performed the same functions as the computer
system. The joint e-mediation condition was best. Negotiators in this condition
resolved significantly more impasses than those in the separate e-mediation
condition. They also were more willing to compromise than those in the live-
mediation condition. Negotiators who worked with a live mediator reached
more agreements than those who used the e-mediation system separately but
fewer agreements than those reached by joint e-mediation negotiators.
Interestingly, perception of the computer-aided mediator did not correspond to
the outcomes. Negotiators in all three experiments indicated a stronger
preference for the non-computer intervention (reflection, advice only, or live
mediation) than for either form of e-mediation, separate or joint. Perhaps a more
human-like e-mediator would prove to be more satisfying.

These findings hail the value of theory and research in practice. Negotiators in
all the ‘theory’ conditions (e-mediation, live mediation) resolved more impasses
than those in the ‘non-theory’ conditions (reflection, advice only). Although we
cannot as yet specify in a precise way how the theoretical/research knowledge
contributes to decisions, we can claim general empirical support for theory-
based interventions. As well, we are encouraged to move from these omnibus
experimental conditions to an exploration of the impacts of particular aspects of
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theory or research, for example, the effects of alternative negotiator orientations
and pre-negotiation experiences.

A third project illustrates the way theoretical knowledge informs the
development of a support tool designed for professional diplomats. It consisted
of constructing a framework to aid the organising and strategising functions
performed by national and international delegations. The organising function is
addressed by questions asked about each of ten features of any conference,
including the issues, delegation activities, domestic and international events, the
conference setting, processes, and outcomes. A complex framework with many
questions is well-suited to the complexity of conferences conducted in such issue
areas as trade (e.g. NAFTA), environment (e.g. Montreal Protocol, acid rain),
security (e.g. conventional arms reductions, SALT), and territory/sovereignty
(e.g. Panama Canal).

The strategic function is served by distinctions made among the more and less
important features of the framework. The technical work consists of assigning
weights to the questions or variables in each section. The weights derive from a
procedure known as pair comparisons: judges compare the relative impacts of the
features in the context of particular cases. They can also be generated from
correlations among the features and outcomes; correlations can be converted into
weights. Additional analyses addressed reliability. This was done by comparing
answers givenby two ormore experts onparticular cases. Questions with high inter-
rater agreement were retained; those with low agreement were dropped. A revised
framework with relatively few important and reliable items is helpful for strategy
development. Both functions—organisation and strategy—served by this project
are examples of other ways of connecting research to practice. However, the value
of the framework in diplomatic practice remains to be evaluated.

In each of these projects, design was informed by theory and evaluations
were guided by sophisticated research methodologies. Each is regarded as a
contribution to the goals of improving negotiation and mediation practices.
They also illustrate ways of packaging theory and research. The training project
workshops embody research in the form of narratives and accompanying
exercises. The work on e-mediation is an example of a software platform that
embeds theory in the functions of diagnosis, analysis, and advice. The value of
these packaging devices is attested to by the results of systematic evaluations.
Frameworks are another way of incorporating theoretical insights. When
government agencies sponsor these efforts—as they did in these projects—they
‘put their money where they mouths are’, and, by so doing, endorse the
contribution made by theory to the conduct of domestic and foreign policy.

Conclusion

The simplified and rather dated view that policy makers and scholars inhabit
different planets, and pursue their objectives in complete ignorance of the other,
is one that we strongly wish to challenge. Every form of human behaviour is
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improved by understanding, knowledge, reflection and analysis. Intuitive
judgment, so beloved of policy makers, is not enough to ensure high quality
decisions in complex situations. Nowhere is that more apparent than in the field
of conflict and its resolution where both scholars and practitioners are searching
for better ways to deal with a myriad of conflicts. Policy makers cannot remain
impervious to the plethora of findings on the causes of conflict, its escalation and
on ways to improve its resolution. Keeping abreast of relevant scholarly
knowledge can make all the difference between success and failure in a conflict
situation. Scholars, for their part, cannot hope to replenish and improve their
conclusions unless they study real life situations, and do so systematically.

Knowledge about conflict, familiarity with basic ideas and theories about its
causes, manifestations and possible terminations can only have a beneficial
impact on any decision. We have argued above that theory and practice, policy
makers and scholars do not inhabit different worlds, nor is there an unbridgeable
gulf between them. In fact, all policy makers use theories and implicit
assumptions, sometimes consciously, often unconsciously, when facing critical
situations. Such assumptions and theories often emerge from historical lessons of
previous generations (e.g. ‘appeasement leads to war’), or from individual
experience. Scholars wish to make these assumptions explicit and replace simple
historical lessons with conditional generalisations (e.g. under what conditions
appeasement may lead to war). Such knowledge can only help policy makers
develop better judgment and better diagnoses and prescriptions for dealing with
conflicts in their regions.

Here we have suggested that policy makers have a range of options, not
just fighting or fleeing, in conflict situations. We like to think of these options
as generated by thinking about the macro-, structural conditions of a
conflict, and the micro-, or process level of conflict. High quality policy
decisions may result when practitioners of diplomacy are able to adapt the
norms and procedures of various theories and ideas to their own unique
situation. We place theoretical and analytical competence in conflict at a
premium, and wholeheartedly agree with the sentiment expressed by one of
most influential scholars of the last century, Kurt Lewin, and one of the most
astute practitioners of diplomacy in the USA, Paul Nitze, both of whom felt
that there was nothing as practical as a good theory! We are willing and
ready to offer our findings and theories to practitioners. Are they ready to
accept them, and act upon them?

Note

* The order of authors is alphabetical. All three authors contributed equally to this paper. We are

grateful to the editor, Professor William Tow, for raising this question and for his kind

invitation to us.
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